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Thank you for being my most excellent crony

and cohort in silliness, girlfriend.
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Chapter 1




“Stop gawking about, Kit. We’re nearly there.” Stewart Brantley turned to give his daughter a half-annoyed glance and resettled his drenched beaver hat lower over his eyes as they hurried along the wet street in the darkness.

Curious as she was to view the sights, Christine Brantley had no objection to staying close behind her father as he hesitated and then turned north along a wide avenue lit by gas lamps and occasional flashes of lightning. It had been a long time since she had last set foot in London, and what landmarks she remembered were obscured by the night and by the rain that had been falling since they had left the ship at Dover. “I’m not gawking,” she returned, the chatter of her teeth touching her voice. “I’m freezing.”

“I didn’t want to take the hack into Mayfair,” Stewart returned. “Asking to be driven to Park Lane at this hour would—”

“Would bring us attention we don’t want,” she finished. Rain stung her cheeks, and she reached up to wipe a gloved hand across her face. “Do you truly think your Earl of Everton will see us?”

Her father glanced back again. “He owes me a large debt. He’ll see us.”

“I hope so,” Kit replied, as thunder rumbled over the rooftops of England’s wealthiest nobility. “I’d hate to think you dragged us out of Paris for nothing.”


“I wouldn’t have either of us here if I didn’t have a damned good reason.”

She sniffed, then grimaced, hoping she wasn’t catching a cold. “I know.” As much as her father detested England and the English, his being back in London pointed to just how highly he rated the importance of this journey. It was for their lives, he had said, and she hadn’t doubted him.

“And you also know what you’re to do here,” he added.

“I do.” She paused, then had to hurry to catch up when he continued on without her. “But I don’t like being a spy.”

“You’re not being a spy, Kit,” he said shortly, what was left of his limited patience apparently leeched out of his bones by the downpour. “Fouché will have my head—our heads—if the damned English stop another of his shipments. All you have to do is tell me which bastard is working against us, so I can bribe him off or outmaneuver him. That’s not spying. It’s…” He hesitated, then gave a short grin that didn’t reach his green eyes. “It’s good business. And no harm will come of it, except that more blunt will end up in our pockets.” He looked ahead at a huge white mansion which dominated one side of the lane. “I trust that is acceptable to you?”

“Yes.” She swallowed the dismay that ran through her as they stepped past the mansion’s open gates and entered the short drive. The Earl of Everton’s town house was massive even by London standards, the largest and most grand she’d seen since they had left the hack at Piccadilly and entered gilded Mayfair. “Of course it is.”

Despite her heavy, caped greatcoat, the boy’s clothing Christine wore was soaked through, and she shivered with cold and tension as she stood between the elegant, carved marble columns rising from the front portico of Cale House. If the place had been less magnificent, she would have felt easier about what lay ahead, and about the part she was to play. All she could do in the face of such grandeur was hope that everything would go as easily as her father declared it would.

He tapped the heavy brass knocker against the door. The sound echoed into the bowels of the mansion for a long moment, then died out into the rain and wind with no response.

Stewart frowned, then rapped again, louder. “I don’t understand,” he muttered. “Philip has always opened Cale House during the Season. He’d never be at Everton with Parliament in session.”

Kit shrugged to disguise her relief. This was no petty pickpocketing or an evening’s cheating at hazard that her father expected of her. “It is rather late, Pa—”

The door opened on silent, well-oiled hinges. The man standing in the entryway had donned the coat of a butler, though his baleful glare was made somewhat less impressive by the nightshirt and wool slippers he wore beneath the splendid garment. “Yes?” he demanded.

“I am here to see Lord Everton,” her father returned, as if it were the most ordinary occurrence in the world for callers to come banging at the door in the middle of the night.

The butler did not appear to be impressed. “Lord Everton is to bed.”

“Then wake him and inform him that Stewart Brantley is here and urgently wishes to speak with him.”

“I don’t believe that is sufficient rea—”

“Tell him it regards the payment of an old debt.” Her father folded his gloved hands behind his back, the only outward sign that he was less than utterly calm.

The butler’s eyes narrowed. “Oh.” He sniffed distastefully, then motioned them into the hallway. “Wait here.” Without so much as offering to take their wet things, he turned and disappeared up the stairs that curved along the wall to the right of the entryway.

A moment later the sound of muffled, angry shouting echoed upstairs, closely followed by a door slamming. The butler reappeared, and with an even deeper scowl indicated that they should follow him up to the drawing room. With most of the lights put out for the night, there was little to see but darkened space on the ground floor, despite Kit’s covert efforts to look about. The place, though, had the smell of wealth, with real beeswax candles in the few lamps still lit along the hallway, and not the stench of a cheap tallow candle anywhere.

The grandfather clock on the landing boasted both a second hand and a half-circular cutout showing the current phase of the moon, and it chimed a beautifully toned quarter hour as they passed by. At the top of the stairs the scent of an expensive woman’s perfume, sweet and faintly French, touched the still air.

The drawing room in which the butler deposited them bespoke tasteful wealth, as well. Gold leafing decorated the engraved cornice running along the top of the walls, and an elegant Persian rug covered the center of the floor, while small lead crystal paperweights decorated the mantel, and a Chinese vase painted with delicate blue flowers sat precisely in the center of the occasional table. Despite the impressive trinkets, Christine was happier to see the glowing embers from a nearly dead fire in the hearth, and she pulled off her gloves as she stepped forward to hold her hands out gratefully to the fading warmth.

Stewart had stopped in the middle of the room to examine the portrait above the mantel, and after a moment she looked up at it, as well. A gentleman gazed down at her, dark hair faintly edging into gray at his temples. A faint smile touched his lean face, and he was quite handsome. His eyes, though, were his most striking feature. They were penetrating, almost mesmerizing, and the shade of blue was far too deep to be authentic. The artist must have taken some liberties with his palette. “Lord Everton, I presume?” she queried, studying the face of Philip Cale, the man they’d come all this way to see.

“Yes.”

The word was spoken by an unfamiliar male voice, and with a faint start Christine turned around.

The room’s third occupant stood just inside the doorway, one hand still on the polished brass handle, though she hadn’t heard the door open. Slowly she drew in a breath. He was a good decade younger than the figure in the portrait, lean and tall, clad in rolled-up shirtsleeves and black breeches, the open neck of his shirt and slightly tousled dark hair the only signs that he had dressed quickly. His eyes, likewise, were wide-awake and intently curious, the shade a piercing dark blue at least as penetrating as the gaze of the man in the painting. He was not at all poutingly pretty in the current French fad, but rather was astoundingly handsome, and utterly and unmistakably masculine. Unable to help herself, Kit took him in, from head to toe and back again.

“I believe there has been a misunderstanding,” her father offered with a slight frown. “I need to speak with the Earl of Everton.”

“I’m Everton.” The eyes coolly assessed her father’s wet attire. “And you are Stewart Brantley.”

Her father’s scowl deepened, then cleared. “Alexander Cale,” he murmured, a hint of something Kit couldn’t quite read in his voice. “I should have realized.” He glanced up at the painting. “What happened to your father?”

“My father died nearly four years ago.” The other examined his nails, then looked up again. “I can direct you to Westminster Abbey, if you’d care to consult with his remains.”

“You’re the Earl of Everton?” Kit broke in, willing it to be some sort of misunderstanding. An unexpected shiver ran through her as his eyes and the aggressive intelligence behind them flicked in her direction. She felt electrified, like the storm outside. This was no old man to be easily fooled. This would be trouble.

The eyes took in her wet form with a thoroughness and an intensity she was unused to, and it was with difficulty that she kept her own gaze steadily on his face—on the high cheekbones and faintly arched eyebrows, and the sensuous, cynical mouth. “I am,” he said after a moment. “Also Alexander, Baron Cale, and Viscount Charing.”

Her father cleared his throat, and Everton’s eyes left hers as the earl stepped farther into the room and shut the door. She took a breath, resisting the ridiculous urge to sag.

“You’ve grown up well,” her father commented, in as close to a compliment as she’d ever heard him hand an Englishman. “I haven’t set eyes on you since you were—”

“Nine, I believe,” Everton supplied. For the first time, a hint of humor touched his sardonic lips. “As I recall, you informed me that I should have a sterling career as a soldier-for-hire or a pirate once my father cut me off.”

“You were a rather wild youngster.”

“I’ve not changed much.” He looked at Christine again. “And who might you be, boy?”

“Kit,” she answered, feeling cold and awkward in her wet attire, and wishing she could turn and run from the room before it was too late.

Lord Everton continued to gaze at her. Again she was certain he would discover her secret, though there was no real reason to believe so. The disguise she wore had become effortless years ago, and she could fool anyone with it until she chose to let them know otherwise. And she had no intention of enlightening any arrogant English lord.

Her father gestured at her. “Everton, my son.”

“Mr. Brantley,” the Earl of Everton acknowledged after a moment, inclining his head. His eyes remained alert, but she suspected that it was due more to their presence than a question over her gender.

“Everton,” she acknowledged, meeting his gaze. He was likely a cutthroat cardplayer, she thought abruptly, for she hadn’t a clue about what might lie behind those sharp azure eyes.

The earl looked at her for another moment, then stepped forward to throw more wood onto the fire. “I would assume you both to be rather chilled this evening,” he commented, straightening and gesturing for her to remove her greatcoat.

She looked up at him, standing only a few feet away. She was tall for her sex, and was very aware that he must be several inches above six feet to tower over her so…effectively. Uneasy at the idea of baring more of herself to his gaze, she reluctantly shrugged out of the wet garment. He took a step back to run his eyes down her wardrobe, and she couldn’t help the flush that warmed her cheeks, or the shiver that ran down her spine. “You dislike my attire, Everton?” she offered with a scowl.

“French rags,” he stated, turning to take her father’s hat and coat and drape them over the back of one of the overstuffed chairs. He sank onto the couch, then gestured for her and her father to be seated. “Forgive my directness, Brantley, but I confess to a certain curiosity as to how you require me to pay my father’s debt to you.” Everton tilted his head. “Enough blunt to regain your footing in England, perhaps?”

“My lord,” her father said stiffly, the annoyed look coming to his face again, “I do not require money. And I believe your father would agree that blunt would hardly be an appropriate repayment for this particular debt.”

“You presume to know my father’s mind. Quite impressive, for I did only rarely.” Everton straightened from his relaxed slouch. “But do enlighten me.”

“I saved you from drowning, my lord.”

“Yes, twenty years ago. So I’ve been informed, though I confess to having little memory of the event.”

“Surely your father told you I might be by one day and ask a favor,” Stewart said, his voice and expression affronted. “I believe he took his word of honor quite seriously.”

“Actually,” Lord Everton said, sitting back again and stretching one arm carelessly along the back of the couch, “I rather believe he thought you were dead. It has been twenty years, after all.” He gave a brief, unamused smile. “As, however, you appear to be still among the living, I will ask you once more what your request might be.”

Stewart cleared his throat. “Very well,” he returned. “My son is now of an age where he is expected to do his civic duty, along with other young men of his age and circumstance. With the current state of unrest in France—”

“Yes, that’s right, Bonaparte has escaped Elba, hasn’t he?” the earl noted, as though the return of the monster to Europe lacked significance. To his sort, it probably did.

“Yes. And I have begun to fear that Kit will be drafted into his army. France may be our home, but I will not have him die for that madman.”

“I see,” Everton said more quietly, looking in her direction again.

“I had therefore hoped to impose on your father, and now you, to look after him for a short time, until the situation returns to a more even keel. Through the end of the month, anyway. By then I can make other arrangements.”

“That’s less than I thought you would ask, Brantley, I have to admit.”

The earl turned his gaze on his hands, his lips thoughtfully pursed. Fleetingly Kit wondered if he realized how very attractive that expression made him look. His eyes flicked over at her again, as though he was trying to read something in her face, and she quickly looked away.

“I am curious,” Everton commented, turning back to her father. “You are not without relations here, if memory serves. Your brother is the Duke of Furth, is he not? Why not let him wet-nurse the boy?”

Her father paled, for the first time looking truly angry. “Never,” he hissed.

“I don’t need a wet nurse,” Kit cut in. “I can take care of myself. And if Everton won’t aid us, then we don’t need him, Father.” They could find someone else for her to stay with in London—someone who didn’t have eyes as piercing as Alexander Cale’s.

“I’m afraid we do need him, Kit.” Stewart looked at Everton. “Do you wish me to beg you to honor your debt, my lord?”

The earl looked from one to the other of them again, then shook his head and let out a sigh. “I suppose not. But I don’t have time to coddle the boy. I have some rather pressing duties and obligations of my own.”

“I don’t ask you to go out of your way for him.” Stewart looked at Kit for a moment. “Anything other than keeping him here safely is, of course, unnecessary. And as I said, it will only be till the end of the month. God willing, this madness will be over by then, anyway.”

The eyes turned to Kit again, though she couldn’t read the expression there. “God willing,” Alexander Cale repeated, then stood. “Very well. I’ll show you both to rooms.”

Stewart Brantley gave a relieved sigh. “Thank you, Everton.”

The earl shook his head. “As you said, a debt is a debt. But this will make us even. My father’s obligation to you is hereby settled.”

It seemed as much a threat as an insult, and Stewart’s jaw clenched before he nodded. “That is all I ask.”

The bedchamber the earl showed Kit to was splendid. Gold and peach wall hangings framed each of the two windows, and nearly a dozen pillows were piled at the head of the soft, quilt-covered bed. It made her cot in their appartements in Saint-Marcel in Paris look quite shabby. After Everton left, she ran her finger along the quilt, touching the soft, cool texture with some relish. With a regretful look at the warm blankets, she sat at the dressing table to wait. Everton had given in, when she had nearly been convinced he would not. His surprise capitulation left her even less at ease than had his bald suspicion.

Half an hour later the chamber door opened, and she turned. “What now, Father?” she asked softly, as he slipped inside.

He chuckled. “That was easier than I expected.”

Kit didn’t agree. “He nearly turned us out.”

“Nonsense.”

She took a breath, reluctant to argue with him. “Do you think I can convince him to introduce me about town?”


Stewart gave a brief smile. “My dear, your powers of persuasion are unmatched. And young Alexander’s contemporaries would be more likely to be involved in government trickeries than his father’s, anyway. This could not have worked out better if I’d planned it.”

“You did plan it, didn’t you, Father?” she returned, still unsettled and unable to resist needling him out of his self-confidence. “Except for Philip Cale’s being dead for four years.”

He glared at her. “Don’t be insolent, girl. You let me know which of these damned blue bloods is interfering with us, and we’ll teach him a little lesson.”

“Do you think it could be him?” Kit whispered, gesturing at the mansion surrounding them.

Her father squinted one eye, then shrugged. “From what I hear, he’s always been wild and a bit ramshackle. Hardly the sort old King George, unless he was having one of his mad fits, would have chosen to help uphold the proper British way of life.” He grinned. “Be glad he thinks you a boy. From what I hear, it takes women, drink, or gambling to catch Alex Cale’s interest. But be careful around him, just the same, until you’re certain.”

She would be careful around him, anyway. “I will.”

He nodded. “I’d best be off, then, in case he changes his mind after a night’s sleep. You remember where to meet me if you have news?” When she nodded, Stewart leaned closer. “You can do this. I need you to do this. For both our sakes.”

She took a breath, unable to resist balking one last time. “You’re certain Fouché can’t be put off?”

“I’ve told you, the greater the risk, the greater the profit. We’ll get his shipment through, and we’ll all be happy and wealthy.”

“It would be easier if I knew what we were shipping for him.”

“Best that you don’t,” he answered, as he had every time she’d asked.

“This is not for vegetables and blankets,” she stated, to see how he would react.


He didn’t. “I’ll see you in a few days. Trust your father, child.”

“I always have.”

He started for the door, then glanced over his shoulder at her and gave her a quick grin. “Good girl.”

Christine watched him leave, then sat on the edge of the fine bed and slowly shed her damp clothes. For only a fortnight, she could do this. She could meet the Earl of Everton’s precious blue-blooded cronies, and find out which of them had begun interfering with their affairs of commerce, just when the Comte de Fouché had offered her father a partnership too lucrative to resist. Everton might have beautiful eyes and a devilishly handsome face, but she could fool him for a fortnight, just as she fooled everyone else. And these English would never know how Stewart Brantley had managed to slip through their fingers again. Not until it was too late, and she and her father were long gone.







    

Chapter 2




Alexander Cale was not in a good mood as he sat down to breakfast at half past eight. Debt of honor or not, Stewart Brantley might have waited for a decent hour before he came calling with his absurd demands. For the inconvenience alone, he should have declined to settle anything, handed them over some blunt, and sent them on their way. And he would have, except for the boy.

There was something about that one, something he’d sensed but hadn’t quite been able to discern. It had been there, in Kit Brantley’s eyes. They were dark green, he recalled quite clearly, and full of spirit. There had also been uneasiness, and unless he was mistaken, desire. Alex frowned and motioned for Wenton, the butler, to refill his teacup. The boy might be odd, but that didn’t explain his own reaction in the slightest. Obviously he’d merely been tired. The interruption had been considerably ill timed, after all.

Something broke in the direction of the kitchens, and he indicated that Wenton should investigate the damage. Before the butler could comply, the breakfast room door burst open. “My lord,” one of the kitchen maids panted, “there’s a terrible commotion in the stables.”

Wenton started out, but Alex pushed to his feet. “I’ll see to it,” he drawled, and followed the maid back through the kitchen, the quickest route to the stable yard. As he stepped out into the cold, damp morning, he realized that the girl hadn’t been exaggerating. From across the small yard, cheering and cursing and the sound of horses snorting and blowing were loud and unmistakable. He shoved open the double doors of the stable and stepped inside.

And paused. His houseguest, Mr. Kit Brantley, stood backed against the opposite wall with a lethal-looking pitchfork clutched in his hands, while Ben Conklin, the head groom, hung back a few feet and rubbed at a splendid welt forming across his jaw. The rest of the stable-boys and coachmen crowded in a loose half circle behind them, and they were the ones making most of the noise. “What’s this?” Alex queried, and the shouting and heckling stopped.

“This bantam nearly spitted me with the pitchfork, m’lord,” Conklin offered, watching the youth warily.

“You shouldn’t have jumped out at me and started yelling like that,” the boy growled, breathing hard.

“What, pray tell, are you doing in my stable?” Alex asked, far more amused than annoyed. Conklin rarely received the worst in a scrap, and this slightly built sprig hardly seemed the one to hand him his teeth.

“I’ll send for the constabulary,” Wenton offered, though Alex hadn’t been aware that the butler had followed him. Wenton rarely left his stated territory, that being the mansion. The yard, by some sort of mutual agreement, was Conklin’s.

“That won’t be necessary,” Alex replied, watching the boy’s face as sudden uneasiness dampened the anger in his expression. Interesting, that. “Why don’t you put your weapon down and come in for some breakfast, Mr. Brantley?” he suggested.

“I was only looking,” Kit returned hostilely. He glanced down at the pitchfork, then with obvious reluctance set it aside.

Instantly Conklin jumped him.

“Damnation,” Alex growled, and pushed through the jostling circle. “That’s enough!” he bellowed, shoving Conklin aside, then grabbing Kit about the arms and waist and hauling him backward. The boy was surprisingly light for his height. Light, and with a very slender waist and rounded hips, which immediately began squirming in a rather familiar-feeling manner as he pulled the lad closer against him. The feel of the slim, supple body startled him.

At the same time, Kit began to struggle more violently. Almost frantically. “Let me go, you stupid lout!” he shouted.

Alex blinked and then complied, dumping him to the ground.

The damp, straw-covered figure immediately scrambled to his feet, rounding on him with fists clenched in a quite accurate classical boxing stance. “Try that again, imbécile!” he growled, face flushed.

Alex looked at him for a long moment, several extremely odd thoughts crossing his mind and racing toward even odder conclusions. “Hmm,” he finally said, and turned on his heel. “Come inside.”

“Don’t order me—”

“Now!” Without glancing behind him, he crossed the yard again, went back through the kitchens, and into the breakfast room. “Wenton, have another plate brought in,” he ordered, as with a baleful look Kit entered the room behind him. Before the butler could answer, Alex shut the door in his face.

“Now. Good morning, Mr. Brantley,” he said, turning to face his guest again. “Care to have a seat?”

“No,” Kit grumbled, backing toward the hallway door. “I should go get cleaned up.”

Green eyes slid between the earl and the door, while Alex watched with intent curiosity. What he was beginning to suspect simply wasn’t possible, but it was a better explanation than that he was suddenly finding young boys exceptionally attractive. “What were you doing in my stable?” he queried.

“Looking, just like I said,” the boy answered defensively. “Your pair of bays is sterling. But I wasn’t going to steal anything.”

“Thank you, and I didn’t say you were.”

“Well, good. Because I wasn’t.”


“Is your father also not stealing from my stable? Or is he still to bed?”

“My father had to return to Paris. He has business concerns th—”

“He left you here?” Alex interrupted, frowning. If what he suspected was true, Brantley’s leaving was a tremendous surprise.

“Well, yes. You did agr—”

“That was rather impolite of him, don’t you think? He might have said thank you and good-bye, at least.”

“That’s not his way,” the boy answered, shrugging. For just a moment, though, a fleeting look of what might have been loneliness crossed his features. And then Kit Brantley unthinkingly, unconsciously, raised one hand to pull a straying strand of blond hair back from his face.

That gentle, hesitant motion made everything very clear. “Sweet Lucifer,” the Earl of Everton muttered, and the green eyes looked over at him. “You’re a bloody female!”

If he’d doubted it at all, Kit’s reaction would have settled the issue. She went white, then gave a forced laugh and raised an eyebrow. “I believe you’ve been drinking, Everton,” she commented, her voice quavering just a little.

He strode forward, stopping directly in front of her. Without giving her time to protest, he reached out and removed the hat from her head. The band that had been holding the hair in its tail dropped to the floor, and stable straw and a short mop of curling blond hair tumbled around her face and down to her shoulders. It all made sense now. That rich, low lilt had been no schoolboy’s voice; that light, supple body, no man’s. And the long eyelashes, the expressive green eyes that were now looking at him in alarm, could never possibly belong to a male.

“I—”

“Don’t deny it, unless you wish me to take further measures to discover the truth,” Alex warned, conscious of the abrupt desire to peel this damp and dirty thing out of her wet clothes, and see exactly what lay beneath.


She lifted her chin. “Very well, Everton. I am a female.”

“By God,” he exclaimed, her confession not lessening in the slightest his desire to undress her. “What a neat trick. You do this often then, chit—whatever your name is?”

“It’s Christine,” she said. “And Stewart Brantley is my father. The only lie last night was my gender. And that was for good reason, I assure you.”

By all rights he should have been furious at being taken for a fool. Instead, though, he found that while he was mightily annoyed, he was equally curious and intrigued. Alexander leaned back against the edge of the table and looked at her all over again. She was apparently flat-chested, but with the ratty coat, waistcoat, and breeches, it was difficult to tell much else, except that she was slender and had long legs. Exceptionally long legs.

Kit stood still, her face flushed, during his scrutiny.

“Forgive my obtuseness,” he said after a moment, “but if your father wished to avoid having you drafted into Bonaparte’s mad army, couldn’t you have simply donned skirts?”

“I do not find it necessary to explain my life or my circumstances to you,” she retorted.

“Your father gave you to me for a fortnight,” he responded. “You must understand my considerable…curiosity at finding myself hosting a female when I had expected something else entirely.” He ran his gaze down the length of her again, and smiled slowly. “This should be much more interesting.”

Kit glared up at him, her jaw clenched and her eyes flashing emerald. “Go find a sheep,” she snapped, grabbing her beaver hat out of his hands and jamming it on her head again. “You were to satisfy a debt of honor. Not your carnal urges. Good day, Everton.”

“I don’t…” Alex stopped in mid-retort as she strode out of the breakfast room and slammed the door shut behind her. A scattering of stable mud and drying hay drifted to the floor in her wake. Alex looked back at the door, a reluctant, admiring smile tugging at his lips, then stepped forward and pulled it open.

“You are the most absurd thing I’ve ever set eyes on,” he said to the girl’s back, already halfway out the front door. No doubt she intended on walking all the way back to Dover and then swimming on to Calais.

“I’m so pleased I’ve been able to amuse you,” she retorted, stopping just long enough to turn and glare at him one final time. “It is why I came all this way.”

“Good morning, Alexander,” a soft voice cooed from the landing. With a rustle of skirts, the house’s other guest stepped down to join them.

Kit paused in the doorway, looking toward the stairs, one slim hand still on the door handle. A look of swift surprise crossed her features, then vanished.

“Barbara,” Everton answered, strolling to the bottom of the stairs and granting his mistress an absurdly chaste kiss on the cheek.

Her dark eyes glanced sideways at him, then turned back to regard the waif studying them from the entryway. “Taking in orphans now, are you?” she asked, reaching up to finger one of the dark curls piled in artistic profusion on her head. “Who are you, boy?”

Alex looked from one to the other, and in an instant made his decision. He wasn’t ready to let this odd creature out of his sight just yet. Not until he’d learned a bit more about her. There was more to this visit of hers than just safety, or he was a complete idiot. This one wouldn’t have come begging for protection. “Barbara, may I present Kit—”

“Riley,” the waif supplied smoothly before he could finish, returning to the hallway to take Barbara’s hand and bring it with practiced ease to her lips. “My cousin has difficulty acknowledging my Irish ancestry.”

“Cousin?” Barbara said faintly, raising a carefully shaped eyebrow and gazing with some skepticism between the blond youth and the dark-haired earl.

Amazed at both the change in the chit and at her audacity, Alex took another step forward. “Kit, Lady Sinclair.”


“Lady Sinclair.” Kit nodded, smiling as she released the other woman’s hand. “Charmed to the bone.”

“Mr. Riley,” Barbara noted with a faint smile of her own. “I don’t recall Alex ever mentioning you.”

“Well, I’m from the poor side of the family,” the waif supplied, glancing at Alex with hilarity hooded in her eyes.

Barbara turned to Alex. “I didn’t realize your family had a poor side.”

“Just the one we don’t talk about,” he said absently, tilting his head to regard his newfound relation.

“And Kit is short for…”

“Christian,” Alex supplied. The thoughts running through his head were hardly of a familial bent, but Kit had hit on a commendable explanation for her presence.

“How delightful.” Lady Sinclair laughed, a light, airy chuckle. “My devil has a Christian for a cousin.”

Alex frowned and belatedly returned his attention to his mistress. “Kit, for short.”

Barbara stepped forward and slipped her arm around Kit’s. “But why are you so…dirty?”

“I arrived quite late last night, and didn’t want to disturb anyone,” Kit answered smoothly, allowing herself to be led back toward the interior of the house.

Barbara looked over her shoulder at Alex. “Then who dragged you out of bed last night at such an…inconvenient moment?”

“Oh, that was me,” Kit cut in again, apparently undisturbed by Barbara’s implication. “I’m afraid my ‘quiet’ was enough to pull my cousin out of bed, and then he told me I could damned well sleep out in the stables if I couldn’t arrive at a decent hour.” She shrugged. “So I did.”

She lied like a damned actor, Alex thought. He couldn’t help but admire the skill with which she wove her tale; even Edmund Kean would have been impressed. He would make a point of remembering that he couldn’t trust a word she said.

“Alex, how awful, even for you,” Barbara chastised. The grandfather clock on the landing began striking nine, and she stopped. “Oh, lud, you’ve nearly made me forget my dressmaker’s appointment. I must go.” She smiled. “I am having a dinner party this evening, and I would love for you to come, Mr. Riley.”

She released Kit and took Alex’s arm to pull him into the entryway. “Do bring him,” she cajoled. “Caroline and Lady Driscoll will think he’s divine.”

“We’ll see,” he answered gruffly, displeased with the suggestion.

Barbara pulled his face down for an openmouthed kiss, reminding him that despite her occasional snobberies, she did have her uses. With her maid following behind, burdened with her mistress’s overnight necessities, Lady Sinclair allowed Wenton to help her on with her shawl and then stepped out into the drive to her waiting carriage.

When Alex made his way back to the breakfast room, the chit had already devoured half the contents of her plate and was stealing slices of ham from his. As he entered, she released the meat and sat up straight.

“Don’t let me stop you,” he said, motioning at her to help herself. “I don’t want it now that you’ve had your grubby fingers all over it.”

“My fingers aren’t grubby,” she declared, reaching out again for his plate, apparently interpreting his gesture as an invitation to eat everything that remained. “Is Lady Sinclair your mistress?”

Alex seated himself. “How old are you, anyway?” he queried, studying her as she wolfed down a biscuit lathered in honey.

“Nineteen,” she replied, her mouth full. “Twenty, next month.”

Apparently, in her eagerness to consume the complete contents of his kitchens, she had forgotten that she’d been halfway out his door five minutes earlier. He wasn’t inclined to remind her. “You look twelve.”

She nodded. “It’s the disguise. Because I don’t have whiskers, I look younger.” She paused for a moment. “Old enough for Napoleon’s army, though,” she added. “How old are you?”


“Twenty-nine. Thirty in September.”

“You look twenty-nine.” She drained the tea in her cup and poured herself another, not glancing about first, he noted, for a servant to perform the duty for her.

“It seems as though I should be grateful you didn’t devour one of my cattle this morning when you weren’t stealing from my stable.”

“I am a bit hungry,” she conceded unnecessarily. “So, is she your mistress?”

“Yes.” He placed one elbow on the table and leaned his chin on his palm to watch with some awe as she started on the platter of toast.

“At first I thought she might be your wife.”

“Not likely. Take off your hat, chit. Unless you’re some sort of jungle savage, in addition to being a female.”

Kit glanced at him, hesitated, then reached up to remove it. Her blond mop was too long for the current British male fashion, and daringly short for a female, but with it tied back, she no doubt cut a dashing figure. Kit looked at the hat, shrugged, and dropped the dirty thing on the floor beside her. “Better?”

“Slightly more civilized,” he returned after a moment. “If you’re so intent on being a boy, why don’t you cut that mess in a more appropriate fashion?” He waved his fingers at her honey-colored mane.

For the first time she looked offended. “It’s not a mess,” she protested, reaching up to touch her hair. “And it’s all the rage in Paris.” She grabbed for a peach and bit into it, not bothering to peel it, or even to slice it in two. “Why didn’t you give me up?”

“Because you amuse me,” he answered, watching the peach juice run down her dirty chin. She was handsome enough as a boy, and he imagined that, properly cleaned up, she could be outrageously beautiful. “Though now that you’ve got me related to the damned Irish, I’m not so certain it’s all that funny.”

“Riley is my mother’s maiden name,” she returned defiantly. “So I’m half damned Irish, and half insolent English.”


“Damned all around then, aren’t you?” Alex asked, amused again and rather charmed.

“And bloody proud of it.” She looked sideways at him. “Aren’t you shocked by my language?”

He laughed and she sat back, a fleeting grin lighting her face. At that sight, it took him a moment to remember what they’d been discussing. “No. As I said, you amuse me. You were less absurd earlier. Quite sober, actually.”

“I was angry because you weren’t going to let me stay.”

“I never said that,” he pointed out.

She looked straight at him, her serious gaze holding his. “I’m not a whore or a light-skirt,” she stated. “My father asked you to look after me in a proper and honorable manner, in keeping with the debt your family owes mine. If you won’t honor that, then I will leave.”

“Direct and to the point,” Alex replied slowly, impressed. “Well said.” Raised in France or not, her English was excellent, and she sounded quite well educated. She was certainly intelligent, and quick as a fox, and he wondered again why in the world her father had seen the need to send her here, of all places. Not that he minded. Not in the slightest.

“So do I stay, or go?”

“You would leave, wouldn’t you?” he asked quietly, studying her face.

She nodded.

He didn’t hesitate either. “Then stay. I believe I can resist you for a fortnight,” he said dryly, though he was less than certain it would be as easy as he made out. Perhaps she could be persuaded that there could be things much more interesting between them than a debt of honor. A fortnight was a great deal of time, after all, and if she gave in, it would hardly be his fault.

Kit paused with Alex’s last slice of ham halfway to her lips. “Thank you. That does save me the trouble of extorting your good word out of you.”

“Extortion?” he repeated, keenly interested. “And how would you have gone about that?”


She paused to consume the ham. “I could tell Lady Sinclair’s husband that she was here with you.”

Alex relaxed again, snorting at the minuscule threat. “She’s married to a very understanding tombstone, my dear.”

“I could tell her I’m a female. It would ruin things for you with her.”

He shook his head. “Just as well for you that I gave in. Barbara knows I’m less than faithful. Apparently you’ll have to wait to know me a little better before you can extort anything out of me, chit.”

She gave him a quick glance, and he raised an eyebrow. For a heartbeat, there had been something almost calculating in her expression. The chit was definitely up to something, though whether it was being compromised, followed by a quick marriage, or something else entirely, he had no idea. Well, if it was a wedding she was after, she was in for a disappointment. And whatever her game was, it took two to begin it. Still, with an opponent like the one seated at his breakfast table, he looked forward to playing. And compromising her was fairly close to what he had in mind, anyway.

“If you’re unfaithful, why does she see you?” Kit asked, either admirably naive or pretending to be.

Alex smiled cynically. “Because I’m rich as Croesus.” He poured himself a mug of ale and took a swallow, deciding he might as well begin the first round. “But you know that, don’t you?”

She tilted her head at him. “I’d never even heard of the Earl of Everton until four days ago, and I thought he was the man in the painting.”

Chin still in hand, Alex tapped his fingers on his cheekbone while he studied her face. For the moment, she seemed to be telling the truth. “So your father truly abandoned you here.”

She jabbed her fork in his direction. “He did not abandon me. He left me in your care, for a fortnight. He’ll be back. He promised.”

“Has he ever done this before?”

“Sometimes. Usually he just leaves me in our rooms in Saint-Marcel when he has business out of the city.” She favored Alex with a wolfish grin. “Not that I ever stay put. It’s far too dull.”

For the first time he was shocked. “You live in Saint-Marcel?” he repeated.

“Right now we do,” she answered, then looked over at the liquor decanters on the sideboard. “Do you have any brandy?”

“Not at nine in the morning, I don’t.” He leaned forward. “Your father is brother to the Duke of Furth. What in God’s name is he doing living in the worst part of Paris?”

“It’s not so bad,” she protested. “Besides, I can take care of myself. I can fool anyone into thinking I’m a boy.”

“You didn’t fool me,” Alex reminded her, grinning at her boast.

She scowled. “You weren’t supposed to have found out. Papa said it would make less trouble if I were a boy.”

Alex regarded her for a moment. In one sense, her father was correct. “It nearly didn’t matter what you were. I almost threw you two out from pure annoyance, last night.”

“Why didn’t you, then?” she asked.

“Because you intrigued me.”

“You thought I was a boy.”

He nodded. “I did.”

She gave a nasty grin. “Do you like boys, Everton?”

Evidently Kit Brantley was not plagued with a delicate nature. Alex scowled. “No. And that was rather the difficulty. I found myself quite relieved to discover your true gender.”

Kit chuckled, then reached out to run one finger around the rim of her teacup in an odd, dainty gesture that looked studied, as though she had seen some female do it at one time and was imitating it. “What about now?” she asked, looking at him from beneath long lashes. “Are you still relieved?”

Alex pursed his lips. Intrigued and extremely curious would have been much more accurate. “I believe so,” he answered. “It’s been a dull Season.”

She smiled. “I will make it more interesting.”

He raised his mug of ale, and she lifted her teacup in turn. “I trust you will, cousin.”



The Earl of Everton set a splendid breakfast table, and even an hour after eating, Kit felt positively bloated as she wallowed in the fine brass bathtub that had been carried into her bedchamber for her. After the journey from Paris and the rain, and then wrestling with Everton’s groom in the stable, she felt worse than filthy. And a hot bath, in the middle of the morning yet, with Alexander Cale and his lovely blue eyes just downstairs…

“Don’t fall asleep in there, miss, or you’ll drown,” the housekeeper said sternly from behind her.

“Thank you, Mrs. Hodges,” she answered, twisting to look at the plump, gray-haired woman and blinking the unexpected thought of Everton out of her mind. Dash it, she didn’t have time for such nonsense. “I do think you should call me Kit, though.”

Mrs. Hodges wrinkled her nose. “I could never.”

“Well, calling me ‘miss’ could cause all kinds of confusion,” she argued. Drat the woman for being so thick-headed. She hadn’t wished anyone’s assistance at all, but Everton had insisted on it. And considering that he already knew more about her than she had intended to reveal, she had thought it best not to argue.

“It’s just so peculiar, if you don’t mind my saying.”

Kit sighed. “Yes. I know.”

She hesitated before she stood to receive the towel the housekeeper held open for her. It was perfectly proper, of course, but she was unused to anyone seeing her naked. She had never had a personal maid, and she barely remembered her mother, for Anne Riley Brantley had died just after Kit’s sixth birthday. Only a breath of time after that, her father had sold their small estate in Hampstead, and they had moved to Madrid, and then to Venice, and finally to Paris. And sometime during those travels she had become Kit Riley, either her father’s son or his nephew, depending on the circumstances in which they found themselves.

Hurriedly she wrapped the soft cloth around herself, while the housekeeper stepped over to the cleaned pile of clothes a maid had brought up. “It’s all right, Mrs. Hodges, I’m used to dressing myself.”

The older woman picked up her cravat and examined it. “Just as well,” she said, scowling. “I don’t think I could, in good conscience, assist you with these things.”

Kit laughed at her prudishness and motioned her out of the room. The servants had cleaned off her dirty, rain-stained clothes as best they could, but it was fairly obvious that her French rags, as Lord Everton had called them, were becoming exactly that. They felt old and stiff, and the strip of cloth she wrapped tightly across her breasts scratched her.

She sighed and tried to straighten out the drooping brim of her beaver hat. “Damnation,” she muttered. Mrs. Hodges, or else Everton, had thought to provide her with a hairbrush and a strip of cloth with which to tie back her hair in its short tail, and she quickly finished what was left of her toilette.

Kit hesitated before she opened the chamber door to return downstairs. The scrutiny Everton had given her last night had been the most intense she’d ever weathered. That, though, had been nothing compared to this morning. Those eyes knew she was a female now, and they looked at her differently. He was a rakehell, her father had said, and with him knowing what he did about her, the next fortnight was going to be even more difficult than she had envisioned.

The housekeeper and Wenton, the butler, were waiting for her at the foot of the stairs as she descended. “Where’s the earl?” she queried, craning her head to gaze into the room on the left.

“He’s gone out, Mr. Riley,” Wenton said. If the butler thought it odd that Everton had asked Mrs. Hodges to attend his cousin, he said nothing about it.

“Out?” Kit repeated, dismayed to realize that she was disappointed. But after all, if he’d asked her to go with him on his rounds, she would have been able to learn something of his acquaintances, which might have helped her task immeasurably.

“Yes, Mr. Riley. He said you were to, if I may, ‘explore all you like, but don’t go out, and don’t, ah, steal anything.’” He gave a small nod. “Sir.”

Kit sighed irritably. “Oh, very well.” All things considered, it was likely a wise idea that she become acquainted with her immediate surroundings, anyway.

“Luncheon is generally served at one o’clock, if that is acceptable,” the butler continued.

“Yes, that’s fine, Wenton,” she replied, disguising her surprise at being asked. Few meals in Saint-Marcel were planned for ahead of time, and luncheon generally consisted of scrounged bread, when it was eaten at all.

She declined a formal tour of the house, preferring to have the various rooms pointed out to her at the outset and then exploring them on her own. The butler seemed determined to lurk, but she decided to ignore him, and as she wandered from one magnificent room to another, Wenton’s presence receded into a barely noticed annoyance. She’d never seen such wealth outside the walls of the Palais Royale. In fact, if the plentiful gold and silver and crystal were any indication, the Earl of Everton was not her father’s traitorous noble. Alexander Cale had no need for the funds or the difficulties of a government appointment. She didn’t believe rakehells were given such positions of responsibility, anyway.

Just inside the door to the morning room, she paused. It was tucked into the front eastern corner of the house, and was bright and neat, with overstuffed pillows and throw blankets carefully placed to adorn the deep couch just so. Two well-padded chairs had been set close by the windows, but just far enough away that sunlight would never touch whoever was seated in them. It felt very feminine and delicate, unlike the other rooms in the mansion—perhaps a favorite of the late countess, Everton’s mother. With a self-conscious glance over her shoulder at the butler, she continued to the next door.

It was locked. “What’s in here?” she asked Wenton.


“The earl’s private study,” he returned, taking her question as an invitation to quit lurking and step up beside her.

“Why is it locked?” As far as she had seen, other than the silver closet, it was the only room shut off from her on the first two floors.

“I could not venture to say, Mr. Riley.”

The butler might suffer from a complete lack of curiosity, but then he was not the offspring of a smuggler and occasional thief. Seeing what might lie inside, though, would have to wait for a better opportunity. With a last glance at the door, she stepped around Wenton and across the hall, into the room she had saved for last.

The library was definitely masculine, and wholly the Earl of Everton’s. Evidently either the earl or one of his ancestors had loved to read, for she had never seen such a collection of books as lay in the Cale House library. She suspected the collector to be the present earl, though, for some of the manuscripts looked quite recent. The room had the comforting smell of old paper, and with a faint smile Kit made her way around the shelves, running her finger slowly along the spines of the books to read their titles. Reading was an extravagance she’d had little opportunity for as she got older, and one she’d never missed as keenly as she did right then. Perhaps before the fortnight was over she would have a little time, if Everton didn’t mind loaning out part of his collection.

With some servant or another in sight all day, exploring the house for anything useful remained impossible, and she wasn’t interested in seeing the remainder of the bedchambers. She’d seen the drawing room, and doubted the formal dining room or the ballroom on the third floor would hold any state secrets.

After luncheon she wandered into the morning room to look out the front window. Just across wide Park Lane, the grassy avenues of Hyde Park were crowded with well-dressed gentlemen and ladies. Kit pursed her lips, then gave a slight smile. They shouldn’t mind one more young lad looking about. Quickly she strode back out to the entryway, settled her hat on her head, pulled the door open, and headed across the lane.

Less than half an hour later she ferreted out a promising rat. The group of lords talking together on horseback at the edge of Rotten Row didn’t even notice her as she strolled over to stand in the shade of an elm tree close by. They were discussing Napoleon and tariffs, so she turned to get a glimpse of them through the shrubbery.

“But he’s hurting our own commerce, as well,” a short, overweight man with a shockingly bright gold waistcoat was complaining, and Kit immediately ruled him out. Only a supporter of the tariff would be helping to enforce the blockade.

“You can’t expect even a wastrel like Prinny to sell goods to a country we’re at war with,” a second man returned. “And three years ago, Bonaparte was confiscating every piece of British property he could get his hands on. I’ll wager you weren’t complaining about commerce then.” He was younger than the first, with a jaunty smile and immaculately cropped brown hair, and he was mounted on a fine bay gelding. Kit took a step closer, using the trunk of the elm as shelter.

“Only that he wasn’t given a cut of the gold,” a third man chuckled.

“That’s not amusing, Rawlings,” the stout man snapped.

“Well,” the jaunty one said, smiling, “I don’t believe Donald’s share would have amounted to much, given the lack of success of the venture.”

“Indeed, my lord,” Rawlings answered, “and thanks t—”

Heavy footsteps approached from behind, and Kit jumped as hot wind breathed down her collar. She whipped around to find herself looking into the left eye of a magnificent black stallion, which gazed balefully back at her. The black’s rider sat looking at her with a mildly annoyed expression on his handsome face, his hands crossed at the wrists in front of him.


“Do you know what a roof is?” Alexander Cale queried.

“Of course,” she retorted, noting that the Earl of Everton had long, elegant fingers. Gambler’s hands, her father would say—but that didn’t explain why she found them so abruptly fascinating.

“I would therefore assume you know the difference between being indoors and out of doors,” he continued in the same tone.

She scowled at him, angry that she had allowed him to distract her so completely that she missed the rest of the conversation behind her. “I’m not a complete idiot, you know,” she snapped.

Everton looked at her for another moment. “I did not think you were.”

He kicked one foot out of its stirrup and held down a hand. With a sigh she stepped into the leather brace, swung up behind him, and wrapped an arm about his waist. His stomach beneath her hand was flat and hard, and she took a slow breath. He smelled faintly of cigar smoke and shaving soap, and she leaned forward a little to breathe him in more deeply. “I…was only bored,” she stated shakily, dismayed at what she was doing. She straightened, concentrating on acting like the male cousin she was supposed to be.

“Obviously.”

Her father had always insisted that the titled English were thin-blooded, ingrown, stupid, nasty creatures, but as the long-lashed azure eyes glanced over his shoulder at her, she thought that Alexander Cale must be an exception. There was nothing thin-blooded about his tall, lean frame, or about the way the muscles of his thighs played beneath his breeches as he brought the skittish stallion about with deceptive ease.

“Where did you go today?” she asked, to break the silence.

“Out,” he responded, kneeing the stallion and heading them back to the edge of the park.

“Oh, how very exciting.”

He chuckled. “Not particularly.”


“Do we have to go back?” she asked, forcing a pleading smile. “Can’t you introduce me to any of your friends?”

“No.” They crossed the lane to Cale House. At the foot of the front steps he handed her down, then slid to the ground himself as Conklin came up to take the black.

“Are we going to Lady Sinclair’s soiree, at least?” Kit followed him inside and brushed at the new wrinkles her coat seemed to have picked up.

Lord Everton stopped to look at her. “I am. You’re not going anywhere else today, Miss Brantley,” he informed her. “You will remain here.”

Kit frowned. “But it’s so dull here!” she protested. He was making her task even more difficult than she’d anticipated—both by his stubbornness and by his very annoying and distracting presence.

He gave a half smile. “It’s only for a fortnight. Entertain yourself. I have a fairly good library. You can read, can’t you, savage?”

She made a face at him. “Only piratical tales with swordplay and blood in them.”

Lord Everton laughed, his eyes dancing. He had a rich, musical laugh, and the sound ran down her spine with an unexpected tingle. “I’ll see what I can come up with for you.” He headed upstairs to change.

Kit went up to her own bedchamber to clean up, for she had no intention of staying in. When Wenton later announced dinner, Kit decided she might as well eat while she attempted to figure out how she was going to attend Lady Sinclair’s party. She was in the process of dissecting a roasted game hen when the door opened and the earl entered. Kit froze, a wing halfway to her lips, and simply looked at him.

She had seen men dressed in evening finery before, of course, had even attended more than one Parisian soiree in her guise as a man. As she gazed at Alexander Cale, though, it occurred to her that she had never set eyes on anyone who looked so magnificently…male. His coat was of the finest dark gray superfine, while the cream-colored waistcoat and gold watch fob were impeccable above black breeches that looked molded to those well-muscled thighs. With his black, wavy hair and bluer-than-sapphire eyes, he looked like some sort of English god. She swallowed.

“Here, cousin,” he said amiably, apparently unaware that she was gawking at him, and flipped a book onto the table beside her.

Kit spent another moment staring at his amused expression, then reluctantly turned her attention to the book resting at her elbow. “Robinson Crusoe,” she read aloud.

“I don’t recall if there’s any swordplay, but it is fairly piratical,” he noted as he leaned over the table to appropriate a steaming hot biscuit from a covered bowl.

“Thank you, Ev…” She stopped as his eyes flicked in Wenton’s direction. “Alex,” she amended, the name more comfortable on her tongue than she expected.

“Stay out of trouble, cousin,” Lord Everton suggested, his eyes speaking volumes. Then he turned and was gone.

Kit looked after him for a full minute before she remembered that she was supposed to be going with him. With a frown, she bit into the game hen. Outside, thunder rumbled over the mansion, and the patter of rain sounded against the window. Of course, they barely knew one another, but it annoyed her that he had donned his fine clothes for the pleasure of Barbara Sinclair, while she had only been laughed at and abandoned. “I hope he gets drenched,” she muttered, “leaving me here.” She looked over her shoulder. “Wenton, does Alex have any brandy?”

“Not for you, Mr. Riley,” Wenton answered. He raised an eyebrow when she scowled at him. “The earl’s orders.”

“Bah,” Kit replied.
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