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Chapter 1



“Caine, where the devil are my boots?” Charlemagne Griffin bent to look beneath his bed, flinging up the blankets and groping into the murkiness. His fingers touched a lone book, but no boots.

“They’re on their way up, my lord,” the valet returned in his light Irish lilt, his expression horrified as he gazed at his master rooting about the bedchamber. “We had some difficulty getting that mud off them after your trip to Tattersall’s.”

Charlemagne straightened, dusting off his pantaloons. He flipped over the book he’d found to look at the cover. A Hundred Days in Rome. So that was where he’d left the damned thing. “Go encourage them to hurry,” he said absently, settling on the corner of the bed and flipping the book open. “I refuse to be teased for being unable to dress faster than a female.”


Caine stooped in a bow, backing out the door as he did so. “Right away, m’lord.”

A knock came at his bedchamber door just as Charlemagne had begun reacquainting himself with day thirty-seven in an adventurer’s exploration of Rome. “Enter,” he said, looking up from the book.

His younger brother, Zachary, strolled into the room. “You can’t go to a party in your stockings, Shay.”

“My thanks. I’d be a social pariah without you.”

Zach nodded. “Glad you realized that.” He wandered closer. “Rumor has it that you were busy today.”

“Is that your way of saying that you heard I purchased Dooley’s bay hunter?”

“Aha. As soon as I came across Dooley in White’s, and he was practically in tears over letting the horse go at such an abysmal price, I knew it had to be you who bought it.”

Charlemagne smiled. “It was a good price, if I say so myself.”

“So tell me your secret. Do you use witchcraft to put spells on your opponents? I can’t think of any other reason that otherwise sensible men would sell you the entire moon for a stick and a broken wheel.”

“I wouldn’t have much use for the moon.”

The valet scratched at the door and pushed it open. “Your boots, my lord. Good as new.”

Looking over Caine’s head as the valet knelt to shove on the Hobys, Charlemagne chuckled. “Since you asked, Zach, the secret is patience. Patience and observation. A hunter at any price, for instance, is no good to a man who can’t afford to pay his household wages.”

“That sounds a bit coldhearted.”

“That’s why we call it business, and not pleasure.” Charlemagne stood, stomping into his left boot. “Besides, Dooley’s hunter wasn’t my only target for the day. I—”

“For God’s sake,” Zachary cut in, leading the way out to the stairs, “we’re going to a party. I don’t want to have to look at all the other guests and secretly know how many of them you’ve ground into dust during the course of the day.”

“Fine,” Charlemagne returned with a half scowl, somewhat amazed that, with Zachary’s aversion to the harsh realities of business, his younger brother had managed to survive long enough to marry. “I don’t expect you to be able to grasp the nuances of a business deal.”

“Good. Tell someone smarter than I am.”

“That hardly narrows it down.”

From the noise at the foot of the stairs, the rest of the Griffin clan had arrived. Over the past year their family had expanded by two—Eleanor’s husband, Valentine Corbett, Marquis of Deverill; and Zachary’s wife, Caroline. Happy as he was for his siblings, at times Charlemagne could do without the resulting chaos.

“There you are, Shay,” Eleanor said, sweeping forward to kiss him on the cheek.

“You look lovely, Nell, as do you, Caroline.” His gaze found Sebastian, the Duke of Melbourne. Their eldest sibling, Seb was the only other Griffin who shared his own affection for business. The duke stood in his office doorway with Valentine. Charlemagne joined them. “How was your meeting with Liverpool?” he asked.

“Promising,” the duke returned. “I think he’s finally beginning to realize that pride is no reason to keep from doing business with the Colonies.”

“Pride might not be a reason, but lack of imagination is even more difficult to overcome,” Charlemagne put in.


“You won’t hear me arguing with that. How did your own venture go today?”

Zachary came up behind Shay and clapped him on the shoulder. “He made Dooley cry. I saw it myself.”

Satisfying as it had been to acquire a prime hunter for a great deal less than it was worth, his second trip out had been far more interesting, and with far more possibilities. Charlemagne stifled a frown. “Dooley didn’t have to accept my offer. As for my conversation with Cap—”

“Did Valentine tell you his news?” Melbourne broke in.

“The news is hardly the sole property of Valentine,” Eleanor said, moving forward to take her husband’s arm.

Zachary whooped, pounding Valentine on the back. “You old dog. And to think that a year ago the idea of marriage made you shriek like a chit.”

“And now I seem to be procreating. It’s been an odd twelve months,” the marquis agreed, lowering his head to kiss Eleanor. “Glad I didn’t miss it.”

“Mm, so am I,” she returned, chuckling.

Charlemagne took a step back as the congratulations circled around and around. Another member of the family. The babe wouldn’t bear the Griffin name, but it would carry on the Griffin bloodline, just as Melbourne’s seven-year-old daughter Penelope did. And from Caroline’s expression, whatever she’d said about not having room in her life to be domestic, the thought was beginning to cross her mind, as well. Good. The more the merrier, he supposed.

The talk turned to baby names, for which Valentine was apparently willing to accept bribes, and Charlemagne backed to the front door. “I’m supposed to meet with Shipley in twenty minutes,” he said in a low voice to the butler as Stanton handed him his hat and gloves. “I won’t disturb their fun, but if anyone should miss me, tell them I went on ahead to the party.”

Stanton nodded. “Very good, my lord.”

The quiet and cool evening breeze of the front portico felt welcome, and Charlemagne paused on the shallow granite steps to take a deep breath. Three coaches stood awaiting passengers, and he walked to the one at the fore. “Let’s go,” he said, climbing in.

To himself he could admit he felt a bit irked that Melbourne had cut off his description of this afternoon’s business dealings, especially after his brother had been the one to ask about them in the first place. Ah, well. At eight-and-twenty he hardly needed anyone’s approval or affirmation of his skills—though a little appreciation would have been nice. Babies did trump just about everything but a Derby victory, though. Charlemagne smiled as he pulled a cigar from his pocket and lit it on the coach lantern. Just about everything. He preferred a good negotiation, himself.

The Brinston butler announced him as he entered the ballroom, and Charlemagne found himself engulfed by the crowd. When he finally emerged at the refreshment table on the far side of the room, he’d put his name on three chits’ dance cards, delayed Lord Shipley and Lord Polk until luncheon tomorrow, and given the prime minister, Liverpool, a pair of his best American cigars. That might help the man see Melbourne’s point of view about trade and tariffs.

He glanced toward the door as he signaled for a glass of claret, but the remainder of the extended Griffin clan hadn’t yet arrived. Sebastian would probably be annoyed that one of the group had fled the house, but as far as Charlemagne was concerned, a bachelor was only supposed to be able to stand so much domestically oriented news.


Someone gripped his elbow, and he nearly spilled the claret. His older brother had a reputation for being something of a mind reader, but he could hardly simply materialize. Probably not, anyway. As Charlemagne turned around he smiled, his curiosity turning to vexation. This was much worse than facing an annoyed Sebastian. “Harkley,” he said, reaching over to shake the hand of the portly gentleman before him. “I thought you still in Madrid.”

The viscount made a face, jowls wobbling. “Too damned much talk about Bonaparte. Came back for a bloody taste of civilization.”

“I’m afraid that you’ll find much of the talk here is about Bonaparte, as well,” Charlemagne returned.

“Your brother about?”

“Melbourne? He hasn’t arrived yet.” Hm. Liverpool detested Harkley, and at the moment Sebastian needed the prime minister’s cooperation. Thinking quickly, Charlemagne gave a pained smile. “When he does appear, you may want to avoid him. He’s been a bit sour-faced the last few days. Tariff disagreements, a new war with the Colonies. Mostly annoyances, but there is all that possible bloodshed and loss of life.”

Harkley toasted him with his own glass of spirits. “My thanks for the warning. I certainly don’t want His Grace snarling at me before I can even say hello.”

“Glad I could be of help. You…”

A splash of color flickered in front of the refreshment table, drawing his gaze. Whatever he’d been about to say, he forgot. A goddess stood taking a delicate bite of candied orange peel. No, not a goddess, Charlemagne amended after a moment. Definitely a female of flesh and blood. Lightning shot from the back of his skull to his groin. Good God.


“—who can afford that without a partner to invest some additional blunt?” Harkley was saying.

Charlemagne handed him the half-empty glass of claret. “Excuse me.”

In a few steps he stood across the table from her. Hair black as midnight coiled about her head and ended in a tail banded by a long, narrow shaft of gold running down along the small of her back. Gold sparkled on her eyelids, the soft glitter taken up by beading throughout the length of her deep red gown. Eyes as green and bottomless as pools of emeralds flicked past him and then returned.

Down, lad, he ordered himself, and inclined his head to her.

She’d never been to a London Society gathering before. He knew that, because he attended most of them. If she’d shown her face anywhere, he would have seen her. And if he’d seen her, he would have remembered.

“You’re staring,” she said, a slight, exotic upturn of an accent buried beneath her proper English tones.

“Yes, I seem to be,” he returned. Not just her voice, but the whole of her felt almost tangibly exotic, foreign, and enticing. Epithets like “goddess” or “Aphrodite” or “Venus” flew through his mind, but he just as swiftly disregarded them. She’d probably been endlessly bombarded by poetry and flattery, and that wasn’t his style, anyway. Getting what he wanted—and taking whatever steps were necessary to accomplish that goal—that was his style. “I’m Charlemagne Griffin.”

She lifted a glittering eyebrow. “‘Charlemagne’?”

He liked the way she said his name. Suppressing another faint shudder of his muscles, he circled the table to stand directly in front of her, speaking as he did so. “My mother’s idea. Father named my oldest brother after himself and his own father, and so she decided that if I couldn’t have the family name, I should have a famous one. My friends call me Shay.” He took a slow step closer, reaching out for her hand and brushing her knuckles softly with his lips. “And who might you be?”

At that she blinked and glanced about as though she’d just realized she was forgetting something. Was she spoken for? Had some lord imported her from somewhere without the rest of them getting so much as a look at her? Nonterritorial about females as he generally considered himself, the idea frustrated and annoyed him. He waited silently, though, for her to make the next step. If she was spoken for, he was fully prepared to detest her betrothed, but he didn’t poach. Not ever.

She faced him again. “Shouldn’t a mutual acquaintance be introducing us?”

At least she hadn’t thrown a fiancé in his face. Charlemagne shrugged, adamantly opposed to the idea of adding any third person to their conversation. “In the grand scheme of things, I doubt it will matter that we’ve done it ourselves. Pray tell me your name.”

She bit her lower lip, then seemed to think better of that. “My mother warned me about men like you, very forward and sure of themselves and uncaring of a lady’s reputation.”

Now she seemed to be baiting him. “Tell me your mother’s name,” he returned. “Then I would at least have a clue as to your identity.”

“Very well,” she said with a smile that could have melted a stone statue. “My mother is Helen Carlisle, Marchioness of Hanover.”

This time Charlemagne frowned. He knew England’s peers; with his family’s connections, he doubted there were any nobles he didn’t know. “The Marquis of Hanover died a bachelor, just over a year ago.”

The temptress nodded. “My father, Howard, was his younger brother.”

Now things were beginning to make sense. “Your father lived in India.”

“As did my mother and I. We’ve only been in London for ten days.”

He’d been right about her being exotic rather than merely looking that way. Unable to resist, he brushed a finger along the beading at the shoulder of her gown. He could swear he scented cinnamon in the air around her. “Have you, now? Ten days only?”

Her dark-lined eyes met his. “Ten days. We’ve only just opened the house, and I have to admit that I’m acquainted with barely a soul.”

Good. All the more for him. “I would call us acquainted if you’d only tell me your name,” he suggested in a low voice.

She looked up at him through dark, curling lashes. “Very well. Sarala. Sarala Anne Carlisle.”

Charlemagne drew a slow breath, absorbing the information. “‘Sarala’?”

“My father’s idea. Mother thought it was too native, but we never expected to leave Delhi.”

“Sarala,” he said again, savoring the way it rolled along his tongue. Just the sound of it conjured images of brightly colored saris and spicy curry and naked, sultry nights. “Lady Sarala. It suits you.”

“Hm. As I’m beginning to believe Charlemagne suits you. You’re very sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

Shay lifted an eyebrow. Obviously she didn’t have the least idea who he was. “I’m not certain that’s a compliment, though some members of my family might appreciate it.” He chuckled. “My older brother, especially.”

“The one with the family’s traditional Christian name. Who might he be? I’ve told you my family history. It’s only fair that you divulge yours.”

He hesitated. Charlemagne had no objection at all to being the second son and heir-presumptive to the Melbourne title. But if Lady Sarala Carlisle knew his heritage, she might not speak to him with the same refreshing freedom.

“Come now. Don’t tell me you’re a tailor masquerading as a nobleman,” Lady Sarala cajoled.

“Hardly.” The orchestra began a waltz, and he took her hand again, placing it over the dark blue sleeve of his superfine jacket. “I’ll tell you while we dance.”

“That’s very forward of you. What if I’ve given this dance to someone else?”

He looked down at her. “You haven’t.”

“And you know this because…”

“Because you barely know a soul in London. You just said so.” So she wasn’t the sharpest knife on the rack. Something about her conjured images of warm nights and soft silk sheets.

“I’m not at all certain this is proper.”

“It is,” he returned, drawing her closer. Whatever odd sensation had overcome him this evening, he intended to enjoy it. Charlemagne slid his hand around her slender waist—and stopped as a hand clamped down on his shoulder.

“I’m occu—” he began as he looked behind him. “Oh, it’s you.”

Sebastian glanced from him to Lady Sarala and back again. “What’s amiss?”

Charlemagne tried to set aside his own mental debate over whether Melbourne had fantastical or abysmal timing. “Nothing’s amiss. I told Shipley I’d speak with him at nine o’clock, and you were naming offspring.”

“I believe you were going to tell me about that silk sh—”

“Later,” Charlemagne interrupted, flashing an unfelt grin at his brother. “As I said, I’m occupied.”

With a lifted eyebrow and one of his unreadable looks, Sebastian backed off. Ha. Shay didn’t need to be placated like an infant. And if Melbourne genuinely wanted to know about the silks, he could wait until after the waltz. Charlemagne swept Lady Sarala into the dance.

“Who was that?” Lady Sarala asked, looking from him to Sebastian.

“My brother, Melbourne.”

Her green eyes widened a little. “Melbourne, as in Sebastian Griffin, the Duke of Melbourne?”

So the foreign princess did know something of London Society. “I told you I wasn’t a tailor.”

“Yes, but I didn’t realize you were one of those Griffins. You’re famous. Your brother married a painter last year.”

“Not that brother,” Charlemagne returned, indicating Melbourne, “but yes. Zachary did.”

Her gaze went to Sebastian again. “He doesn’t look very pleased with you. It’s not because we’re dancing, is it?”

“I daresay I may dance with whomever I please,” he noted, sinking back into the humming, expectant energy between them. Damn Melbourne, anyway. At three-and-thirty Sebastian looked precisely like what he was—the very wealthy head of a powerful and well-favored family, and obviously a distracting personage to a naive and exotic foreign beauty. “He’s only annoyed because tomorrow I’m going to make a very lucrative business deal that he doesn’t know the least detail about. He hates being kept in the dark.”

Green eyes gazed at him luminously. “How exciting,” she breathed, her chest rising and falling with her quick breath. “Is this deal a secret, then?”

So now she found him more interesting than Melbourne again. Good. “No,” he answered, considering. “Not really.”

Her lips formed a slight, disappointed pout. “Oh.”

Damnation. “I mean in a sense, I suppose it is a secret,” he amended hastily. Zachary was right; sometimes he could be very obtuse about women and their flighty imaginations. He hardly considered it to be his fault, however, that most females found business far beyond their ability to comprehend or appreciate. In this one instance he could decorate the canvas a little, he supposed. “If the wrong people should hear about it, the price of the shipment would treble.”

“‘Shipment’?” she repeated in a low voice. “Is it from America?”

“No, from China.”

“Oh, I’ve always longed to visit China,” she exclaimed, though she kept her voice low.

She was taking this “secret” silliness seriously. Charlemagne smiled at her. “Just between you and me, then, the ship Wayward docked at Blackfriar’s this afternoon. Her cargo is five hundred bolts of the very finest Chinese silk I’ve ever set eyes on. The captain’s sold cargo to me before, so I’m the only one he contacted.” He lowered his voice still further, though with the noise from the orchestra and the guests around them, he doubted anyone could overhear even if they wanted to. It sounded very conspiratorial, at any rate, and it gave him an excuse to hold her a little closer in his arms.

“Blink,” he continued, “bought the bolts outright rather—”

“Blink?” she broke in at a whisper.

“Peter Blink. The Wayward’s captain. He bought the shipment outright rather than taking a percentage for the transportation of the cargo…” Charlemagne trailed off, realizing that he was getting carried away again. She probably had no idea about the intricacies of business, and even less interest in them. She wanted to hear about intrigue and secrets. Little as he liked pointless flights of fancy, tonight he definitely felt in the mood to indulge this particular Indian princess.

He drew a breath. “So our captain is very eager to sell and recoup his expenses so he can pay his crew before they mutiny.”

“A mutiny?”

“Oh, definitely, if he can’t pay them. But since I am very eager to take possession of the silks, I doubt anyone will be gulleted.”

Lady Sarala clutched his fingers. “And when is this duel to prevent a gulleting to take place?”

“At ten o’clock tomorrow, which is why I won’t make an appearance until three-quarters past.”

“Goodness,” she breathed. “And that will make Captain Blink even more anxious and cause him to lower his price further.”

“That’s the idea,” he responded. Women might not have an interest in business, but they did appreciate power and confidence. Lady Sarala obviously realized that he had those qualities in spades.

“That’s brilliant.” She smiled again, her teeth white against skin tanned by the Indian sun. “And you do this sort of thing all the time?”

Charlemagne nodded. “All the time,” he murmured.

“Your brother the duke must rely on you for so much.”

And now back to Sebastian, damn it all. “He does rely on me, but these silks are my affair. I have my own business in addition to shares in the family enterprise.” In fact, this wasn’t part of the general Griffin family business. It was his own venture, his own risk, with his own blunt.

She continued to gaze at him admiringly. “Your mother did name you well, Lord Charlemagne.”

If he’d been a female, he would have blushed. For the briefest of moments, though, Charlemagne wished the Indian princess had more to contribute to the conversation than compliments and a pleasantly heaving bosom. True, he didn’t expect much of most women—his sister Eleanor and Zach’s Caroline being exceptions to the rule of the prettier the face, the emptier the head—but that was exactly the reason his affairs tended to be brief and of secondary importance to the rest of his life. She would look very fine spread on his bedsheets, but if she could actually have comprehended his plan in more than the broad terms he’d laid out for her, this one would have been difficult to set aside.

The waltz ended, and at her request he escorted her to the refreshments table. Whatever doubts he had about her mental acuity, he still couldn’t seem to make himself bid her good evening. “Are you residing at Carlisle House, then?” he asked.

“We are.”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t object if I called on you there.”

She lowered glittering lids. “Perhaps I wouldn’t.”

Charlemagne’s partner for the country dance cleared her throat from a few feet away, and he blinked. “Then perhaps I shall see you soon, Lady Sarala,” he murmured, kissing her knuckles again before he reluctantly released her.

As he moved through the country dance he noted that his princess remained unpartnered by the sweetmeats. It made sense; as she’d said she’d hardly had the time to become acquainted with anyone. And her appearance, while definitely…stimulating, could be a bit off-putting to some of the younger bucks. He definitely wouldn’t classify her as demure. Electrifying, perhaps, but not demure.

When he’d discharged his obligation for the next two dances, Charlemagne went out to the balcony for a breath of air. All evening long he could swear the scent of cinnamon clung to him, and it continued to leave him distinctly and uncharacteristically distracted.

“I’m not going to resort to dancing with you to get an answer,” Sebastian said, joining him at the balcony railing.

“Good God, I should hope not,” Charlemagne retorted.

“If you’d stayed home for another five minutes, I would have gotten to you, you know. A child for Eleanor is somewhat significant to her—and to all of us.”

“I’m aware of that.” He gave the duke a sideways look. “And I hope I haven’t given the impression that I require your approval before I venture any of my own blunt.”

“You never have before,” Sebastian conceded. “You’re a fine businessman, Shay, as if you needed the reassurance.” He sighed uncharacteristically. “Honestly, with the way Zachary’s been cornering me about his cattle breeding program, and now Nell with baby names, or ponies from Peep—well, my daughter comes first, of course—or your exploits, it’s not much of a contest.”

Charlemagne grinned. “So I may tell Zach and Nell that other than Peep, I’m your favorite?”

“Very amusing. At times you are the only one with any sense. I’ll grant you that. So tell me about the silks.”

“Not much to tell yet,” Charlemagne returned, shrugging, “except that I should be the proud owner of five hundred bolts by eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.” He glanced at his older brother. “And I did have to meet with Shipley. I put him off until luncheon tomorrow. I wasn’t sulking.”

“I didn’t think you were, but your disappearance did surprise me a little.” The duke put an arm around his shoulder. “Let’s find some port to toast your success-to-be then, shall we?”

“By all means.”

And if Lady Sarala’s “perhaps” meant what he thought it did, they might very well be toasting his private success-to-be, as well. At any rate, he intended to have cinnamon in his tea in the morning.









Chapter 2



“What do you mean, you already sold the silks?”

Captain Peter Blink sat back in his chair, his suntanned face growing pale. “Well, uh, the other gentleman said you, uh, weren’t coming, so…so naturally when he offered to purchase the—”

“What other gentleman?” Charlemagne demanded, his voice clipped as he struggled not to strike the Wayward’s captain.

“The one—he was just here. Surely you passed him on your way in. I didn’t know—well, he said you—”

Snarling an expletive, Charlemagne strode out of Blink’s ramshackle warehouse office and back outside into the bright morning sun. Narrowing his eyes, he cast about for the man he’d barely given a first thought, much less a second. Tall, wearing dark, not terribly well-tailored clothes, a satchel—


There he was. Clenching his jaw, Shay started after him. This damned interloper and Blink had both just earned themselves a very large problem with a very angry Griffin.

A half-dozen sailors and dockworkers had begun loading bolts of silk—his silk—into a pair of wagons. Just in front of them, the tall man leaned into the window of a closed coach and handed over some papers to the occupant. Charlemagne slowed his approach to watch. Angry or not, he wasn’t a fool; the more he knew about the circumstances, the better his position would be. And damned Blink was the one who had blundered and sold the shipment out from under him; this fellow and whomever he worked for had merely taken advantage of that fact.

After a short conversation and a nod, the tall man pulled open the coach door and climbed in. Shay moved closer, dodging the workers who carried away his bolts of silk. He was rarely outmaneuvered, and he had a perverse desire to have a word with the fellow who had accomplished that feat today.

The coach began to rumble off, and he quickened his pace to a half run. “You there!” he shouted. “Stop that coach!” With a look back at him the driver pulled the team in, and Charlemagne drew even with the door. “Look here, there’s been some sort of mis—”

He stopped dead as all three of the coach’s occupants looked up at him. The tall man, a female clearly dressed as a maid, and the third one. Her. The Indian princess. The subject of the rather heated dream he’d had last night.

“You?” he stammered.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said coolly, and rapped on the window with gloved knuckles. “Driver, carry on.”

“Just a damned minute, Sarala,” Charlemagne returned, striding after the coach. “You are not—”


She leaned out the window. “Oh, and thank you for the very helpful information, my lord,” she called, and disappeared inside again.

Several distinct and unpleasant thoughts roiled through his mind. So the chit thought she could best him—and taunt him. Charlemagne began to curse again. Moving fast and barely refraining from shoving people out of his way, he returned to where he’d left his horse Jaunty and his secretary Roberts, along with the men he’d hired to transport the silks.

“That was very quickly done, my lo—”

“Wait here,” he snapped at his secretary, swinging into the saddle. Not even the profanity spewing from beneath his breath could cool his temper. Sarala Carlisle hadn’t just thought to—she actually had bested him. And his first impulse was to ride down her damned coach and break her bloody neck.

Before he’d ridden beyond the end of the warehouse, though, Charlemagne slowed Jaunty to a halt. Angry—no, furious—as he was, first and foremost he was a Griffin. And Griffins didn’t kill people over business. Not unless they truly deserved it. And technically this was his fault. He’d discussed business with a lovely, simple chit only to discover that while she was indeed beautiful, he’d apparently erred in his assessment of her intelligence.

He pulled out his pocket watch. Damnation. He had a perplexed secretary and several laborers waiting for him, and a luncheon appointment with two commerce ministers. Slowly he turned the chestnut around and walked back to where Roberts waited. After luncheon, however, he had every intention of tracking down that blasted woman and getting his bloody shipment back.

 


Lady Sarala couldn’t help looking down the street as a footman opened the coach’s door and helped her to the ground. “Is my father in, Blankman?” she called to the butler who stood at the top of the steps.

“Lord Hanover is in his office, my lady,” the large, gray-liveried butler intoned, gesturing the coach around to the stables at the back of the house.

She glanced over her shoulder once more as she slipped through the front door and into the house’s cold, dim interior. In the weeks since they’d left India she’d given up the hope of ever being truly warm again, but she couldn’t help wishing for just one day of true heat here in London. And this was summer; even the idea of winter filled her with foreboding.

And so did her last sight of Lord Charlemagne Griffin. Obviously he hadn’t expected to see her at Blackfriar’s pier. But for heaven’s sake, business was business, and he should have known better than to tell a stranger all the details of a lucrative transaction he’d barely begun, much less completed.

She had no idea what he would have done if she hadn’t told the driver to leave. He’d looked angry enough to reach through the window to strangle her. The memory of his expression made her shiver. And even that was nothing close to the shivers he’d given her last night when he’d told her his plans to nab the silk—or when he’d kissed her knuckles.

“There you are, child,” her mother said from the depths of the morning room. “Where on earth have you been?”

With a sigh Sarala backtracked down the hall and stopped in the morning room doorway. “I had a little business to attend to. Is Pita still in his office?”

“‘Papa,’ you mean,” Helen Carlisle, Lady Hanover, corrected, lowering her embroidery to frown. “Or ‘Father.’”


“I like ‘Papa’ better,” Sarala returned with a pained smile. For heaven’s sake, she’d just forgotten for a moment. She’d called her father Pita for twenty-two years, after all.

“Then use ‘Papa,’” her mother said unsympathetically. “And what do you mean, you had business? Ladies don’t conduct business.”

“I helped Pi—Papa with affairs in Delhi all the time. You know that.”

“What I know is that we’re not in Delhi any longer. We’re in London, and thank goodness for that. Another year or two in India and I daresay you would have forgotten how to speak English altogether.”

“Yes, Mama,” Sarala intoned, declining to note that since the majority of her father’s business had been with Indians, it had been a solid business decision for the two of them to learn to speak Hindi. “Is Father in his office?”

“He’s back early from Parliament, so I imagine that he is. Don’t keep him long. He’s reviewing our finances.”

“I won’t.” Pushing away from the doorframe, Sarala turned down the hallway again.

“Sarala.”

Closing her eyes for just a moment as she felt the remains of her brief satisfaction of the morning ebbing, she returned to the morning room. “Yes, Mama?”

“This business to which you attended. Please tell me you didn’t go alone.”

“I met Mr. Warrick. He actually conducted the business. I waited in the coach with my maid.” And hated every blasted minute of that nonsense.

“Good. Go see your father, then.” The marchioness sighed, lifting her embroidery again. “You two are as alike as peas in a pod, anyway. I don’t know how I manage.”

Pretending she couldn’t hear her mama’s muttering, Sarala hurried to the marquis’s small office at the back of the house. “Pita,” she whispered, rapping on the door and opening it a crack, “I’m back.”

“Sarala, my ladakii,” Howard Carlisle, the new Marquis of Hanover, said, rising from behind his mahogany desk to kiss her cheek as she entered the room. “How did we do?”

Sarala handed him the leather binder she’d clutched all the way home, half convinced Lord Charlemagne would appear, wrench open the coach door, and take it from her. “You are now the proud owner of five hundred bolts of very fine Chinese silk. Warrick is putting it into storage as we speak.”

“Ha, ha! Excellent.” Seating himself again, he opened the binder to pull out the contents. “One guinea apiece. Not bad at all, ladakii.”

Sarala grinned, appeased again. “I had to send Warrick back to the table twice to get that price. He would have settled at a guinea, ten shillings.”

“I don’t doubt it. He knows numbers, but he hasn’t much of a backbone.”

“And I should warn you not to call me ladakii any longer,” Sarala continued. “I’ve already been reprimanded for referring to you as Pita.”

“So I suppose that henceforth I should settle for calling you ‘daughter.’ Ah, well. Your mama’s only trying to help us fit in. We should be more appreciative.”

“But I don’t want to fit in. All I’ve heard since we left the ship is what proper English ladies don’t do. And they apparently don’t do anything except shop and gossip. It’s ridiculous.”

“It’s the way things are, Sarala.” He glanced at the open ledger books before him. “And I’m afraid we’re here to stay. We’ll have to adapt, you and I.” The marquis cleared his throat. “Any difficulties at all? What about that fellow who told you about the shipment?”

Sarala shrugged, keeping her expression carefully bland. “He arrived late to the table. His loss. Our gain.” She doubted the Duke of Melbourne’s brother would describe the venture that way, but if he was half the businessman rumor made him out to be, he would realize that he’d erred and would give up his claim on the silks. Her last glimpse of his expression made her secretly doubt that, but if he didn’t appear, then she wasn’t going to say anything about it.

 

An hour and a half with the commerce ministry usually left Charlemagne happy as a cat with a bowl of cream. Not today, though. He’d barely managed to keep up his corner of the conversation, and he knew neither Polk nor Shipley had been keen on his views of the tariff conflicts with the United States, or whatever the Colonies were calling themselves these days.

He hadn’t expected them to like his suggestions, but generally he went to the effort of charming them around to seeing his point of view. Today he’d spent the entire meeting doing nothing but imagining his hands around Sarala Carlisle’s slender neck, or his mouth hard on hers, their naked bodies entwined in a hot, heaving p—

“How was luncheon?”

Starting, he looked up from tearing off his gloves and throwing them into the hat that Stanton the butler held silently for him. “What?”

“I asked how your meeting went,” Sebastian said from the top of the Griffin House stairs. “Not well, I presume, judging from your expression.”

“I thought you had Parliament.”

“I did. We adjourned early. How did you think Polk and Shipley managed to meet with you if we hadn’t recessed?”

“Some people skip sessions.”

“I don’t.” The duke waved a hand at Stanton, who instantly vanished down the hallway. “I know the idiots disagree with our stand that negotiations would serve us better than war, but that’s hardly a surprise to you.”

“Ha. Shipley still thinks America will return to the fold, the halfwit. He’s worse than Liverpool, calling the Yanks traitors.”

“What has your hackles up, then?”

“Nothing.” Charlemagne started up the stairs, only refraining from taking them two at a time because Melbourne was watching him. “I’m only here to change my jacket. I’ve another appointment.”

“With whom?”

With a damned Indian princess who owed him five hundred bolts of fine Chinese silk. “No one you know.”

“I doubt that. I know everyone. You took care of your silk shipment this morning, so…” The duke gave him an intent look and paused.

Damn it, Sebastian couldn’t read minds, and Charlemagne wasn’t about to inform his older brother voluntarily about anything that had transpired this morning. “So?” he prompted.

“So I’m assuming your appointment is of a more personal nature. Whoever she is, Shay, if she makes you this angry I suggest you look elsewhere.”

“It’s business, not pleasure,” Shay grunted, passing his brother and heading for his bedchamber. “And I’m not angry. I’m…focused.”

“Ah,” the duke said from behind him. “I see.”

Actually he was feeling extremely unfocused. It was all so damned odd, and he didn’t appreciate the sensation or the circumstances one bloody little bit.

By the time he reached Carlisle House his brain had begun to sort things out rationally, and he was able to resist the urge to pound on the door and smash the pots of ferns on the front portico. The chit obviously ran wild, so he wouldn’t deal with her. Business was business, and business was for men.

A large, gray-clothed man opened the door. “Yes?”

“Charlemagne Griffin, here to see Lord Hanover.”

The butler blinked. Someone in the household knew him by name, at least. He stepped back, gesturing Charlemagne to follow him inside. “If you’ll wait in the morning room, I shall fetch him.”

The morning room was small, tasteful, and, unless he was mistaken, smelled of cinnamon. The scent forcibly reminded him of the chit who’d bested him. And considering what she’d been doing with him in his dreams, it almost felt like a double loss on his part. And he didn’t like to lose.

Before the butler could finish closing him into the room, he heard a rush of footsteps and a hurried, muttered conversation. A second later the door swung open again, and the lady herself practically skidded into the room. She wore a frilled dressing gown, one sleeve hanging to reveal a tantalizing view of smooth collarbone and shoulder. That black hair was everywhere, half up and tumbled down, caressing her cheek and sagging into an unfinished knot at the back.

The angry comment Charlemagne had been about to make vanished back into his throat, making him cough a little. Glory.

Belatedly she tugged up her sleeve. “Lord Charlemagne.”


Mentally he shook himself. Business, man. Business. “You stole my silks.”

“I did no such thing. You informed me of a potentially lucrative business opportunity, and I acted on that information.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I discussed my business with you because I was under the impression that you were an admirer—not a rival.”

She snorted. “Then you made two mistakes.”

Charlemagne took a step closer. “Where’s your father? I came to speak with him, to discuss the return of my property in a rational manner.”

Lady Sarala gave what might have been a brief frown, then lifted her chin. “This is my affair, and you will discuss it with me, or not at all.”

Good God, she had some nerve. And her sleeve had sagged again, so that he could see the pulse at her throat and the quick lift of her breast. “Then return my property,” he said, returning his gaze to her soft mouth.

“It’s not your property. But for a price, I will let you have every stitch.”

He knew he shouldn’t ask, but he couldn’t stop himself. “What price, then?”

“Five thousand pounds.”

His jaw fell open, then clamped shut. “Five thousand pounds? So you would steal from me and then overcharge me to recover my own goods?”

She looked him right in the eye. “Once again, I did not steal anything from you, or from anyone else. Make me a counter offer, or bid me good day and leave.”

Incredulous, he shook his head. “This is ridiculous. Where’s the liquor?”


“Over there.” Lady Sarala pointed toward the cabinet beneath the window.

Her fingers shook, and he grabbed her hand, pulling her up against him. “You’re not frightened of me, are you?” he murmured.

“Is that your intent? I’d heard you were a fearsome opponent, but you seem to be harping on one point of contention, which does neither of us any good. Make me a counter offer, my lord.”

He lowered his head and kissed her upturned mouth. Sensation flooded through him, all the way to his cock. He didn’t know how to describe what she tasted like—sunshine, warm summer breezes, heat, desire.

When she began to kiss him back, he forced himself to lift his face away again. “How was that?” he drawled.

Sarala cleared her throat, belatedly recovering her hand and backing away. “Fair. But hardly worth five thousand pounds.”

Mm-hm. She knew how to play the game; he could concede that. But no one played it as well as he did. “You have a rare focus, Lady Sarala. I’ll give you that. And I’ll acknowledge that you are the owner of something which was meant to be mine.”

Her eyes widened. “You admit it?”

“I just did. What did you actually pay for them, since we both know it wasn’t five thousand pounds?”

“Something less than that. I acquired them, however, in order to make a profit, as I assume you meant to do. I have yet to hear a counter offer.”

His gaze lowered to her mouth again. “Very well. Since you won’t tell me, I’ll assume you managed a fair price, which would be what, a guinea and a half per bolt? That’s the exact amount I will compensate you for them.”


She hesitated for a heartbeat. If he hadn’t been looking for it, he probably wouldn’t have seen it. “Where, then, is my profit?” she demanded.

“Your profit is in learning not to cross a man simply because he deigns to dance with you.”

“Ah. I wouldn’t say you deigned as much as begged to dance with me over my objections,” she countered. “Five thousand pounds.”

Charlemagne took a slow breath. This afternoon had gone nothing like he’d imagined. And at the moment he wouldn’t describe that as a bad thing. “No.”

“Then I believe we are finished here. Good day, my lord.”

He caught her arm again as she began to turn away. “I have contacts who would appreciate the quality of these silks and pay me what they’re worth. You’ve been in London for eleven days now, according to what you told me last night. I would assume, given that fact, that your plan is to sell the bolts off one by one to dress shops and seamstresses.”

Lady Sarala delayed a moment before removing her arm from his loose grip. “What I plan for the silks is my own business, and certainly none of yours. And since I don’t believe you’ve offered me anything I want,” she returned in the same low voice, “I’ll tell you good day once again. But do keep in mind that any negotiations are to be conducted with me—not my father. Unless you can’t match wits with a female.” She went to the door, and the butler practically fell into the room as she opened it.

It wasn’t wits he wanted to match with her, but something much more physical and intimate. “Very well.” Charlemagne shoved away his more heated thoughts in favor of a few that might leave him some dignity, and went into the hallway to collect his hat and gloves. “I hope you don’t think this is over, Lady Sarala,” he said, facing her again as the butler opened the front door. “I want my silks back.” Unable to resist, he lowered his gaze once more to her sensuous mouth. “But I do have something you may want in return. We’ll merely have to discover what that something might be.”

Before she could reply, he left to collect Jaunty. This was one negotiation he had no intention of losing.

 

Selfish, arrogant man. A day later, and her mind still refused to let go of her conversation with Charlemagne Griffin. If any mistakes or errors had been made, they were his. All that nonsense about the silks being his was just that—nonsense. Thank goodness she’d seen him ride up the drive after luncheon yesterday and had intercepted Blankman before the butler could tell her father that someone had come calling. That would have been a true disaster, especially with a half-dozen gossiping ladies of her mother’s acquaintance eating sandwiches in the drawing room, as they were again today. And thank goodness they hadn’t seen her running through the house in her dressing gown before she’d made it back to her bedchamber.

“My lady?”

Sarala shook herself. “I think I’ll wear that one tonight,” she said to her maid, indicating the deep blue gown her maid held in her left hand. “With the silver barrettes.”

“But my lady, the marchioness told me specifically that you was only to wear the gowns made since you’ve been in London. She said the others were too outdated, and some of ’em not even in the English style. All those was to go to the rag and bone man.”

Sarala took a deep breath. Perhaps she’d encouraged the seamstresses in Delhi to stray a bit toward the native style, but she’d been raised to appreciate it, after all. Perhaps the blue gown had a snugger waist and lower neckline than the gowns she’d acquired in London, but there was nothing wrong with it. And it was not outdated. The red one she’d worn night before last had been of a similar style, and that man had seemed to appreciate it.

Of course that particular gentleman would probably never speak to her again. All she could hope for at this juncture was that he was too much of a gentleman to cut her in public. Just the idea that he could ruin her for besting him in a business venture was patently unfair; that he would actually do so, unthinkable.

Still, best be a little cautious tonight, just in case. With a grimace she flicked her fingers toward the pale peach gown her mother had particularly liked. “The blue one goes back in the wardrobe—not to the rag and bone man.”

Jenny curtsied. “Yes, my lady. And you’ll be splendid in the peach. I’ll go press it.”

Splendid and perfectly, properly British. Yes, she’d also been raised British, but the most fun she’d had in India had been when she’d managed to steal away from home for an outing with some of her native friends. Her mother made sense, insisting that she fit in here now, but Sarala didn’t particularly like being in this wretched, rainy place to begin with. If she needed an example to prove it, the thing she most looked forward to was another encounter with Lord Charlemagne Griffin, and that couldn’t possibly come out well.

He’d kissed her yesterday, and she’d let him. She never did anything like that during a business negotiation. Business was business. Of course it didn’t hurt that her opponent in this instance had high cheekbones, a sensuous, expressive mouth, and dark hair that brushed his collar—or that he had shoulders which filled out his coat, thighs which looked as though he spent as much time on horseback as on foot, and not an ounce of fat on his lean, muscular frame.

Sarala scowled. Yes, he was devilishly handsome, and powerful, and he knew it. He was arrogant enough to tell other people of his pending business dealings and then expect that they would do nothing about it. Well, yesterday he’d been taught a lesson. And she had acquired a fortune in silk—which, if nothing else, would help her father get out from under some of the debts Uncle Roger had left behind.

She sat in one of the overstuffed chairs beneath her window, picked up her discarded book on Roman history, and glanced outside. Thankfully her mother’s daily set of luncheon guests had begun departing—in another quarter of an hour the house would be free of the gossip brigade. That everyone had missed Lord Charlemagne’s visit yesterday had been a tremendous stroke of luck, but even the strategy she and her father had begun planning afterward for reselling the silks to a selection of high-class dress shops hadn’t distracted her from realizing how close a call she’d had. A lady didn’t conduct business, and she could only continue to do so if she, her father, and Charlemagne were the only ones who knew about it. India had been so much easier.

Sarala lifted the skirt of her dressing gown to her knee. On her left ankle the dainty henna tattoo her friend Nahi had given her as a farewell gift from India still showed, though it had begun to fade a little. Sarala smiled, lowering her skirt again. If her mother ever found out that she’d been tattooed, temporarily or not, she would have the devil to pay.

Jenny scratched at the door and opened it again. “My lady, the marchioness has asked to see you in the drawing room.”


Sarala nodded, unhappy if unsurprised, and reached for a green muslin day gown. Most of her mother’s friends were old acquaintances from more than two decades ago before she’d left London for India. The majority of them seemed to be hapless busybodies moaning over the current state of things and trying to marry off their daughters or sons to one another’s children. They were probably the reason Charlemagne had acquired such a low opinion of women and thought they had no head for business.

She certainly had no objection to marrying, but she wasn’t going to be bandied about and matched hither and thither to fit some mama’s matrimonial puzzle. She’d been a marquis’s daughter for less than a year, and she didn’t consider that the fact had increased or decreased her value. Other people did. Of course with the way the lot of them frowned at her hair and her tanned skin and what they whispered was her foreign accent, they probably wouldn’t want her joining their family, anyway.

Her mother sat before the fire in the large drawing room; despite her stated delight at being back in civilization, as she called it, the marchioness seemed to be having her own problems adjusting to the cooler weather. Sarala could already almost recite the coming conversation; a lecture on behavior or etiquette inevitably followed one of her mama’s luncheons. What surprised her, though, was the presence of her father, leaning against the mantel and looking distinctly as though he wished to be elsewhere.

“Yes, Mama?”

“My dear, your father and I have been discussing the way you’ve adapted to the family’s new position and residence.”

“What have I done wrong now?” Sarala asked flatly.

“Nothing. It’s more…something we’ve done to you.”

Sarala frowned. “Beg pardon?”


The marchioness cleared her throat, then motioned at her husband. “Your father has something to tell you.”

Howard Carlisle shook his head. “This is not my idea. I’m here under protest.”

“Howar—Fine. Fine.” Sending a scowl at her husband, the marchioness sat forward. “You know that your father and I settled in India with the idea of staying there, and that his position with the East India Company…benefited from his ability to gain the trust of the local citizenry.”

“I know all that,” Sarala replied. “I certainly have no regrets about growing up in Delhi, if that’s what’s troubling you.”

“It is. I—we—have regrets about the way we raised you in Delhi. As I was saying, we never expected to return to England, and so when your father insisted that we give you a native name, I didn’t object too strongly. Now, however, we are here, and you are an English marquis’s daughter. It’s not Indians whose trust and cooperation we need to cultivate any longer.”

Deep worry burrowed into Sarala’s chest. This sounded more serious than the what-to-wear talk, or the how-to-be-demure lecture. “Yes?” she prompted after a moment.

“We—that is, your father and I—have decided that in order to ease your path into proper London Society, you should be known by and referred to as Sarah, rather than Sarala.”

Sarala’s jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?” she stammered, while her father pretended to be elsewhere.

“Sarah is an English name. It will serve you well, and you’ll have an easier time making friends and meeting eligible young gentlem—”

“You’re changing my name?”

“As I said, it’s better for y—”


“This was the idea of those gossiping friends of yours, wasn’t it?”

The marchioness put out a hand. “Please do not insult my friends. Think of it as everyone else does, Sarah. What’s the f—”

“Sarala,” Sarala broke in.

“Sarah,” her mother countered in an equally firm voice. “What’s the first thing everyone says when you’ve been introduced?”

“Here? They comment on what a pretty and unusual name I have.”

The marchioness gazed at her. “And then what? Why have you only danced a half-dozen times since we arrived here? Why haven’t you been invited out to tea or to go walking? Why don’t you have any friends in London?”

“Mama, that’s not fair. We’ve been here less than a fortnight. Both you and Papa have friends from before you left London. I don’t.”

“And you won’t, if the first impression everyone has of you is that you’re odd. It’s bad enough that your skin is so dark—I always said you should wear a bonnet and carry a parasol, and you never listened to me.”

Obviously her mother had made up her mind. Sarala turned to her father. “Papa, you can’t be seriously considering this. It’s absurd. You named me Sarala.”

The marquis shifted. “Consider that we’re only shortening your name. Sarah can be your pet name, except that it’s how everyone will know you. I know it’s a difficult thing, but in this instance I do think your mother has the right of it.”

Sarala backed to the doorway, feeling as though someone had drugged her and spun her into some outlandish nightmare. “I like my name. I’ve had it for two-and-twenty years. I’m not giving it back.”


“You’re going to have to, Sarah. We haven’t made this decision lightly. You will have to, unless you want to be miserable here in England. And there must be other changes, as well. I’ve already discussed your wardrobe with your maid, and don’t think your father and I didn’t notice that paint on your face night before last.”

“It’s fashionable in Delhi.”

“For the last time, Sarah, we are not in Delhi any longer! And we never will be again, unless you marry some peer who wants to make his living there. When you return, then you may change your name back, but not until then.”

“I cannot believe you would do this.” Growling, Sarala stormed out of the drawing room and back up to her bedchamber. Her parents could call her whatever they liked; she certainly couldn’t stop them. As for herself, she’d grown up as Sarala, and that was who she would remain.

If she went by Sarah in her own mind and in her own heart, the next thing she knew, she would become one of those English ladies who didn’t conduct business. A blink after that, she would be selling the blasted silks to Charlemagne Griffin for a shilling. And that was not going to happen. Ever.
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