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    Chapter One


    London


    May 1817


    Lindsay Dunsfield cringed as the dull feminine roar emanating from the nursery reached an unprecedented raucousness. Warily she eyeballed an errant silver pin rolling beneath the closed white door. Heaven help us, tonight is sure to be a disaster.


    “Miranda, hold still!” Lindsay’s mother scolded from the other side of the door.


    “I’ll hold still if you stop stabbing me with the pins.”


    “It sounds like a battlefield in there,” Claire, Lindsay’s younger sister, muttered from her left.


    “It is.” Lindsay sighed, flexing fingers raw and burning after six hours of nonstop hemming. She threw her sister a pleading glance. “I’ll pay you to deliver these ribbons to Mamma?”


    “With what? Dried peas?” Claire cocked a dubious dark brow. “I’ll set foot in that room on a cold day in ‘you know where.’” She then proceeded to stuff a fat wad of cotton in each ear and stalked off.


    Lindsay scowled. Yes, she knew exactly where, and she had the sudden childish urge to wish her sister there. Resisting the desire to flee, she took a deep breath and ventured through the nursery door.


    Old gowns, butchered for their finer parts, hung from chair backs, bureaus, and closet doors. Mismatched buttons and pins littered the floor, while odds and ends of fabric and lace lay scattered about the room. Amidst the chaos, her two youngest sisters mimicked fidgeting dress dummies while Tess, their lady’s maid, and Lindsay’s mother worked feverishly to create “new” ball gowns.


    “I found the purple ribbons you asked for, Mamma.” Lindsay waved the brightly colored bundle but no one paid her any mind.


    “May the good Lord take me now,” her mother cried in overt frustration. “Miranda, you’ve already scuffed your shoes.”


    Miranda, youngest of the Dunsfield brood by six total minutes, rolled her eyes irritably. “Mamma, I’m sorry, but—”


    “But? But nothing. Those shoes must last the entire season and this may very well be the only season for all of you.” Emma Dunsfield stood, sweeping a reproachful finger about the room, implicating three of her four daughters. “There are funds for one great hoorah and nothing more, Miranda. I’ll not have you lamenting the fact you don’t have a husband at the end of the summer because of your shoes.” She bent back over Miranda’s hem, mumbling to herself, and Miranda promptly stuck her tongue out.


    There was a time when Lindsay would have laughed at the display—she missed those days of love and levity—but today there was nothing funny about the situation. While Lindsay was beginning on her second season, their father’s severely ailing health and more severely ailing funds made it necessary to debut the remaining three daughters in hopes of marrying at least one—if not all—the girls off before destitution befell the family.


    After the scandal surrounding their elder brother’s untimely death, most gossiped the girls would have no means for a decent match. If not for her Uncle Geoffrey Dunsfield, Baron Lightford, her father’s elder brother, they would scarcely be received in society. Uncle Geoffrey had painfully little to do with them and had made it abundantly clear he would not aid them financially or take them in if the need arose. With all four daughters out at once, the family reeked of desperation. No suitable gentleman would touch the “Dreaded Dunsfields” without diamond-studded garters.


    “Where should I put the ribbons?”


    No one, save for Miranda, so much as looked at Lindsay. Miranda shrugged and Lindsay finally tossed the lavender bundle amid the clutter before taking full advantage of the opportunity to escape and slip back into the hall.


    Elizabeth threw her a beleaguered glare. “Lindsay, wait, you can’t leave! Mamma, why don’t you make her stay?”


    Lindsay threw her curly haired sister a murderous glare.


    “Lindsay must go and prepare herself for Lord Harold. Their engagement will be officially announced tonight, Elizabeth. You know that.” Her mother glanced up briefly. “Lindsay, wear the pink gown.”


    “Of course, Mamma.” The plunging neckline flashed through her mind. Lindsay gulped, trudging into the hall, feeling as though murky water lapped at her ankles…inching cold and wet up her legs… She shuddered, beating back vile memories, and returned her attention to the task—or rather the dress—at hand.


    The pale ensemble was perfect in its simplicity. One thick satin ribbon tied around the waist, just below her bosom, and the bodice gathered in tiny pleats that pulled the neckline down and together enough to make even Lindsay look as though she had cleavage. Quite a feat considering the lack of flesh she had to work with. No excess cloth or lace adorned the sleeves or hem to distract onlookers from the displayed décolletage. The gown was daring for an unmarried woman and Lindsay was never daring—at least not anymore.


    She shook her head. Black attire would far more suit her mood. Lord Harold Grimsby, uncle to the current Duke of Hampton, was old enough to be her grandfather. Just the thought of his clammy hands made her shudder, but marriage to the elderly gentleman would ensure not only the financial future of her mother and sisters, but pave the way for her siblings to make respectable matches.


    Bone-jarring coughs rattled through the narrow hallway, emanating from the master bedchamber.


    Lindsay’s gaze shifted to the door; the murky waters swirling about her legs crept higher. Her father’s death was imminent. Though Papa’s mind was very much intact, his body was failing him. Anymore, he spent the majority of the day confined to his room. The physician had come and gone just that afternoon.


    “I’d give him a month, six weeks at most, but truly, Mrs. Dunsfield, your husband could pass at any time,” Dr. Pollack’s warning rang clear through Lindsay’s head.


    A wave of nausea roiled in her stomach. She stalled, leaning against the wall, clenching a fist until her knuckles turned white. The imminence of his death made the need for her hasty marriage all the more necessary. Night after night, she lay awake desperate to block out the miserable echo and the reality of what her life would be once her father passed on. She couldn’t allow herself to grieve. Strength—or mayhap denial—was her only means of survival at this point.


    The metaphorical water threatened to swallow her whole just as the pond had when she was ten years old. Memories of the day she’d nearly drowned collided with new fears and, despite the fact she stood on the sturdy dry boards of a second story townhouse, she was drowning. The walls closed in and if she did not escape the house immediately she would scream. She hiked up the heavy skirts of her serviceable day gown, descended the stairs two at a time, and dashed with less than ladylike haste down the hall and through the kitchen. Snatching a worn blue shawl from a peg along the back wall, she slipped out the back door into the May damp. A few minutes sitting in the garden gazebo would clear her head.


    She snuggled the shawl against her throat, blocking the chilled air, and stepped from the stone stair into the yard, finally able to breathe. Blessedly, the unrelenting drizzle had waned to a feathery mist and a thick fog settled over the garden bringing with it an atmosphere of perfect solitude.


    Voices from the front of the house drew her attention before she was halfway to the gazebo. “Return again and you’ll be arrested for trespassing,” Garrison, their butler, boomed officiously.


    Trespassing? How odd. Curious, she crept around the weathered stone corner of the house, her feet squishing in the rain-soaked grass. Another creditor perhaps?


    “Please, sir, if you’d only grant me a moment,” an oddly familiar voice argued.


    The door slammed loudly, cutting the voice off.


    She peered around the corner, squinting through the heavy mist to the stairs situated at the opposite end of the house. Shrouded in fog, the tall, shadowed figure of a man shook a fist at the wooden door and cursed. Though further obscured by the branches of a newly budding shrub, the side profile of the frustrated caller struck a chord of familiarity yet again. Why the gentleman looked just like…


    She teetered, blood roaring in her ears. No. It couldn’t be. Jonathan Rycroft, the man responsible for her family’s ruin, would never be so foolish as to visit. Desperation had her mind playing tricks on her. Last she’d heard, Jonathan was sailing the Atlantic, living a life of adventure and consequence. Obviously, he’d never given her a parting thought.


    Just the same, Lindsay stepped forward to better examine the gentleman striding down the walk toward the gate, but the mist enveloped him, keeping his identity from view.


    …


    Jonathan Rycroft prowled the perimeter of Lady Darvenshire’s lavish ball, nodding to acquaintances and murmuring polite greetings only when absolutely necessary. Being the bastard son of an earl had its perks. The majority of society would as soon snub their noses to him as make eye contact. No one paid him much mind or gave a damn what hell he raised. For all intents and purposes, he was invisible, which served his purpose tonight perfectly—find Lord Harold Grimsby and stick to the treasonous son of a bitch like glue.


    “Lieutenant Rycroft!”


    Oh, Lord. Inwardly he groaned, searching for escape. Apparently he was invisible to everyone except women like the portly Mrs. Westland and her three mousy, spinster daughters. With the woman only strides away and the burgundy-washed wall to his left and back, avoidance was impossible. He pasted a bland smile on his face, steeling himself for the encounter.


    “I wasn’t aware you were back in town,” Mrs. Westland preened, sidling up and sinking her fingers into his arm.


    “Yes, my ship made port two days ago.”


    “How wonderful you made it back to enjoy the beginning of the season.”


    Wonderful was not the word Jonathan would use to describe the timing. He’d always hated the gauche, pretentious ways of the ton and, as such, strove to live a life of purpose.


    And speaking of purpose… he spotted the towering silver head of Lord Harold weaving through the swirling sea of brightly colored silks toward the door.


    Hell. He couldn’t take the chance Grimsby would slip away from the party. Jonathan had it on excellent authority his lordship was meeting with key contacts tonight. “If you’ll excuse me, Mrs. Westland.” He took an impatient step toward Grimsby.


    Mrs. Westland’s claw-like grip proved unrelenting. “You remember my daughters, Lieutenant?”


    Battling irritation, he gave a stiff nod to the thin, sallow women standing just behind Mrs. Westland. For the life of him he couldn’t remember their names. “Yes, of course.” Now to escape before the inevitable obligation to dance with one—if not all three girls—arose. “If you’ll please excuse me, I have some rather pressing business with his lordship.” He gestured broadly about the ballroom, indicating any one of a dozen gentlemen, and tactfully extricated himself from her iron grasp.


    Jonathan trailed Grimsby at an inconspicuous distance, watching—waiting—for anything out of the ordinary which may lend a clue as to Grimsby’s grave plans. To observe Lord Harold, one would never suspect him guilty of smuggling sensitive military secrets. The man was practically British royalty for Christ’s sake, why would he stoop to treason and murder? Jonathan clenched and unclenched a fist. His dislike for the traitor went far beyond king and country. He hated the man for infinitely more personal reasons.


    A gentleman garbed all in black bumped into Grimsby. “Terribly sorry, milord,” the man slurred, obviously deep in his cups.


    “Quite all right,” Lord Harold replied amiably, steadying the man before continuing on his way.


    The whole encounter appeared painfully innocent…too innocent…and Jonathan nearly missed the slip of paper passed from the inebriated gentleman’s hand to Grimsby’s. Jonathan shifted impatiently. He needed to see that paper.


    The suddenly sober man in black strode purposefully through the crowd, staring directly at Jonathan. An inkling of familiarity itched at the back of his mind, but for the life of him he could not place the chestnut-haired gentleman. Dark, beady eyes bore directly into his, sending a cold rush along his spine. Did the man know of his deadly mission? He couldn’t possibly. Jonathan had only been in London two days. Dread settled in the pit of his stomach as the skeleton-like man continued his approach. Discovered already. Apparently Jonathan was even worse at espionage than he’d initially suspected.


    “Lieutenant Rycroft?” The beanpole sidled up to him, quartering away.


    The fact seemed obvious as Jonathan was the only naval officer in the room. “Yes.”


    Obsidian eyes flicked nervously left, then right, before making brief contact. “The maze at midnight,” he uttered cryptically, already striding away.


    Bewildered, Jonathan grasped the gent’s bony arm, turning him back to face him. “The maze—What?”


    “The maze at midnight.” The man plucked a champagne flute from a passing waiter and slid into the crowd. “Good luck, Lieutenant.”


    “Who are you?”


    “A friend.”


    With the War Office no doubt. Confusion ebbed as Jonathan digested the information. If Grimsby’s clandestine meeting would take place at midnight, Jonathan would be in position at the maze entrance at quarter to twelve.


    Lord Harold paused at the refreshment table casually sampling a tiny sandwich, the perfect display of English manners and decorum. Sickened by the charade, Jonathan swept his gaze across the ballroom before he lost all semblance of control and pummeled the bastard on sight.


    The silvery blond head of Jonathan’s sister, Felicity, bobbed through the crush of dancers. He wasn’t acquainted with the dark-haired gentleman squiring her about the dance floor…he’d have to remedy that. Felicity was ridiculously beautiful in the way that left fathers and elder brothers sweating bullets.


    “Oh dear heavens, it’s the dreaded Dunsfields,” an older woman dressed much like a male peacock muttered as she stood amongst a cluster of other society hags.


    The Dunsfields? Immediately Jonathan snapped his attention to the elaborately carved double doors. Regret clinched his chest, squeezing until he could scarcely breathe. Dear God. He hadn’t seen them in three years and had received no communication from them in two. Had it been just that afternoon their ever-faithful butler had slammed the door rudely in his face? The devil only knew what became of the letters he’d sent.


    “Such an embarrassment those girls have turned out to be,” the woman continued. “Four daughters out at once. An absolute disgrace.”


    A disgrace? Since when?


    “It’s hardly their fault, Mary,” a companion of similar age and dress scolded. “What with their brother’s death and their father’s ailing health, those girls have no chance in this world but to find a husband.”


    “None but old men and lechers will want to marry that brood,” the woman sniped. “Mrs. Peabody told me just yesterday the oldest girl will be announcing an engagement to Lord Harold Grimsby. Everyone knows he has a weakness for young women.”


    Jonathan tensed, tuning to the women’s conversation.


    “You don’t say? Well, I heard that Lord Harold killed his second and third wives.” She shrugged. “The magistrate and his runners never could prove anything.”


    The other woman shook her head. “More’s the pity for that poor girl, but again, she doesn’t have many options. The whole family situation is a crying shame if you ask me.”


    “I had forgotten all about Andrew Dunsfield. Squandered the family fortune before joining the navy and being killed, if memory serves.” The peacock woman flipped open a black lace fan, covering her mouth as though to drop a hefty piece of gossip. “He was suspected of being a traitor though nothing was ever proved.”


    “I remember. Left the family in ruin.”


    Gossiping old biddies.


    Jonathan strode abruptly away. They knew nothing of the true circumstances surrounding Andrew’s death. Nothing. Neither did the Dunsfield family, for that matter, and that was precisely why Jonathan had gone from beloved friend of the family, invited for Christmas goose every year, to reviled archenemy.


    Idly, Jonathan ambled toward the door and his gaze instantly honed in on Lindsay Dunsfield. God in heaven, either he’d been at sea entirely too long or Lindsay was more bloody beautiful than he remembered. The headiest sense of spinning, spiraling out of control, swept over him, and his heart stopped cold in his chest. The sensation was disconcerting, as Jonathan was a man who prided himself on the ability to maintain absolute control.


    Poised and demure in a simple coral gown, Lindsay exuded an elegance that contrasted brilliantly with the ostentatious set of the brightly jeweled room. The length of her chocolate hair was piled stylishly atop her head and shown gloriously in the golden lamplight. Soft pink tinted the perfectly carved curve of her cheeks and enhanced the rose tones in her pouty mouth. Wide hazel eyes turned to glance in wonder about the ballroom, totally oblivious to his close perusal.


    Much like her late brother, Lindsay was wildly brilliant with a sharp wit, though most never saw past her quiet disposition and intoxicating kindness. Children of all ages adored her and people often took advantage of her good nature… Particularly her mother and sisters.


    His eyes drifted along the column of her throat and the soft set of her shoulders to—


    His jaw dropped.


    Those were certainly bigger than he remembered… His hungry gaze lingered on her generously displayed bosom. Apparently, that faultless pink gown was not as simple as it appeared at first glance. Quite the contrary, the lack of frill would surely attract the notice of every gent in the ballroom—most ladies as well he’d wager. Heat flared in Jonathan’s veins, accompanied by the sudden, possessive need to march across the ballroom, throw his jacket about her shoulders, and whisk her away from prying eyes until he alone could enjoy the benefits of that dress.


    A passel of giggling debutantes passed between them, blocking his view. Jonathan snapped from his reverie. Resolve steeled within him. Lindsay would be his once and for all. But first he must bring down Harold Grimsby.


    …


    An ornate grandfather clock chimed the half hour. Eleven thirty. Jonathan should be making his way to the maze, fulfilling his mission, but fate—or mayhap temptation—had him striding determinably in the exact opposite direction.


    Ahead of him Lindsay dashed down the hall leading from the ballroom. Her heeled shoes tapped a frenzied rhythm on the marble floors, while wanton curls bounced haphazard around her head and bared shoulders. One would think the devil himself chased after the poor girl. Surreptitiously he followed her around a corner and down another hall, curious as to her hasty departure.


    A clandestine tryst perhaps?


    An ugly flare of jealousy sprang to life. He’d kill any man who so much as looked at her cross-eyed. Lindsay was his, always had been, and she was about to learn the full measure of his resolve. She paused at a side door, opened it a crack, and peered in. He held back until she disappeared inside.


    Slowly he strode toward the door, heart hammering, fervently hoping she’d be alone. For three long years, he’d imagined the moment he would speak to her again…what he would say…Lindsay throwing herself into his arms… A vivid play of ravishing her thereafter.


    In truth, he hadn’t known what it was to love her until she’d slipped from his grasp. Shortly after Andrew’s death, her father, Robin Dunsfield, had sent Jonathan a letter making it abundantly clear that he’d shoot Jonathan on sight if he came within fifty feet of Lindsay ever again. Thankfully Old Robin—as he was known amongst the thriving circle of thieves and reprobates—was not in attendance tonight. No one held a grudge like Old Robin.


    Jonathan stalled in the doorway and leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb, content simply to drink her in.


    The clock rewound. Swept him back to the last time he’d seen her, kissed her good-bye…


    “Take care of my brother, Jonathan.”


    The words rang through his mind as clearly as if she’d just spoken them aloud. Guilt slammed him full in the chest. If only life proved so simple. In this moment he had no idea how Lindsay would react to him. He’d sent her dozens of letters over the years and never once received a response. Hell, he didn’t even know if she’d gotten the missives. For all he knew Old Robin intercepted and burned every last note.


    Lindsay stood with her back to him in the center of the empty room. She rubbed her neck and sighed. “You can do this, Lindsay, be strong.” He sensed the pain and weight of the world in those words.


    “Hello, Lindsay.”


    Startled, she spun, mossy brown-green eyes growing wide with shock. “My God,” she gasped, hands flying to her mouth. “Jonathan.”


    He shoved away from the door frame and advanced on her slowly. “So it would seem.”


    She stumbled back, putting the distance of the room between them. Jonathan’s spirits plummeted. This was hardly the welcome he’d fantasized about.


    “Wha-what are you doing here?” Her gaze darted about the dim room, looking anywhere but directly into his eyes.


    “Some extremely troubling news has come to my attention. Just tonight, I learned that you’re engaged to Lord Harold Grimsby.” He stopped a few feet from her.


    She lifted her chin, porcelain features a guise of cool disregard. “I don’t see what concern that is of yours, Lieutenant Rycroft. Now if you’ll excuse me I must return to the party before I’m missed.”


    Lieutenant Rycroft, indeed… Jonathan stepped close, anger vibrating through him, blocking her exit. “The man is old enough to be your grandfather, Lindsay. You cannot marry him.”


    “Excuse me?” She bristled. “It is no concern of yours who I marry. Now get out of my sight. I have no wish to see you.”


    She swept past him toward the door, but Jonathan snared her about the waist, spinning her lithe form into his arms, trapping her against the wall and the unyielding contour of his frame. “That is damned unfair to me, Lindsay. Damned unfair.”


    Lindsay’s heavenly eyes, flecked with raw pain and betrayal, danced over his face…searching. “Why are you here, Jonathan?”


    Arms barred on either side of her, he leaned so close she had no choice but to look directly into his eyes. Pure heat and passion smoldered in the depths of her gaze. “You.” The word fell heavy in the room, a benediction as much as a promise. His gaze raked down the column of her throat to the gentle swell of her breasts barely concealed by the soft pink fabric of her bodice. His fingers itched to trace those little cloth pleats. “It’s always been you. I had to see you, Lindsay.”


    “You shouldn’t have come.”


    “Did you get my letters?” He ignored her protests and the urge to inch his thumbs along her waist. Apparently, he’d returned just in time.


    Lindsay gulped and nervously averted her eyes. “No. Now leave.”


    “You’re a terrible liar, Lindsay. Always have been.”


    She shrugged, meeting his gaze. “At least when it comes to you.”


    He smirked, knowing he was gaining ground. “Please, Lindsay, talk to me. Give me a chance to explain about Andrew.” She must be angry about her brother. It was the only explanation for such hostility.


    “There is nothing for you to explain.” Lindsay ducked nimbly beneath his arm, skirting the wall toward the door.


    Or perhaps he’d gained nothing. “Linds, wait, don’t go.” He grasped her wrist, spinning her back to face him yet again. “At least hear me out.”


    “I will hear none of your lies, Jonathan.” She jerked against his iron grip, shards of green fire flashing in her eyes.


    “Lies? What lies?”


    “You left my brother to die suspected of treason. Now my sisters and I can scarcely show our faces in society.”


    Shock and bewilderment seared him. “That is not true. Where did you hear that?”


    “It is true! You ruined my family. You ruined my life.” Her voice broke on a single heart-wrenching sob. She turned those enormous, beautiful eyes to his. “I hate you, Jonathan Rycroft. Let me go!”


    I hate you. The words ripped through him. He grasped her upper arms and flattened her roughly against the wall.


    Lindsay gasped, her palms falling against the broad expanse of his chest.


    “But you loved me once.” He caught her face in his hands, lacing thick fingers through the silken roots of her hair, smoothing his thumbs across those creamy cheeks. He leaned close, close enough to smell the powdery scent of her manicured tresses and feel the warm gusts of her breath against his lips. “Perhaps you just need a little reminding.” Without another word his mouth covered hers.


    At first Lindsay resisted…refused to kiss him back, but he persisted. She hates me? Well hate and passion treaded a hair-thin line… He would show her just how close the two were and beat back her stubborn resolve. Finally she relented, tentatively parting her lips. He took full advantage, thrusting his tongue into her mouth. She tasted so good. Perfectly sweet. Jonathan groaned, pressing into her. Lindsay was tall, lithe, and her hips fitted perfectly against his. She swayed, finally slipping her arms around his shoulders and he sensed the full measure of her surrender. Jonathan slid an arm about her waist, cradling her against him, relishing her weight in his arms.


    His lips dragged down the warm curve of her graceful neck. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured against her throat, burying a hand in the depth of her hair. “Don’t announce your engagement. Marry me instead.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Blood roared with such ferocity in Lindsay’s ears she swayed on her feet. If not for Jonathan bracing her against the wall, she’d have oozed to the floor in a puddle of jelly. He crushed his lips to hers again and then again. Each kiss more fevered than the last. Forbidden desires flared to life within her, bringing back all the passions she’d sought to suppress…banish from her soul. Jonathan was intoxicating. He swam through her veins, leaving her off balance and clinging to him for support.


    For the first time in two years, her broken heart stumbled back to life. Beat anew. Memories, sweet and illicit, assailed her. Jonathan’s warmth and strength surrounded her, he forever smelled of the sea…fresh air, salt, and sunshine. His large hands, weathered and calloused, brushed the sensitive flesh of her neck and shoulders, tracing down the arch of her waist. Familiar warmth flushed over her skin, setting her heart to tripping. He drew back and their eyes locked, the air between them charged with age-old awareness. She could scarcely breathe as she drank in the essence of the one man who owned her heart…and had shattered her two years ago.


    Reality snapped back into place. What am I doing? Two years ago she’d learned that this man had destroyed her family. Guilt shot through her veins.


    “Marry you?” she spat, shoving him away from her. “You can’t be serious.”


    Caught off guard Jonathan stumbled backward. “Of course I’m serious. We’ve planned to marry for years. You are the whole reason I started looking for investments outside of the navy. I realize your father blames me for Andrew’s death, but I can’t change the past, Lindsay. If I could he would still be here. But there is no reason we can’t move on together the way we’ve planned. I have a start for us. Not a lot, but enough to live on until I make captain or this other opportunity I’m looking into pans out.”


    “I know all about your opportunities,” Lindsay interrupted, fury taking hold. How could he seek her out and attempt to woo her as though nothing had happened? His audacity sickened her. Once she’d loved him, but now she knew what he truly was…what he’d done. She doubted a man who would throw their hopes and dreams for the future away to line his own pockets even understood love.


    “What?” Jonathan shook his head, bewildered. “How could you possibly know—?”


    “About Barnum and Tate Shipping?” she finished for him.


    “Barnum and Tate… You mean that shady company your father insisted Andrew invest in?”


    “That you insisted he invest in.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes, you. I know everything, Jonathan. I know that you convinced my brother to let you invest my family’s money and that you took the funds, invested them in your own name, and stole the profits. You’re the reason my brother is dead. Andrew loved you like family and you lied to him! You lied and told him the company was ailing and that the money was lost. He joined the navy because you made it all look so glamorous. He thought it was the only way to provide for us. I know what you are, Jonathan Rycroft.”


    Lindsay raked a condemning glare the length of his godlike physique, taking in the perfection Andrew had so envied and she’d so adored. Sleek navy wool hugged his muscular form, fitting snugly against impossibly broad shoulders and enhancing the intense cerulean of his eyes. A crisp white vest stretched across his chest in stark contrast to the dark jacket and black cravat. White breeches molded powerful thighs and fed into shiny black Wellington boots. The gold jacket lining drew out the sun-kissed locks of his tawny hair and offset the swarthy bronze of his skin. Little lines creased the corners of his eyes and she knew all too well how they crinkled when he winked or smiled, perfectly matching the dimple in his left cheek. Her stomach performed a cacophony of silly flip-flops just looking at him.


    His face grew dark… murderous. “Did your father feed you those lies?”


    “They’re not lies, Jonathan. My father would never lie to me.”


    “Your father lies to a lot of people, Lindsay. You’re no exception, just more apt to believe.” He moved toward her, the movements predatory, daunting. “Your father insisted Andrew invest in that shipping venture. I begged him not to do it, but he didn’t listen, he believed your father a saint on high, and Robin Dunsfield has no one but himself to blame for the whole disaster.”


    Her mind whirled. “I—I don’t believe you.”


    “That son of a bitch!” Jonathan raked both hands through his hair, liquid silver-blue eyes glittering with raw betrayal. “I should have known he’d do something like this. If I’d made a fortune with that shipping company would I still be in the navy?”


    She hesitated. He did have a point there and the anger in his eyes was so genuine… Doubts shadowed her father’s claims, but she shook them away. “I’ll not hear another word of this slander.” She straightened her shoulders and made a beeline past Jonathan for the door.


    “Not until you listen.” A burly arm snaked around her waist, dragging her against the full length of his body.


    The contact sent tremors of awareness shuddering through her. She gulped, reminding herself to hate him, and looked away, furtively searching for escape. The soft strains of a waltz echoed through the halls and mingled with bursts of laughter, but not another soul haunted this portion of the manse. It seemed she’d wandered too far from the ballroom in her quest for a moment’s peace.


    “Unhand me, Jonathan. What we had is gone.” Silently, she cursed the breathlessness of her voice and the tumultuous emotions tumbling through her. Dear God, but she’d never planned to see him again. Nothing in heaven, hell, or the netherworlds between could have prepared her for this moment. Gazing into his too handsome and oh so familiar face she, quite simply, was…lost.


    “Five minutes, Lindsay. That’s all I’m asking. Give me five minutes to explain. All I want is to make amends, love.” Jonathan’s seductively low voice washed over her in a caress as smooth as the aged brandy her dying father so loved to quaff.


    Thick sable lashes shadowed his eyes, masking the secrets of the silvery-blue orbs. The sensual, compassionate set of his eyes and mouth had always contradicted the strong lines of his face. The memory of his kiss burned on her lips and his hot breath breezed across her face, igniting forgotten fires. Her gaze dropped to the curve of his full mouth. The intense desire to kiss him again, experience one last moment of bliss before she returned to the ballroom and waved her soul down the river Styx, swept over her.


    “Five minutes,” she relented.


    Yet another clock—really, there must be hundreds displayed about the manse—chimed the hour—Midnight…the witching hour…how fitting.


    “Damn!” Jonathan snatched away from her and cold overtook Lindsay without the warmth of his hefty arms. “Damn it all to hell!” He whirled from her and charged for the door.


    “Jonathan,” she called, utterly bewildered. “Wait! Where are you going?”


    “I’ll explain later.”


    Later? But he’d just begged for five minutes of her time. “There won’t be a later, Jonathan. This is a one-time deal. Five minutes now or never.”


    “Do not marry Lord Harold. Promise me.”


    “I—” But Jonathan was gone, galloping through the door, before the words escaped her mouth.


    She chased him into the hall, but the heavy length of her skirts made it impossible to keep up with his gazelle-like strides. By the time she returned to the ballroom, he was nowhere in sight. She scanned the room with a shrewd eye, catching a glimpse of dark blue wool by the French doors leading to the garden. She wove determinably through the sea of milling gentry and whirling dancers. He couldn’t launch a sensual assault on her like that without following through with an explanation.


    “Lindsay! Lindsay!” The shout pierced the din of the party, drawing several disapproving glances.


    She wanted nothing more than to crawl beneath one of the refreshment tables as her younger sister, Claire, trotted in most unladylike haste through the crowd toward her, her cream gown marred by bright red punch spilled down the front.


    “Lindsay, I need your help.”


    “Claire, do try to keep your voice down.” She glanced toward the garden doors. Blast! Jonathan had disappeared. “Can this wait?”


    “No.” Her sister danced agitatedly from foot to foot, wringing her hands. “Elizabeth and Miranda are fighting over Lord Hope again.”


    “Oh, dear.” Lindsay rolled her eyes heavenward. Those two would be scandal ridden and ruined before the week was out. “Where is Mamma?”


    “Encouraging them as always.”


    “Heaven help us,” Lindsay muttered. She chewed at her bottom lip, glanced toward the French doors once more, and said, “Claire, you’re going to have to handle this yourself.”


    “But, Lindsay—”


    “You can do this,” she interrupted, twisting on a heel and marching straight toward the balcony doors. “I have other matters to attend.”


    By the time she reached the lace-draped French doors and escaped the stuffy ballroom for the breezy stone porch, Jonathan was gone. Chewing nervously on her bottom lip, she stepped hesitantly off the porch and into the gardens, searching for any sign of him or the reason for his hasty departure. Voices off to the right drew her attention. She followed the strains of conversation down the sculpted steps and across the yard toward the maze.


    What had possessed Jonathan to approach her tonight? Was there any truth to his words? Her heart skipped with hope as every memory and dream for a life with him swam through her mind. As the “ward” of the Earl of Wayford, Jonathan had not a penny of fortune to his name and no societal standing, so he’d joined the navy at age seventeen. She’d never forget that first time he’d come back to visit…so tall and proud…nothing like the boy who’d left. He’d apparently seen the same in her and their childhood friendship had blossomed into much more. At the insistence of Lindsay’s father, they’d waited to marry as Jonathan’s meager junior officer’s salary very much discouraged marriage.


    Shadows engulfed her as she trekked further away from the manse, wandering deeper into the gardens.


    Lindsay knew a wise woman would abandon this silly escapade and return to her mother’s side to await the announcement of her engagement—dutiful daughter and sister to the bitter end. But before she resigned herself to becoming the fourth wife of Lord Harold, she would take a few moments to seek closure in this one matter. A few answers, nothing more, and then she would sacrifice herself to secure the family’s future.


    Doubts clouded her mind as yet more shadows shrouded her path. On a few occasions, she’d caught her father in lies. Papa always explained her fears away, but if there was any chance Jonathan was telling the truth…


    The voices guiding her along the tall outer hedges of the maze grew more heated, though she could not make out the words. Lindsay glanced over her shoulder. Brilliant yellow light shone from the house, a beacon of safety in the cold, dark night. Determinedly she plunged on until she came to the maze entrance. Cautiously she skirted the hedge corner and stopped dead in her tracks. Here the maze split, offering adventurers a path to the left, right, or straight ahead.


    “Burn in hell,” growled an angry male voice somewhere to Lindsay’s left.


    She quickly shrank into the bushy hedgerow to avoid being seen. Ever so carefully, she peered down the path, squinting into the darkness. The night offered just enough light for her to make out the tall, lanky form of Lord Harold. How very strange…


    “I know what you’re about, you son of a bitch,” Jonathan’s booming voice returned.


    Lindsay’s stomach twisted.


    She snapped her head to the right and froze in horror. Obscured in shadows, Jonathan swung an arm up, a pistol cradled lethally in his palm. Before she could so much as blink an eye he fired.


    The muzzle flash pierced the darkness.


    Lindsay shrieked and covered her mouth with her hands, stumbling backward. Lord Harold grunted and clutched his chest before crashing to his knees. For one heart-stopping instant his gaze collided with hers. His mouth flopped open and a pitying cry for help escaped. Instinctively Lindsay jerked forward, arm extended, but before she could reach the injured man, he collapsed face-first into the grass, unmoving. She stared at his still form, silently willing him to rise.


    This can’t be real. What was she supposed to do? She’d never seen a man shot before!


    “Lindsay!” Jonathan dropped his weapon and charged toward her with outstretched arms. Grim determination flickered on his face. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


    “You shot him,” she cried, turning to run. “You killed him.” Wild visions of Jonathan doing the same to her brother—or even her—wove frantically through her mind.


    Jonathan snatched her from behind, but she wrestled his hold with everything she had. “Stop,” he ordered. Unyielding arms wound around her. “You must listen. Lord Harold—”


    “What’s going on here? We heard a gunshot.” Two men garbed in evening wear sprinted down the hedgerow toward Jonathan and Lindsay.
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