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Chapter 1
 
 

 
November 1815

London





 
 
The moment he laid eyes on her, James
Highbridge knew she was trouble. 
 
The way the lady planted herself before the
front desk screamed intransigence. Her bonnet, sodden from the icy rain, hid
her face while her red hair hung in damp straggles down the graceful curve of
her back. Yet as drenched as she obviously was, she stood staunch and
immoveable while her fine, green velvet pelisse dripped on his hotel’s pristine
chequered marble. 
 
He made a mental note to have the maids attend
to the puddle before a guest slipped. The Burnham Hotel could hardly compete
with Mivart’s or Grenier’s if guests turned up with twisted ankles at best, or
broken necks at worst.
 
Danvers, the desk clerk, shook his head with obvious
regret. “I’m sorry, miss, but as I’ve said, we’ve no rooms.”
 
“That cannot be,” the bedraggled miss
exclaimed. “You must have a room somewhere.” 
 
Her refined voice held the honeyed bite of
well-aged whisky.
 
Oh, aye. Definitely
trouble. 
 
James prided himself on navigating well around
trouble. Such a prudent course had led him to secure his fortune with the East
India Company, and invest enough wealth to cater to his ambitions. Trouble, he
reminded himself, was bad for business. Had he not drilled such into the minds
of his employees?
 
Yet even as he thought it, his eye caught the
glimmer of a raindrop as it trailed down the delicate, pale arch of her throat
to the edge of her collar.
 
Before Danvers could politely, but firmly, turn
the lady away yet again, James surprised everyone, himself included, by
saying, “Do we have a problem?”
 
The hotel clerk looked at him in relief. “No,
sir. I mean—”
 
“Yes, we do.”
The lady turned to him. 
 
James fought for a breath that had somehow been
knocked out of him. The unseasonably cold weather had spurred color in her high
cheeks, and turned her sensuous mouth to a mulish line. Her eyes, slightly
uptilted at the corners, flared as green as the Irish hills he’d escaped twenty
years ago.
 
She sent a glare at Danvers, before saying, “We
need a suite, and this gentleman claims
there are none to be had.”
 
“Mummy, Tetya Catherine said—”
 
“Not now, Lilly.”
 
James blinked. A little girl—six, perhaps
seven?—stood tucked between the woman and the front desk counter. Even
with the fatigue clearly stamped on her face, the girl nevertheless looked up
at him with warm, inquisitive eyes, green as her mother’s. 
 
Disappointment stabbed through him. If she had
a child, that meant she was married. Pity.
 
Danvers fluttered the corners of the pages of
the registry in agitation. “We’ve those visiting foreigners for the delegation.
They’ve taken the last of our rooms—and
our suites—as I’ve tried to
explain.” He turned the registry for James’s perusal.
 
He needn’t have bothered. James always made it
a point to know who and what took lodgings under his hotel’s roof. 
 
There was no help for it then. James would have
to turn them away. Just as well, his
practical sense noted. Chivalry often proved more nuisance than not. And as the
lady was married anyway . . . . “Madam, I’m afraid—”
 
“But Mummy, Tetya Catherine said we should stay
with her.”
 
“Lilly, you mustn’t refer to the duchess so.
It’s not polite.”
 
Ah, she
knows a duchess, does she? That could prove promising. 
 
The lady smoothed back a lock of her child’s red-gold
curls. “Besides, we cannot call upon her grace.”
 
Lilly frowned in obvious confusion. “Why not?”
Her small fingers traced whorls in her mother’s damp velvet sleeve. “She’s our
friend.”
 
“We’ll discuss it later.” The lady looked through
the entryway doors and out at the driving sleet. Although it was late afternoon,
the weather had darkened the day to near evening. The bite returned to her
voice. “We’ll find someplace else. There are other hotels.”
 
Normally, of course there were. But with
Napoleon defeated, many delegates from the Grand Alliance had descended on
London to be both part of the celebration, and the political jockeying left
unresolved from Vienna’s Congress months earlier. 
 
With a haughty nod in his direction, the lady
and child began squishing their way across the lobby toward the wide doors.
James had a sudden image of another woman and another child, left in the rain
and looking for shelter. There’d been no hotel then. Just unfriendly faces
filled with either pity or condescension. “Give them the Queen’s Suite.”
 
Danver’s eyes widened. “The . . . But the
manager said you’d—”
 
“Then clearly Mister Rajah must be mistaken.
Mustn’t he?”
 
Danvers blinked, then straightened his
spectacles. “Of course, sir. Shall I have the maids—?”
 
“Yes, straightaway.” He paused. “Send up hot
water sent as well. And have someone mop the foyer before we have a mishap.”
 
Danvers muttered a “Very good, sir,” even as
James lengthened his stride to catch the females. He reached out to grasp the
lady’s elbow and draw her to a halt. A tingle sparked as he touched the warm,
damp velvet. “Madam, we’ve discovered an availability.”
 
Rather than gratitude, she cast him a look of
suspicion. “Really? Just now?”
 
He shrugged. “There are rooms, and then there
are rooms. I promise you and your family will be more than comfortable.”
 
To his surprise, she looked at her daughter.
The little girl pinned him with a wise-beyond-her-years glance that made him
want to squirm.
 
“If we can’t go to Tetya’s—I mean her
grace’s—then here will be good.” She nodded to her mother for good
measure.
 
The lady smiled in return, but when she turned
to James she was all business. “Very well, we shall take the room.”
 
He’d had no doubt. “Of course. Your baggage?”
 
“Still outside. We . . .” She bit her lip. “We’ve
quite a bit of it I’m afraid.”
 
Ah. One of those
ladies who found decision-making the hardest of all skills, and so deferred the
inevitable by packing every piece of clothing they owned. Hardly surprising,
yet he felt another pang of disappointed, nonetheless. He preferred women who
knew their own mind. “I’m sure we can handle it.”
 
He led them through the glass doors he’d had
shipped all the way from Liège. Outside, the rain still pelted down, though
thankfully the staff had continued to sweep the portico free of ice. A young,
sandy-haired footman stepped up. James mentally sifted through his employee
records until he recalled the lad’s name: Barstowe, the newest and youngest
doorman. James had promoted him from porter because he liked the lad’s
ambition. 
 
 Barstowe,
to his credit, wore the Burnham dark green livery with all the pride of a
cavalry officer. He snapped to attention when he caught sight of James. “Sir!
Shall I—”
 
“The lady’s trunks.”
 
“Of course, sir. Madam, I—ah— took
the liberty of securing them from the cab.” Barstowe gestured to a towering
stack of trunks and bandboxes tucked underneath the hotel’s awning.
 
James blinked. Good God. Had she packed all
her worldly possessions? “Madam?”
 
She ignored him to take stock. “Everything
seems to be here.”
 
He came up beside her, and the scent of her
perfume held a note of spice that intrigued him. “Why wouldn’t everything be
here?”
 
She jumped, turning wide, green eyes on him.
“What?”
 
“The staff at the Burnham is beyond reproach.”
 
“Oh. Yes, of course. That’s not what I meant. Except
. . . ” Her gloved hand brushed across the trunks as if adding sums. “I don’t
see . . . ”
 
“Here, Mummy.” The girl Lilly tugged at a small,
brown case half buried under a trunk. 
 
“Careful there,” he cautioned, even as the pile
threatened to sway. He shouldered against the heavier trunk before it could do
more than shudder, and freed the smaller case. Dark splotches stained the
outside like ink left in the rain. Bits of what looked like paper stuck out
between the seams. A card slipped free only to have the wind send it flying.
 
“I need that!” The lady grabbed for the paper.
 
He caught it before it could land on the
drenched, icy walkway. The card’s plainer side had a geometric swirl like most
cards, but the other side was brightly colored and had winged mythological
creatures in each corner. A large, red circle marked with odd symbols lay at
the center, supported on the back of a jackal-headed man. At the bottom of the
card, letters spelled out Wheel of Fortune. A
Tarot card?
 
 “Thank
you.” The lady whisked the card from him faster than a pickpocket in the
rookery. She held her hand out for the case. “If you please?”
 
He offered it to her, but held it just a moment
longer than necessary. “I presume your husband will join you for dinner, Mrs. .
. . ?” 
 
 “I
am Katelyn Worthington, Countess of Tyndale. And my husband lies six feet under
in the Worthington vault.” Her eyes gleamed with irony. “He won’t be joining
us.”
 
Ah. It was beginning to make sense now. He
looked at her with renewed appreciation. So this was the widow Tyndale? All
sorts of possibilities flooded his mind as he took her hand in his and bowed. “James Highbridge, at your service.” He noted
the fine line of her hand under her soft kid glove, his curiosity stirred. “May
I offer you my condolences, my lady?”
 
“Thank you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Did you know
my husband?”
 
Who in London didn’t know of Tyndale’s exploits? James had profited several times
from wagers he’d placed on the lord’s peccadilloes. The earl’s daring escapades
were nearly legend. “Not personally, no. I never had the pleasure.”
 
“By reputation then, hmm?” A martial glint had
entered her eyes.
 
Dangerous
territory here. Rather than answer with the
truth, he asked instead, “Was it true he raced to Dover to see the sunrise?”
 
“Yes.” She paused, and he watched as nostalgia softened
her face. “It was beautiful.” 
 
No, he thought. She was beautiful. Caught in that moment of memory, she became warm
and supple, so different from the no-nonsense female she’d presented to his
staff. Her eyes gleamed and her mouth parted on a smile to shame La Gioconda. 
 
He had a sudden urge to taste that mysterious
smile; to discover what else could make her yield and sigh. 
 
All at once, an image flashed through his mind
of her flame-dark hair spread on his white sheets. Or across his thighs.
 
As if she sensed the direction of his thoughts,
she stood straighter. Like a door slammed closed, she was back to business. “Of
course the return trip from Dover was miserable and interminable, but my
husband never thought about consequences.” Her eyes pinned James where he
stood. “Nor, I’m sure, were they decent fodder for the betting books. Come,
Lilly. We shall leave our luggage to Mr. Highbridge’s beyond-reproach-staff.
Good day, sir.” Clasping the girl’s hand, Lady Tyndale turned on her heel and
left him on the doorstep of his own building.
 
He noted two things at once. First, that she’d
kept possession of the stained, leather box he’d retrieved, which made him
wonder at its value and its contents. Second, the Widow Tyndale looked even
better from behind than she did from the front.
 
There really was no doubt about it.
 
Definitely
trouble.
 
For once, James wondered if tangling with
trouble might just be worth it.
 













Chapter 2
A few hours later, after a hot soak in a tub
the hotel staff had thoughtfully provided, Kat and Lilly searched through their
belongings.
 
“What about this one?” Lilly asked. “Could it
be in here?”
 
Kat gauged the trunk Lilly offered to open. It
looked just like all the others they’d already opened and shuffled through. “It’s
worth a try.” 
 
While Lilly investigated, Kat returned to the
portmanteau she’d opened. Damnation.
If she’d bothered to pack in any kind of order—or sense, a small voice
chastised—they wouldn’t now be sifting through every box in the room to
find Lilly’s nightrail, to say nothing of her own. 
 
For herself, she could care less. Kat could
sleep anywhere, at any time, and in anything or lack thereof. She considered it
a survival skill honed during her marriage to Tyndale. She’d never known where
or what they’d be off doing, and she’d learned to cultivate a practical sort of
flexibility when it came to sleep. Fully dressed in the back of a cart? Fine. In
a damp shift under an overturned curricle? So be it. Later, as they drifted
apart and her passion for art filled the void left by Tyndale’s desertion,
she’d fallen asleep in her studio far more times than she’d ever made it to
bed. And as Tyndale found other partners to fall in with his madcap schemes,
Kat refused to return to convention.
 
She grimaced. She doubted “convention” was ever
a word associated with her.
 
Lilly, on the other hand, was another matter
entirely. In many ways, convention had become her hallmark. Despite her seven
years of age, she required a certain amount of organization and, well,
propriety that both frustrated and amused Kat.
 
Determined to find her daughter’s nightrail, Kat
dug through the portmanteau. She tossed aside things that had no business being
packed together: garters, a crushed
hat, a packet of wrinkled foolscap and even an old pair of shoes. But no nightrail.
“I should have had you pack for us,” she muttered.
 
“You didn’t give me time. Or the servants.”
 
Kat sighed. “I know.” The sad truth was, she’d
panicked. 
 
This morning her mother-in-law Amelia, Dowager
Countess Tyndale, had barged into Kat’s studio. “It’s done!” Amelia had fairly
crowed. “Your days are numbered, Katelyn.”
 
Kat had been in the middle of mixing the right
color of blue to capture the eye color of the Macauley’s six-year-old heir’s portrait,
and at first had not been inclined to pay much attention. “Every day in the calendar is numbered,
Amelia. You’ll have to be more—”
 
“The heir!” she’d proclaimed, an odd light in
her eyes. “Roylston, the family solicitor, has found some second cousin
somewhere.”
 
That had gotten Kat’s attention. “Good God,
there are more of you?” Lilly, who’d
been sitting in her usual space in the window seat, had let out a laugh and Kat
had winked at her.
 
“Lilly, don’t be rude,” Amelia had scolded.
 
“Sorry, Grandmère.”
 
Kat had rushed to her daughter’s defense.
“Don’t be sorry, love. It was funny. Here, come see if this blue is the right
shade. I think it might need a bit more lightness.” She’d given Lilly the
palette and then removed her smock. Rather than confront her before Lilly, Kat
had walked into the corridor, forcing Amelia to follow, shutting the studio
door behind her. “So an heir has been found. That’s not surprising as Tyndale
died without a male heir. One was bound to be found eventually.”
 
The older woman had smiled with smug elation. “You
will have to leave this house.”
 
That smile had caused Kat more disquiet than
any of Amelia’s rages. “As will you.”
 
“Certainly.” Her harsh smile had widened. “But I
have the Dower House here in Town. Whereas you have nothing.” She’d stretched out the word like taffy.
 
Untrue. Kat had her allowance, enough to let a
perfectly reasonable space for her and Lilly. Perhaps, if she were able to
secure an introduction to Sir Joshua Reynolds, even enough to support a studio.
All she’d needed was time. “Just where is this prodigal heir?”
 
Amelia’d waved a hand, that superior gleam
still in her eyes. “The West Indies. He should be here by the start of the
Season. A perfect time for his entrée
to Society, wouldn’t you say?”
 
The Season. That meant four months, five if she
were lucky. It’s not enough time to
establish myself, she’d realized with a sinking heart. The situation was
even worse than she’d imagined. But she’d be damned if she’d allow her
mother-in-law to see her concern.
 
After William died, Amelia had been the soul of
generosity. She’d offered to move back into Tyndale House to help Kat with the
household, and to help with Lilly. Despite their disagreements, Kat knew Amelia
loved her granddaughter.
 
And so, little by little, Kat had allowed
Amelia assume the care of the household, which had allowed Kat to devote more
attention to her painting. At the time, it had seemed an ideal situation,
although Amelia hadn’t been able to hide her true colors for long. It had soon
become evident that Amelia wanted more than time with Lily; she wanted Lilly in
her care, away from Kat’s.
 
Still looking like the cat who’d swallowed the
cream, Amelia’s smile had widened. “Knowing you for the selfish creature you
are, I’m sure you’ve given no thought to Lilly whatsoever. Do you intend to
drag my granddaughter hither and yon while you try to find, what did you call
it, a patron?” She’d sneered the word
as if it meant a Cyprian’s protector rather than a respectable commission for
an artist. 
 
“I’m not ‘dragging’ Lilly anywhere,” Kat had
explained once again. “She’s my daughter, Amelia.”
 
“And my
grandchild.”
 
“What does that have to do—”
 
“You should leave her with me. In fact, I insist on it.”
 
“No.”
 
“Ah, but you see, this time you have no
choice.”
 
She’d said the words with such certainty, that
icy fear had threaded into Kat’s heart. “Don’t I?”
 
“No. You cannot care for her as I can. She will
want for nothing, have the best schooling. With my connections, she’ll have the
best chance for a good match.”
 
“No.”
 
“Furthermore, when Lilly is with me, you’ll be
free to . . . well, pursue this artist phase of yours.”
 
“No.”
 
“You’ll still be able to see her. The
occasional holiday, when her schooling allows, of course. Perhaps even—”
 
“No, no, and no again! Just stop this. Lilly is mine and that’s not going to
change.”
 
Amelia’s smile had turned almost kindly, which
had made her appear even more threatening. “You’re not thinking clearly.”
 
“Oh, my thinking has never been clearer. You’re
not taking my daughter, Amelia. She will not be your replacement for William.”
 
The older woman had fairly hissed. “Do you
think you’re a fit mother? You always get so wrapped up in your projects. If it weren’t for the
servants, you’d forget to feed the child!”
 
“What nonsense.” Yet even as Kat said it, she remembered
a time or two when she’d been so caught up in her work, she’d forgotten the
time.
 
“I can provide for her better than you ever
could. She’d want for nothing.”
 
“You keep saying that, but she would want. She’d want for me. The
answer is no, Amelia.” 
 
Even with her smile, the older lady couldn’t
have looked more furious. “I refuse to stand by and watch you do to Lilly what
you did to William.”
 
“What I
did? That’s rich.”
 
“William was always high-spirited, I give you
that. But he never would have undertaken such outlandish escapades if not for
you!”
 
It was a long-standing argument, one Kat knew
she’d never win because Amelia always had blinders on when it came to her
precious William. “Tyndale was his own man and made his own decisions.”
 
“Too right by half! He married you, when he
never should have!” She’d leveled a look of such bile that Kat had taken a step
back. “You took my William. You won’t take Lilly, too. I’ll see to it.”
 
“What’s that
supposed to mean? You can’t take my daughter away from me.”
 
“Oh, can’t I? Roylston is already preparing the
papers to present to a magistrate.”
 
“That will never work.”
 
“But it will.” Amelia’s look had turned to pure
gloating. “I’ve plenty of witnesses to testify to your neglect of the child. My witnesses.”
 
“Your
witnesses? Who—” Realization had struck Kat like a hammer to her ribs. During
Amelia’s time at the house, the servants had been replaced one-by-one with
those her mother-in-law felt more suitable. Kat now realized that Amelia had
brought in her own people. Good God.
“You planned this all along.”
 
“You didn’t give me any choice. And now I’ve a score of servants ready to testify about
the horrid neglect poor Lilly has suffered at your hands.”
 
“No, you can’t! They have nothing to testify
about. I’ve been a good mother.”
 
“Ha! Not that it matters. Whatever the servants
didn’t see, they will swear they did, once I pay them, of course.” Amelia
couldn’t have looked any happier. “Now
that you know how things stand, you can make plans to move along. Soon, I hope.
There’s really no need to wait for the heir to arrive.” 
 
Kat hadn’t been able to speak, her mind tumbled
with shock, surprise, and fury. How dare this woman? How dare she?
 
Amelia, meanwhile, couldn’t have looked any
happier. “I’ve won, my dear. You might as well admit it. Now, if you’ll excuse
me, I’ve packing to do, as do you. And don’t worry about Lilly’s things. I’ll
send someone to pack for her.” 
 
With one last triumphant look, Amelia had left and
Kat had discovered her heart racing as if she’d run fast up a long hill.
 
The urge to flee, to escape Tyndale House and
everything associated with it had eclipsed common sense. And so Kat had packed,
throwing hers and Lilly’s possessions into any baggage she could find. She
didn’t care about the servants’ shocked looks and gaping mouths, or the
butler’s disapproval as she ordered a hackney. All she knew was that she had to
get Lilly away.
 
She’d never thought finding a safe haven, even
a temporary one, could have proved such a trial. The Burnham had been the fifth
hotel they’d tried. In retrospect, Kat realized she should have tried it first.
While it had the polish and service of the older hotels, it was still
up-and-coming, and so, not a place the Worthingtons would think to find her.
 
Kat shook her head and moved to sit on the
floor next to another trunk. 
 
It was done. True, their removal from Tyndale
House could have been better planned, but Kat could not say she regretted it. Except . . . . She looked up to find her
daughter half-buried in a trunk of her own. “Lilly? Come here, love.”
 
Her child barely glanced up from her excavation.
“But I haven’t found it yet.”
 
“Me neither. Still.” Kat opened her arms and after
a brief hesitation, Lilly filled them, settling on Kat’s lap.
 
“What is it, Mummy?”
 
So many emotions clogged Kat’s throat she could
only manage a smile, and hug her daughter close. After a long moment, she
cleared her throat. “We’re having a bit of an adventure, aren’t we?”
 
As usual, Lilly cut right to the heart of it.
“Grandmère is awfully cross with us, isn’t she?”
 
Amelia was cross with the world, but Kat said
instead, “No, love. Your grandmother is upset with me, not you.”
 
“Why? Because she wants me to stay with her?”
 
“Mostly.” Kat tucked a loose curl back behind
Lilly’s ear. “I’m very sorry you overheard our argument this morning.”
 
Lilly made a face. “I think the whole house
heard your argument.”
 
Kat tried for a laugh. “I think you’re right.
Still, I’m sorry for it.”
 
“I know.” She snuggled close, one hand idly
worrying at the fringe of Kat’s shawl. “This is a nice room, isn’t it?”
 
Kat agreed. Despite its name, the room was not
at all feminine. The furniture was sturdy, but comfortable. Royal blue striped
silk papered the walls and lush Oriental carpets graced the hardwood floor. The
ceiling was high and moulded, with plaster beams marked with medallions. The
appointments were well placed, neither too opulent, nor too plain. A large,
marble hearth marked the center of the outside wall, and above it, hung a Lely
portrait of some forgotten Carolingian grande
dame. 
 
Kat didn’t know what Highbridge had done to
secure the room for them, but the Queen’s Suite did not disappoint. Neither did
the hotel’s owner.
 
To Society misses, James Highbridge would not
be considered attractive. His nose was too blunt, his brown hair a bit too
short, his lips a bit too thin to be called handsome. But to Kat’s eye, there
was an edge about him, an edge heightened by the small scar on his cleft chin.
An aura of masculine strength clung to him that was impossible to ignore, as
were his blue eyes, the color of Welsh slate and just as hard. They reflected
that strength he carried about him like a well-worn cloak. 
 
She frowned. No, not a cloak. The power she
sensed in him was innately male and part of him from bone to sinew. He could
not discard it even if he tried. 
 
From the moment she’d first met him, she’d
yearned to capture him on canvas. Reflecting in oils that manly sense, the
feeling he was master over everything and everyone, would be a challenge she’d
love to explore.
 
But the Macauley portrait was now behind
schedule, and Kat had to deliver it both flawless and timely in the hopes the
family would commission another. Even better, she hoped they’d recommend her to
their friends. Kat’s friend Catherine Breckinridge, Dowager Duchess of Bolton,
had done what she could to pave Kat’s way as a portrait artist, but the ton was notorious for wanting to hire
only established, already-famous painters. Meanwhile, the Macauleys, while
wealthy, were not peers but well-connected Cits. If Kat could make them happy,
the coal baron could reach doors the duchess couldn’t—doors that if
Amelia had her way, would become more important than ever.
 
“Mummy, I’m hungry.”
 
Kat glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel.
“Half-past seven? Well no wonder! I’m hungry too, come to think of it. Shall I
order up, or would you like to explore the hotel’s dining room?” She looked
about at the trunks. If I can find
suitable attire in all this mess. 
 
Lilly bounded to her feet. “Let’s go down.
Tetya Catherine says the food here is divine.”
 
Kat was too tired and too hungry to correct her
daughter’s over-familiarity with the duchess. “The dining room it is then.
Come, let’s see if we can find something not too horribly crushed.”
 
Luckily, this endeavor met with more success
than the search for Lilly’s nightrail. Kat found a blue silk frock for herself,
and a darker one for Lilly. Dressed, Kat brushed out Lilly’s hair and secured
it with ribbons, then tried to brush some order into her own hair that the damp
weather wanted to curl. After a few frustrating minutes, she gave up and opted
for a simple, less fashionable braid, pinning it like a coronet to the back of
her head. “Not up to Almack’s snuff, but it’ll have to do.”
 
Lilly laughed. “You look beautiful, Mummy.”
 
“Thank you, love, but you outshine me by far.”
They gathered their things and Kat was just about to open the door, when a
knock sounded.
 
For an instant, fear paralyzed her. Was Amelia
here already to try and take Lilly away? But if that were the case, Amelia
would hardly knock.
 
Kat squared her shoulders and opened the door.
 
James Highbridge stood on the threshold. He
filled the doorway like an immense jungle panther she’d seen once at the Royal
Menagerie. His evening attire should have made him look more civilized, but
instead, the black superfine of his coat only emphasized his broad chest and
the breadth of his shoulders. 
 
Her heart thudded a bit harder, her fingers
itching for her sketchbook. 
 
“Good evening, my lady. Miss.” He sketched a
bow to Lilly, who smiled. “I’d like to introduce you to someone.” He gestured
and Kat turned to see a young blonde woman step up. She wore the feminine frock
version of the Burnham livery that all the female staff wore. 
 
“Bonne nuit, madame,” the maid
greeted, dipping a curtsy.
 
“My lady, Miss Lilly, this is Jacqueline. She’s
new to London, but she’s quite well experienced as a lady’s maid.” His blue
gaze locked with Kat’s. “Jacqueline assists the hotel’s female guests. I
couldn’t help but notice you traveled without a maid and I thought you might
like help with Lilly.”
 
She was already shaking her head. She could
never afford a maid, especially one offered by such a luxurious hotel. “That’s
very thoughtful, but no, thank you.”
 
He frowned, but his gaze narrowed as if he
found her refusal a challenge. “Her price is included in the room, so you might
as well accept her assistance.”
 
Ah.
Well. That is different. To be
honest, Kat needed the presence of a maid to guard her reputation. Even the
slightest whiff of scandal might be more fodder for Amelia’s mad schemes. Kat glanced
at Lilly who measured the maid with a keen look. 
 
While Lilly hesitated, the maid stepped up. “Je m’appele,
Jacqueline.”
 
Lilly crossed her arms. “Are you from France?”
 
“Non,
Belgium.”
 
“You sound
French,” Lilly responded with a hint of suspicion.
 
The maid laughed and shrugged. “D’accord. I am
sorry for that, but I promise I am from Belgium.”
 
“Belgium was where we defeated Napoleon,” Lilly
said matter-of-factly.
 
The maid curtsied. “Just so, l’enfant.
A fact we are most proud.”
 
Lilly thought a moment then nodded. “Good.” 
 
It was the final moment of approval, and yet
Kat found herself turning to Highbridge, who looked so smug that she found
herself asking, “Are you trying to manage me, sir?”
 
“Manage?” His brows lifted in genuine surprise.
“Not at all. I saw a guest who needed a service. Was I wrong? If so . . . .” He
gestured to Jacqueline.
 
“No, of course not,” Kat said before he could
dismiss the maid. “You’re not wrong, but you see inordinately pleased we’ve
accepted her.”
 
“I like it when my plans work out. Is that bad
of me?”
 
“No, I suppose not.” She tried to measure his
face, but the blue eyes held nothing more than generosity. Her temper snuffed
as quickly as it had sparked. “Thank you, Mister Highbridge. We’d be most
grateful for Jacqueline’s expertise.”
 
The maid smiled. “Merci, madame. M’sieur
said you might need help with your things. I shall see to it, have no fear.”
 
Kat thanked her, and had to give the maid
credit when she only blinked at the chaos in the room.
 
“Now,” Highbridge said, “might I ask you both
to join me for dinner? Unless, you’ve dined already?”
 
Before Kat could reply, Lilly chimed in. “We
were about to go down. We’ve heard the food is spectacular.”
 
He nodded in all seriousness. “A high
compliment indeed. I’ll be sure to tell Chef.” His eyes cut back to Kat. “My
lady?”
 
For some reason, her nerves jangled. She wet
lips that had gone suddenly dry. Could she risk the impropriety of dining with
a single male, especially considering Amelia’s threats? Then again, Lilly would
serve as the perfect chaperone. And if Kat began to second-guess everything she
said or did, Amelia would have won a sort of victory, anyway. Kat refused to
give her even that much. “Thank you, Mister Highbridge. We’d be delighted, of
course.”
 
He stepped aside and motioned for them to
precede him down the hallway. Lilly skipped past, leaving Kat to take the arm
Highbridge offered.
 
She swallowed. Sitting down to dine with a
panther.
 
Her evening just got more interesting.

 
 













Chapter 3
 James
cast a measuring look over the dining room. The dark green and ivory colors of
the entrance hall were carried through here in the floral-patterned carpet and
striped painted walls, but he’d been wise to line the interior wall with
mirrors. The silvered glass reflected light from strategically placed
candelabras and the two massive crystal chandeliers that had taken ten men to
secure to a beam hidden by the plaster ceiling. The aromas of roasted partridge
and prime rib of beef mixed with the teasing scents of champagne and tobacco. 
 
He assessed the patrons in a glance, noting the
room held more than hotel guests. He recognized a few out-on-the-town dandies,
along with several tonnish
couples. There’d be even more later in the evening, once the playhouses let
out. Clearly the restaurant had begun to draw in a higher class of clientele. An
excellent turn of events, and he couldn’t help a flicker of pride at the
realization. 
 
 “Oh,
it looks full,” Lilly bemoaned, her small shoulders slumped.
 
Lady Tyndale’s face held a touch of regret, as
well. “We can always order up. I’m sure the food would be just as
‘spectacular.’ Isn’t that right Mister Highbridge?”
 
 “It’s
all from the same kitchen, if that’s what you mean.” He caught Lilly’s eye. She
truly was her mother writ in miniature. They both had the same red-gold hair
and green eyes, though the girl’s leaned more towards jade while her mother’s were
deeper, the color of fine emeralds. They’d both dressed for dinner, the girl in
a dark blue frock with scarlet ribbons, while the mother had chosen a soft
azure blue silk that showed her lush curves to perfection. Unlike most
redheads, no freckles adorned her ivory complexion, though Lilly had not been
so lucky. A small collection dotted her cheeks. “Not to worry, ladies. There
are some perquisites to being the owner.” He gestured to Philippe, the
restaurant’s major domo, who’d just returned from seating a couple in the last
available table.
 
“M’sieur!” Philippe
exclaimed with surprise. He stepped up quickly. “M’sieur
Rajah said nothing to me of your dining with us this evening. Quelle imbecile!”
 
“That’s quite all right. My plans changed.”
James gestured to his feminine companions. “I know you’d hate to disappoint
such lovely ladies.”
 
“Quelle domage, but of course!” Philippe pulled out two menus
and led them through the restaurant, barking hushed, rapid orders to the waitstaff as they went. “Vite, vite! M’sieur
is dining. Non, not there, there.” He snapped his fingers at two
waiters who quickly set a new table tucked in a corner by the window. 
 
James nodded with approval. The ladies could
look outside while he could survey the entire room. Due to the nature of his
kitchen, he rarely dined in the restaurant, but when he did, he liked to keep
abreast of what went on. Not that he didn’t trust his staff. On the contrary,
he hired only the ones he knew he could
trust. But he still liked to be visible and observant. An absent landlord is a foolish one, his father had often cited,
usually around a bottle of whisky. One of many such maxims the old sot liked to
impart, along with a kick of the boot, or a cuff of the hand. Although his da
was long since dead, James still could not quite quell the hatred he had for
the bastard. 
 
Philippe held out a seat for Lilly while James
helped the lady. Once they were all settled, James dismissed the staff with a
small nod. 
 
Lady Tyndale sent him a look from beneath her
lashes that both measured and questioned. “I hope you didn’t change your plans
on our account.”
 
“Pardon? Oh.” He recalled his off-the-cuff
comment to Philippe. “No. In fact, you saved me from a night spent over
accounting sheets.” Pages he’d still have to go over with his manager Rajah,
but that could wait for later.
 
“Ah. We’re glad to offer the company, of
course, but how is it we rate the attention of the reclusive owner of the
Burnham?”
 
Had she looked in a mirror recently? And as for
reclusive? Since his hours were spent mostly behind the scenes, he supposed he
could be deemed such. “Can’t a gentleman liven his usually-solitary meal with
the company of two lovely ladies?”
 
“Is it? Solitary I mean.”
 
He nodded. “I keep what most would find odd
hours, so yes. My work often requires it so.” Deliberately, he changed the
topic before she questioned him further. “Should you like an aperitif, my
lady?”
 
She made a moue. “Do you mind if we dispense
with the titles for the time being? After all, it seems a bit awkward for
dinner conversation.”
 
James blinked. He’d never known a lady of quality
to dispense with her title. They usually worked too hard to acquire one to toss
it aside in the name of ease. “If you like . . . ?”
 
“Oh.” She laughed. “Have I shocked you?”
 
“Hardly. I’ve experienced too many things to be
shocked by much.”
 
“Ah.” She nodded, as if filing away that bit of
information. “My friends call me Kat,” she said and then smiled. 
 
Her teeth shone white against her lush, rose-pink
mouth. Her smile softened her face and brought a glint of sparkle to her eyes. The
smile also teased a delightful dimple in her left cheek. James wanted to
explore that little dent with his tongue.
 
He could easily see why Tyndale had married
her. What fool wouldn’t want to possess such fiery beauty? Too bad the bastard
had the ill luck to snap his neck racing his high perch phaeton.
 
Selfishly, James thanked whatever gods existed.
She was beautiful and oh so challenging. And
she must really hate formality if she’s allowing me use of her Christian name.
Then again, he supposed that fit the little he knew of the Widow Tyndale. He
swallowed his surprise and managed to say, “My friends call me James.”
 
“James it is, then. As to your earlier
question, no, thank you.”
 
James floundered. What were they talking about?
 
“But perhaps a glass of wine with dinner?” she
suggested.
 
Oh. Right. Drinks.
 
“Ooh, can we have champagne?” the child piped
in, almost bouncing in her chair.
 
“Absolutely not,” Kat replied. 
 
James finally rallied to the conversation. “We
can, if you like—”
 
“Please, don’t encourage her.”
 
Lilly threatened a pout. “But Tetya Catherine
says champagne goes with everything.”
 
Kat sighed and leveled a look on her daughter.
James could detect no anger, or annoyance, just patience.
 
After a moment of silent mother-daughter
communication, Lilly demurred. “Water, please.”
 
Kat nodded in approval, and turned her
attention to the menu. “It all looks so good. What do you recommend?”
 
“Everything’s fresh, though Chef has a special
roast partridge with root vegetables. I could order for us, if you like.”
 
The lady laughed and handed over her menu. “Thank
goodness, though I admit, I’m not partial to partridge. Too many delicate
bones.” She glanced at Lilly. “What would you like, love?”
 
“Do they have salmon?” A smaller pair of green
eyes looked at him over the top of the menu. “I do like salmon. And potatoes.
With butter.”
 
“A lady of discriminating taste.” James held
his hand out for the girl’s menu. “I’m sure we can accommodate.”
 
A waiter appeared almost instantly to whisk the
menus away and take their order. “M’sieur?”
 
James scanned the young man’s face until he
could place him. “How goes it, Liam?”
 
The waiter froze then smiled, all fussy
pretense melted. “Busy t’night, sir. Kitchen’s in an
uproar.”
 
“An uproar?” He frowned. There’d better not be chaos in my kitchen.
 
“Oh, in a good way,” Liam quickly interjected.
“You were right about the partridge, sir.”
 
“Good. And the crêpes?”
 
“Hmm, not as well. Oh, they did at first,” he
gushed before James could respond. “But the second batches were . . . well . .
. not so good.”
 
“I see.” James fought to keep from gritting his
teeth. The idiot pastry chef must have refused to follow James’s instructions.
He should’ve known. Parisian pâtisserie were notoriously fickle. He’d have to deal with
that later.
 
“What can I bring you, sir?”
 
“The young miss will have the saumon en papillote.
Be sure to butter the potatoes.”
 
Lilly grinned.
 
“The lady shall have . . .” He frowned in thought.
 
Kat raised her brows in curiosity, an amused
lift to her lips. 
 
James thought a moment. “Well, clearly the
partridge is out. How about the roasted pork?”
 
Kat nodded. “Sounds perfect.”
 
“Excellent, madame. And for you, sir?”
 
James did a quick calculation, and realized he
had a long night ahead of him: the accounting with Rajah, the prep for
tomorrow’s menu, and now the sacking of an intransigent pastry chef. “I’ll have
the prime rib, and bring a bottle of the Romanée-Conti
burgundy.”
 
“Excellent, sir.”
 
James caught Lilly staring at him, and made an
instant decision. Under his breath, he whispered another drink order to Liam,
who grinned. “Very good, sir.”
 
“What was that about?” Kat asked as Liam
departed.
 
“Oh, nothing. Just making sure our order was
correct.” 
 
She looked at him dubiously. 
 
“What, don’t you trust me?”
 
“Of course not,” she said without pause, but
softened it with a laugh. “What do you take me for?”
 
His lips quirked in amusement. “A very
intelligent lady.”
 
“Hmm, best to remember that.”
 
Her tone made him wonder if she meant to remind
him, or herself. James sat back in his chair, content to observe her as silence
stretched between them. He watched her swallow, and the nervous action pleased
him. He knew women too well not to mistake the gesture: a female who’d rightly
sensed the close proximity of a predator. She might try to ignore him, but she remained
aware of him, and that pleased him even more. He wanted to impinge her senses,
wanted her to realize he had definite intentions. She was no milk-and-water
miss fresh from her first Season, not that that type had ever appealed. Nor was
she just any widow either, but Wild Lord Tyndale’s widow—a woman who’d
given as good as her husband if any of the stories were to believed. 
 
What had she done this past year without
Tyndale? Had she taken a lover or two to fill her vacant marriage bed? If she
had, she’d been incredibly discreet about it. 
 
And if she hadn’t
taken a lover? He’d be surprised if that were the case, but if so, all the
better for him. She’d be even more inclined to accept his attentions.
 
My
friends call me Kat, she’d
said.
 
Kat. He’d like to pet her all right. If he stroked
just right, he might even elicit a few scratches from her claws.
 
The image of her raking his back with her nails
as he buried himself inside her was so vivid, he fought not to squirm. Heat
flared through his body, yet she remained coolly contemplating a smudge on her
gloved thumb. He willed her to look him in the eye, then smiled to himself when
she patently refused, instead focused on the damned glove. Denied her full
attention, he measured her profile instead. Her nose reflected pure
aristocratic stock, but was not thin enough to be pinched. Her brows were
russet, graceful arches, a bit thicker than Society deemed fashionable, but
something he found innately feminine. 
 
He caught himself. Good Christ. Who knew he could be taken with a woman’s eyebrows? 
 
Watch
your step. Maybe you’re the prey. The thought disquieted him .
. . and yet tantalized too.
 
He was perfectly happy to see how long she’d
let the tense silence remain between them, but the child shattered it. 
 
“Where did you get that scar?”
 
Kat flushed. “Lilly! Don’t be rude.”
 
The girl flashed wide eyes. “But Mummy, how can
a question be rude?”
 
“It just can.” She turned exasperated eyes to
him. “Please forgive her. She’s a bit forthright at times.”
 
Despite himself, James laughed. “On the
contrary, I find such directness refreshing. It’s so very different from the
usual desultory conversation.”
 
Lilly looked from one adult to the other. “So .
. . you’ll tell me about your scar?”
 
He shifted, his hand not-so-accidentally
brushing Kat’s. The fine lawn glove was warm from her body, which made him
think about other, even warmer parts. Luckily, Liam returned with the wine. He
supposed it wouldn’t do to step too
far over the line. After all, she knew a duchess. He needed more people in his
sphere with those kinds of connections.
 
While the waiter uncorked the burgundy, James
focused his attention on Lilly. “I imagine there are all sorts of stories
floating about as to how I acquired this particular mark.” He tapped said mark
on his chin. “Am I right?”
 
The child began to reply, then cut a glance at
her mother. Kat nodded. “Go on. Though I did
warn you, Mister Highbridge.”
 
“James,” he reminded her gently. She hesitated
and he lifted a brow in mockery. “Your rules, remember?”
 
She smiled. “You’re right, of course . . .
James.”
 
There was a sultry breathiness to the way she
said his name that made him think of summer nights and well-warmed muslin
sheets. That brought to mind what he’d like to do with her between those
sheets. Lust flashed through him like a spark to gunpowder. Clearing his throat
he adjusted the napkin over his lap, absurdly grateful for the screen of dark
linen.
 
Thankfully oblivious, Lilly gushed on. “Tetya
Catherine says she heard you fought off a tiger, and that’s how you got the
scar. But Auntie Jo says she heard you were in a duel.”
 
“What do you
think?”
 
The child scrunched up her face in thought then
looked at him with a surprising, almost-surgical precision. “I saw a tiger once.
It was at the menagerie.”
 
“And?”
 
Lilly nodded as if having come to a decision.
“I think if a tiger had swiped you, your whole face would be scarred.”
 
In truth, he’d be lucky to have his head still attached,
but decided such honesty might be a bit too grisly to share. “I see. What about
the duel, then?”
 
“I cannot believe the turn of this
conversation,” Kat said, to no one in particular.
 
Lilly and James both ignored the comment. 
 
“I think . . . ” The child furrowed her brow in
thought. “It might be a duel. But you would be awfully lucky not to be dead.”
 
Kat groaned but James found himself laughing
for the second time that night. “Too true. So what conclusion then can you
draw?”
 
Lilly thought a moment before her small mouth
turned down in disappointment. “None of it’s true. Although I did like the
tiger one,” she confessed.
 
He nodded. “I must agree. Ah, here’s Liam with
your beverage.” 
 
The waiter set down a silver bucket into which
he placed a green glass bottle. A linen cloth was folded around the neck. With
a flourish, he popped open the bottle, poured a bubbling liquid into a fluted
glass and placed it before Lilly, who grinned and took an eager sip.
 
Kat frowned in disapproval. “You did not just give my daughter champagne.”
 
“I’d never go against a lady’s wishes,” James
said in his best-affronted voice, then pointedly winked at Lilly.
 
“But then why—”
 
Lilly burst out laughing. “It’s fizzy water!”
 
It took only a moment for Kat to realize the
joke. She lifted her wine glass and saluted him. “Well played, sir.”
 
“James. Remember?”
 
She took a sip of wine, the rich burgundy
darkening her mouth. “James.”
 
Damn. He might need another napkin.
 













Chapter 4





“Goodness,” Kat murmured, pushing back the last
bit of her dessert, a fruited cake with crème
anglaise. “I cannot manage another bite.”
 
Highbridge—or rather James—had sworn
off dessert in favor of a coffee with a splash of brandy. Lilly, meanwhile,
polished off the last of her vanilla ice as if she hadn’t consumed half a
salmon fillet and what looked like a whole bushel of buttered potatoes.
 
“Did you like it?” he asked.
 
“Too much,” she admitted. “Everything was spectacular.” She glanced at her
daughter with a grin. “Wouldn’t you say, love?”
 
Lilly, mouth full of iced dessert, nodded with
enthusiasm.
 
“I’m glad to hear it,” James said. “I’ll be
sure and let the chef know.”
 
“Where did you find him? He truly is gifted.”
 
A smile played about his mouth as if at a secret
joke. “I discovered him on my travels.”
 
“You’d best be careful,” she warned. “Grenier’s
might try and steal him away from you.” 
 
For some reason this amused him. “That would
prove most interesting if they tried, but I’ll take your warning under
advisement.” He motioned to someone in the dining room behind her. 
 
Jacqueline stepped forward. “Madame, pardon, but monsieur sent for me
to take the child to bed.”
 
Kat looked at James in amazement.
 
“I sent for her when we ordered dessert.” He smiled
at Lilly. “Someone is sleepy.”
 
Lilly wrinkled her nose. “I only yawned once.”
 
“Twice,” James said.
 
“Oh no!” Jacqueline said in pretend horror.
“Not twice.”
 
Lilly giggled and slid from her chair before
she went to Kat to whisper in her ear. “I like her better than Bette, Mummy,”
she said. “She was from Paris.” Lilly
made it sound like the crime of the century.
 
“Yes, she was,” Kat whispered back. “I’ll tuck you
in when I come upstairs in a bit.”
 
Lilly nodded before turning to slip her hand into
Jacqueline’s. “You’ll have to help me find my nightrail. We can’t find it anywhere.” The maid laughed and promised
success, leading the child from the room.
 
“You can trust her.”
 
Kat turned back to Highbridge. “Because your
staff is beyond reproach?”
 
“That, and Jacqueline has two of her own. Plus,
I’ve known her for years.”
 
The admission soothed her. “You must find me
overprotective.”
 
“No.” He shrugged. “I find you a mother.”
 
The way he said it made her look at him more
closely. Was it bitterness she saw or regret? Before she could detect more, his
eyes shuttered and his attention returned to his coffee. Candlelight shadowed
the cut of his jaw, highlighting the scar on his chin. The mark fascinated her,
and once again, her fingers tingled for want of her sketchpad. Deliberately,
she closed her fingers around the stem of her wineglass. “Thank you,” she said,
gesturing to the table, the room in general, “for everything. You’ve been most
kind.”
 
Her gratitude seemed to discomfort him, for he
waved dismissively. “You’re a guest.”
 
“Hm. I doubt you go to such lengths for all
your guests.” When he did not deny it, she continued, “Which makes me wonder,
why did you for us?”
 
The sudden, heated look he gave her scorched in
its intensity. She blinked, only to see the cool blue once again. Had she
imagined that look of sheer lust? She might have if not for the rapid beat of
her heart.
 
“Tell me,” he said. “Do you often read the Tarot?”
 
The question threw her. “W-What?”
 
“Your Wheel of Fortune card. The one you nearly
lost this afternoon?”
 
“Ah yes. So you saw that.”
 
“It took me a while to remember where I’d seen
the like of it before.” He lifted a brow. “So you believe in the Tarot?”
 
Why were her palms suddenly damp? She tugged at
her gloves. “Yes, but—well, I’m not the reader. I mean, the card was from
a friend.”
 
“Card.
As in singular?” His brows knit in confusion. “You mean your friend didn’t gift
you with the whole deck?”
 
“No, and it wasn’t a gift. Well, I suppose the
duchess thought it was a gift, but
she only sent the one card.”
 
“Duchess? The one your daughter so often likes
to quote?”
 
He was a sharp one. “Yes. The Dowager Duchess
of Bolton.”
 
“Ah. I see.” James nodded as if filing the
information away in some mental record. “So she believes in Tarot.”
 
“Very much.”
 
“It’s an interesting card. It’s always in
motion. Disaster one moment, followed by victory in the upswing. Or perhaps
love turned to hate. Or a person who is constantly changing.” His lips quirked
in amusement. “Like a woman.”
 
“How like a man to say so.” She lifted a brow.
“How do you know the card’s meaning?”
 
“I’ve been a few places. Even had my fortune
told a time or two. My manager, Rajah, swears by them.” He shrugged. “It’s all
rubbish, of course.”
 
“You don’t believe in Tarot.”
 
He shook his head. “I don’t believe in fate,
either.”
 
“What about luck?”
 
He swallowed the last of his coffee. “You make
your own luck. Play the odds, or don’t, either way, you’re gambling. Win or
lose, luck has nothing to do with it.”
 
“That sounds completely rational.” She paused.
“But also a bit cold.”
 
The smile he gave her was charm itself. “Of
course. I’m a businessman, after all.”
 
Despite herself, she laughed. As her eyes
caught with his, the flash of pure desire returned. This time, he didn’t bother
to shield it. Kat swallowed in a throat gone dry. Part of her urged caution,
but another part, one that had been slumbering for years, spurred her to call
his bluff. Just how interested is he?

 
As if in answer, his gaze dropped to her mouth.
Her lips tingled as if caressed. Heat flared inside her, and the suddenness of
her own response alarmed her. Kat rattled the table in her rush to stand.
“I-It’s late and it’s been a very long day. I should—”
 
“Of course. Allow me to escort you.” He was all
lean, masculine grace as he stood and put a hand to the small of her back to
guide her from the room.
 
His escort, his touch was the last thing she
needed—as clearly evidenced by the rapid thrum of her pulse—but she
could find no way to refuse. The dining room was nearly empty, only a party of
a few young gentlemen remaining.
 
Highbridge murmured something to a few of the
staff as they exited, then urged her to the grand staircase when he took note
the foyer was empty. She appreciated his concern for her reputation, but still,
he kept that hand to her back, heat radiating down through her hips at the
contact. When they reached her floor, she quickened her pace to break the
contact until she could reach the sanctuary of her room door.
 
She turned to find him right beside her,
filling up the space. Too late, she realized she hadn’t reached a sanctuary;
she had instead cornered herself. Her back pressed against the door. “Mister
Highbridge—”
 
“James, remember?”
 
“Mister
Highbridge.” She thrust out her hand in as brisk a fashion as she could muster.
“Thank you for a lovely evening.”
 
He glanced down the corridor, darkened and
empty. They were completely alone. His eyes dropped to her hand then back to
her. His gaze narrowed, and she wondered what he was thinking as he took her
hand. It looked small and absurdly feminine engulfed in his. His hands were rougher
than she’d expect from a businessman, marred by calluses and small scars.
 
“I don’t want your thanks.” His voice had
dropped to a husky, intimate whisper tinged with a rolling lilt that sent
little shivers down her spine. 
 
She heard herself say in a breathless voice she
barely recognized as her own, “What do
you want?” It was a foolish question to ask, for it begged an answer, but she
couldn’t help it. 
 
As she expected – hoped? – he
closed the space between them and kissed her. Caught between the door and his
chest, she couldn’t retreat even had she wanted. Considering the tension that
had sparked between them, she expected a passionate onslaught, but he was a charming
marauder, nipping lightly at her mouth, wooing her, drawing her in. He tasted
of coffee and brandy and wet, dark heat, as seductive and masculine as the man
himself. 
 
He murmured something and a sigh escaped her. He
bent closer. Her arm snaked around his neck, and she fit against him like a
puzzle piece finding its mate. Thought fled even as she arched against him as
he deepened the kiss, teasing her lips apart.
 
Her heart thudded in response and she returned
his passion, losing herself in his embrace as if—
 
He lifted his head and she wanted to shout at
him for stopping. The corridor was cool and quiet, but all she could hear was
her own rapid breathing.
 
“What do I want?” he echoed, his own breath far
from even. Some emotion, too complex for her to unravel, crossed his face. “Everything.”
 
Savage greed colored the word, and a frisson shivered through her. 
 
His gaze traveled over her face and he sighed
regretfully. “But not tonight.”
 
“Not . . . tonight?” she repeated in a mournful
tone. 
 
“And definitely not here.” He dropped a gentle
kiss to her forehead. “Good night, Kat.” 
 
He relinquished her and she was grateful for
the doorjamb else she might have wobbled on shaky knees. The bow he sketched
her had the faintest hint of mockery, though she thought it self-directed
rather than at her.
 
“Until next time,” he said before turning and
leaving her. 
 
She watched him go. Had his words been a
promise, or a warning? 

 
 
   
* 
 
Jacqueline had been true to her word, having
successfully discovered Lilly’s nightrail which was now draped over the end of
the bed. The maid had brought efficient order to their baggage, no doubt as a
result of her search for the cursed thing. However, despite Lilly’s bedtime
having long since passed, she’d refused to get ready for bed until Kat arrived.
 
“I should’ve been asleep hours ago!” Lilly
exclaimed, looking at the mantel clock.
 
Her child’s worry forced Kat to push aside all
thoughts of James Highbridge, and his kisses. “Yes, it is late, and look,” she
teased, “you didn’t turn into a pumpkin. Thank you, Jacqueline. I’ll put Lilly
to bed.”
 
The maid departed with a curtsy. Lilly seated
herself at the vanity and tried to tug the scarlet ribbons from her hair, fretting
when one knotted.
 
“Gently, love. The bed’s not going anywhere.”
Kat meticulously freed the knot and the tangle of hair it imprisoned. 
 
“But it’s so late.” Lilly’s gaze was filled
with reproach.
 
“No one stopped you from sleeping.” 
 
“No, but I wanted you to put me to bed.”
 
“And so I am.” Kat dropped a kiss on Lilly’s
brow. “We’ve had quite the busy day, haven’t we?” Kat deliberately stroked a
brush through her daughter’s long hair in a soothing motion until all the knots
were free. “There now, that’s better.” Kat braided the child’s hair and reached
for one of the red ribbons to secure it.
 
“Not that one,” Lilly scolded. “That’s a day
ribbon. You have to use the night one.” Lilly sighed as if the weight of the
world slumped her shoulders. She dug through the colored strips of silk and
grosgrain until she pulled out a faded blue one. “This one. Don’t you remember? Papa gave it to me.”
 
Kat took the well-worn silk ribbon, her heart
full of love and regret. “Yes, he did. He loved you very much.” Though he could never be a parent.
 
Lilly nodded to this as her due, before her
eyes found Kat’s in the looking glass. “I miss him.”
 
Ribbon now secure, Kat kissed her daughter’s
cheek, and rested her chin on the girl’s narrow shoulder. “So do I, love.” As
true as that was, she kept seeing Highbridge’s face rather than Tyndale’s,
which surprised her.
 
“Grandmère says Papa is in Heaven now. And the
vicar says Heaven has streets paved in gold.” She frowned. “But why would God
pave streets in gold? That doesn’t sound very practical.”
 
Kat nudged her up from the vanity and towards
the massive bed. “Perhaps God likes the streets that way.”
 
“But when the sun shines on all that gold, how
could anyone see anything?”
 
Kat chuckled. “I have no idea. We’ll have to
think on that one. But now, under the covers.” Dutifully, Lilly slid under the
sheets and coverlet, and Kat tucked them close. 
 
 “When
are you coming to bed?” Lilly asked in a soft voice, exhaustion already
relaxing her into the downy tick.
 
“Soon.”
 
“You promise?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Because if you—” yawn “—fall sleep working—” yawn “—then you’ll get a crick in your neck and be cross.”
 
“Very true, my little sergeant. I promise to
sleep in this bed before too long. Will that suffice?”
 
Lilly nodded, but all at once sat up to hook
her arms around Kat’s neck. “Don’t worry, Mummy,” she whispered.
 
Kat hugged her close. “Me? I never worry.” She
drew back to see her child’s face. “You do enough of that for both of us. Now,
go to sleep, my darling.” She pressed a kiss to Lilly’s forehead before tucking
her back in again. The child sighed, yawned around a garbled “G’night,” and turned into the pillow. She was asleep before
Kat quit the room.
 
Too keyed up for sleep, Kat undressed and
donned the nightrail and wrapper Jacqueline had thoughtfully laid out for her,
then moved to unveil the Macauley portrait from its protective packing. Once
free, she returned it to her easel and stepped back to view it with a critical
eye. Everything was there, but for some reason the painting seemed flat. What’s missing?
 
Yet, even this conundrum could not keep her mind
from returning again to her host of the evening.
 
Highbridge puzzled her. On the surface, he
seemed exactly what the world expected: an ambitious hotelier; a more urbane Cit but a Cit nonetheless.
Nothing wrong with that, of course. Kat had done too many things in her own
life to judge someone else simply because they weren’t ton.
 
On the other hand, she sensed he was so much
more than a businessman. His eyes held secrets. Secrets she very much wanted to
discover, though she didn’t know why. 
 
There were rumors, certainly. Lilly had
mentioned a few of them at dinner, but that only scratched the surface. Some
speculated he’d been a pugilist, hence the slight crook to his nose, clearly
the result of a break that never properly healed. Others swore he’d been a
corsair pirate, and that’s how he’d funded his abrupt rise to business. Some
even claimed he’d fallen in love with a maharani in India, and been forced to flee
for his life before the woman’s husband killed him.
 
Kat reckoned that if the stories about his past
were so outrageous, they had to be just that, stories. She imagined the man in
truth was more complex than even an outlandish tale could truly capture.
 
Why
don’t I just ask him? Why
indeed? She’d only known the man a short time, but she’d felt a connection to
him. And he’d been so caring of both her reputation and Lilly. Not many men
would be able to keep a seven-year-old entertained and kiss Kat breathless. And
had that been an Irish lilt she’d detected? 
 
Another mystery. She had gleaned enough to know
Highbridge didn’t bandy words lightly. What would he do if she did ask him about his past, who he was,
how he came to London?
 
He’d
probably tell you to go to hell. Or maybe kiss you again. 
 
That thought made her lips tingle. Well, that would be an answer, wouldn’t it?
 
Shaking her head at the turn of her thoughts,
Kat tried to return to the portrait. But candle and firelight did not afford
her the best viewing, and she soon gave up in frustration. 
 
You need
your studio back. Not that Amelia will let you in. 
 
Just the thought brought back the horrible
scene and fear of that very morning.
 
One thing Amelia had been right about, though Kat would never confess it out loud: she
and Tyndale never should have married. She could admit that now, nearly a
decade later, but when she’d first married Tyndale, she’d been eighteen and
madly, hopelessly in love. To his credit, he’d had been just as mad for her.
Society’s matrons had deemed it a true love match. 
 
Weren’t they supposed to live happily ever
after? 
 
Perhaps she and Tyndale had loved too fiercely,
too quickly. They’d simply spent each other out, like fire suppressing fire.
Not all at once, of course. No, at first, his craving for adventure had matched
her own. Race a curricle to Brighton? Why not? Picnic in a Montgolfier balloon
over Paris? But of course! Drive to Dover to see a sunrise? What could be
better? 
 
Kat sighed, dug out her charcoal and sketchbook,
and settled in a chair before the fire. Focusing on nothing in particular, she
let the charcoal have its way over the ivory page, her mind wandering. 
 
Things between her and William had changed when
Lilly was born. No, I changed. Into a
mother. And as much as Tyndale had loved Lilly, he’d been too self-involved
to be a parent. Frankly, Kat thought she’d be the same, but instead, she’d
found she relished the experience, enjoyed her new responsibilities, and
– most important of all - adored Lilly. Who knew motherhood would be her
best work? 
 
But just as her daughter needed a father not a
playmate, so too had Kat realized she also needed more from her husband than
just passion and adventure. She needed support, strength, security, even
responsibility—none of the qualities William possessed. Slowly, they’d
drifted apart, she to become Lilly’s mother and he to engage in more and more
reckless behavior until one night—
 
Snap! The charcoal splintered between her fingers.
Annoyed, she dropped the pieces into a tray, and was wiping at the soot stains
on her fingers when she saw what she’d drawn. She paused, her gaze locked upon
the paper, her breath caught in her throat. 
 
This time, it wasn’t William’s familiar,
oft-drawn mischievous gaze that graced the paper, but James Highbridge’s bold,
sensual stare.
 











Chapter 5
The next day dawned brighter and warmer, the
sleet of the previous day nothing more than a dismal memory. To her delight,
Kat found the suite’s wide brace of windows let in the perfect amount of light
for her to work. Thanks to Jacqueline, she and Lilly enjoyed a quick breakfast,
then afterward, while Lilly worked on her sums—much to her grumbling
discontent—Kat focused all her determined attention on the portrait.
 
She’d had a miserable night’s sleep despite the
softness of the hotel’s bed. She’d kept having dreams of races with tigers or
some such nonsense. When she’d tried to think of something else, James
Highbridge was there instead. 
 
It wasn’t until later she’d realized she’d
traded a tiger for a panther. 
 
By the time the sun rose and Lilly was
stretching awake, Kat had been relieved. But as the morning wore on, and she
grappled with the portrait with nothing to show for her efforts but a headache,
her temper frayed. Disgusted with herself, the portrait, the paints and her
brushes, she threw down her palette, uncaring when color splattered on the drop
cloth and the hem of her skirts. “It’s rubbish!”
 
“I don’t think so,” Lilly championed. “I think
it’s nice.”
 
Kat winced. She knew her daughter was trying to
help, but “nice” might as well have been a dagger to her heart. She tore off
her smock. “You’re right. It’s pedestrian. Ordinary. Boring!”
 
Before Lilly could respond, a knock sounded at
the door. Kat shouted, “Go away!” even as Lilly jumped up with an “I’ll get
it!”
 
Kat turned to lash out at whomever had had the
ill fortune to disturb her at that particular moment, only to be brought up
short.
 
“Tetya!” Lilly exclaimed. “Auntie Jo! Look,
Mummy, look who’s come!”
 
Earlier this morning, Kat had sent her friends brief
notes explaining her new circumstances, so she’d expected to see them at some
point, only not quite so quickly. Catherine Breckinridge, the Dowager Duchess
of Bolton, and Mrs. Josephine Whitfield were her closest friends, after all, half
of their Widows’ Club counting Kat and their friend Jane, who’d married again a
fortnight ago and was presently on her honeymoon.
 
Kat loved her friends dearly, but at the
moment, she wanted to consign them to perdition. Oblivious to her disposition,
they swept into the room, the tall, coolly blond but passionate Russian with
the younger, fair-skinned, black-haired Jo, who brought a sense of calm and
grace wherever she went. The duchess’s peacock blue gown heralded her Slavic
roots, as did the glittering rings on her fingers. Josephine, on the other
hand, wore a muted pink frock more in line with fashion’s current dictates. 
 
The duchess eyed Lilly with obvious approval. “Lapochka, you’ve
grown taller since we saw you last. Wouldn’t you agree, Josephine?” 
 
The ladies made themselves at home on the
settee. “Indeed.” Jo tweaked one of Lilly’s curls in fun. “You’ll be taller
than your mother soon.”
 
Lilly laughed. “We’re having an adventure until
Grandmère stops being cross with us. And Tetya, we ate in the dining room and
it was just as excellent as you said.”
 
“Was it?” The duchess hugged the girl close
even as she lifted a brow at Kat. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”
 
A hint of rebuke peppered her words, lowering
Kat’s mood further. “I wrote as soon as we were settled.”
 
The duchess shared a look with Josephine that
made Kat grit her teeth. Catherine was only six years her senior, and Jo three
years her junior, but at present they made her feel younger than Lilly.
 
Before Kat could ask anything else, Catherine
turned to Lilly. “I think we all need a cup of tea, yes? Josephine, perhaps you
and Lilly could see to that while Katelyn and I catch up on things.”
 
“Come, little monkey.” Josephine stood, holding
her hand out to Lilly. “Maybe you can show me this dining room you and the
duchess rhapsodize about.”
 
Lilly was asking the meaning of “rhapsodize”
when the door to the suite shut behind them.
 
Catherine’s dark blue eyes surveyed the room,
pausing briefly on the splatter of paint on Kat’s gown and hands. “I see we’ve
come just in time.”
 
Kat took up a cloth and wiped her hands. “In
time for what?”
 
“To keep you from doing something rash. No,”
she held up a ringed finger, “something more
rash.”
 
“As I explained in the notes I sent, I had to
leave.”
 
“Immediately?”
 
Kat hesitated. “Yes.”
 
“Amelia, I take it?”
 
Kat busied herself with the daub of paint on
her hem, scrubbing much harder than necessary. “In a word, yes. She—” Kat looked
up, tears burning her eyes for the first time since her argument with her
mother-in-law. “She plans on taking Lilly. She has a lawyer and people –
servants she pays – ready to testify I’m an unfit mother.” 
 
Catherine rattled off a spate of Russian. “That woman! We shall deal with her
presently. But why not come to one of us?”
 
“I thought about it, but a hotel seemed the
best option given the short notice.”
 
The duchess sighed and patted the settee
cushion. “Come, milachka. Tell me
everything.”
 
Kat wanted to resist, but her friend could be
as ruthless as a Cossack when she wanted. Throwing in the towel—literally
and figuratively—Kat joined Catherine and confessed her situation. But
Kat’s anger returned in the telling and, unable to sit still, she began to pace
about the room. She started with the row with her mother-in-law, and ended with
her entrance to Burnham’s.
 
A martial light glinted in the duchess’s eyes.
“Yolki-palki!
Of all the devious, underhanded schemes! She certainly went to a great deal of
trouble.” 
 
“I know.” Kat frowned. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
 
The duchess considered. “Possibly, however the
Dowager Countess has vastly underestimated your resources. I’ll have my solicitor
investigate, and I’m sure Jo will wish to help. Plus, there were servants
before the ones Amelia hired, no? Can you not find some of them if necessary?
They would tell the truth.”
 
“I hadn’t thought of that. It would take time,
but—” She nodded. “Of course!”
 
“Good. In the meantime, I shall tell Amelia precisely
what I think of her conniving, soon and publicly.”
 
“I appreciate your help, but you—” She
stopped, hesitant. 
 
Catherine raised an imperious brow. 
 
Kat sighed. “What with Jane being gone, I don’t
wish you to get upset or . . . your headaches . . . if they come back—” 
 
“Ah, those.” The duchess suffered from
mysterious headaches that were usually treated by their friend Jane, a
physician in her own right. “My episodes have been infrequent of late. Jane and
Thornton both left instructions with Higgins and Mrs. Ballard, who’ve taken it
upon themselves to compete in their care for me.” She made a face. “They mean
well but they’ve become a bit tedious. I can hardly snag a nail without them
trying to ply me with poultices and tonics.”
 
The thought of elderly Higgins warring with the
nemesis housekeeper made Kat laugh. “I can only imagine.”
 
“Indeed.” Catherine looked about the room. “I
must admit I’m astonished you found room here, and such a lovely suite at that.
I’d heard all the hotels were full.”
 
Kat nodded distractedly. “James found it for
us.” She paced back to the settee.
 
“James?
Are we so familiar then?”
 
Heat flooded Kat’s cheeks. “I didn’t say
‘James.’ I said Highbridge.”
 
“Of course, my mistake.” Yet a decided smirk
graced the duchess’s mouth. “Highbridge is an interesting one. I’ve met him a
time or two. I do so love his chef de
cuisine.”
 
The turn of the conversation made Kat’s skin
prickle. The duchess’s steady blue gaze made Kat think her friend somehow knew
about the kiss from last night. Preposterous, of course, though why it should
even matter, Kat couldn’t say. Without thought, she blurted, “He knows about Tarot.
Ja—Highbridge, that
is.”
 
Catherine beamed. “My opinion of him soars.”
 
“He saw the card you gave me.” Kat shook her
head in confused wonder. “He even knew what it meant.”
 
“Babushka nadvoe skazala.”
 
Kat frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
“Ah!” Catherine shrugged. For a woman who’d
been in England for twenty years she often returned to her native tongue when
she wanted to be inscrutable. “There is knowing, and then there is knowing. We shall see.” Her gaze flickered
past Kat to the portrait, a thoughtful look on her expressive face. “Now, tell
me why your beautiful portrait turned your mood so foul? And do not say it is
not so, because I have seen the paint upon your gown and I know what that
bodes.”
 
Kat sat beside her friend and regarded the
portrait with a frustrated grimace. “It’s lacking and I can’t figure out why.
It’s just not . . . right.”
 
Catherine stood, moving to examine the painting
more closely. “Hmm. So this is what a future coal baron looks like.”
 
 “The
father wants a traditional
portrait—his word—and was quite explicit in his direction.”
 
 “Then
he’ll be quite pleased.” Catherine shrugged. “I see nothing wrong with it. It’s
beauti—Ah, the tea!”
 
Josephine and Lilly returned, leading a member
of the hotel staff who rolled in a tea trolley. 
 
Grateful the discussion had ended, Kat turned
her attention to their group. “If Jane were here, we’d have a meeting of our
Widows’ Club.”
 
 “True,
though she’s no longer a widow. I doubt she’s missing us much.” Josephine poured
the tea, peeping through her lashes at her friends. “I imagine Thornton is
keeping her quite busy.”
 
They shared a laugh and Kat raised her
porcelain cup. “To the newlyweds, and to the Widows’ Club!”
 
Catherine chimed, “Here, here! And I can
guarantee you both I shall remain a widow.” Her teacup hid a mysterious
smile. “Even if I’m the only club member left.”
 
Kat bit back a response. The last thing she
herself needed was another husband. Don’t
worry, duchess. You’ll always have me for the Widows’ Club. Yet even as the
thought coalesced, she felt again the strength of Highbridge’s embrace, the
sultry power of his kiss. 
 
She swallowed tea that suddenly wasn’t near hot
enough.
 
No, she had no need of a husband. Nor had she
need of a panther, even as a temporary pet. James Highbridge and his secrets
would have to remain unsolved.
 













Chapter 6
A few days passed and while Kat worked on the
portrait, she wondered why she had yet to hear from two people. 
 
For one, whatever Amelia had planned, she’d yet
to initiate it. Kat wanted to feel relieved, but instead found herself
wondering if no news was worse news, her sense of unease growing by the hour.
 
And then there was James Highbridge. 
 
Despite his promise of “until next time,” Kat
had yet to see him for more than a moment or two. He’d stopped by their table
one evening when she and Lilly were at dinner, and while he’d been charming and
gracious, the interlude had been far too brief. Oddly enough, she’d been disappointed.
Had their kisses meant nothing to him? Not that she wanted them to mean
anything, of course, but still, she wasn’t the sort of woman who was used to
being ignored. 
 
She’d caught a bare glimpse of him yesterday,
but – if what Jacqueline had let slip was true – supposedly an altercation
had broken out among a few of the visiting dignitaries and he’d had to step in
and it had taken hours before he’d set all to rights. So there’s no reason at all to be disappointed. He’s a busy man.
Besides, any attraction to him could be disastrous if Amelia found out. 
 
Unfortunately, James Highbridge, however
enthralling, was a complication she didn’t need and couldn’t afford. 
 
Yet, her sketchbook found him on more than a
few pages, his gaze as enigmatic and compelling as the man himself. Each time,
she castigated herself, but she couldn’t seem to stop exploring his many
expressions.
 
Nearly a week after their first visit, Josephine
and the duchess called again, proposing an outing. Lilly jumped at the chance,
and Kat, still stymied with the portrait, hoped fresh air would invigorate her
so she could return clear-headed and clear-eyed.
 
After a delightful ride through the park in the
duchess’s carriage, they repaired to Bond Street for some much needed
shopping—Kat for her oils and charcoal, Josephine to the milliner’s, and
Catherine to the perfumery. After luncheon, Lilly complained of a sore throat,
so they stopped for lemon ices. They strolled through Piccadilly and Kat was
about to take the duchess up on her offer to come to Bolton House later for
dinner, when Lilly’s disposition worsened. 
 
Concerned, Kat begged off; Catherine and Josephine
had returned them all to the Burnham. 
 
“Jane and Thornton left me with more than
enough tonics,” Catherine offered, placing her hand on Lilly’s flushed forehead.
“I’ll have Higgins send something over.”
 
“Perhaps the hotel has a physician,” Josephine added,
although she didn’t look certain.
 
“I hope so.” Kat wrapped her shawl around Lilly
who burrowed into her, dropping her small head onto Kat’s shoulder. 
 
“Highbridge strikes me as a man who thinks of
all contingencies,” the duchess opined.
 
Kat could not disagree, but a knot of worry
tightened inside her nonetheless. “If they don’t have one, then I’m certain
one can be called for.” 
 
The carriage drew up outside the hotel and Kat allowed
the liveried footman to help her alight, Lilly resting against her. “I’ll send
word if she worsens,” she told her friends. “But don’t worry. I’m sure it’s
just a touch of the ague.” Catherine and Jo nodded, but Kat could tell they
didn’t believe her words any more than she did. 
 
By the time Kat had carried Lilly to their floor,
Lilly’s eyes had dulled and she’d grown quiet. Too quiet. Kat rang for hot
water, hoping a bath would help.
 
It didn’t. An hour later Lilly’s sore throat
devolved to a scratchy cough. Kat dried Lilly’s hair before the fire, tugged
her nightrail over her sagging head, and tucked her into bed. The poor thing
was practically swallowed by the pile of pillows and the white counterpane.
 
Sighing, Kat smoothed back her daughter’s hair and
dropped a soft kiss on her forehead, frowning at the warmth of her skin. The
child was by no means burning up, but her flushed face told its own story. Damn it, if only Jane were here. Kat
could almost hear her friend’s calm, doctoral advice: No reason to borrow trouble. Check in a few hours. Lilly will be fine.
But Jane was on her honeymoon with Sir Richard, and wouldn’t return for at
least another fortnight.

 
 
“Shall I read, Mummy? I do so love your
pictures when—” cough “—the
story’s done.”
 
Kat smiled and pulled up a chair. “I’d rather
you save your voice, love. How about I read to you instead? One of Mr. Taylor’s
stories?”
 
Lilly nodded around another cough. “Read the
one about the haunted bedroom. I like that one best.”
 
Kat turned to the proper page and began. She’d
managed only a few turns of the page when Lilly fell asleep. On quiet feet, Kat
quit the room and tried to return to her painting. As late afternoon waned into
evening she periodically checked on Lilly, thankful the fever remained low and
unthreatening. 
 
Around evening, Lilly awoke, hungry and
restless. Lilly sent for Jacqueline and had the maid go to the kitchen for
broth. She’d just sat down to read to Lilly again when a knock sounded. “Ah,
our broth!” She left Lilly and went to open the door, expecting to see
Jacqueline only to find James Highbridge filling the opening, looking large and
powerful, if slightly tired.
 
Her breath caught as he smiled, his blue gaze
flickering over her in an oddly possessive way. He was dressed for evening, the
dark blue of his superfine coat emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders. His
white neck cloth was tied in a conservative, yet stylish knot, and his buff
trousers lent him a martial air. Next to him she felt absurdly mussed. 
 
His gaze rested on her face and his smile disappeared.
“What’s wrong?”
 
“Lilly is ill. Forgive me, I—”
 
“How ill?” 
 
Before she could reply, he stepped past her
into the suite as if he owned it. Which, she supposed, he did. “Mister
Highbridge, thank you for your concern, but I don’t believe—”
 
“Madame?” Jacqueline appeared in the doorway,
carrying the expected tray. 
 
Kat opened the door wider. “Thank you, if you
could put it on the table by the window in the bedchamber.”
 
The maid entered, murmuring a greeting to James
before moving to the bedchamber.
 
James nodded to the tray Jacqueline carried.
“What’s that?”
 
“Broth from the kitchen.” Kat closed the door. 
 
“Lilly has a fever then?”
 
“A low one, nothing to worry about.” Although
Kat was worried. She couldn’t help it; Lilly was everything. 
 
“What other symptoms does she have?” 
 
She frowned. Lilly was her concern and no one
else’s. But the genuine concern in his eyes softened her pride and after a
pause, she answered, “A sore throat and cough, nothing more. That’s why I haven’t
rung for a physician. She just needs rest.” I
hope. She gestured to the door she’d just shut. “Now, if you’ll excuse me,
I think—”
 
“Broth won’t serve, not if it’s a cough.” 
 
He pronounced this with such authority she
blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
 
“She needs anise and honey.” 
 
“I’m not sure—”
 
“I am.” He crossed to the bedroom before Kat
could stop him and went directly to Lilly’s side. “Out of sorts, Miss Lilly?
That will never do. I was hoping to tell you my tiger story over dinner.”
 
Her daughter managed a smile for him, the
charmer. “So you did fight a tiger?” Cough.
 
“You’ll have to get well to find out.” He
turned to the maid. “Jacqueline, we need hot water, star anise and honey, and a
splash of the Irish.”
 
“Oui, m’sieur.” The maid exited while Kat could only look on
in astonishment, unable to decide if she was merely annoyed by James’s
highhandedness or truly incensed. 
 
Oblivious to her tumult, James sat in the chair
Kat had vacated, and turned over the book she’d been reading to see its title.
“Apparitions, Or, The Mystery of
Ghosts, Hobgoblins, and Haunted Houses.” He raised a dark brow at Kat. “A
bit grim wouldn’t you say?”
 
“Not
if you read it right,” she replied, defensive.
 
“Mummy’s
drawings make them funny—” cough
“—not scary,” Lilly defended.
 
“Indeed?” he replied, though his gaze remained
centered on Kat.
 
Kat leaned down to Lilly. “Love, Mister
Highbridge thinks—”
 
“Knows,” he corrected.
 
She ignored him. “—he might have
something to make you feel better.”
 
Lilly lifted tired eyes to his. “You do?” 
 
He smiled at the girl, his gaze so gentle that Kat’s
defenses melted as he said, “I was often sick as a lad and my mother always
knew how to fix me right as rain.”
 
It was hard to imagine him ever having been
sickly when there was such vitality to him. That vitality seemed to be the very
fuel for his charm, a strength and energy that seemed as boundless as the man
himself, but something deeper lay there as well. When confronted with illness,
most men would run far and fast. Indeed, Tyndale could never be counted on to
step anywhere near a sickroom, claiming it made him ill to see Lilly suffering.
Yet James had stepped in without hesitation and taken charge. Even now, he was
holding Lilly’s hand with such care. 
 
And hadn’t he been just as careful with Kat herself?
He’d found them a lovely room, he’d arranged for Jacqueline, and was cautious
of Kat’s reputation. A lesser man might have attempted to take advantage of
her, but not James Highbridge.
 
To be honest – and this was more
disturbing yet – it was something of a relief to share some of the burden
of Lilly’s care. It had been difficult raising Lilly alone all of these years
with no one to discuss various courses of action whenever a problem arose. Her
gaze roamed over the tableau before her, of Lilly’s smile as James made a
teasing comment, of the trust her daughter obviously felt for this gruff man.
However he’d come to London, and whatever his past, Kat knew without question
she could trust James Highbridge. The notion of having such a man to depend
upon was almost as tantalizing as the kisses they’d shared.
 
Almost. 
 
Jacqueline returned with the required
ingredients and Kat watched as James measured whisky and hot water into a
teacup, then stirred it with an equal part honey. Finally, he used the spoon to
crush anise seeds, releasing the licorice fragrance before he added the dust to
the mixture. 
 
“Here you go.” He held the cup to Lilly and she
took a dutiful sip, then another. “Better?”
 
The child nodded. “It burns a little, but it
helps my throat.”
 
“That’s how you know it’s working.” He winked
and Lilly, despite her cold, giggled. When she’d finished the last of the
drink, he replaced the cup on the tray and stood. 
 
To Kat’s surprise, he bent down and whispered
into Lilly’s ear, “Feel better soon.” He then kissed her cheek before he moved
away, motioning for Jacqueline to take his place at Lilly’s bedside.
 
Kat followed him out of the room, closing the
door softly behind her. She watched as his bright gaze swept the suite, taking
in their pile of baggage, the ordered mess of her paints, before coming to a
stop at her work-in-progress. Like a moth drawn to a flame, he made his way to
the unfinished portrait. 
 
Damnation. She’d been so caught up worrying about Lilly
she’d forgotten to drape the painting. No
help for it now. 
 
He didn’t immediately comment and that alone
surprised her. Annoyance at her own forgetfulness turned to curiosity. Quietly,
she joined him. She watched him measure the portrait, and wondered what he
thought, but refused to ask.
 
“Your latest commission?” he guessed.
 
“Yes. A coal baron’s son.”
 
“Macauley or Richardson?”
 
“You know them?” She couldn’t keep the surprise
from her voice.
 
“Of
them. I’ve invested a bit in their separate ventures. Richardson has more
vision, but there’s something to be said for Macauley’s ambition.”
 
“To say nothing of your own.” 
 
He cut his eyes to her but said nothing, his
gaze returning to the portrait.
 
Curiosity finally got the better of her. She
tipped her head to the painting. “It’s Macauley’s son. What do you think?”
 
He took his time before answering, and she
wondered if he deliberately wanted to see her stew. Finally, he said, “I
imagine it’s precisely what the cagey bastard wants.”
 
She could not disagree. The boy sat in a
traditional pose, with one hand upon an open account book, and the other
propping up his small chin. His blue eyes looked serious and wise, the future
magnate of a growing empire. 
 
A sigh escaped her. “It’s rubbish.”
 
“Hmm.” 
 
Standing so close beside him, she caught the
earthy notes of his cologne. The scent teased, sending a delicious tingle
through her. Her gaze moved to his face, watching him study her work. Her
fingers itched to touch him; the lines and planes she’d committed to her
sketchbook were a far cry from the real specimen. 
 
As if he could hear her thoughts, his gaze
suddenly captured hers. Kat couldn’t have moved if she tried. Would he kiss her
again? Oh, please do.
 
He leaned closer. “It’s not rubbish,” he
whispered.
 
“It-it’s not?”
 
“No.” The slightest hint of a smile touched his
mouth. “But there’s not much of you in it.”
 
“Of . . . what do you mean?” Now he did smile,
and Kat’s heart sped up.
 
“You’re a vibrant woman, Kat, but there’s none
of your vitality in the portrait.” He brushed an escaped curl behind her ear.
 
Kat fought an overwhelming shiver even as she
tried to focus on his comments about the portrait. Is that what’s wrong with the portrait? In trying to please my client,
did I leave out my own artistry? She measured the painting again, trying to
see it through James’s eyes.
 
It didn’t take her long to realize his words
hit to the core of the problem. It was there—or rather it wasn’t there. She wasn’t there, her personality, her vision. 
 
She started. “Yes . . . yes, that’s it exactly!
James, you’re a genius.” On impulse she kissed him, a quick peck of gratitude,
though she fought every sense demanding more. Instead, she moved to her case
and took out her palette knife, her mind already swimming with ideas. 
 
James held himself still, his lips burning from
her swift caress. Every instinct he had howled for more, urged him to sweep her
into his arms and kiss her senseless. He’d felt her watching him, had
deliberately held himself in check so she would turn to him. Idiot. He should have seized the
opportunity she’d given him. Now, she was swept up in her craft.
 
With a swift stroke she scraped away at the
portrait’s surface, leaving the foundation intact. “Better,” she mused aloud, “but
the layer might still be too thick.” She dabbed linseed oil on a cloth and
carefully smoothed it over the canvas.
 
He wanted those slim, capable hands on him not
her damn canvas. But he might as well be back in India for all the attention
she gave him. She was absorbed in the painting, and becoming more so by the
second.
 
Trying to keep the truculence from his
voice—and fearing he failed miserably—he said, “I stopped by for a
reason, my lady.” Even his use of her title failed to register. 
 
Kat barely glanced up. “Oh?” 
 
“I was hoping to take you to dinner. Chef
prepared something special.”
 
The linseed oil was apparently working, for she
smiled. “Dinner? Oh, I couldn’t possibly. Not now.”
 
Not
after I had to open my damn mouth. Still,
he wasn’t one to surrender easily. “You have to eat. Jacqueline has Lilly well
in hand, and I promise that tonic will ease her throat and help her sleep.”
 
“Hmm, I’m sure.” She shot him a smile that
would have turned him inside out if it had been filled with anything except
gratitude. “I do thank you for your
help, but I’ve been stymied with this blasted thing for days. Now, my mind’s
abuzz with possibilities. Finally – finally
– I can fix it.”
 
“Perhaps a nice meal and a glass of wine
will—”
 
“Thank you, no.” She waved a brush at him. “I
need to work.”
 
Surprised, he watched her work, noting the
seriousness of her gaze, how completely absorbed she was in the painting. She’s lost in it. So that’s how it is, hm? He couldn’t fault her passion, especially when it
was that very thing he found so damned attractive. He’d spent the last week
trying to figure out what it was about her that kept him so aware of her. Because of the huge number of delegates
at the hotel – and the issues that had arisen because of them – he
hadn’t had time to follow up on their last encounter, and yet he’d thought of
her often, wondering where she was, how she liked the hotel, what she thought
of the dishes on the menu that night, and more. 
 
He frowned, suddenly realizing how much he had
thought of her. Good God, what am I
doing? 
 
Oblivious to everything but the portrait, Kat
dabbed a clean a brush through the linseed oil then brushed lines across the
canvas and wondered if she should change the lighting on her subject to add
some depth. As she wiped the brush on her paint rag, she heard the door close. Yanked
from her reverie, she looked around and realized James had left. 
 
Instantly, Kat felt James’s absence like a void,
the room suddenly seeming darker and colder. She honestly couldn’t remember a
word he’d said in the few minutes before he’d left, either. Oh no, I hope he doesn’t think I was
ignoring him, for I didn’t mean to. And after he’d been so good with Lilly,
too. Feeling guilty, she put down her brush and checked on her daughter to
find Lilly on the verge of sleep, Jacqueline busy knitting in the chair beside
the bed. Content all was well with her daughter, Kat returned to her easel. The
sight of the unfinished portrait made her fingers itch. She collected every
candle she could find and placed them near the portrait. It was enough to get
her started on the new setting. The finer layers would have to wait until she
had daylight.
 
She resolutely pushed thoughts of James
Highbridge aside as ideas swirled through her head, and for the first time
since leaving Tyndale House, she was excited again about the project. She’d let
Amelia steal that from her, but James’s insight had awoken her passion in more
ways than one.
 
An short time later a knock sounded on the
door. Before Kat could wipe the paint from her hands, Jacqueline answered it,
and brought in a tray with a glass of red wine and a covered dish. “From m’sieur. He . .
.” She paused. “He had chef prepare something.” 
 
“That was very thoughtful of him. Please set
the tray on the table by the fireplace. I can’t stop painting just yet.” 
 
Jacqueline did as she was bid and, with a
smile, quickly disappeared back into Lilly’s room. Though touched by James’s
thoughtfulness, Kat nevertheless tried to ignore the tray, thinking the food
could wait until she was done painting for the night, but the rich aromas of
mushrooms and basil and wine drifted to her, followed by the unmistakable
buttery scent of pastry.
 
Kat’s mouth watered. Well, how much distraction
could one bite prove? It was just food after all. She’d take a quick bite and
then return to work. She wiped her hands clean and then made her way to the
tray and lifted the cover from the dish.
 
A golden pastry took up most of the plate,
drizzled with a delectable mushroom sauce. Somehow, she found herself sitting
in the chair and picking up the cutlery. Cutting into the pastry, she was
delighted to find a succulent bit of beef cooked to perfection. She forked a
slice of the beef with the pastry and gravy, then brought it to her mouth,
nearly groaning as the combination fairly melted in her mouth. The flavors were
layered, deep and earthy, yet rich.
 
Before she knew it, she’d consumed the whole
thing. Savoring the last glass of wine, she realized how hungry she must have
been. She sighed and leaned back in her chair, more relaxed then she’d been in a
long time. As she sipped her wine, she realized that once again, James had
taken care of her. He seemed to know what she needed, when she needed it, and
she found – to her immense surprise – that she liked being taken
care of. It was a novel sensation, one she was very much afraid she could grow accustomed
to all too quickly.
 
Energy replenished and the wine finished, she
rose from her chair and went back to work. She painted until her shoulders
started to ache. Putting down her palette, she stretched, hearing a satisfied
crack. The ormolu clock chimed and she was shocked to see the time. 
 
She crossed to the bedroom and opened the door
softly, to find everything just as it had been, with Lilly still sleeping
soundly, and Jacqueline’s knitting needles softly clacking. Kat was about to
dismiss the maid when she remembered how well James’s tonic had worked for
Lilly. If the poor child awoke coughing in the night, they would need more. Kat
knew the kitchens would be empty at this time of the night, but she needed just
a few ingredients and could avoid a potential late night crisis. Without
alerting the maid, she turned and left the room, quietly closing the door
behind her. 
 
 The
hotel corridors were eerily quiet and she felt a bit like a ghost as she
silently moved down the hallways. Once on the ground floor Kat found the
kitchen. On quiet feet she checked the corridor and found the passage dark and
silent. Everyone must be abed. It’s
fortunate I only need a few simple things. She slipped inside, surprised to
find it still lit with an array of candles and lanterns. Two steps in, and the unmistakable,
luscious scent of chocolate made her stop. For a moment, all she could do was
breathe in the buttery, warm scent as she looked in amazement at the kitchen. 
 
It was huge, easily three times the size as the
one at Tyndale House. There was a clear working space for the scullery, another
for the bakery with its massive brick ovens, along with two massive hearths for
roasting meat. Her gaze fell on a flour-dusted table where a large lump of
dough rested. So someone must be working,
even at this late of an hour. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised,
considering how many people were served in the dining room each night. 
 
She looked about, leaning this way and that to
see around the shelves, but no one was in sight. Ah well, I’ll fetch what I need and be gone. She looked at the many
doors that lined the walls. Which one is
the pantry? She opened the closest door to find steps, the cool draft letting
her know she must have found the wine cellar. She tried another door opposite
the flour-dusted table and the scent of dried herbs tickled her nose. She
smiled and walked into the long, narrow pantry. On either side wooden shelving
reached to the ceiling, each laden with goods. The scents of spices and herbs
mixed with the smell from bags of flour stacked against the back wall where the
shelves came to an end. Honey, anise
seeds— She ticked through her list as she began her search, the door
partially open behind her. 
 
After searching only two rows of shelves, she found
the anise seed and was just pouring a small amount into her hand when she heard
voices. Curious, she stepped back and looked into the kitchen. A dark haired
man with amber colored skin and deep-set ebony eyes entered her line of vision.
Although dressed in English garb, his Western clothes made him look even more
foreign. 
 
“Why, Mister James?” he asked. “Is the memsahib special? Is that why you gave
her your own suite?
 
“She had nowhere else to go, Rajah.” 
 
Kat’s breath caught at the sound of James’s
voice. She knew she should say something and let him know she was here, but a
sudden thought caught her. His own suite?
Was that how a room had suddenly become available when I was so desperate for
one? 
 
“Stop looking so disapproving, Rajah. There was
no other choice. Besides, I’ve slept in my office before.”
 
“Only by accident.” The servant sighed. “We’ve
known each other too long for me not to state the truth.”
 
“That being?”
 
Rajah shook his head. “You push yourself too
hard, my friend. When will it be enough?”
 
“Never, and you know why.”
 
“But . . . your mother—”
 
“Rajah.” A warning clearly rang with the word.
 
“Her death was not your fault. You have naught
to atone for.”
 
“Atonement is for believers. I’ve told you,
that chapter of my life is over. I
wrote the ending.”
 
What
happened to James’s mother? A
burning desire to know filled Kat. James was a self-made man, but now she found
herself wondering what it had cost him. His words had been harsh, but she
detected a layer of pain in them as well. Old
wounds. She had the strongest urge to comfort him.
 
“Be that as it may,” Rajah continued, “you need
rest, not this.” 
 
She blinked as James entered her field of
vision. Gone was his finery of earlier. He was wearing a work shirt, the
sleeves rolled up above his elbows, exposing his muscular forearms. His
trousers were dusted with flour, his boots scuffed and marred. He swiftly
washed his hands in a sink by the door, dried them on a hand towel, and then
– to her shock – he walked to the flour-coated table and flipped the
resting dough over a few times with a deft assuredness that bespoke years of
practice. “This is my rest,” he said.

 
She watched in surprise as he rolled the dough
flat with a wooden pin, the self-assuredness of his movements showing his
mastery. 
 
A sudden thought hit her, too wild to
contemplate. Could James be the hotel chef?
 
Rajah scoffed. “Bah, you cannot continue to run
the hotel and the kitchen. You need
to delegate.”
 
“I delegate to you, don’t I?”
 
“Not enough, you don’t. As for this, I thought
you prefer cooking, not baking.”
 
“I do, but I sacked Maurice.”
 
Rajah let out a curse in what she assumed to be
Hindi. “Why, because he chose to use his own recipes rather than yours?”
 
“Partly.” James took a block of white cheese
and began slicing chunks to put across the layer of dough. “Maurice was a
mistake, plain and simple. We’ll find another pastry chef. Maybe Beatrice is
ready. She’s been doing well as a sous chef.”
 
“I do not know which would shock more, the fact
you secretly run the kitchen, or the fact you employ a female sous chef.”
 
“She’s good. And what goes on in my kitchen is
my business. Now, I need to get these rolls cut for the morning so they can
rise properly. And I’m not happy with our basil and thyme. We’re out of
mushrooms too, or near enough, and I’ll need more for the duxelles.
Send someone to the market in the morning.”
 
The Indian sighed. “Why didn’t you just open a
restaurant and save yourself all this trouble?”
 
“That’s not enough to build on and you know it.
The hotel’s been an excellent investment.”
 
“If you work yourself to death, you won’t enjoy
any fruits from your labors.”
 
“You worry like a woman, but you’re right.” James
covered the cut rolls with a cloth. “The hotel needs oversight too. I’ll leave
the menu with Beatrice and start looking for a pastry chef tomorrow.
Satisfied?”
 
“No, but I’ll accept it for now. I had Danvers
move a chaise into the office. Find it soon, my friend, else you’ll drop where
you stand.”
 
“I will, my friend. I will. As soon as these
are done, I’ll sleep the sleep of the content.”
 
Rajah didn’t look happy, but seeing there was
nothing more to be said, he bowed. “Good night, then, Mister James.” 
 
The second the tall, dark man left, James’s shoulders
slumped in exhaustion. She could almost feel the knots of tension he must have
in his muscles, for he rubbed a hand to the back of his neck. Part of her
wanted to soothe him, while another wanted to pepper him with questions: What
had happened to his mother? Why did he keep his culinary skills secret? Where
had he learned? Why hadn’t he pursued it? Having tasted his food, she could
recognize his artistry.
 
But beyond all those questions, she wanted to
know why he’d given over his room to her. The realization that she’d been
unknowingly sleeping in his bed both unnerved and tantalized her. 
 
She must have made a noise of some sort, for he
glanced up, his tired gaze flickering over the partially open pantry door. Kat backed
away quickly. As she did so, her skirts brushed a low shelf and knocked a tin
to the ground, the sound ringing loud in the pantry closet.
 
A muffled curse came from the kitchen, followed
by the sound of footsteps walking toward the door.
 













Chapter 7
Rajah was right. James didn’t like to think it,
but as much as he loved cooking, experimenting with flavors and textures, he
could not give both the kitchen and the hotel his full attention. The debacle
with the pastry chef would only be the beginning. He’d built the Burnham too
well, invested too much time and effort, to see its hard-won clientele lost
over a damned patisserie.
 
His sous chef Beatrice had been with him since
Bombay. She’d learned his techniques and had shown great promise. She made the
most sense to take up the reins in the kitchen. Unlike most chefs in the world,
James had given her a chance; the same kind of chance his mother could have
seized had anyone offered.
 
Beatrice would do well. Yet the thought of
surrendering his cooking brought a bitter taste to his mouth. He loved cooking
– it truly rested his spirit more than anything else. But if he wanted
the Burnham to succeed—no, thrive—then
he had to do the tasks he hated most. He had to be visible to court Society
whose money he wanted. His life was not his own – he had to invest wisely,
expand thoughtfully, wed practically.
 
This last made him think of a tempting redhead
who even now slept in his bed. 
 
The thought frustrated rather than soothed.
 
Katelyn Worthington. The Widow Tyndale. Despite
his own inclinations, he’d been careful to follow all the rules where she was
concerned. He knew something had driven her from her home to take shelter under
his roof. He hadn’t discovered what it was, but he would. She was a puzzle he
was destined to solve, he was certain of it. After that . . . There would be no after, he told himself
regretfully. Not with a woman with such a
past, one barely accepted by the very Society he needed to make his business a
success.
 
He rubbed the back of his neck, wincing as he
did so. He’d rather spend twelve hours with hot ovens and steaming soups than
twelve minutes pouring over accounting ledgers and balance sheets. He always
felt such a unique sense of satisfaction in discovering new flavors, or melding
different textures. Not all his experiments worked, but as his knowledge of
flavors and spices expanded, he enjoyed more successes than not.
 
He fought a yawn. Right now, he could be
sleeping upstairs in the Queen’s Suite, the first room he’d designed himself,
named for the mother he’d lost over twenty years ago. But no, he’d had to go
and give it to a stubborn, if sultry and gifted, artist and her scamp of a
daughter. And now all that awaited him was an overstuffed chaise in a crowded
office. It’s your own fault, so no
complaining. Exhaustion made him unfair and he knew it. 
 
Kat might be stubborn, but so was he,
especially in the kitchen. Still, he had to admit that he wasn’t used to being
ignored. Earlier, she’d been so caught up in her painting that she’d forgotten
he stood beside her, when all he wanted to do was consume her. The realization
had been quite the blow. What was worse was seeing her things in his own bedchamber.
Her fine lawn gloves on the tray where he kept his shirt points; her hairbrush
and ribbons where he kept his razor and soap; her perfume where he kept his
aftershave, her scent had permeated the room. 
 
It wasn’t the ribbons, or furbelows, or even
her paints and oils that disquieted him. No, what rattled him was how much he liked having her, and her things, in his
space. Seeing her there, feeling her
there, satisfied something deep inside him and he was loath to examine it too
closely.
 
A distinct rattle echoed out of the pantry as
something fell to the floor. He scowled at the partially open door as he dusted
his hands on a cloth and crossed to the pantry. A fallen tin sat in the aisle
between two sets of shelves, but no one else was visible. Odd. Maybe it was perched in a precarious fashion to begin with.
Too tired to think anything more about it, he bent to pick it up, when he
caught a spicy floral scent that was all too familiar. 
 
He straightened and moved to one side so that the
light from the kitchen slanted to expose his late night intruder. Kat’s wide
green eyes met his. Instantly his heart sped, his body awakening as if from
slumber even as he noted a smear of paint marring one of her creamy cheeks,
while her hair seemed but a few pins away from unraveling completely. The thought
of all that red-gold glory beckoned him. 
 
He’d just been thinking of her, and here she
was, in his refuge, discovering his secret. She’s
been in your bed, but not with you. The thought made him want to roar.
“What are you doing here?”
 
“I’m sorry, I—” Her hands fluttered. “The
tonic you made . . . we’ve run out and I’m afraid Lilly might need more.”
 
Concern for the girl eclipsed his annoyance
with her mother, and the lust that always brewed near the surface when he was
around her. “Lilly’s worse?”
 
“No, no, she’s well. I left her sleeping.” She
smiled. “Your tonic did the trick. But I was afraid if she awoke during the
night, and the cough was worse . . . ”
 
“Ifreann,” James cursed. He brushed past her, gritting his teeth against the
bloom of heat that shot through him at the contact. He had to get her out of
there, and away from him, else all his hard work at playing the gentleman would
be for naught. Quickly, he pulled the ingredients he needed from the pantry and
thrust them at her. “I doubt you’ll need more whisky.”
 
“Th-thank you.” Her
lips quirked in a rueful way. “It took you all of ten seconds what I couldn’t
discover in as many minutes.”
 
He shrugged and said nothing. What was the
point? Clearly she’d overheard his conversation with Rajah and now knew all of
his secrets. James felt exposed, his irritation bubbling to the surface. He wanted
to throw her out of the kitchen, but knew that would be unfair. She’d come
looking for the sake of her daughter. It was his own damn fault for working so
late. If he hadn’t sacked the pastry chef, James would have been in his office
and Kat would remain none the wiser to his secret avocation. 
 
He leaned back against the shelves, arms
crossed over his chest, waiting for her reaction. “Well? Have you nothing else
to say? I assume you heard the entire conversation between Rajah and I.”
 
“Perhaps.”
 
“There’s no perhaps to it. You heard
everything. That’s what you get for skulking about like a thief in the night.”
 
Hurt flashed in her eyes and he cursed himself
for lashing out at her when he was really angry at himself.
 
“James, I truly didn’t mean to—”
 
“I know, I know.” He raked a hand through his
hair, eying her soberly. “I’m out of sorts. Like most people, I don’t like
being spied upon, whether you meant to or not and—Oh, for the love of
heaven, stop looking at me like that.” 
 
She blinked, her long lashes shadowing her
green eyes. “Like what?”
 
“As if I’m about to turn into a monster and
club you over the head. I won’t, you know. I’m just embarrassed to have been
caught.”
 
“To be caught cooking? Why would that embarrass
you?”
 
“The men in your world don’t cook.”
 
“They don’t work, either, and I find that
reprehensible. I often think my husband would have been a better man had he an
avocation, especially one he loved.”
 
“The way you love your painting.”
 
She grimaced. “I ignored you earlier when you
were visiting. I’m sorry, it’s just that I sometimes get lost in the moment.”
 
He found himself smiling. “There are times I do
the same. When I’m on the verge of making the perfect sauce or think I’ve found
a better way to prepare a beef cheek.” Somehow, he’d stepped closer to her and
they were now almost toe-to-toe. Such
eyes. They draw me to her every time. Without thinking, he smoothed the
paint off her cheek with the unraveled cuff of his shirt. 
 
Her eyes widened, a flare of passion making his
own heart speed up. God, but he wanted her. Every ounce of him burned for this
woman. But there was no future for either of them, not here, not now. Not every. He moved away, his voice
gruff as he said, “You need to go.”
 
“Yes. Of course. I should.” Without an
argument, she turned to leave, her head bent, her hands filled with the
ingredients she’s sought.
 
Disappointment twisted to an ache inside him. Not one word of protest. Then she agrees
with me. This is better for both of us. That didn’t help the hollow feeling
that spread through his chest.
 
“No.” 
 
He blinked. “What?”
 
She turned back to him, pausing to put the
ingredients she’d come for on a shelf. Before he realized what she was about,
she stepped close and asked softly, “Why did you give me your room?”
 
Back on
dangerous ground. He
took up a defensive position. “Better to have a paying guest.”
 
“That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
“It’s the truth,” he lied. 
 
She shook her head in dissatisfaction. The
motion sent another of her pins to the floor with a tinkling sound, a thick
red-gold tress falling to one of her shoulders. “If that were the case, your
Mister Danvers would have offered that room to us in the first place. What’s
the real reason, James?”
 
The curl of her hair had caught on the edge of
her décolleté and he couldn’t seem to look away. Slowly his gaze lowered to the
shadow of her cleavage. Heat built inside him even as his heart sped up. He
wanted to explore that shadow with his mouth, taste her skin. Taste her. He swallowed as if he could
already savor her. “Kat,” he warned. “You really need to go.”
 
If she’d had any survival sense she would have
backed down, given him space to regulate his breath, calm his heartbeat. It
would have disappointed him, but he’d have recovered eventually.
 
But that wasn’t Kat, thank the gods.
 
Instead, she stepped closer still, her spicy,
floral scent washing over him, her breasts just brushing his chest in the most
tantalizing way. But it was the concern in her eyes that really captured him. Her
lips parted and she sighed his name. “James.”
 
It was all the provocation he needed.
 
The growl that rumbled from his throat was
Kat’s only warning. Too late, she’d realize she’d cornered the panther, and in
his own lair, too. He caught her to him, burying his hands in her hair to hold
her as he kissed her, plundering her mouth as if he’d never stop.
 
She made a sound in her throat and melted into
him, wrapping her arms behind his neck. Her ready surrender spurred him on as
did her hands. Suddenly, she couldn’t get close enough, feel enough of him. She
tugged his shirt free and slid her hands up his bare back, his skin warm
beneath her fingertips as she was swept into a wild whirl of passion. 
 
James could only moan against her mouth as her
delicate touches made his body harden yet more. She tasted of wine and the
salty sweetness that was Kat’s own unique flavor. Breaking for air, he kissed a
path down her throat, savoring the scented valley between her breasts. Her legs
moved restlessly against his even as her hips arched into him. 
 
“James,” Kat breathed, helpless against the
fierce desire he’d woken within her. It had been so long, yet she felt as trembly and overwhelmed as a schoolgirl. Heat flared
through her, and an ache burned between her legs, an ache she grew desperate
for him to soothe. But he seemed content to lathe her breasts through her
frock, the tug of his mouth and the gentle nip of his teeth sending little
shocks straight to her core. “Hurry, James.”
 
She moved against him, wishing her skirts to
perdition. But he continued to tease her, murmuring sensual words against her
skin that made her ache all the more. She boldly slid a hand between them to
find him rock hard against the placket of his trousers. She molded her hand to
him, thrilling in his harsh intake of breath. 
 
“Mo
bagairt,” he growled against her throat. 
 
The lilt in his voice encouraged her to do
more, and with a few quick flicks, she released the buttons of his trousers to
free him. Before she could close her hand about him, he cursed again, then
gently eased her down to the floor, empty sacks of flour cushioning their
decent. She helped him move her skirts out of the way and then open to him,
sure she would soon burn to a cinder if he didn’t give her some release. With a
sure thrust, he slid inside her and she caught her breath as pleasure arced
inside her. Finally. 
 
He murmured against her temple, his hair a
silky fall against her forehead as he rocked against her. She arched into him,
looping her legs about his hips, drawing him deeper. Once again, he knew what
she needed before she did. He pressed his hips forward, rocking against her even
as he thrust faster. The pressure sent shock waves through her and she dug her
nails into his shoulders as her climax crested, then sent her even higher. Breath
locked in her throat, she held on as the waves took her, aftershocks sparking inside
her, until he found his own release and collapsed upon her.
 
Their labored breathing split the quiet
stillness of the pantry. Kat felt wanton and deliciously sore. She smiles,
reveling in it all. James shifted to her side, then eased her legs down from
around his hips, settling her in a more comfortable position.
 
He lay beside her on the odd pallet of flour
sacks, his arm tucked about her, his eyes closed as his breathing slowly
returned to normal. On impulse, Kat pressed a soft kiss to his brow, the shadow
under his eye, then to his mouth. She teased his lips, gently biting his lower
one.
 
“Christ, woman,” he murmured, with a laugh, the
lilt returned to his voice. “Let a poor man catch his breath, will you?”
 
She chuckled. “For a moment, but don’t think I’ve
forgotten I asked you a question.” He opened one eye. “There was a question?”
 
Kat laughed. “Yes, there was. And while I love
your idea for a distraction, I’ll not be turned from it.”
 
“I don’t remember a question,” he said
stubbornly, his blue eyes alight with amusement. “All I remember—” He
cupped her breast gently. “—is this.” 
 
She placed her hand over his and stilled his
roaming fingers. “James, why did you truly take us in?”
 
For a long moment he remained silent, but when
she didn’t release his hand, he sighed. “What does it matter?”
 
“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “But it does.” 
 
He lifted up on his elbow, and she could see
his face more plainly now. “I didn’t like the idea of turning you away.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because . . . you seemed to be in
trouble.” He cupped her face with his warm hand. “Why were you in trouble,
Kat?”
 
It was her turn to sigh. “My mother-in-law
wishes to have Lilly. I won’t let her.”
 
“I don’t blame you. Can she take the wee one?”
 
“I don’t think so, but she seems convinced she
can.” Briefly, Kat explained about her mother-in-law’s devious plan.
 
James’s face grew dark. “She sounds like a
scheming witch.”
 
“She’s every bit of that and more. She’ll do
what she has to – tell whatever lies she must, to get Lilly. I can’t let
that happen.”
 
His arms tightened about her to settle her more
firmly against him. “You won’t let her win.”
 
“I won’t.” She tried to keep the fear from her
voice, but didn’t quite succeed. “If I have to, I’ll flee to Europe.”
 
“We won’t let it come to that.”
 
We. The word tumbled through her. Oh, how she
wished there were a ‘we.’ Not someone to take her burdens, for they were hers
and no one else’s, but just someone who understood and shared her concerns and
fears. But it won’t be this man. His
dreams are to become a success, and that will take all of his time and efforts.

 
As if he shared her thoughts, he sighed and ran
a hand through her hair, smoothing the tumbled curls. “I wish we could stay
here, but it’s late and we both have responsibilities.”
 
“Yes, we do.” Different responsibilities. He didn’t say the words, but she felt
them all the same. “I need to get back to Lilly. Jacqueline must be wondering
what became of me.” 
 
He climbed to his feet, then helped her up and
they put their clothes back to order. She nearly forgot the ingredients she
came for, but he caught her hand, and returned them to her. “For Lilly,” he
said solemnly.
 
“Thank you.” She managed a smile, although it
was the last thing she wanted to do. Somehow, leaving the warm, bread-scented
kitchen felt achingly lonely.
 
Though she knew he was exhausted, James insisted
on escorting her back to the suite, taking her up the back stairs to avoid
running into any late-returning guests. As they climbed the stairs, she found
herself grateful for his strength, and thankful for his presence, even for this
short time. He called me mo bagairt.
What does that mean?
 
Once at the suite door, she turned to face him.
“Thank you for helping with Lilly.”
 
He shrugged. “That was naught.”
 
“It was to me.”
 
He smiled and brushed his fingers over her
cheek. “You are a good mother. Don’t let anyone tell you else.”
 
“I won’t.” She gave him a swift hug, surprising
them both. “Good night, James.” 
 
 “Good
night.” He took her hand in his, and pressed a kiss into her palm. Then, with a
cheeky grin, he said, “Until next time.” Before she could respond, he turned on
his heel and returned down the corridor.
 
Watching him leave on silent feet, Kat fought the
urge to call him back. While part of her knew how impractical that would be,
with Lilly still ill, the larger part of her demanded he return to her side. Her
heart felt the keen loss of him as if a void had opened. Damnation, I can’t miss him. But she did. More than she’d ever
missed William.
 
With a clarity unusual for her, she knew
exactly what that meant: she’d done the worst possible thing considering her
circumstances.
 
She’d fallen in love with James Highbridge.
 













Chapter 8
In the foyer of her townhouse, Catherine yanked
off her gloves, coat, and bonnet, barely registering her butler’s complaint of
the cold turn of the weather. “You should have seen Odessa in July,” Catherine
muttered.
 
Higgins blinked. “Pardon, your grace?”
 
“Nothing. I’m expecting Mrs. Whitfield for
luncheon.” A meeting where Catherine hoped to set Jo on the correct path. Since
Whitfield’s death, Josephine had been more and more frequently in the company
of a certain Captain Nikolai Yevtyskaya, a Russian
cavalry officer and a close friend to the Whitfield family. Catherine had never
met the man, but she’d heard much of the gentleman’s charms. Still, Jo claimed
– and Catherine believed – that her relationship with the captain
was strictly platonic. 
 
That was not what worried Catherine. She feared
her friend was unwittingly using the dashing Russian to ward off potential
suitors. That could not be allowed to continue, because Jo’s cards said
otherwise. 
 
“I shall inform Cook at once, your grace.” The
elderly butler bowed. 
 
“Thank you, Higgins.” She’d worry about Jo
later. Right now, she had other things on her mind, namely Kat and Lilly. She
moved to her drawing room, rubbing her jaw where it ached from where she’d
clenched it all of the way from the solicitor’s office. “Until Josephine
arrives, I’m not to be disturbed.”
 
The butler fidgeted. “Of course, your grace,
but I’ve your tonic ready. Doctor Thornton said if the weather turned I
should—”
 
“I’m fine.” She managed a stiff smile. “Truly,
Higgins.” The old man was a dear, but his concern often bordered on
suffocation. “Now, I wish for some time alone.” Without giving him time to
argue, she whisked herself into the drawing room, firmly closing the doors
behind her. Once secure in private, Catherine marched to the fireplace, lifted
her skirts, and delivered a hard kick to the ornate screen, ripping one corner. “Radi boga!” she
snapped aloud, wondering how she’d ever explain to Kat the horrible news her
solicitor had just shared. 
 
When Catherine had first arrived in England twenty
years ago at the tender age of fourteen, she’d thought the English a rational,
civilized people, so very different from her mother Russia. Now, when the
stakes were most dear, England’s great justice system was about to fail her. 
 
Catherine covered her face and sank into a
chair. As hard as it was to believe, apparently it took nothing more than the
gossip of a few servants to separate a child from her mother. Catherine dropped
her hands to her lap, where they instantly balled into fists. According to the
solicitor, if Amelia could introduce even the veriest
hint of a scandal, the Dowager Countess Tyndale could indeed seize guardianship
of Kat’s daughter.
 
“Ridiculous!” Didn’t Amelia realize if she went
through with her threats she’d hurt Lilly? “Ah, but Amelia doesn’t care about
the poor child, does she?” Catherine scowled, her determination growing with
each passing second. Amelia, you
haven’t won yet. No, nor
would she if Catherine had anything to say about it.
 
What they needed was a plan.
 
Moving to her escritoire, she withdrew a black
lacquer box, opening it to reveal a scarlet silk-wrapped bundle. Catherine
threw the silk aside and then sat, carefully shuffling her Tarot deck until the
cards felt right. When they did, she took a deep, calming breath, thought of
Katelyn, then laid out a simple pattern, cards facedown.
 
The first card turned revealed The Wheel of Fortune.
Well, no doubt things were certainly in motion!
 
She turned over the next four cards: Five of Cups, Ten
of Wands, Seven of Wands and The Moon.
 
Oh dear, not good at all. Impediments, betrayal and
obstacles. A sound of distress escaped her.
 
Tests of both present and past lay on the horizon,
but whose tests? Kat’s, of course, but another card gave Catherine pause. Who is this other
who faces challenges, too? Amelia?
 
Catherine was not above helping the cards out if
need be. Perhaps she should confront Amelia directly. That was a possibility.
 
The duchess caressed the deck and then, with stilled
breath, she turned over the final card. The Knight of Cups.
 
Catherine sighed in relief as she sat back, looking
at every card, the whole telling spread before her. 
 
She need not do anything. The Knight would see Kat’s
path clear. Smiling, she collected
the cards and replaced them in the silk.

 
 
   
*
 
Two days passed since their tumultuous,
delectable tryst in the pantry, and Kat’s realization of her growing feelings
for James. But as much as she wanted to see him again, learn more about him,
the portrait had to get finished. While she worked diligently during the day, reserving
her evenings for Lilly, Kat found that her dreams were another matter entirely,
filled with memories of James’s touch. She awoke each morning with an ache
between her thighs and an elemental need to see him. Unfortunately, her needs had
to wait.
 
Lilly made a full recovery and was back to
grumbling about her mathematic lessons when early one afternoon, Kat found
herself examining the painting. It was coming along nicely. Since she’d allowed
her creativity free, the portrait was much improved. While the portrait was
still as traditional as her patron had wanted, she’d gone back to her sketches
of the boy and had added her own touches to the portrait – his mischievous
smile, the twinkle in his gray eyes. Before, the portrait had been soulless.
Now it came alive.
 
James had been right; she’d needed to add her
own spirit and life to her paintings, no matter the subject. 
 
She stepped back, growing more pleased by the
moment. She rather thought James would appreciate the changes she’d made. Would
he be surprised? Pleased? Would he think she’d gone far enough? Or not?
 
Why not
ask him to view it again? After
all, she had other questions for him, such as what had happened to his mother?
Why was he so guarded about his past? There was so much she wanted to know, so
many things she longed to tell him. But since their tryst, had James had
– once again – thrown himself fully into his work. She’d seen him a
few times, but always surrounded by his staff or clients, too busy to do more
than smile and nod, although his eyes had followed her wherever she went.
 
She absently picked up a clean brush and ran it
through her fingers. She’d expected a visit. Was it possible he was avoiding
her? But why?
 
There was only one way to find out. 
 
Kat rang the bell and arranged for Jacqueline
to bring Lilly some lunch and then stay with the child for a few hours.
Satisfied Lilly was taken care of, Kat made her way to the ground floor. From
the lobby, she turned down a corridor and walked through a vestibule to James’s
office. She’d spied the vestibule earlier today when she’d been searching for
Jacqueline, and had seen James’s broad shoulders disappear through the dark
paneled door. Kat had just lifted her hand to knock when she heard voices
through the heavy panel. Ah, he’s with
someone. I’ll wait. 
 
Kat found a set of chairs nearby and made
herself comfortable. As the minutes ticked by, she observed different people going
in and out of various doors along the corridor. Some were clearly part of the
Burnham staff, while others appeared to be merchants trying to sell their wares
to the hotel. It was interesting, watching the inner workings of the business.
She wondered if—
 
“I will
see Mister Highbridge!” 
 
Kat turned to see an older woman marching across
the vestibule’s tiled floor, a liveried hotel footman hurrying behind her. “Apologies,
my lady,” he huffed, desperately trying to keep up. “I’m sure if Mister
Highbridge had known you wished to see him he would have accommodated—”
 
“Stuff and nonsense! Highbridge has built quite
the reputation for being reclusive, but he will see me now if he still hopes to host my gardening luncheon next week.”
 
“Yes, but—”
 
The lady stopped and faced the footman. “I said
now or you may explain how you caused me to cancel my function.”
 
The footman gulped. With an anguished look, he
bowed. “I-I’ll inform Mister Highbridge you’re here.” He spun and hurried to
the office where he gulped twice, smoothed his livery, and then knocked.
Seconds later, he was admitted. As the door closed behind him, Kat could hear
his high-pitched voice as he explained the situation.
 
The older lady was left in the vestibule where
she paced like a caged cat. Kat stole a look at her from under her lashes,
catching sight of the woman’s wrinkled face when she turned. 
 
Kat’s breath caught. The demanding woman was
none other than the Countess of Ryecliffe, a harridan if ever there was one, and
a close confidante of Amelia’s. 
 
Her heart thudding sickly, Kat held very still,
hoping not to be noticed.
 
Lady Ryecliffe, muttering to herself
about rude footmen, didn’t seem to notice Kat. But as the office door opened
and the footman reappeared, the lady jerked about impatiently to face him. As
she did so, her disdainful gaze flickered past Kat, only to dart back, her eyes
widening in surprise. 
 
Kat’s heart caught.
 
The footman bowed. “Mister Highbridge will
se—”
 
“Never mind.” Her ladyship smirked. “I’ve just
recalled a message I must deliver.” 
 
Amelia
will know where I am within the hour. There
was nothing to be done about it.
 
Lady Ryecliffe dug into the reticule that hung
from her wrist, pulled out a piece of folded paper, and thrust it into the
footman’s hand. “Give this to Highbridge. It explains my wishes regarding the
menu.”
 
“Yes, your lady.”
 
“Tell him I shall return tomorrow to make
certain he understands those instructions. I shall expect to speak with him and
no one else.” With a pointed glare at Kat, Lady Ryecliffe swept out of the
vestibule and down the corridor, leaving the footman looking miserable. 
 
Kat looked down to discover that her hands had
balled into fists. Damnation! Between
Lilly’s illness, and Kat’s admitted fascination with James, not to mention her
constant struggle with the painting, she’d allowed herself to be lulled into
thinking the Burnham kept them safe. She grimaced. Well, it has, until now. She needed to speak with James now more
than ever.
 
She turned to ask the footman if James was still
busy, but the young man had disappeared. Kat crossed to the door and bent her
head close to the heavy wood panel. No sound came from behind the door. She had
a sudden image of James slaving over hotel business, his nose buried in
accounting books and delivery manifests, yet still managing to care for his
guests and his staff, and even sick little girls and troublesome, temperamental
artists. He was so busy, almost overwhelmed, and yet here she was, wanting
something from him. His advice, that’s
all, she told herself, although deep down, she knew she wanted more. Much
more. 
 
Her throat tightened and she rested her
forehead against the cool panel, feeling alone, the weight of the world upon
her shoulders. She couldn’t very well burst into his office and lay her cares
upon his already burdened shoulders. Nor could she admit – yet –
that she was developing feelings for him. 
 
So what would
I say to him? As she struggled with the
thought, her stomach growled and she realized with impatience that she’d
forgotten her lunch. Her gaze turned back to the door. I daresay I’m not the only one who has forgotten lunch. If James
was anything like her – and she suspected he was – then he’d be
starving by now, whether he realized it yet or not. 
 
Well, she might not be able to remove some of
his cares, but she could bring him something to eat. She turned from the door
and walked toward the kitchens. Somebody
had to care for him. For today, I’m just
the one to see it done.
 
Heat and savory smells hit her the moment she
opened the kitchen door. Staff moved everywhere and it took Kat a moment to
adjust to the cacophony. When last she’d been here it had been blessedly quiet. 
 
A few scullery maids looked at her in
openmouthed astonishment. 
 
“Who are you?” a red-cheeked woman demanded,
ruddy hands on ample hips. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
 
“Are you Beatrice?”
 
The plump woman’s frown deepened. “Are you a
guest? Kitchen’s for staff only, miss. You need to leave.”
 
“I understand, but I’d like to see what you
have for tea.”
 
“You have a special request?” The scowl couldn’t
get any harsher. “We’re busy, but I suppose we can do something for you.”
 
“If you’re too busy, then pray don’t bother.
I’ll help myself.” Ignoring the cook’s shocked look, Kat made her way to the
pantry. Surely she could find some biscuits of some sort, and perhaps some
apples or cheese. Add a pot of hot tea and she’d have a repast worthy of a cozy
conversation. 
 
She stepped into the pantry, the scent of the
dried herbs and spices reminding her of the night before. Her gaze instantly
went to the sacks of flour stacked against the wall. Who would ever have
thought flour sacks could prove such a delightful bower? A delicious heat
flushed through her at the memory. James had well and truly ravished her and
she’d enjoyed every minute of it. 
 
Chattering from the kitchen broke her reverie. Back to the task at hand.
 
Kat searched the pantry shelves, finding little
that might grace a tea tray. As she knelt down to investigate a lower shelf, a
large shadow fell across her. She started, and looked up to find James’s Hindu
friend standing over her. “Mister Rajah!”
 
“Can I help you, memsahib?” Cautious surprise colored his words.
 
“Yes, you can.” She accepted his hand to gain
her feet. Briefly, she explained her intention.
 
Rajah’s brows rose. “You wish to fix a tray for
Mister James? But why?”
 
“Well, because . . . you see, he’s taken such
good care of me and my daughter, and I thought that since he works much the
same way I do – far too much and I daresay missing meals – that he
might be hungry and so . . .” She looked hopefully at Rajah, but the Hindu’s
face remained as blank as a canvas. 
 
She frowned. “Mister Highbridge could use some
biscuits and tea.”
 
Rajah gazed at her thoughtfully for a long
moment. 
 
Kat could detect nothing from his inscrutable,
black eyes. “I’m sure Ja—Mister Highbridge must be hungry.”
 
Rajah’s brows rose, but he still said nothing. 
 
She scowled. “Damnation, somebody needs to take care of him and it might as well be me!”
 
A faint smile touched Rajah’s mouth. “I agree
completely. Memsahib.” He paused.
“The hotel is not as profitable as Mister James desires, so he works hard to
make it so. Too much, I think. You . . . you shall change this.” With a nod, he
explained where she could find proper ingredients, and even showed her the
larder where large cooked cuts of meat rested amid cloth-wrapped wedges of
cheese, all sat awaiting various dishes. 
 
“Perfect.” She rubbed her hands together. “I shall
take him something to eat. I shall toast bread and make some lemonade and
— It will be lovely.”
 
“Very good.” He bowed. “I would assist you, but
I must deliver a message to Mister Highbridge that just arrived.”
 
“I’m sure I can figure it out. I’ve never
cooked before, but surely the few items I need warmed won’t take long.” He
bowed and she said impulsively, “Rajah, thank you for your help. You’ve been
most kind.”
 
“You are most welcome.” He turned to go, but
paused. “One last thing, memsahib.”
 
“Yes?”
 
His eyes crinkled as he smiled. “He’s partial
to roast beef.”
 
Kat grinned and set to work.
 
   
*
 
“A footman delivered this.”
 
James looked up from his accounts to see Rajah
standing before the desk, a bit of folded foolscap in his outstretched hand. “A
footman? Did you recognize the livery?”
 
The Hindu shrugged. “All you English look
alike.”
 
Biting back a laugh, James took the note. “I
imagine we do.” He broke the seal, unfolded the vellum and read. The missive
was brief but to the point: I hear you
are a businessman of some repute. I
wish to make a proposal I’m sure you’ll find beneficial. Come to tea and we can discuss. He
frowned at the signature. “Dowager Countess Tyndale.” 
 
“The memsahib’s
kin, yes?”
 
“Aye. She wishes to meet with me.” What would
Kat’s mother-in-law want with him? 
 
As if in answer, Rajah warned, “Feels like bad
business.”
 
“I agree.” He rubbed his neck, wishing anyone
else other than the dowager had sent him such a promising note. Whatever you’re up to, I’d wager my last
farthing it’s not good. 
 
“You will go?” Rajah asked.
 
“No matter my own feelings on the subject, I
can’t reject a countess, dowager or otherwise.” One day, when the hotel was
better established and the loss of a patron or two wouldn’t leave the books in
the red, he’d be able to pick and choose the people he associated with. Until
then, he was a slave to the whims of a few, a situation as unpleasant as it was
necessary. The fact that this particular dowager countess was the reason behind
Kat’s unfortunate situation made things exceedingly difficult.
 
When Kat had confided to him how the dowager’s
unscrupulous plans to gain control of Lily had sent the two of them fleeing to
his hotel, he’d been filled with the desire to protect Kat and her
daughter. But it was more than mere
chivalry. He couldn’t look at Kat without wanting her in every way possible
– in his bed, across the breakfast table, by his side . . . always. 
 
He tossed the paper aside. That cannot be. “I will meet with the dowager and see what she
wants.” He took out a clean sheet of the hotel’s stationery and wrote: Expect me at four. –Highbridge. He handed the note to Rajah.
“See that this is delivered.” 
 
“I will.” Rajah frowned. “Shall you tell the memsahib?”
 
“Certainly not. There’s nothing to tell her . .
. yet.”
 
At this, Rajah’s mouth turned in a scold. “But
you are speaking to her kinswoman. It is only right you—”
 
“I don’t even know what the old woman wants. She
might want to hold some reception here, or hire the chef.” He shrugged. “Who
knows? Stop shaking your head at me.”
 
Rajah did so, but his disapproval remained.
“You court bad karma, my friend. Secrets never pay good gold.”
 
“Maybe. But you forget an important thing
– if the dowager wishes something from me, it might be possible that I
can win something back from her.”
 
“To help the memsahib?”
 
“Yes.” It was a vain hope, but if he could do
something – anything – to make Kat’s way in the world better, he’d
do it. “After you’ve seen to it the note will be delivered, meet me here at
three. We can go over your list of potential patisserie.” He returned to his
ledgers while Rajah muttered to himself in Hindi and quit the room.
 
James worked on, balancing the quarterly
accounts, perusing a list of potential employees, reviewing Danvers’ staff
reports – anything but think about the red-haired vixen upstairs. He was
only partially successful, but it was better than nothing. 
 
He’d just begun to jot down the week’s menu
when a soft knock sounded on the door. Rajah
already. “Come.” James returned to the menu plans without glancing at the
door as it opened. “Is it three already?”
 
“No, it’s just gone half-past noon.”
 
He started at Kat’s whisky tones and found her
standing in his office, at his desk, a tray in her hands. Thinking back, he
realized the scent of scorched bread should have been his first clue his visitor
wasn’t Rajah. “I didn’t expect a visitor.”
 
Her green eyes warmed with laughter. “And I
didn’t expect to be one.”
 
He couldn’t help but return her smile, even as
he nodded warily to the tray. “What’s all this?”
 
“I know how distracted I get when I work and forget
to eat, and I thought you might do the same.” Sheepishly, she tried to find a
clear space on the desk for her tray, but seeing none, balanced it atop last
quarter’s ledgers. “You’re always feeding me; the least I can do is
reciprocate.” 
 
She removed the cover to reveal a plate of burnt
sandwiches, wedges of cheese and a carafe of what looked to be the most anemic
lemonade he’d ever seen. 
 
“It’s a bit—um—rustic, I’m afraid.”
 
“Who let you into the kitchen?” he asked, still
trying to wrap his head around the evidence before him. “Who let you in here?”
 
“Your Indian friend.”
 
Rajah,
you bastard. 
 
“Here.” She handed him a plate then poured some
of the lemonade into a glass. 
 
With no help for it, he took a bite. The bread
tasted bitter from the scorching and she hadn’t buttered it, so the roast beef
stuck to the roof of his mouth. The liquid—he couldn’t call it
lemonade—had too much sugar and too little lemon. There was also an odd aftertaste
that his expert tongue detected instantly. “Is that cinnamon?”
 
“Do you like it?” she asked, all eagerness
itself. “I thought it would add some flavor.”
 
Good God. The woman was a menace, his mo bagairt. For she did menace him, his
peace and his determination to make a success of himself – all of it. Even
now, standing over this atrocious meal, all he thought about – all he
cared about – was holding her, pressing her lush curves to him once
again. 
 
He caught her blush and realized he’d been
staring at her like a hungry dog. Damnation, but he’d thought these last few
days away from her would clear his head and offer him perspective. Apparently nothing can do that.
 
The woman couldn’t even toast bread properly,
was impetuous beyond the acceptable, and had already shown herself apt to
forget his very existence while she was painting, but it didn’t matter. He
needed to kiss her, needed to rediscover if she was as tantalizing as his
memory insisted. Instead, he clenched his hands into fists to keep from
touching her, and forced himself to ask, “Did you finish the portrait?”
 
 “Not yet. But almost.” She made a face.
“I’m well past my deadline, which is unfortunate.”
 
“And yet you took the time to—” He
gestured toward the tray, unwilling to use the word ‘cook.’ “Why?”
 
“Because I—Oh! The tray’s slipping.” She
moved the to the leather ottoman before the fireplace. “I just wanted to do
something for you, after all you’ve done for me. For us.”
 
“I’ve done nothing special.”
 
“You have, and you know it.” She tilted her
head to one side, her gaze questioning. “You surprise me, James Highbridge. You
take such care with everyone else, but so little care of yourself.”
 
“Rajah has been complaining again, I see.”
 
“Not to me. Bringing you something to eat was
my idea. I’ve decided it is time someone take care of you.”
 
He hadn’t had anyone do something so thoughtful
for him since he’d been seven years old. Rajah worried, and pestered, but
always kept the role of servant rather than equal.
 
Something long forgotten abruptly shifted in
his chest and his heart ached. “You amaze me.” 
 
Her green eyes held the glint of a tease. “I’ll
remind you of that when next I get so wrapped up in my work I forget
something.” 
 
“Like me?”
 
Her lips quivered into a smile. “Like you. I
know how things are when I’m working. I’m sorry if I—”
 
“No. There’s no need to explain, or apologize
for that matter. I admire your passion for your craft.” He gestured to his
over-full desk. “As you can see, I tend to spend too much time on various tasks
myself.”
 
Her smile dazzled and the ache in his chest
transmuted to a pang of pure lust. Her perfume scented his office, his most
sacred sanctum outside of the kitchen. He stood and held out a hand to her.
“Come here.”
 
She took a step then hesitated. “No, that's not
why I’m here. James, I—we need to talk.”
 
Talk was the last thing he wanted. “Come here.”
He watched her wrestle with the command, and he made sure she recognized his
intent. 
 
“Oh.” Her breath came out in a stutter. “We sh-should
really discuss—”
 
“Later.” She was close enough to capture if he
leaned forward, and he did so, sweeping an arm about her waist to pull her to
him. She was too close, too delectable to resist. He tugged her down, into his
lap, and kissed her, tasting sugar and cinnamon, and he realized she’d nibbled
on the breakfast pastry he’d made that very morning. 
 
The thought inflamed him even more, and he knew
he could not be content with just a kiss. Did
you really think you could be? 
 
His hands rediscovered her curves, while his
mouth plundered her throat and the valley below. Her breath caught on his name,
her hands clutching at his back, reminding him with a delicious sting of the
marks she’d left him with two nights before. 
 
He moved to lift her to the desk, only to be
impeded by the ledger books. With a growl of frustration, he swept them clear,
then followed her down to the desk. 
 
“James, your ledgers!” 
 
“Leave them. I want you, Kat. Now.” 
 
Her eyes darkened as passion took over. She responded
so eagerly, igniting to his touch like a flint spark to tinder. When his hands slid
under her skirts to find her soft and wet, he kissed her deeply in gratitude.
She clung to him even as her thighs fell open, and he fumbled with his trousers
in his eagerness to claim what she offered so generously. It was a passionate
meeting, fast and furious, each stroke delicious, aching pleasure.
 
When it was over, their rapid breathing the
only sound, Kat nuzzled his throat and pressed a kiss to his jaw. 
 
The simple caress undid him. Spent as he was,
he’d been too quick. Christ, he’d barely managed to send her to climax before
he’d joined her. He wanted to savor her, cherish her. Why did it seem they
never had enough time? I’ll make time. To hell with meetings and ledgers. He
wanted life. He wanted Kat. And he wanted them both now.
 
He scooped her up to lay her gently down on the
chaise his staff had so thoughtfully provided. 
 
Perhaps they deserved a raise. 
 
Slowly, he moved his hands over her, loosening
the buttons of her frock.
 
She swatted ineffectually at him. “Stop, I have
to get back. The painting—”
 
“Can wait. I can’t.”
 
“But we just—
 
“Not properly.” He pressed a kiss to the pulse
at her throat. “I want to savor you.”
 
Her breath snagged. “Goodness, I feel pretty
savored.”
 
“Just wait. Just . . .” He lifted her chin until her eyes met his. “Kat, let me see you.” 
 
“See?” 
 
“Yes. I want to see you, all of you.”
 
She met his gaze for a long moment. Finally she
nodded and reclined upon the chaise, allowing James to undress her. Slowly,
savoring each moment, he revealed her secrets layer by layer. Her skin shone
alabaster white against the dark damask of the chaise, with the rosy flush of
arousal at her throat, breast and thighs. He ran his hands lightly over her,
tasting her delicate collarbone before moving to capture her breasts. He filled
his hands with her softness, teasing one nipple with his thumb while drawing on
the other. She arched in a stretch, a delighted sigh wisping against his cheek.

 
He kissed his way over and across, delighting
in the graceful arch of her feet, to the slim muscle of her calves, to the
russet thatch at the juncture of her thighs. He slid inside her and it felt
like returning home after long years of toil and travel. She moved with him,
accepting his slow pace until frustration began to take its toll. 
 
“Easy, love,” he murmured when she tried to
seize control. “I’m savoring, remember?”
 
“Ohhh, I think I’d rather be devoured.” Her
breath hitched when he nipped her ear in tender punishment.
 
James took his time, building the friction
between them until they clung to each other, muscles trembling. When a soft
moan of climax escaped her, James thrust a few more times to find his own
release. Shaky and spent, they collapsed together on the chaise, their rapid
breathing the only sound beyond the crackle of the dimming fire. James
untangled a forgotten throw from the foot of the chaise to draw it over both of
them, then he settled down beside Kat.
 
Long moments passed, until Kat whispered, “That
was . . . everything.”
 
He smiled, his eyes closed. “So it was.”
 
Silence ticked by and then she whispered again,
“May I ask you something?”
 
His thoughts drifting, he managed, “I’ll get
you the moon if you ask for it.” He felt her smile against his shoulder.
 
“Nothing so herculean as that. It’s just . . .”
She sat up on one elbow to look at him. “I want to know more—all there is
to know—about you.”
 
He almost laughed. “Whatever for?”
 
Her eyes darkened, and he should have seen it
coming. But nothing prepared him for her next words.
 
 “Because
I love you.”
 
His chest tightened until he couldn’t breathe.
Love? He hadn’t thought of that, hadn’t allowed
himself to think of such a possibility. And now, here she was, naked and
beautiful, flushed with passion . . . and uttering those words.
 
Some of his shocked confusion must have shown
on his face, for she stiffened. “You don’t—”
 
“No, no. I just . . .” He what? He wasn’t ready
for such a thing? Or was he? And how would it affect his life – and hers?
The memory of his coming meeting with the dowager flickered to his mind and he
grimaced. “Kat, we can’t—Not now.” Not
yet. 
 
Her gaze darkened, hurt in her gaze and he
prepared for the inevitable storm. But instead, she managed a smile and said,
“Fine then. Tell me something else. Tell me about your childhood, why you want
to own a hotel, where you’ve lived – everything.”
 
The tightness in his chest eased, replaced
instead with a warmth that made him scoop up her hand and press a kiss to her
slender fingers. She’d asked for no promises or declarations, made no demands
on his affections. She’s generous even in
this. 
 
“My childhood, eh?” Of course, what she asked
instead was, in some ways, just as difficult. But you did promise her the moon. She asks for so little when she’s given you so much. True, but
would she still lie beside him, be with him, after the telling?
 
He took a deep breath. No help for it. She’s given me the truth, I owe her no less. “I’m
Irish, you know.”
 
Her lips curved intro a smile. “That, I know.”
 
“My mother was . . . well, let’s just say she
wasn’t the best judge of character. She wanted to believe the best of people,
no matter how often she was proven wrong.”
 
“She lived on hope.”
 
“Too much so. My da on the other hand, was the
meanest son-of-a-bitch this side of Derry. Why she ever loved him or saw anything
but disappointment in him I’ll never know.” His brogue returned to his
intonation, and he fought to contain it, as he’d fought for over twenty years
to bury it deep. In the space of a week, Kat had lured it right out of him.
 
“Go on,” she urged softly.
 
“She had a gift for cooking. If any of the
high-step bastards in Dublin or Cork had given her half a chance, she could
have done well. But no one did.”
 
“You learned to cook from her?”
 
“Aye. When she couldn’t find a proper position
as a cook, she sold her scones and meat pies in the street. I’d help at night,
just cutting things and washing up, but it was something. During the day, I found
what work I could.” He found himself staring into the fire, unwilling to look
into Kat’s eyes. “Sometimes there wasn’t any work. One day, desperate, I
scraped together what I had and wagered it. I won more than I lost.”
 
“And you don’t believe in luck,” she gently
mocked.
 
“Hell, no. Luck has nothing to do with winning,
or losing for that matter.” He shook his head. “A time or two I won too big,
and the riggers came after me.”
 
“Is that where you got this?” Her fingers
gingerly caressed the scar on his chin.
 
His mouth tightened. “No. That’s from something
that happened earlier, from a bottle my da smashed against my head for standing
up to him.” He paused. He hated speaking about any of it, but if anyone
deserved the truth of who and what he was, it was Kat. Still, it was a hell of
a risk. To prepare her, he said, “You won’t like the rest.”
 
She slid an arm over his chest so she fit
against him more fully, like a puzzle piece clicking into place. “I already
don’t like it because clearly it pains you to speak of it. But I’d like to know
all you’re willing to share.”
 
“Very well. One night, my mother returned home,
but so did my da. He’d been on a bender for days, always complaining how the
English kept him from earning a decent wage.” He managed a bitter laugh. “The
old sot never worked a full day in his life, the bastard. He came home weaving
in one of his rages, and I . . . I left. There was a match that could mean a sweet
payout if I wagered it right. I told myself my mother would be fine. It wasn’t
as if him coming home drunk was unusual.” 
 
“How old were you?”
 
“Ten.”
 
“So young!”
 
He dismissed this with a snort. “Old enough to
work in the mines, or the poorhouses. I was too proud for that, you see. I’d
rather use my wits.”
 
“What happened?” she prompted when he fell
silent. “Did you win your big wager?”
 
“Aye. And no. For when I returned home, flush
from my victory, I found my mother dead, that bastard passed out, the blood
still fresh on his hands.” He closed his eyes, still seeing the mangled mess of
his mother’s head, her skull split open, her face caved in from her husband’s
blows. To this day the smell of cheap Irish whisky turned his stomach.
 
Soft hands touched his face while softer lips
kissed his mouth. “It wasn’t your fault,” Kat whispered.
 
He opened his eyes to capture her gaze. “Yes,
it was. If I had stayed, I could have saved her.”
 
“You were only ten. You would only have been
killed yourself.”
 
He let out a sarcastic laugh. “That’s where
you’re wrong. Either way, I still would have killed the bastard.”
 
She stilled. “Would have . . . James . . . you
killed your father?”
 
Before she could withdraw from him, James sat
up, turning away. He didn’t want to see the revulsion, or worse, in her eyes. “He
awoke and saw me. He threatened to kill me if I told anyone. I was too angry to
stay silent. I started yelling, calling for someone to come and see, and
he—” He looked down and saw that his hands had fisted at the memory. “We
fought.”
 
She drew in her breath. “And?”
 
He shrugged. “I won. Afterward, I had to leave
Ireland, and I’ve never been back.” His mouth twisted. “Old bastard never even saw
it coming. If I’d only had the bollocks to do it sooner, perhaps my mother
would still be alive.”
 
“You don’t know that.”
 
“The hell I don’t,” he snarled, hating his old
life all over again. “You wanted to know, and now you do. Don’t blame me if the
particulars don’t suit.”
 
He expected her to move away, but instead, she
leaned forward to loop an arm around him. “I’m not blaming you, but don’t bark at me when I point out the
obvious.”
 
He tried to stand, but she held tight, keeping
him close. Then she pressed her soft breasts against his shoulder blade and
kissed the edge of his jaw. “You were only a child—yes, a child, James. Your father didn’t give
you a choice, either. What’s more, you’ve done so much to honor your mother and
her memory.” 
 
“What I did was brutal.”
 
“And necessary.” She dropped her chin to his
shoulder. “Thank you for telling me. Your mother would be so proud of you.”
 
James highly doubted that, but Kat’s words, her
touch, soothed him in a way he’d long since forgotten could be. Wordlessly, he
took her hand and pressed a kiss to her palm, risking a look in her direction.
 
She arched a brow. “I suppose you think your
history makes a difference to me. It doesn’t, you know.” She kissed his chin
and then his lips. “And now, I must return to my labors, and leave you to
yours, as well.” 
 
Not knowing what else to say, He helped her up
and watched as she dressed with silent efficiency, turning her back to him so
he could do up her buttons. When his fingers clumsily finished the task, she
smoothed her hair, but tendrils curled about her heated face, and made him want
her all over again. Would he ever stop wanting her?
 
“I’ll see you later,” she said with a secret
smile. 
 
Christ. Later he’d be sitting down to tea with the
one woman who wanted to see her destroyed. Rajah’s words echoed in his head. You court bad karma.
 
She turned to leave, and a bolt of abrupt panic
seized him. “Kat, wait—”
 
But she only laughed. “Oh, no, I don’t think
so. You’ve mussed me enough.” With that, she was gone, leaving him alone with
his memories, ledgers and reports in his emptier-than-before office.
 













Chapter 9
At precisely four o’clock, James knocked on the
door of Tyndale House. He tried to imagine Kat here, ensconced behind the
wrought iron gate, and dormer windows, and couldn’t quite bring the image to
focus. After he’d been shown in by a disapproving butler, James took note of
the traditional floral patterned walls and black-and-white chequered floor. Was Kat the only vibrancy to this dreary
place? No wonder she’d fled with Lilly.
 
He was made to wait in a frilly drawing room.
Although the Dowager Countess had invited him to tea, there was no sign of a
tea service. James eyed the delicate, gilded furniture and decided to stay
standing near the fire. So much the better; he preferred direct business
dealings.
 
Of course, the dowager countess kept him
waiting. He knew a strategic tactic when he saw one and he didn’t let it irk
him. Unfortunately, the old woman had no idea with whom she dealt.
 
Presently, Lady Amelia finally joined him,
offering nothing but smiles. James thought he’d seen a warmer smile on a shark.
“Pray, forgive my tardiness, Mister Highbridge,” she began. “It is quite
tasking running the large house by myself, as you might imagine.”
 
But
that’s just the way you like it, isn’t it? He inclined his head. “Indeed.”
 
“Please have a seat. Tea will be along shortly.”
 
“I’d prefer to stand, my lady. I’m sure this
meeting won’t take long.”
 
Her eyes narrowed, but she inclined her head as
she sank into a seat. “Of course. I’m sure you are a busy man.”
 
James merely lifted a brow. “You communicated
you had a business proposal, my lady?”
 
“I do. It concerns a party I’d like to have,
one to welcome home a young lady.”
 
“Indeed?”
 
The countess met his gaze. “I don’t suppose
you’ve met my granddaughter, Lilly?”
 
His patience threatened to unravel before his
curiosity could be satisfied. “Come, your ladyship, let us dispense with this
game. You know very well I have.”
 
“Ah, I was told you were forthright. So be it. Let
us discuss, then, my proposal.” She began to talk then, speaking in plain tone
that he suspected was unusual for her. And as she spoke, he found himself
blinking in amazement.
 
Lady Tyndale had a business proposal all right.
What she offered him could be summed up in one word, the very item he’d even
admitted to Kat he wanted: everything.
 
Almost.
 
   
*
 
Long after she’d returned to her suite, Kat
thought over all James had told her. So much of who he was now had been forged during
those early years in Ireland. She’d been surprised at the news of his father’s
death, but she couldn’t say she’d been shocked. There had always been an
element of danger to James; it was partly why she’d been so drawn to him in the
first place. 
 
It was hard to look at the man he was now, a
successful hotelier and an expert chef, and mesh it with the realities of his
earlier days. It was nothing short of amazing. It proved a testament to James’s
character, despite what he wanted to believe about himself. 
 
While Kat was mulling this over (rather than
painting, which she should have been doing) Josephine arrived for a brief
visit. Seeing Lilly fully recovered, Jo offered to take the restless child for
a drive through the park, an idea that Lilly instantly endorsed. As Kat needed
to complete the portrait, she agreed Jo’s suggestion was a capital idea.
 
Left alone, Kat pushed thoughts of James aside
and tried to concentrate on her painting. She found herself awash in creative
energy, due in no small portion to James’s amorous attentions. Invigorated, she
sat before the canvas and began painting.
 
A few hours later, she sat back and looked at
it, her paintbrush held at the ready. As her gaze flickered over the painting,
she found nothing that needed changed. It’s
done. The realization made her grin with pride. Finally! With a flourish, Kat signed her name in the bottom right
corner of the portrait, tossed the brush in a cleaning solution and sat back in
satisfaction. 
 
Rather than the stiff seated pose she’d tried
before, she’d gone for a more casual scene with the young boy playing with his
toy soldiers, a gamine look in his eye. She’d finally been able to capture the
mischievous boy rather than try to make him into the scion his father had envisioned.
 
The painting and the subject were the better
for it. And so, frankly, was she. “I’ll make Macauley like it,” she vowed. 
 
“Try the mother first.”
 
Kat whirled to see James entering the room.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you knock.”
 
“I didn’t. These are my rooms after all.”
 
There was a sense of savage agitation about him
that both disquieted and thrilled her. “What’s wrong?”
 
“Where’s Lilly?”
 
“My friend Josephine took her for a drive. Jo
knew I was near to finishing.”
 
“And so you did.” He stopped before the easel.
 
She smiled, wiping paint and the smell of
mineral spirits from her hands. “Indeed. It seems you’re—ah—good
for my creativity.” Heat flushed her cheeks at the admission, but it was the
simple truth. She thought he’d be pleased or at least satisfied with her
confession. 
 
Instead, he turned away from the painting as if
tired of looking at it. “I didn’t want this, you know. None of it.”
 
She discarded her smock and brushed out her
skirts. “What do you mean?”
 
“This.” His hand encompassed the room. “You.”
 
She blinked, sudden hurt stealing her voice. He
said it like an accusation, and she’d been so careful not to make him feel
trapped. She’d known her confession of love had unnerved him, but she hadn’t
expected this. Not after what they’d shared in his office.
 
His mouth white, he turned from her and paced
about the room, filling the void of her silence. “I knew you were trouble as soon
as I laid eyes on you, looking like a drowned cat. But then I heard you mention
a duchess, and I thought well, here might be a lady with the kind of
connections I could use. Why not help her so she can help you? That's what I
told myself.” He came to an abrupt halt before her. “That was a lie. Do you
know the last time I lied to myself?” 
 
She shook her head, her stomach knotted. 
 
“When I told myself my mother would be just
fine when da came home.” Anger had brought out the lilt again in his voice, but
there was also the holdover guilt of the Irish boy he’d been.
 
She stepped toward him. “James, don’t—”
 
The look he gave her froze her in her tracks. “The
real reason I helped you was much simpler. I wanted you. I still want you.”
 
She held a hand out to him. “James, I—”
 
“But that wasn’t enough, was it?” He pinned her
where she stood. “First, you took over my rooms.” He began to prowl towards her
in a measured stride.
 
The tension she read in his shoulders belied
the look of calm resolution on his face. Despite herself, Kat retreated. “You
offered the suite to—”
 
“Then you cooked in my kitchen.”
 
“Well, cook
is a bit generous.” Her calf came up against a chair, halting her retreat. She
lifted her chin. “What’s wrong?”
 
“My pantry will never be the same,” he growled.
“Every time I go in there, I’ll think of you on the flour bags; every time I
walk through the lobby, I’ll I think of the first day you arrived; every time I
sit in the dining room, I’ll imagine you sitting across from me; every time I
climb into my own bed—Damn you. You’ve changed everything.”
 
Heat flushed her face at the memory. “The
pantry incident was your idea!”
 
“No, you made it yours when you slipped in
there like a thief and overheard my conversation with Rajah and discovered my
secret.” He loomed over her, his eyes darker than she’d ever seen them. “Guilt only
made you more luscious.”
 
Kat’s body thrummed in response, but self-preservation
spurred her behind the settee. “James, stop this.”
 
“Then you invaded my office. My office!”
 
“I didn’t invade anything,” she defended. 
 
“The hell you didn’t. Everywhere I look I see
you. I will always see you. Even when
you leave, I’ll see you.”
 
“Leave? What—” 
 
He caught her up against him. She fought every
instinct she had not to melt into him. 
 
“You’ve invaded everything, mo bagairt,” he whispered, resting his
forehead to hers. “My menace.”
 
So that’s what it meant. “I . . . I didn’t mean
to. It just happened.” The rapid beat of his heart calmed her as nothing else
could. Holding to that, she asked softly, “James, I don’t know what’s happened,
but do you want me to leave?”
 
For an answer his embrace tightened. A knot of
worry dissolved and she sighed, settling more comfortably against him. “Then what
brought this on?” His gaze shuttered, and for an instant she thought she saw
fear in those slate depths. “What is it?”
 
“I spoke to your mother-in-law today.”
 
Kat went still. “Amelia?”
 
“She said she had a business proposal for me.
Stop,” he warned when she stiffened. “I wanted to see what she had to say.”
 
“And?” 
 
“She offered me, well, everything I’d ever
dreamed about.”
 
Kat swallowed. She withdrew her arm from around
his neck. “What do you mean?”
 
He let her move back, but only a step. “The
dowager knows several industrialists in need of investment. She also knows of a
penniless heiress or two in need of a wealthy husband.”
 
The investments would expand his rapidly
growing empire. An heiress would give him the connections and cache to entire
Society proper. 
 
Things Kat could never give him. “I see,” she
said, and meant it, though her heart ached.
 
“Kat.”
 
“She really did offer you everything.” She
wished she could summon up anger instead of this profound sense of loss. But if
Amelia’s offer would make him happy, how could she fault it? “I wish you well.”
 
“For the love of—Kat, I—Oh, to hell
with this.” He dipped and she suddenly found herself over his shoulder.
 
“James!” She clutched the back of his coat.
“Have you lost your mind? What—”
 
He dropped her unceremoniously on the bed then
covered her before she could right herself. “Get off me!”
 
“Hush, woman.” He captured her hands where they
pushed against his chest. “Let me finish.”
 
“There’s more?” God help her. How could things
get worse?
 
“Do you think your mother-in-law do things out
of kindness?”
 
Things could indeed get worse. Unwilling to see
the guilt she knew must be in his eyes, she focused her gaze on his cravat,
noting the simple knot had become unraveled. Part of her wanted to strangle him
with the strip of linen. But the larger part wanted to slip it free and bury
her face in his exposed skin. His scent washed over her, and she drew it in. One last time.
 
He traced a finger down her cheek to her chin.
“Lady Tyndale offered me wealth and connections, and all I had to do was turn
you and Lilly out.”
 
“Then I’ll go. In fact, Lilly and I will leave
today. We’ll—”
 
“Kat, no. Don’t look like that, mo muirnin.”
 
The
beguiling lilt in his voice brought a stab of pain to her heart. He cupped her
face in his hand, forcing her eyes to meet his. “I told her no, Kat.”
 
Her
heart leapt. “You . . . you did?”
 
“Aye.”
He smiled rakishly. “I must admit it was a tempting offer. I do miss my bed and
since you’ve been here . . . well, I haven’t see enough of it.”
 
She
pulled his hair in protest, but he only laughed and captured her hand.
 
“Amelia
must have been angry.”
 
“Very.”
He kissed Kat’s palm. “Amelia first threatened to ruin me, then she threatened
to ruin you.” His eyes darkened with
a martial light. “That’s where she made her mistake.”

 
His arms tightened around her in what Kat had
grown to know as a protective gesture as much a part of him as bone and sinew.
“Mistake?”
 
“Aye. I told her it was too late. I told her we
were madly in love and already engaged.”
 
Her mouth went dry. “Then you lied.”
 
“Partly, because I also told her the hotel was
profitable enough to provide for us as well and had plenty of funds to fight
her in any court of law she preferred.”
 
“But
Rajah told me the hotel’s not as profitable as you wanted.”
 
“Good
Christ, what didn’t Rajah tell you?
Never mind.” He shook his head. “Fortunately for you, I want a lot. The hotel
does well, and will continue to do so. When the dowager threatened to ruin my
business—”
 
“She
didn’t!” Amelia must have really been grasping at straws.
 
“She
did, and I told her to go ahead and try.” He dropped his forehead to Kat’s and
said softly, “I then said I’d take you far away and she’d never see her
granddaughter again.”
 
“So
. . . you really did lie. A lot.”
 
“Did
I?” He drew back to look her in the eye. “Only partly. I am madly in love with
you.”
 
The
love she saw there took her breath away. 
 
“As
that bitter old woman enumerated the benefits her arrangement had to offer, I
realized one simple truth.”
 
Kat
lifted her brows in question. He shifted and she sighed, melting into him,
loving how his weight pressed her into the down coverlet. “What truth is that?”
 
He
kissed the tip of her nose. “You are
my everything.”
 
Joy
she never thought to feel again filled her. “It’s about time you realized that.”
 
With
a laugh, he kissed her brow, the corner of her eyes where tears had threatened,
her cheeks, and finally her mouth. “I love you, mo bagairt.”
 
“Do you?” She kissed the scar on his chin, the
mark of his past. “How much?”
 
His
eyes gleamed and he spent the rest of that afternoon and evening showing her.

 
 













Epilogue
A week later, Catherine insisted on hosting an
engagement party for the happy couple. 
 
“I can’t believe they are waiting to be married
until Jane and Thornton return.” Josephine’s sly grin held a tinge of envy. Kat
and Highbridge seemed to have eyes only for each other. “They look to be in
each other’s pockets already.”
 
“Ah, true.” Catherine watched them, well
pleased. “Lilly seems happy, too. Kat was concerned most about that.”
 
“I don’t know why.” Jo shook her head. “It’s
clear Lilly’s got Highbridge wrapped around her finger.”
 
“And she around his, if I don’t miss my guess.”
 
“I wonder what Highbridge said to Amelia to cow
her so? She even sent a gift!”
 
“I heard that when Lilly went to spend the day
with her, Highbridge sent that Hindu Rajah along.” Catherine dropped her voice
to a conspiratorial whisper. “I also heard he went armed with a wicked looking,
heathenish blade.”
 
Josephine laughed. “Smart man!”
 
“Indeed.” Catherine ran a thoughtful gaze over
her friend. “But come, what of you, milachka?
Has the Home Office finally closed the book on Whitfield?” 
 
Jo’s smile dimmed a little. “For the most part,
yes. Now if I could just get my in-laws to leave me alone, I’ll be fine. I
think they even scare Nikolai.”
 
Catherine winced. “Yevtyskya is not good for
you.” Indeed, if Jo didn’t stop hiding behind him, Catherine would have to turn
his attention elsewhere. She fought a grimace. Wouldn’t Society love that? The
Dowager Duchess of Bolton running around with a younger man!
 
“I’ve told you Nicky’s like a brother, and he’s
been a good sport escorting me about.” Jo shook her head, making her black
curls dance. “I wish I could fall in
love with him. It would make things so much easier.”
 
“Darling, nothing is easy about Russian males.”
 
“Sadly, your grace, no male is easy.” A look of such frustration entered her eyes, that
Catherine bit back a laugh. 
 
Perhaps their Jo was already caught up in the Tarot
card Catherine had given her months ago.
 
Christmas would be an interesting time indeed.
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Excerpt:
 
Turning, Jane found Richard right beside her.
He wasn’t crowding her per se, but she felt as if she’d been backed to a wall.
The spacious library now seemed cramped and tiny. Sudden nerves had her shift
aside. “H-How is your leg? I think I may have something that will help the
muscle of your calf if you’d be interested.”
 
Richard found his gaze locked on her lush lips.
Anything else she might have said became utterly lost upon him, for as soon as
she mentioned his calf, all his faculties seized. Unbidden came the immediate
image of her calf, which he could only imagine would shape to his hand. In his
mind’s eye he could see her, almost feel the warm suppleness of her skin as he
slid his hand up her leg to the petal softness of her inner thigh. Beyond that
would she be wet for him or—
 
“What do you think?”
 
His hand jerked as if he’d just been slapped.
What had she been saying to him? 
 
She looked at him expectantly. Clearly she
awaited an answer of some sort, but he had absolutely no idea where the
conversation had gone. Clearing his throat, he cast about for something
innocuous in way of reply. “Ah, certainly.”
 
She brightened and Richard had a terrible
feeling that he’d just agreed to something.
 
His premonition turned to certainty when she
added, “We can try it now, if you’ve time.”
 
Try what? Thoughts of her naked, in his bed, writhing
under him came to him in way of answer. Somehow, he knew that wasn’t what she
had in mind, more’s the pity. 
 
When he didn’t answer immediately, her gaze
narrowed. “What’s wrong, Sir Richard? Afraid?” 
 
That rankled. “Of course not.”
 
“Excellent. This way, please.” She led the way
from the room and, with his curiosity – and other things – aroused,
he followed. Perhaps his fantasy of her taking him to her bed wasn’t so
far-fetched. After all, she was the
Wicked Widow, was she not? Anticipation warred with an eagerness he hadn’t felt
since he’d been a younger buck. His body was already loping ahead of his brain
despite his best attempts at reining himself in.
 
But when she passed the staircase that led to
the upper rooms, a bit of his ardor cooled. Where were they going?
 
She turned down a corridor to draw up before a
closed door. “I appreciate that you’re allowing me to do this. Most physicians
wouldn’t give it a try.”
 
“I am not ‘most physicians.’”
 
She smiled, her eyes bright. “So I’m learning.”
 
Something thumped hard in his chest. God, she
was stunning. 
 
“Come along then.” She opened the door and
ushered him into a room free of the usual accouterments and bric-a-brac.
Instead, the room harbored a plain settee, a stool, an apothecary cabinet and
table, and glass cabinets filled with medical supplies. Dear God, what did I agree to? 
 
“Please, have a seat.” She indicated the settee
at one end of the room, before moving to a glass case. 
 
Not sure what else to do, Richard sat, placing
his cane on the cushion beside him. He watched as she removed a dark brown
bottle from the case. “Jane, what exactly are you—”
 
She turned and knelt at his feet. “Let me see
where the injury truly is.” Her hands rested on his knee, then carefully moved
down his leg, massaging lightly. Pain sparked at first, and he grit his teeth
against it. 
 
She murmured an apology, but didn’t stop what
she was doing. Slowly, the heat from her hands seeped like a balm through
leather and silk. 
 
He realized that she was saying something about
the ridiculous tightness of his boot. “A physician ought to know better,” she
remonstrated. “No wonder you’re in pain.” She worked her fingers under the
leather. “This must come off.”
 
“Off? My boot?”
 
“I can’t reach your calf otherwise.”
 
Had she asked him to carry this settee upon his
back, he couldn’t have said no. “Fine, although my valet will be horrified if
we get thumb prints upon it.”
 
Her lips quirked with a laugh. “And they say
women are vain.”
 
He had nothing to say to that. 
 
As soon as his boot was off, she peeled down
his stocking to expose the mangled mess that was now his calf. She examined it
closely, then said, “I’ve seen worse.” 
 
He’d expected more of a reaction, but all she
did was stroke the scarred area. At first lightly, but then with more vigor. As
she did so, her hands worked heat and circulation back into his cramped muscle.
He gripped the edge of the settee, and it took all his will not to fidget
against the pain. 
 
“I know,” she said soothingly. “Give it a
minute.”
 
He busied himself by concentrating on the Latin
terms he’d learned as an early student. Her fingers massaged into his
gastrocnemius muscle then to the scar tissue of his soleus—
 
“That’s it,” she coaxed. “Now, deep breath in.
Good.” 
 
Her voice soothed nearly as much as her touch.
As she worked, he found himself slowly relaxing and his eyes closed. Up and
over, her hands massaged the back of his calf to his Achilles tendon. Up and
over. Up and over.
 
“So,” she said softly. “What did all this?”
 
“Hmm? Ah, French artillery. Mont St. Jean.”
 
“Where is that?”
 
“Belgium.” Her thumb pressed against a hard
knot and he cursed.
 
“Easy. Try to think of something else.” 
 
He opened his eyes to focus on her instead.
Wisps of curl had escaped from her braided chignon, and he could just detect
her scent, a mixture of lavender and almond, but utterly female under it all.
She’d shifted closer to focus on the worst of the knots, and he’d widened his
legs to accommodate her. Her shoulders rubbed against his inner thigh. He’d
just managed to catalog that sensation when another image burned into his
brain. If she were to turn her head just so, he could unbutton the flap of his
trousers, and guide her mouth to him. The thought sent a bolt of sheer lust
through him. The resulting erection strained against his trousers. She said
something again, but he was past hearing. If she turned just a fraction, she’d
see dead-on what her ministrations had wrought. 
 
Some part of him wanted her to see. 
 
He must have made some sound, for she did turn
to look up at him.
 
Well, what was a man to do? He leaned forward
and took her mouth with his.
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Excerpt:
 
Hope leapt, but Kirk held it at bay, afraid it
might show on his face and frighten Dahlia away. He’d given so much, paid so
much to have this time with her. He didn’t dare ruin it so soon. He said
cautiously, “You said ‘perhaps’ I was right?” 
 
“Yes. Perhaps we should practice that all important first kiss. Where you could not
convince, Byron has.”
 
“For once, I find myself liking Byron.”
 
She sent him a laughing look, and with it, she
had him completely at her mercy. 

 
 
Unaware of her power, she slipped her hand from
his arm and faced him. “So . . . how do we proceed?” 
 
For a wild moment, he couldn’t move or speak or
even breathe. But then a quirk of her brows brought him to life. “Slowly,” he
said firmly, as if he’d taught a score of ladies how to kiss. “There will be no
rushing.” He set his cane against a chair and then turned to face her and took
her hands in his. 
 
It was such a simple gesture, to grasp her
hands, and yet it gave rise to a new tension, one so thick and instant that he
was surprised it didn’t shimmer in the air about them. 
 
Dahlia gave him a nervous laugh. “I—I
don’t know what to—“
 
“Just hold still.”
 
“But I—”
 
He captured the rest of her words with the
gentlest of kisses, his lips barely possessing hers.
 
Dahlia stood shock-still, her eyes wide, Kirk’s
warm lips over hers. He didn’t move, didn’t break contact, but his lips held
hers in place. Her entire body seemed to focus on her lips, and only that
surface had any feeling, any sensation, but oh, how much they felt. She was drawn to him through that kiss, and a slow
heat began to simmer, deep within her. She pressed forward, leaning toward him
and—
 
He lifted his head and broke the kiss.
 
Dahlia closed her eyes as tremors of awareness
flooded through her, making her skin prickle and – of all things –
her breasts tingle. She felt alive, and naughty, and excited – so many
feelings all at once. She touched her lips with her fingertips and opened her
eyes to find Kirk watching her, his gaze dark.
 
She sighed. “That was—“
 
He kissed her again, only this time, he pulled
her close so that she was pressed to his wide chest, his arms wrapped about
her. This kiss didn’t ask, but took. His mouth possessed hers, demanding,
taking, and wanting more. And she was ready to oblige, her body awakening under
his touch. 
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