
[image: cover missing]


About the Author
   
Gaelen Foley is the New York Times bestselling author of rich, bold historical romances set in the glittering world of Regency England and the Napoleonic Wars. Her books are available in twelve languages around the world, and have won numerous awards, including the Romantic Times Reviewers’ Choice Award for Best Historical Adventure. 

Gaelen holds a BA in English literature with a minor in philosophy and it was while studying the Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, Byron and Keats, that she first fell in love with the Regency period in which her novels are set. After college, she dedicated herself completely to her artistic pursuits, spending five and a half years moonlighting as a waitress to keep her days free for writing and honing her craft. 

Visit Gaelen Foley online: 

www.gaelenfoley.com
www.facebook.com/author.foley 


By Gaelen Foley 

Inferno Club Series: 

My Wicked Marquess 

My Dangerous Duke 

My Irresistible Earl 

My Ruthless Prince 

My Scandalous Viscount 

My Notorious Gentleman 

The Secrets of a Scoundrel 

The Knight Miscellany Series: 

The Duke 

Lord of Fire 

Lord of Ice 

Lady of Desire 

Devil Takes a Bride 

One Night of Sin 

His Wicked Kiss 

The Spice Trilogy: 

Her Only Desire 

Her Secret Fantasy 

Her Every Pleasure 


COPYRIGHT

Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 9780748132812

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2014 by Gaelen Foley

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Table of Contents

About the Author

By Gaelen Foley

Copyright

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Epilogue

Author’s Note


Chapter 1

Scotland, 1816 

Keys clanking, the brawny, kilted guard opened the iron door before her. Armed to the teeth, he stepped aside, beckoning her into the secret dungeon where the Order locked away its most valued prisoners. “This way, milady.” 

She followed, sparing a brief glance up at the weathered stone arch above the doorway. She half expected to see Dante’s famous quote carved there, welcoming visitors to Hell: Abandon hope all ye who enter here. 

Inferno Club, indeed, she thought.

Then she left the bleak, midday gloom of November behind and crossed the threshold into the darkness that had swallowed up the man she had come to save.

A fallen hero. A lost cause, to some.

She dared to think that she knew better.

The burly guard lifted a torch off the wall and proceeded to escort her down the stone tunnel, descending ancient stairs carved into the limestone. She lifted the hem of her dark-hued gown a little, but her booted footfalls were firm and sure as she followed.

Ever deeper the guard led her into the bowels of the mountain beneath St. Michael’s Abbey and the Order’s ancient school, where wellborn boys were gradually turned into deadly warriors.

Like the man in the cell below.

Only he could help her now. If there were any other way, she would have gladly considered it.

But the situation was dire. There was no time to dither over less dangerous solutions.

Nevertheless, she shook her head to think that of one of her father’s top warriors, caged like a wild beast in this dungeon. “How long has he been down here?”

“Six months, ma’am. Came to us in May. Only a quarter of the way into his sentence, I believe.”

She gave a slight shudder.

Of course, two years in a cage was only a slap on the wrist for a man trained to endure enemy torture. But this punishment had been handed down to him by his own superiors—a private disciplinary action taken against him by the graybeards who ran the Order. And justly so, from what she understood.

Still, it was quite a sentence for a man who had recently taken a bullet for the Regent. Unfortunately, Nick, Baron Forrester, had committed the unpardonable sin.

He had tried to quit the Order, and that was not allowed. If the organization was a kind of family, bound by secrecy and blood, he was its black sheep.

“How’s his health?” she asked, noting the dank conditions.

“Sound, far as I know. Ach, he’s fairly indestructible, this one. In fact, milady…” The guard paused on the weathered limestone stairs and turned to her, the light from his torch flickering over the walls. “For your own safety, don’t stray too near the bars.”

She arched a brow. “I can handle myself, thank you,” she said in a prickly tone.

He lifted his bushy eyebrows at her cool, steady gaze. “No offense intended, ma’am. I’m just warnin’ ye, he hasn’t seen a woman in months. No tellin’ what he might do if you get too close. Half-mad, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t,” she clipped out. Rotten bastard he might be, but he’s still worth twelve of you. With a cold stare, she nodded toward the torchlit tunnel that led ever deeper into the mountain. “Shall we?”

He blinked in startled indignation but complied. Turning around again, he added under his breath with a measure of sarcasm, “Aye, she Virgil’s daughter, all right.”

She smirked at the back of his thick head as they continued on. In the next moment, they came to the bottom of the stairs and passed a few empty cells along the dungeon corridor. With walls of stone, each cell was only the size of a box stall.

But then she furrowed her brow, hearing the sound of loud, rhythmic panting coming from the last cell in the aisle.

Ahead of her, the guard stopped and banged his truncheon on the rusty bars. “On your feet, you scum!”

“I’m busy, arsehole, as you can see. What do you want?” a low voice growled, rasping with effort.

She sauntered closer, setting one foot warily after the other until the prisoner came into view.

Down on the cold stone floor, a large, shirtless man was doing one-armed push-ups. The torchlight played over his sinewy, naked back.

My, oh, my. 

Gin watched, impressed in spite of herself, as he switched arms without missing a beat and continued his regimen with explosive vigor, rudely ignoring the guard.

“For God’s sake, put a shirt on, man,” the guard grumbled. “There’s a lady present.”

“A what?”

He froze mid push-up, peering up through the wild tangle of jet-black hair hanging in his face. His stare locked on her. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he uttered.

He jumped to his feet with fluid grace, tall and sculpted, sweat glistening on his bare chest.

She watched it heaving with unabashed admiration.

A man could be a lovely thing sometimes.

“And who might you be?” he panted, wiping the sweat off his face with a rough pass of a thickly muscled arm.

He flashed the same crooked smile that had made her quiver as a seventeen-year-old.

Not that he’d remember that.

Seeing him half-naked, his skin flushed with the virile glow of exercise, his muscles warmed and hard, it took her half a heartbeat longer to collect her thoughts and remind herself, namely, that she was not a young girl anymore; that he was a disgraced agent who’d gone rogue, not to mention a trained assassin with a higher-than-average kill rate.

Standing there smiling at her, his midnight eyes full of reckless charm, distrust, and angry secrets, he was as dangerous as they came.

She should know; her own father had trained him.

And although she cowered from no man, when the panting Lord Forrester sauntered closer, prevented from touching her only by the bars of his cage, she had to stop herself from taking an instinctive step backwards.

That would not do. Not if she was to take custody of him.

It was vital to show him from the start who was in charge. With the candle burning behind him on a little battered table covered in books and maps and papers, he was a dark silhouette, wide-shouldered, menacing, and powerful.

Hers to claim, with full permission of the graybeards. Hers to use for her own purposes.

If she could control him.

And if not, if the rogue agent gave her any trouble, she had full permission to put a bullet in his handsome head. But as her gaze traveled over his exquisitely honed physique, she had to admit that that would be a very great shame, indeed.

A man’s mind started playing tricks on him after a few months of solitary confinement, and so Nick was not yet fully convinced this wasn’t a dream. 

One could never be too sure.

Moments ago, he had thought he smelled a whiff of some enticing perfume wafting toward him on the dank dungeon air; that he heard a faint rustle of satin skirts and a light, whispering prowl of some softer stride echoing behind the guard’s heavy, clomping footfalls.

But he had ignored these tantalizing hints of beauty, tired of his own delusions and hating the shameful loneliness that spawned them.

Then, to his astonishment, it turned out he was right.

A gorgeous, pale-skinned mystery woman had stepped into view, and maybe he was dreaming because she looked like a fantasy.

On second thought, he did not have that good an imagination. It was the first time in ages he’d seen a female of any kind, and this one was … spectacular.

He could not tear his gaze away.

She seemed real enough. The only way to be sure, of course, would be to reach through the bars and touch her, but he didn’t dare, for fear of offending her, scaring her away, and being left alone again for God-knew how long.

He strove to focus on the obvious question instead. What was she doing here?

The woman glanced around at his cavelike quarters—grim accommodations, indeed, for a nobleman, however empty his coffers.

To say nothing of his soul.

“Cozy place you’ve got here,” she remarked.

“Isn’t it, though?” he countered. “I’d offer you a drink, but the service here is terrible.”

She looked askance at Nick from the corner of her blue, blue eyes, offering a slow, wary curve of her lips; her canny little smile got him slightly drunk.

Ross, the ever-charming Scottish guard, did not approve of his cautious flirtation. He whacked the bars again and made the metal thrum like Nick’s awareness of her. “Put your shirt on, man! I’m not going to tell you again! You’re in the presence of a lady!”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” the lady drawled in a worldly murmur. She studied Nick’s abdomen in unmasked appreciation.

He grinned, glad he’d used his time in prison well to hone his body. There was little else to do. That, and rue his life’s choices, make friends with the mouse who lived in the corner, and, of course, read. God bless his friend and Order teammate, Lord Trevor Montgomery, who had saved his sanity by sending him books.

Nick supposed his eyesight would be ruined by the time he got out of here, a sad state of affairs for an expert sniper. One candle could hardly stand up to the all-consuming gloom of this place. But he had needed something, anything, to carry his mind beyond these dungeon walls.

So he had begrudgingly resorted to reading spectacles. Depressing, really. Just another symbol of his squandered youth.

Five times over, he had read the book from Trevor until he had nearly memorized it: the first published account of the journey of Messieurs Lewis and Clark into the American wilderness.

Under the circumstances, Nick had a new appreciation for the total freedom of that untamed place. As soon as he got the devil out of here, that was where he had made up his mind to go.

He had already planned his journey up to the edge of the map. From there, he could hardly wait to push out past the charted territory into the unknown, nothing but a rifle across his back and a haversack of supplies.

To hell with civilization. He was obviously not cut out for it. He had sampled all its charms and walked away bankrupt in more ways than one, jaded to the core.

Bears, Indians, poisonous snakes.

These didn’t concern him after the enemies he’d already faced. God’s truth, he’d enjoy it. On the far side of the ocean, pristine virgin territory waited to be explored by a man who knew what he was doing …

In the meanwhile, the lush mountains and mysterious valleys of the woman standing out of reach on the other side of the bars both lured and taunted his animal instincts.

He looked her up and down, perhaps a little rudely, but he deemed this only fair since she was openly doing the same to him.

Nick didn’t mind a’tall. He leaned against the bars, happy to let her look all she pleased, while he did likewise, hoping, nay, praying—probably in vain—that she was a high-end harlot, generously sent to him by his more scoundrelly brother-in-arms, Sebastian, Viscount Beauchamp.

Trevor, newly married to the pastor’s daughter, would send him books and food and useful things not to tempt his sinful nature.

Beau, however, the former ladies’ man before he, too, had been snared in the vicar’s mousetrap, was sure to have a jollier understanding of what Nick needed most after six months in jail.

When his stare drifted down to the creamy silken V of the woman’s chest displayed in a tailored white shirt, layered beneath her dark-hued gown, and opened low enough to show off exquisite cleavage, he cursed the iron bars and gripped them rather desperately, offering her a hungry smile. “Pray, would you like to come in and sit for a while, my dear?” he drawled with a wicked smile.

His beautiful, delicious-smelling visitor merely arched a cynical brow at him, amusement her answer to his leer.

Alas, the air of command in the jut of her chin and the even hold of her piercing blue eyes made him doubt this queenly female had ever been for sale.

Do I know her from somewhere? he wondered vaguely. She seemed somehow familiar. He was sure he’d have remembered meeting such a fascinating female. But the thread of recognition danced away.

He was distracted, too busy savoring the way the torchlight danced in gold and ruby spangles on her dark auburn hair. She had long, velvety lashes. Plump, sensuous lips—

“Whenever you’re ready to put your eyes back in your head, Lord Forrester, we can get down to business.”

He snapped out of his lustful daze and shot back at her, “Likewise, madam.”

Ross banged his truncheon on the rusty bars once more. “Mind your manners, you scoundrel!”

Nick glared at him. “You make a charming chaperone, old boy, but I daresay the lady and I are old enough to be left alone.”

“You wish,” he shot back.

“It’s all right, Sergeant. Leave us,” she ordered.

“But, ma’am! ’Tisna safe to leave ye alone with this brrrrute!” he said, rolling his Scottish r’s grandly.

“Never you mind, I know how to handle a rudesby,” she said in amusement. When the guard hesitated, she sharpened her tone. “Thank you, that will be all.”

Ross didn’t like that, but it seemed he had been ordered to obey her.

Well, well, thought Nick, still amused himself, Her Highness must be somebody, indeed.

Ross grumbled his compliance, bowed, and withdrew, and Nick studied the mystery woman in reluctant awe.

She chose not to flaunt her miracle-working power. After Ross had gone, she merely turned to him with a rueful smile and a hint of compassion in her eyes. “I don’t think he likes you.”

“Strange, isn’t it? Amiable as I am,” Nick said. “So, where were we? Ah, yes. You were about to tell me who you are and what you want with me,” he challenged her.

Not that he was in any position to be making demands.

Her watchful gaze assessed him as if he were either a horse for sale or some unfortunate animal to be used in a scientific experiment.

Neither possibility boded well.

But maybe, just maybe, she wanted something else. After the way she had been staring at his body, he could not help thinking of ancient Roman gladiators being visited by married noblewomen, in search of either a night of rough pleasure or to have their bellies filled with new life born of strong, warrior seed.

That was about all he had left to give of himself at this point, he mused in bitter humor. But the thought that she wanted to use him in that fashion stung his pride enough to help cool his lust. Ah, well, she wouldn’t be the first.

Still, he had so little power in this cage that the least he could do was choose not to let her ogle him.

Suddenly self-conscious, he turned away, crossing his cell to go put on his shirt, as commanded.

“My name is Lady Burke,” she informed him. “And I am here with a proposition for you.”

His mind instantly went to the gutter. He paused in the middle of pulling his shirt on over his head.

“If you agree to my proposal,” she continued with a cool stare, “and swear to give me your complete, unquestioning obedience—”

He laughed.

“I can get you out of here. Today.”

Nick abruptly stopped laughing.

Instead, he turned to her with a dubious stare, certain he had either misunderstood her or that this was a very cruel trick. He narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing the woman for any faint sign of deception. He detected none. “You don’t say,” he growled in wary skepticism, his defenses bristling against certain disappointment.

She nodded.

And his heart began to pound. Well, now. Could she really free him? It seemed impossible after he’d been such a naughty boy.

Unless … well, it meant either one of two things. Either this woman was incredibly well connected, or she needed him for something that was more than likely going to get him killed.

Nick weighed that possibility for all of two seconds before making up his mind. Anything was better than being condemned to this pit. He tucked in his shirt and approached the bars warily. “I’m listening.”

“Perhaps I had better start at the beginning.”

“That is usually best.”

“Very well.” She leaned her shoulder against the bars of his cell and began drawing off her gloves. “A month ago, I took a missing person’s case in Town. An eighteen-year-old girl, Susannah Perkins, had disappeared. The mother sought my help. The stepfather claimed she had run off with a boy, but the mother insisted her daughter would never do that without at least telling her friends—”

“Hold on. Beg your pardon, Lady Burke, but you’ve lost me. You ‘took a case’? How’s that, then?”

She lifted her eyebrows in surprise, a sardonic smile skimming her lips. “Ah, right. I forgot. It always confounds the stronger sex to find a female with a brain and a purpose of her own. Let me catch you up, then. A few years ago, after my husband’s death, I found myself at liberty to follow my own interests as I pleased.”

Widow, Nick thought, barely hearing the rest. Praise God. 

“Now, this may shock you, Lord Forrester,” she continued, “but life for an intelligent woman of my station can soon grow exceedingly dull.”

“And thus adultery is the ton’s favorite sport,” he countered with a ready smile. “So I’m told.”

She shrugged. “Some ladies do embroidery work to fill up their time; others devote themselves to works of charity. Or gardening, or gossip as their favored pastime. For me—” A guarded gleam came into her eyes. “I became interested in helping  people who’ve been victims of crime or some similar injustice. It entertains me to investigate the facts behind their various misfortunes and, where possible, discover the responsible party, sharing this information with the authorities.”

He furrowed his brow and stared at her, intrigued. “So, what, then? You’re some sort of a … lady detective?”

He had never heard of such a thing, but this designation seemed to please her. “Yes, I suppose I am. Don’t look so shocked,” she chided, a hint of defiance in the lift of her chin. “I can do as I please with my time and my fortune. Who else will help the lower orders when they are wronged and too frightened to come forward? Or God forbid, a woman who should have troubling questions concerning her husband. I help those—discreetly, of course—who have nowhere else to turn.”

Nick decided on the spot that he adored her. He made no further sport of her little Bow-Street-ish endeavors. “So where do I come in?”

“I understand from your work in the field that you developed a number of assets among the criminal underworld in London and abroad.”

How the hell does she know that? 

He was not foolish enough to ask impertinent questions, though, if there was a real chance that she could  get him out of here.

“Correct.”

To the criminal underworld, he was Jonathan Black: assassin for hire and Very Bad Man.

“You gained the trust of people who trust no one,” she continued. “I need you to use those connections on my behalf.”

“Which connections? Can you be more specific?”

“Not at this time.”

“I see.” He folded his arms across his chest as he mulled it. “So, I take it this missing person’s case of yours took an unexpectedly nefarious turn?”

“Yes.”

“It must be dire, indeed, or you could have simply taken the information to the lads at Bow Street.”

“That would not be adequate.” She hesitated. “Lord Forrester, I have uncovered a trafficking ring abducting young girls and selling them overseas. Miss Perkins is not the only young girl who’s disappeared in recent weeks. I have managed to learn that the head of the ring goes by the nickname of Rotgut. His true name is unknown. He’s English, and he captains a ship called the Black Jest. That’s all I know about him, except for one additional fact. That he is currently set to sell his captives on the underworld auction known as the Bacchus Bazaar. I understand you’re familiar with it.”

Nick cursed under his breath.

She lifted an eyebrow in grim agreement.

The Bacchus Bazaar was a secretive, underworld auction held every other year, where the top dealers in all sorts of illicit goods gathered to trade their wares, make deals, settle scores, and form alliances.

“We’ve got a lot of work to do if you decide to help me,” she continued. “Time is short. The auction is set for the first half of December.”

“Did you manage to get a game piece yet?”

“Well, I did, but that’s the trouble. It’s disappeared, along with my assistant, John Carr. He went missing a week ago. Considering the nature of the  people we are dealing with, I am not optimistic.”

“You think he’s been murdered?”

“Or added to the roster of captives to be sold.” She paused. “He’s a very beautiful young man.”

“I see,” he murmured, indeed, probably more than she cared for him to see. Namely, that the worldly widow did not merely “entertain herself” investigating crimes, but also by enjoying the services of some young, pretty-faced cavalier serviente. Who had blundered in some way and mucked up all her progress.

If she was telling him everything.

Which she obviously wasn’t.

Fair enough. 

Nick did not know why he should be so irked to hear about her toy boy, but it helped him step back from the snare of her beauty to think a bit more clearly about all this. And remember his own interests.

“Without a game piece, I am stymied,” she said, heaving a sigh of frustration as she paced the other way. “I’m shut out from the next round and can’t move forward. I know the rendezvous point is in Paris, but if I don’t present the game piece when I get there, they won’t tell me the location of the Bacchus Bazaar.”

“Er, they may also kill you,” he pointed out dryly. “You can’t go in there acting like an insider and not present your proof.”

“That’s why I need you. I need to get my hands on a second game piece, and you’ve participated in the auction before, from what I understand. Time is of the essence. These girls have no hope if we don’t act. So will you help me?”

In light of his own unpleasant circumstances, Nick eyed her warily, fighting the inborn urge to rush to the aid of a damsel in distress. Instead, he simply drawled, “What’s in it for me?”

She smiled in cynical amusement. “I thought you’d never ask.” Then she pushed away from the bars and paced slowly back and forth before his cell.

Nick watched her with riveted attention.

“You can get out of that cage today, as I said, Lord Forrester. And if you’re a very good boy, you won’t ever have to come back.”

“Really?” He held his breath, shocked.

“Once our mission is completed, the Order has agreed to give you back your freedom—on certain conditions, of course. Put you on parole, as it were.”

“How in the world did you do that?”

“Well, as it turns out, I’m not the only one who’d like to see you freed. I understand the graybeards have been under constant pressure for months from your fellow agents. Lord Beauchamp and Lord Trevor Montgomery in particular have been campaigning without ceasing behind the scenes, trying to gain you an early release.”

He was stunned all over again to hear this. They hadn’t told him. They mustn’t have wanted to get his hopes up.

“And you did take that bullet for the Regent,” she added.

“Damn,” he mumbled, still shocked. Mired in shame over his failures, abandoning his blood vow, Nick had assumed that his brother warriors agreed that he had only got what he deserved, landing in this cell. But they wanted him out?

After what he had done?

He was touched—and slightly chastened—to hear it. But maybe he should have trusted a little more in their loyalty to him, even after his own to them had faltered.

Obviously, his going rogue last year had never been meant to hurt them, nor, of course, to betray his bloody country. He just couldn’t take it anymore.

Turning mercenary had simply been a way to make some money so he could then retire to a beautiful island somewhere. West Indies, maybe. No more killing, no more treachery. No more playing dark chess games in foreign courts and living the sort of life where he was constantly looking over his shoulder.

All he had really wanted was to be left alone.

But nothing was ever simple.

Instead, like a dupe, a fool, a mark, he had unwittingly been pulled into an underhanded scheme to frame the Order for the assassination of the Prime Minister.

Of course, it had come to naught. Lord Liverpool was alive and well at home even now, probably eating a beef pie and dreaming up new ways to oppress the ordinary Englishman, Nick mused with his usual cynicism.

Beauchamp had thankfully pieced the conspirators’ plot together even before Nick had any idea of how he was being used. His trusty mate had managed to pull him out of the mess he had unknowingly got himself into. To the relief of them all, the sinister plot had fizzled.

But at the last moment, when the conspirators knew their plan was null, one of them had whipped out a pistol in range of the Regent. Nick had seen the gun and acted automatically. Thus the bullet in the belly and the national acclaim.

The glory for his “noble deed” only shamed him the more, for the public had no inkling of the rest of the story.

That bullet had actually saved him from the full fury of his superiors, however. Otherwise, the graybeards might well have put him in front of an Order firing squad.

Agents were held to the highest of standards, and the Order punished its own perhaps even more severely than it punished its enemies.

Obviously, Nick would not have murdered the jackass Prime Minister for anyone—if he had known beforehand who his target was to have been. The type of clients who hired assassins to kill people for them, after all, were not terribly forthcoming, as a rule. Information was doled out bit by bit. He had been sent to London to await further instructions.

Thanks to Beau’s hunting him down and warning him how he was being set up, the dark venture had never come to fruition. Nevertheless, at the very least, Nick knew he was guilty of dereliction of duty.

And poor judgment.

And probably laziness, too, among a bevy of other sins, faults, and failings.

Indeed, the worst part about being locked in this cage was that there was no way to escape himself—a man for whom he had lost all respect.

Lady Burke was still explaining. “My request for your assistance in this matter was simply the last straw from the graybeards’ standpoint.”

Nick frowned, wondering how she even knew the agents’ irreverent nickname for the Elders of the Order.

“Obviously, they see that this is for a good cause, rescuing these unfortunate girls,” she continued. “So they’ve agreed to hand you over to my custody. You are being given a chance to redeem yourself, my lord. I suggest you use it well.”

He lowered his gaze, a little overwhelmed by this unexpected chance at redemption. Then he shook his head. “I still don’t understand. Why would they listen to you?” He looked at her again sharply. “How do you know about contacts I developed in the field? Who are you?” he demanded in a low tone.

She gazed at him for a moment with an odd mix of pity and mistrust and, once again, left him in the dark. “If you agree to take this mission, Lord Forrester—and I can’t imagine that you’d refuse, given your options—then you must understand first and foremost that you will be taking your orders from a woman. Namely, me. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

He shook his head warily. Wouldn’t be the first time, he thought in chagrin. The queen of the mercenary army he had got mixed up in was a woman, after all.

Of course, that hadn’t worked out very well.

“So what is your decision?” she demanded in a taut voice. “Mind you,” she interrupted before he could answer, “I won’t put up with any nonsense. I must be frank, Lord Forrester—may I call you Nick? I’ve done my research on you, and I already know all your tricks.”

Oh, I doubt that. 

“So don’t even think about trying to deceive me,” she continued. “In all, we shall get on handsomely, I think, as long as you’re a very good boy for me and do exactly as I say.”

“Or what?” he challenged in a low tone. Because such instructions went against the grain of every atom in him.

“Or I’ll shoot you in the head,” she replied without a trace of humor.

Nick was fascinated in spite of himself but didn’t trust her by a mile. “Who are you, exactly?”

“I’ve already told you. My name is Virginia Stokes, Baroness Burke. Gin to my friends.”

“Baron Burke … your husband,” he murmured, searching his memory. “I’ve heard the name, but I don’t believe I ever met the man.”

She pursed her lips, as though holding back a comment.

Judging by her expression, it was something along the lines of, You weren’t missing much. 

Seeing that he had read that assessment on her face, the mysterious Lady Burke looked away.

“Wasn’t he a nabob?” Nick knew that the Order had a few men based in India. “Was he an agent? One of ours?”

“God, no.”

“Are you?” he persisted in a whisper, leaning his forehead against the bars.

There was an edge to her smile as she glanced wryly at him. “You know the Order does not allow women to serve in that capacity, my lord.”

“Then who the hell are you?” he exclaimed, pulling away and banging the bars in frustration. “Answer me! I can see there’s plenty you’re not telling me—”

“You will be given information as it’s needed, Lord Forrester.”

He glared at her, seething as he strove to figure her out. For all he knew, this could be another trap.

He had many enemies out there to this day. Or the Order could be testing his loyalty. He might be an idiot if he took the bait. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand what’s going on.”

“No, I don’t imagine that you do. You’re just going to have to trust me, I suppose.”

“And why would you trust me?” he countered. “You see where I am. I don’t deny that I belong here for everything I’ve done.”

“What you’ve done?” she echoed in surprise, her blue eyes flashing with a sudden angry gleam. “You’ve served this organization and the Crown since you were younger than John Carr. And this is the thanks they give you? A bloody cage?”

Nick was taken aback to realize for the first time that she was not angry at him, but for him.

He wasn’t quite sure what to say. “I deserve it.”

“For wanting to quit? For getting tired of it all?” she countered passionately, to his surprise. “For having your heart broken too many times, facing down an evil that other  people don’t even know exists? Oh, Nick.” Gazing at him, she shook her head almost tenderly, and he went half-mad with the need to figure out where he knew her from.

Then she gave it away softly. “Nick, Nick, Nicholas.”

The phrase jerked his head up and put all his defenses instantly on high alert.

Only one person used to say that to him, in tones of fatherly affection …

The only father figure he had ever known. The first and possibly the last person who had ever believed in him.

His handler.

Oh, how he’d let the old man down.

He gripped the bars intensely, staring at her. “Who are you?” he demanded in a savage whisper. “Either tell me now, or take yourself out of here. Quit playing games.”

She was unmoved. “Do you want to know why I’m giving you this chance? Yes, I do need the game piece. But the reason I’m willing to trust you is because my father did. Explicitly.”

“Your father?” He swallowed hard, his brain unwilling to accept this revelation.

She finally relented, lowering her mask of cool control just a bit. “My mother’s the Countess of Ashton, and though I am acknowledged as the offspring of her husband, the Earl, the truth is, thirty years ago, Mama took a braw Scotsman for a lover—an Order agent, who sired me. My natural father was your handler, Nick. Virgil Banks.”

His jaw dropped.

Virgil’s daughter? So that’s how she knew so much …

“Now, for the last time, will you work with me or not?” she demanded in a hard tone—that suddenly made perfect sense.

Good God! Speechless, Nick could only stare. Before his untimely death, Virgil Banks had been a legend of the Order. The taciturn Scot been like a father to all “his boys,” the highborn lads he had handpicked to be trained and turned into agents. The canny spymaster had taught them everything they knew. But …

Virgil had a daughter? 

“He never told us!” he blurted out. “We were like sons to him. I mean, I thought he kept the secrets to the mission side of things. But—he never said a word!”

Her lips twisted ruefully. “Would you? Think about it. If you had a daughter, would you introduce her to someone like you?”

“Hell, no,” he said without a second’s hesitation.

“Well?” She chuckled.

He let out a short laugh, as well, just barely managing to shake off his astonishment. “Well, I’d do anything for the old man.” Including keeping his daughter from getting herself killed. “Of course you’ve got my help.”

Clever as she was, he doubted the lady investigator had any real idea of the sort of people she was dealing with. Only the worst of the worst attended the Bacchus Bazaar.

But if he had this one chance left to do something good, maybe even save his soul, he’d keep her safe. Keep her out of her own investigation as much as possible …

Meanwhile, she held his gaze with a sweet, girlish blush filling her cheeks, relief easing into her blue eyes. “Oh, thank you! I was so hoping you’d say that. It’s a lot to take on by oneself.”

“I know,” he answered softly.

“I’ll go get the guard,” she said. “Let’s get you of there, shall we?”

He nodded. When she turned away, Nick stared after her, still entirely astonished.

Well, so much for bedding her, he thought wryly after a moment. He had enough problems without also being haunted from beyond the grave by her father’s angry ghost.

What a shame.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘ENCHANTING,
INTRIGUING . .. FUN’

STEPHANIE LAURENS






