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Journey back to an age of seductive danger, passionate intrigue, and scandalous love as nationally acclaimed author Madeline Hunter draws you into the hearts of five irresistible men:

THE SEDUCER

Daniel St. John: Charismatic and mysterious, this dangerously seductive man has survived a treacherous revolution; a master of the arts of war and intrigue, he knows the secrets of winning a woman’s heart … and body.

THE SAINT

Vergil Duclairc: This dashing nobleman leads a dangerous double life; beneath his perfect composure and self-control is a sensual master whose mere touch can tempt a woman to the wildest abandon.

THE CHARMER

Adrian Burchard: This virile aristocrat is used to having women at his command; darkly handsome, sensuous, magnetic, he lives in a world of mysteries and secrets … a man dangerous to love, impossible to resist.

THE SINNER

Dante Duclairc: A daring and reckless libertine, he’s as infamously charming as the devil himself, and his sensuous temptation promises the kind of fall into earthly paradise every woman dreams of taking.

THE ROMANTIC

Julian Hampton: Like a knight of old, his smoldering reserve conceals a sensual undercurrent of passion and poetry that sweeps every woman before him—but his love is reserved for only one.

Fighters, protectors, lovers, they live in a dazzling world of glittering ballrooms and sinful gaming halls, in a time of heart-stopping duels and soul-searing passion.

These are their stories ….

THE SINNER


“Packed with sensuality and foreboding undertones, this book boasts rich historical details and characters possessing unusual depth and vitality, traits that propel it beyond the standard historical romance fare.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Sensual, intriguing, and absorbing, prolific Hunter scores again.”

—Booklist




“There are books you finish with a sigh because they are rich, so tender, so near to the heart that they will stay with you for a long, long time. Madeline Hunter’s historical romance, The Sinner, is such a book.”

—Oakland Press



THE CHARMER


“With its rich historical texture, steamy love scenes and indelible protagonists, this book embodies the best of the genre.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“In yet another excellent offering from Hunter, her intriguing characters elicit both fascination and sympathy.”

—Booklist



THE SAINT


“[An] amusing, witty, and intriguing account of how love helps, not hinders, the achievement of dreams.”

—Booklist



THE SEDUCER


“Hunter … sweeps both her readers and her characters up in the embrace of history. Lush in detail and thrumming with sensuality, this offering will thrill those looking for a tale as rich and satisfying as a multi-course gourmet meal.”

—Publishers Weekly




“The Seducer is a well-crafted novel … characteristically intense and frankly sexual.”

—Contra Costa Times




“[An] intriguing and redemptive tale.”

—Booklist




“Angst and passion battle it out in this very sensual story.”

—Oakland Press
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I had decided to dedicate this novel to my editor, Wendy McCurdy, even before I wrote the first chapter. After ten books, it was past time to acknowledge the critical role she has had in my career.

As it turns out, this is the perfect book in which to thank her for her advice, support, and friendship.

One reason is because her editorial skills helped improve this story in important ways, and make it better than it might have been.

She already knows the other reason.
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chapter I
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For a bachelor, there is no more dangerous person in the world than a happily married woman.

To such a female, an unattached man of position and property is a rough stone sticking out of life’s wall. The more blissful her own union, the more convinced she becomes that the bachelor stone wants smoothing. She is sure it would be a much happier stone if it were as neatly chiseled and mortared as her husband.

So it was that Julian Hampton found himself seated beside the talkative widow, Mrs. Morrison, when he attended the Viscountess Laclere’s banquet.

He made no special note of the way the viscountess watched the progress of their conversation, but he did not miss it either.

“Your occupation must be fascinating, Mr. Hampton,” the comely widow said, when her very detailed description of her summer holiday in Brighton waned.

“Being a solicitor is very dull employment, in reality.”

Actually it wasn’t, but the Mrs. Morrisons of the world would never understand why.

She laughed and her eyes sparkled. She turned so that her glowing face was fully visible. “I cannot believe that anything you occupy yourself with is dull, Mr. Hampton.”

“I assure you that I am a thoroughly unremarkable man. I bore myself so much that I can barely stay awake.”

“Well, you do not bore me,” she said with a meaningful smile.

He speculated on why the viscountess had chosen to throw at him this golden-haired young lady of little wit, submissive grace, and dull loquaciousness. Since he had not pursued the more compelling women trotted out thus far, the viscountess and her friends had probably concluded he did not want interesting companionship in his home.

Since Lady Laclere had opened her circle to a woman she probably did not overly favor, and just for his benefit, he dutifully gave Mrs. Morrison serious consideration. She was more than attractive enough, and he suspected she would be pleasant to have in bed. She had a respectable fortune, and lovely breasts partly revealed by her décolleté. Her manner indicated that she would be the sort of earnestly accommodating wife whom men were supposed to want. She would be a perfect prospect for a man seeking to secure domestic tranquility.

Regretfully, he was not such a man.

He lobbed a question about her young son. She took up the topic with the enthusiasm any good mother would show. While most of his mind listened to tales of the boy’s antics and brilliance, a renegade corner of it composed a letter to the Viscountess Laclere.


My dear Lady Laclere,
I greatly appreciate the concern that you show for my future happiness. The parade of eligible females whom you have arranged for me to inspect these last few months has been impressive in its variety. I am touched, nay, I am moved, by your thoughtfulness. I must regretfully inform you, however, that your quest is in vain, as is that of the Duchess of Everdon, and the more subtle efforts of Mrs. St. John. I will not marry. Therefore, I respectfully request to be released from the social yoke that you have placed on me.

Your servant—



“My, she can certainly converse with the best of them, can’t she?”

The low, throaty voice intruded on his letter before he could add his signature. It came on a hush of breath from the woman sitting to his right.

Señora Perez. Another married woman, and dangerous in her own way. One quite different from the viscountess.

Señora Perez was the wife of Raoul Perez, a diplomat from the young country of Venezuela who lived in London to promote his people’s economic interests. They were present at this banquet because it was being hosted by the Viscount Laclere to celebrate the recent passage of the bill that abolished slavery throughout the British Empire, an event of momentous symbolism for all people in the Americas.

Julian had tried to ignore the fact that this married woman had intimated since their meeting that she found rough stones on smooth walls appealing and challenging.

He let the comment pass, but soon it was time to pay this other lady attention, as the conversation shifted to the right.

“Your English is exceptional, considering you only recently joined your husband here in London,” he said.

“I have been studying your language and customs for years. I told Raoul that I would not come until I could make him proud, and not fumble like a peasant at parties such as this.”

“You have succeeded admirably.”

While she explained her studies, that mutinous corner of his mind wandered. He saw the bright colors and sharp contrasts of her land in his head. Crystal blue waters stretched along ivory beaches. Pirate ships bobbed in the surf as daring men hauled booty to shore, and chestnut-skinned women watched, clothed in reds and oranges and blues. An argument broke out over some gold, and swords were drawn, and metal clashed and storms blew in and the ocean churned in sublime fury and—

“You are not a man much given to social intercourse, are you, Mr. Hampton?” Her throaty voice carried a Spanish tinge, and nuances of other, more primitive cultures. Her dark eyes flashed humor at him, and her skin, the color of shelled almonds, appeared very exotic in her very British blue dinner dress.

“I regret that I was not blessed with the natural ease in such situations that many others enjoy.”

“That is not true. I watched you in the drawing room. It is not lack of ease. You do not care for it. No doubt you know that your reserve is often misunderstood, but you do not care about that, either.”

“Is it misunderstood? I would have thought it not worthy of notice at all.”

“Men think you are proud, and just as dull as you claim.”

“Perhaps they are correct on both counts.”

“Women, however … well, women wonder what is in that head of yours, and what lurks under that armor of indifference, and what you think as you watch our human comedy play out on life’s stage.”

She exuded a carnality that no man could ignore, no matter what his armor. She wore her own lack of reserve like a flag, in the way of her more expressive culture.

“Is that what you wonder, madame?”

“Yes.”

“Would it please you if I confide it all? Reveal the truth? Admit the contemplations that emerge in my silence?”

“I would love to know.”

He cocked his head conspiratorially “I think about …”

“Yes?” she encouraged.

“I think about what I will have for supper the next evening.”

She leveled her dark eyes on him. “I consider it a great triumph that you deign even to tease me. I understand men such as you very well. Your reserve is more like that of my people than your own, you see. The silence smolders. I think with time that you would indeed reveal all, however. With the right incentive.”

She let him know what incentive she meant. Her leg pressed his beneath the table.

Julian took a sip of wine and gazed through the flickering candles at Lady Laclere.


My dearest Viscountess,

Your hospitality at the banquet overwhelmed me. It is rare for a man to leave his home of an evening, and find himself within hours sitting with a prospective wife of handsome fortune and sweet demeanor on one side, and with a potential mistress of indubitable sensuality on the other. The opportunities which you have afforded me are truly generous. Unfortunately, a life of tedium waits with one woman, and an angry husband demanding satisfaction with the other. Therefore, I think it best to retreat from either pursuit and must, with some pain, refuse both gifts.

My sincere gratitude for the honor of the invitation, etc., etc.

Julian Hampton



That night, back in his house on Russell Square, Julian sat down at his writing desk to compose another letter. This time he used pen and ink.

The events of the evening caused the words to flow in a rush of scratches. It was an outpouring to relieve an agitation of the spirit that needed release before it provoked bitterness and resentment.


My incomparable beloved,
Seven months you have been gone, and I fear you will never return. I await your brief, infrequent letters like a boy, desperate for any small indication that you remember I exist, hoping for evidence that you tire of that foreign land where you now live. I read your missives a hundred times for the slightest intimation that you will be coming home. The part of my mind that does nothing but wait grows daily, and soon nothing will be left to attend to life’s duties. One word, my love, just one word; that is all I seek. One word to let me know that you will not stay away forever, and that I will at least have your presence and friendship in my life, even if I can never have your passion and your love.



The last phrase came much more slowly. The admission was essential to write, however. He had sworn to himself half a lifetime ago to have no illusions where this woman was concerned.

He did not bother with his signature. Calmer now, oddly so, he gazed down at the letter for a long while, then carefully folded it.

Opening a desk drawer, he glanced at a thick stack of similarly folded papers. Some contained letters like this, written to ease a brooding restlessness or explosive fury. Others held poems or stories in which love thrived in worlds much kinder to deep sentiment than this unromantic, practical Britain. The ones at the bottom, the oldest ones, already showed changes in the color of the ink as a hallmark of their age.

It had been a very long time since he had added anything to this drawer. Why tonight? Why had this mood gripped him as that dinner party wound its way through the dark hours?

Maybe it had been those two women. He normally did not mind that he could not accept what each offered, but tonight, as the evening wore on, he had minded very much. He resented like hell that playing the besotted lover was a role he could no longer pull off. For years he had pretended he could, but eventually the dishonesty of feigning the expected affection had disgusted him.

So it probably had something to do with the women. Each was tempting in her own way. Too tempting, in the case of Señora Perez. He had spent the night in a state of mild but aggravating arousal, and that had only fed the storm rising in him. Tomorrow he would deal with that part of the tempest in the efficient, soulless way he chose now, with a professional woman who did not want love and revelations.

He looked at the letter resting between his fingers. A cold resolve entered him. He would burn it, and the others. Destroy them all, and marry Mrs. Morrison and have an affair with Señora Perez and live a normal life. He was too old to be writing letters and poems that were never sent.

He gazed at the pile of papers, then to the low flames in the fireplace.

“Sir.”

Julian barely heard the salutation and hardly felt the nudge.

He emerged out of a dream in which he was doing scandalous things to the sweet widow Mrs. Morrison. Since she had been talking all through it, he was not entirely sorry to have the fantasy interrupted.

“Sir, I regret to wake you, but she will not leave.” His valet’s face hung over his own, doleful in its distress, hovering like a ghost’s in the night lamp’s glow.

“Batkin, what the hell are you talking about?”

“I only heard the rapping on the door because my chamber is over the street and my window is open and I do not sleep well. There it was, this sound. Not even loud. Well, I stuck my head out and there was this person at the door, and I went down and it was a woman, a lady, and now she is inside and won’t leave.”

Julian sat up and his valet came into fuller view. Despite being dragged from his bed, Batkin looked pressed and perfect, but then if a valet could not get presentable quickly, who could?

“What is her name?”

“She will not tell me. She only insists that she must speak with you at once.”

“Does she have an accent?” He did not think that Señora Perez would come here in the dead of night with so little encouragement, but one never knew. Considering that his body was taking time to recover from that dream, a ruthless part of him hoped she had been so bold.

“No, her voice is that of an English lady. Her hat has a veil that obscures her face, so I am at a loss to describe her. She does claim that she is one of your clients.”

Julian swung his body and sat on the bed’s edge. He doubted any client had business so vital it could not wait until morning, but if this one would not leave he had no choice except to meet with her.

“Put her in the library. I will dress and be down.”

A half hour later he descended to the library, both annoyed and intrigued by the mystery of this invasion.

The lady in question sat on the divan facing the fireplace, with only her hat visible when he entered. He could see only the crown of the green millinery and its fluff of blue feathers and the edges of the blue netting hung from the brim.

But he knew who it was.

The night’s earlier restlessness returned, only now as a glorious tumult of euphoria.

The Countess of Glasbury had returned to England. Penelope had come home.

Contrasting emotions assaulted Penelope as she sat in the library.

The strongest reactions, the ones that felt so good that it seemed her soul exhaled a long-held breath, were those of relief and safety. She might have emerged at port after a dangerous sea voyage.

Beneath that peace, however, lurked a distinct awkwardness, and a growing concern that Mr. Hampton would be shocked by her presence in his house.

She could not ignore that she had intruded on a man’s abode in the dead of the night. It was a scandalous thing to do. After all, Mr. Hampton may be her confidante and adviser, but he was unmarried.

She had never seen where he lived before. He had moved to this large house five years ago, but he did not entertain and she had never entered it, just as she had never seen the rooms he kept prior to buying this handsome home.

Tonight that struck her as odd. After all, she had known him since they were little more than children. He was a good friend of her brothers, and the family solicitor, and was usually present at their parties. But his private life remained a mystery, just as he was in many ways an enigma.

A large watercolor on the left wall caught her attention. Despite the low lighting, she recognized it as a study by Turner. This wash of hazy, romantic brushwork was even looser and more amorphous than his oils.

It was not the kind of painting that one would expect Mr. Hampton to favor. His crystalline reserve implied that he would prefer clearer, more classical works. Yet she had always sensed that other things lurked in him, and this watercolor appeared to confirm that. She had always suspected that with Julian Hampton the waters not only ran deeply, but they also carried unseen currents. The potentially dangerous lure of those depths had always made her slightly uncomfortable with him.

There were other little touches that fascinated her. Some Turkish pillows and a long narrow painting that looked Chinese. Had Mr. Hampton chosen those items himself, or had his friends, Adrian Burchard and Daniel St. John, who had traveled to those exotic lands, given them as gifts?

The library distracted her enough that she was startled to realize she was no longer alone. She sensed a vital presence, as if an invisible power began affecting the air.

Her spirit reacted in the oddest way, as it had for years with this counselor and friend. Indescribable calm washed through her, but other emotions pricked her instincts, too. Happiness. Fear. Melancholy. There was also that unsettling something that had no name but which placed her at a vaguely breathless disadvantage.

She turned her body on the divan to look to the door. He stood there, tall and dark and strongly lean, dressed as if he had just returned from a dinner party even though she suspected she had woken him from his sleep.

It had been a long time since she took specific note of how handsome he was, but she did tonight. Perhaps that was because she had not seen him in half a year. His dark hair and smoldering eyes and crisp features created a very romantic image. Her dear friend Diane St. John had once said he looked as if he would speak in poetry, should he ever deign to speak at all.

His expression was both curious and stern. She realized that the veil still obscured her identity. Balancing her hip against the divan’s back cushion, she folded the veil back from her face.

“Countess.”

The greeting did not even carry a tinge of surprise. It acknowledged her presence and welcomed her as if they had arranged this meeting.

He came forward. Still twisted on the divan, half kneeling, she extended her hand. He bowed to kiss it. She could feel his warm lips through her glove. Little sparkles danced up her arm.

“I apologize for intruding at this hour, Mr. Hampton. I know that it was a reckless thing to do, but events have left me no choice and I did not know where else to go, or whom to consult.”

He was not a man who smiled easily, but he did so now. It was a nice smile, rather dazzling in its subdued, masculine way. It was a wonder he did not use it more with women, considering the girlish flutters it inspired.

“I would have been wounded if you had even considered turning elsewhere.” He made a little twirling gesture with his finger to suggest she should right herself on the divan. As she did he walked around it and sat in a comfortable, heavily upholstered, wine-colored chair that he angled to face her.

Those keen eyes slowly took her in. “I have sent for tea, but you appear so distraught I wonder if something more fortifying is in order.”

A liquid much more fortifying than tea would have been welcome an hour ago, but she did not need it now and said so.

His long look made her awkwardness spike. She wondered what conclusions he was drawing with his inspection. That she was showing her age? That she wasn’t very pretty at all? He had not seen her in half a year either, and no doubt was noticing such things anew just as she had.

“I did not realize you had returned to England.” His voice had a wonderful timbre. It always had. Even as a girl she had loved hearing it. “Laclere said nothing.”

“My brother does not know I am here. No one in my family does. I have only been back several days and have been staying at Mivert’s Hotel. I thought I could hide there while I contemplated what to do, but I was wrong. I am fairly sure that I was recognized today despite the veil. That is why I came to see you tonight. Once it is known I am back in England, I fear my situation will become perilous.” She heard her own voice, not at all calm like his.

His lids lowered in a way that she recognized. The mind that had protected her better than any sword was sharpening itself to meet the challenge.

“Since you risked both our reputations and your own independence visiting me like this, I assume you are in great need of aid, madame. Tell me what has happened.”

Fear and frustration branched inside her. So did guilt, that she was so helpless that she had indeed risked his reputation for her own need.

“Glasbury is trying to abduct me. After all these years, he wants me back and is demanding that I give him his heir.”


chapter 2
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The valet brought them tea. Penelope felt abashed for being such a nuisance that the poor man had been reduced to such duties. Once all had been set out, Mr. Hampton dismissed him.

Which meant they could speak freely and would not be overheard or interrupted. They were alone.

Again the awkwardness pressed on her. It was foolish, really. As one of his clients, she had conducted many conversations in private with Mr. Hampton.

Yet this privacy was subtly different. The chamber and mood held an intimacy that both lured and confused her. She did not completely feel like a client seeking advice, but instead too much like a woman boldly visiting a man at night. Her awareness of their situation created a peculiar little simmer inside her.

Nothing in his manner encouraged that sensation. This was not a man who wore his opinions on his face. If he was as constantly conscious as she of how improper this was, he would never let her know.

“The earl wrote to me in Naples while my brother and Bianca were still there,” she said. “Perhaps Vergil mentioned that to you.”

“In passing. He did not give that as your reason for remaining there after he and Lady Laclere returned.”

“What reason did he give?”

“He indicated that you found the society there more amiable for a woman in your circumstances.”

She felt her face blushing.

That was a gentle way to put it. She suspected that her brother Vergil, the Viscount Laclere, had alluded to the men who hovered around her in Naples, offering fun and flattery.

“Was it more to your liking?” He asked the question casually but his gaze met hers quite directly.

“Yes.”

“Then why have you returned?”

“I came to believe that the earl sent men for me. I felt I was being followed. I did not think it was safe to remain there.”

He absorbed that, thoughtfully. “What was in the letters he wrote to you there?”

“The first two came early in my visit. They were his typical nasty notes, with threats to cut off my support if I did anything to bring disrepute to his name.”

“And the others?”

“One more came, right before we were to sail for home. It was different. He demanded my return to our marriage. He said the law was on his side and he could force me to come back if I did not see reason. He said that he wanted the heir I owed him.” It rushed out, every word of it just as repulsive as the man who wrote it.

Mr. Hampton leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees so that his body angled toward her. For a moment she thought that he would reach over and touch her in a gesture of reassurance. He had done that once before, at another private meeting, when she was so distraught that her composure had left her.

To her astonishment he did reach out. He did not touch her arm, however. His hand covered hers where it lay balled on her knee. He gave a reassuring squeeze before he broke the contact.

Her body reacted as if he had not let go. The warm press of that palm and firm grasp of those fingers continued, invisibly.

“I wish that you had written and told me this.”

“You said he would never dare such a thing,” she said, a little resentfully. “You said he had too much to lose.”

“And he does.”

“It is very obvious that he is willing to call your bluff about exposing what I know.”

“It was no bluff, and he knew it.”

“Then he is so desperate for an heir that he is willing to take the scorn and scandal.” The restlessness of the last few weeks returned. She got up and paced away to the windows. “So I remained in Naples, thinking I would be safe there. Then, a month ago I began to sense that I was being watched. Followed. I noticed a man, Neapolitan or Arab, always in the background when I went out.”

“Could you have been mistaken? I doubt that even the earl would be so bold as to abduct you.”

“You told me years ago, when we formed our plan, that it was legally impossible for a husband to abduct a wife because he had a right to her.”

He had said more than that, and the rest of it hung in the air unspoken. He had explained that it was also legally impossible for a husband to rape a wife.

“Perhaps I was mistaken, but my peace was over. I could not stay there after that. I booked passage and came home.”

Instinctively, she parted the drapes and gazed down at the street. It had become a habit, a precaution of the hunted. The way below was silent and empty.

“Are you thinking of returning to him?”

She swirled around, stunned by the question. “Never. I did not return for that reason. In fact, this is only an interlude on my journey. I have decided to go to America. He will never find me there. I will disappear into that vast land and—”

“No.” The interruption was abrupt, firm, and resolute.

“I think it is the best course of action. In fact, I can think of no other.”

“I do not advise it.”

“I do not care what you advise. We are beyond that. Unless you tell me that the law will protect me from him, I am leaving England forever.”

He did not respond. He knew better than she that the law would not protect her at all. Quite the opposite. Only the threat of exposure and scandal had kept the earl at bay this long, and evidently he had decided he did not care about that anymore.

“I want you to go to my brother and get me some money so that I can live once I am in America.”

“Since you are in London, you can ask him yourself.”

“I do not want him to know I am here. If he does, and the earl confronts him, I do not want him to have to lie.

Let him think that I am still in Naples and have asked you to speak for me. Once I have the funds, I will—”

“Laclere is not stupid.” He rose and walked toward her. “He will suspect something is wrong. He will demand to know the truth.”

“You must not tell him what Anthony is trying to do. Vergil may fight him if he learns of it and it will create a terrible scandal and—”

“I do not think your brother cares overmuch about scandals. His own choices in life have proven that.”

“I will not have him facing one for me. I won’t have him fighting duels for the sister who made a shambles of her life by marrying an evil man for all the wrong reasons. This is how I want to do it. Just go to him and get the money.”

He was near her now, looking down with those unfathomable eyes. His face rarely showed his thoughts, but in his eyes one had glimmers of the mind. Women found that intriguing. There had been much discussion among the ladies regarding Julian Hampton over the years. Did the depths boil and churn, or were they cold as ice?

Looking in his eyes now, she saw something that made her heart sink. “You are not going to help me.”

“I am not going to lie to my best friend for you. However, I will help you.”

“You know some other way to get the money?”

“You are not going to America.”

“I think that decision is mine, sir.”

“You will have no family there. No friends. No protection at all.”

“I will escape himthere.”

“If the earl is so confident that he has you at a disadvantage, there is a reason. I will find out what it is and remove it.”

She half turned from him. “By the time you discover that, he will have found me. I cannot risk that. I will not return to him.”

The vehemence of her words echoed around them.

“I will discover how things stand, and then you can make your choices. If you are truly at risk, we will assess what those choices are.”

“Then you will help me leave if necessary?”

“I will do whatever is required to make sure that Glasbury never forces you to return. Now, until I learn what he is up to, we must find a safer place for you to hide than Mivert’s Hotel.”

“There is no safer place. There is no place at all that is safe.”

“Yes, there is. For the next few days, you will remain right here.”

The suggestion stunned her.

Mr. Hampton left her to her astonishment. Excusing himself, he walked out of the library.

As soon as he came back, she would have to refuse. She could not stay in this house. If anyone found out, if Anthony discovered she had resided here, Mr. Hampton would be ruined.

She should not have to point that out. Normally Mr. Hampton saw all the eventualities and costs. He had the kind of mind that instantly appraised matters and carefully weighed factors.

He returned in a few minutes.

“If I can think of another safe place, we will move you there,” he said, jumping right to the end of the argument. “For tonight, there is none.”

“Diane will take me in.”

“With her and St. John’s brood, and the size of their household, your presence would not remain a secret even one day. I think that St. John would insist that your brothers know, too.”

She fingered the edge of her veil. “I can hardly wear this all the time here, either. You, too, have a household.”

“Mrs. Tuttle, the housekeeper, will see to your needs. Only she and Batkin will know you are here. There are chambers in this house that are not used, not open for care by the servants. Batkin is preparing one now. You will secretly stay in it until I discover what the earl is doing, and why.”

She was torn between embarrassment and a gratitude so deep that she wanted to weep. The latter flooded her, making her realize how tired she was of being afraid, and how good it felt to be here with a friend.

“You will stay here and all will be well.” He held out his hand. “Now, please sit and have some tea while we wait for Batkin to finish. Tell me all about Naples.”

She did not tell him allabout Naples. She described the beauty of the bay and hills, and the outings to Capri and Ischia. She spoke of the people who surrounded the king’s court and of the opera and balls. She told him a lot, but not everything.

He could tell what she avoided. For example, no man was mentioned more than once. There were no indications that she had favored someone. He only knew that she had because of the careful way she did not indicate it.

Well, she had not told him about Witherby, either. He had learned about that just by watching her moods and manner. He had seen his good friend’s addresses bear fruit. He had guessed the very week that they had become lovers.

That affair had been another disappointment for her, maybe worse than the earl. She had been old enough to really fall in love with Witherby. The betrayal, when she learned of it, had been devastating.

“So, you can see why I would have liked to stay,” she said by way of conclusion. “The weather, the scenery, and the society were all most congenial.”

He had never met another mature woman whose normal expression was so soft and open. She had always been incapable of dissembling or displaying hauteur. Her kind heart would not allow the distance and chill that such strategies demand.

Her face was soft in form, too. A little round, but with high cheekbones that kept it from being too much so. Those bones drew attention to her sparkling blue eyes. Even now they glinted with little stars glowing beneath the night of her hair.

“If you contemplated going to America, it must have wounded you to know that you were leaving Naples for good.”

“It was hard to leave, but I always knew I would.”

“You never thought to make your life there?”

She gave a little shrug. “I never considered it one way or the other. Eventually I expected to return here, probably before winter came. There are some projects that I began before I left England that are demanding attention.”

He really shouldn’t press, but he wanted to know. “There was no friend whom you mourned leaving?”

She tried to assume a worldly, bored expression, but could not successfully hide a deeper sadness. “I will never mourn a man again, Mr. Hampton.”

Batkin appeared at the door just long enough to cast him a meaningful look.

“The chamber is ready, Countess.” Julian offered his hand for her to rise. “I will show you where it is, if you will permit it.”

“I confess that I would prefer that you did. It would embarrass me to have your valet escort me, since I am sure that he disapproves.”

“He knows you are a lady in distress, as will Mrs. Tuttle. There will be no disapproval. However, we will avoid the embarrassment completely this way.”

The wide skirt of her ice-blue twill dress brushed his legs as he escorted her. With its low waist, snug bodice, and full sleeves, it flattered her form. An ecru fichu obscured the upper swells of her breasts from his eyes but not from his mind.

Her lovely blue eyes took everything in as they walked to the staircase. “It is a large house, Mr. Hampton. It surprised everyone when you moved here.”

“I found Russell Square convenient to the City, and the Inns of Court.”

They began up the stairs. The lamps showed wisps of her dark hair escaping her coiffeur to brush against her snowy cheek. Her face displayed fatigue from her worry and the voyage, but her expression was sweet all the same.

“With a house this size, I think you should marry and start a family,” she said.

“Lady Laclere agrees with you, I fear.”

She giggled. It was a wonderful sound, one he had loved hearing since he was a boy. Suddenly, despite her worries, she was the Penelope he knew.

“Has Bianca been trying to find you a wife?”

“Once your brother Dante married, I suspect I was doomed. She must have concluded that if he could be induced to wed, any man could.”

“Is she waging battle alone? No supporting troops?”

“I think the strategy was devised with the Duchess of Everdon and Mrs. St. John. Dante’s wife, I suspect, demurred only because she is with child.”

“Oh, dear. Sophia and Diane are after you, too. You may indeed be doomed. Having been part of that army, I know how effective we can be. Be glad that I am not staying in England. If I joined up you would not stand a chance.”

“My dear lady, your involvement could only benefit me. In fact, should I ever think to marry, your approval of the match will be essential.”

She paused on the stairs. “Truly? You value my opinion that highly?”

“Certainly.”

“What a very nice thing to say, Julian.”

Julian.

She had not addressed him like that in years. He doubted she realized that she had now.

He remembered the precise day when he had become Mr. Hampton. It was the afternoon when she called on him in chambers to seek advice about the earl. As he heard her sordid tale and watched her embarrassment, he had known that he would never be Julian again. The revelations of that day demanded a certain formality in their subsequent relationship.

He led her to the door of a bedroom on the third level. His own chambers were on the other side of the landing. It went without saying that she could not stay in the best of the closed rooms, the one connected to his, the one that would never be used by a mistress of this house.

He stood aside so she could enter. He stayed on the threshold as she surveyed the room.

“Yellow and green and white,” she said with admiration. “It is like being in a garden of jonquils.”

Decorating this chamber, and all of the others, had been mercifully easy. When faced with any decision he had simply chosen what he thought Penelope would like.

She strolled around, inspecting the restrained carving of the fruitwood furniture and other appointments. She noticed a garment on the bed. “Your valet must have woken the housekeeper if he found a nightdress for me. I have become a nuisance already.”

“You will be no nuisance. They will be happy to serve you. I have sent Batkin for your belongings at the hotel. He will make sure that no one knows where they are going.”

Her clear blue eyes appeared a little moist and her brow a little worried. He wanted to soothe her in ways denied him. Instead he just stood at the doorway.

“Thank you for doing this,” she said. “It is rashly generous of you.”

He was not being generous, but selfish. If she lived here even one night, her presence would remain forever.

He would always sense her in the air and feel her in the spaces.

The part about being rash was true, however. Allowing her to remain here was an unspeakably risky thing to do, for both of them.

“It would be quite scandalous if anyone learned of this,” she said, echoing his thoughts.

“Not too scandalous. No worse, for example, than that business in Naples with you and those other ladies and that fishing boat.”

A blush rose up her neck and over her face. She grimaced with chagrin. “Oh. You heard about that.”

“Although the officers on the ship that rescued you showed the discretion of gentlemen, several of the common sailors, upon their return to England, did not.”

“Does everyone know?”

“If Ido, I expect so.”

“I want you to know that was quite innocent. We were victims of villainy. Whoever expected that fishing boat to go off with all our garments on it and leave us stranded in that cove like that?”

By “like that” she meant wearing only their chemises, or so the story went. Wet chemises, since the women had commissioned that fishing boat to take them to the secluded cove so they could bathe in the sea.

—Pen walked out of the cool sea. Droplets on her body and eyelashes sparkled in the sun like tiny diamonds. The soaked garment adhered to her soft curves like a transparent veil, and—

“If you are honest, Mr. Hampton, you will admit that the outing to that cove can at worst be described as a bit reckless, a little headstrong, a tad ill-advised …” She groped for more diminutives.

“Slightly naughty?”

“Still, not scandalous, as this will be.”

“This will be scandalous only if others find out. We will be sure they do not.”

She blushed again and made a little awkward gesture with her hands, as if at a loss how to end the meeting.

He memorized the image of her standing in his home.

“Good night, madame.”

“Good night, Mr. Hampton.”

“Julian! Sir Julian, save me!”

The cry came from the tower. Julian looked up to see pale skin at the arrow slit, high on the guards’ chamber.

“I am up here, Sir Julian. Help me!”

Julian grasped his wooden sword tighter. “I am coming, my lady!”

Above on the battlements of Laclere Park’s medieval ruins, Vergil whacked his own sword against Dante’s as they fought for control of the castle.

The plan had been for Julian to join Vergil, overpower Dante, and together rescue the damsel imprisoned by her evil guardian, Sir Milton. But Vergil could defeat Dante alone, and the lady was calling to Julian for help.

Julian charged across the bailey yard, jumping stones that had fallen from the decaying fortress. He dodged past little Charlotte, who had been permitted to join them but only if she played Vergil’s squire. She stood safely in the bailey holding an invisible horse, shouting treasonous encouragement to Dante up above.

Inside the portal of the guard tower, Julian pressed against the wall and listened.

Above, Lady Penelope called again, her girlish voice gaining maturity in the stones’ acoustics. Another sound caught his attention as well. Bootsteps on the stairs. The evil guardian was coming down.

The boots stopped. Preparing himself, hoisting his plank shield, Julian started up the curving stone staircase.

Milton waited halfway down, his own sword and shield at the ready. Julian considered how to attack from his disadvantaged position.

“That is the thing about these curved stairs,” Milton said with a smug smile. “The invader cannot use his sword arm unless he exposes his body by turning.”

“I will risk the blows.”

Milton’s dark eyes turned serious. The eldest of the Viscount Laclere’s sons, he was also the most handsome, even more so than young Dante. He and Julian had a special affinity, since they were both quiet and more given to observing than participating in the raucous conversations of the others. Milton had made it clear that while Julian visited Laclere Park as Vergil’s friend, Milton considered him a kindred soul.

“You should always weigh whether any prize is worth the blows, Julian.”

“I do not seek my own prize, but my lady’s freedom,” Julian said, assuming the bluster of a medieval knight.

Despite the advantage of the stairs, Milton could not defend well. He had never been especially interested in the actual battles of their games, but rather the strategies.

Whacking his way past Milton, Julian rushed up to the guards’ chamber. Playing her role with enthusiasm, Penelope ran to his protection.

Her gratitude was interrupted. Milton appeared at the threshold. Julian thrust Penelope behind him and prepared to fight again.

She cowered closely, her body tucked against his back and her hands on his shoulders. Their contact stunned him and incited a pleasurable warmth. Time froze for a moment while he accommodated the powerful sensation.

He glanced back at Penelope. She had frozen, too. She looked in his eyes with a curious, startled expression.

He forgot about Milton and the sword and the tower itself. He turned slightly, unable to stop looking at her, incapable of breaking the silent, astonishing conversation they were having and for which neither of them knew any words.

Finally, Pen stepped away. She glanced past him. He looked in the same direction to find Milton watching them. Milton’s own expression was both unfathomable and comprehending.

“The tower is yours, Julian. The lady is rescued. Well done.” Milton looked down at his sword. With a small smile, he let it drop to the floor along with his shield. “I think that I am much too old to play such games anymore.”

The memory came to Julian as he lay in his bed, sensing the presence of Penelope as surely as if she slept beside him.

A year before that day neither of them would have noticed that touch. It would have been one of many, as the stories that Julian created played out on the estate.

That moment changed everything. At fourteen he had been aroused before, but not like that, not by a specific female whom he knew and honored.

It had been a turning point in other friendships, too. Milton had never played with them again. It had taken Julian many years to realize that his long look with Penelope was the reason.

Now Milton was dead and Penelope was married and here he was, lying in bed, wanting another man’s wife who slept in a nearby chamber.

He weighed the events of the night. Pen had been correct that the law would not protect her. Only the combination of her courage and Julian’s own guile had ever done that.

He did not know what waited around the curve in the staircase he had begun climbing. As always, his position in the whole matter would inhibit his sword arm as surely as that wall had in the old tower.

He knew only one thing for certain.

Glasbury would never hurt Penelope again while Julian Hampton lived and breathed.
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