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			Dedication

			To Atlas and Idaho, my constant writing companions. You warm my toes. You lay softly contented in the sun that shines through my office window as though sunshine is all you need. You make me play when I foolishly imagine I must only work. And you remind me every day that love can be unconditional. Thank you for making me a better human.
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				Chapter
						1

				Fellow Subjects of
						Britain,

				Scandal!

				At night I lie abed,
						heart pounding, breaths short, and mourn England’s ravagement. My soul cries
						and my frail feminine form aches to know that the Elite of Society to whom
						we all pay homage are stealing from our Kingdom to serve their profligate
						ways.

				Stealing!

				For three years now I
						have sought the identities of the members of the elusive Falcon Club, a
						gentleman’s leisure establishment that regularly receives funds from the
						Treasury without due process in Parliament. Today I announce my greatest
						accomplishment in this quest: I have discovered the identity of one member.
						I have hired an assistant to follow this man and learn of his activities.
						When I possess reports that I can trust, I will convey them to
					you.

				Until then, if you are
						reading this pamphlet, Mr. Peregrine, Secretary of the Falcon Club, know
						that I look forward to the day you and I meet face-to-face and I will tell
						you exactly what sort of man you truly are.

				—Lady
						Justice

				Lady
					Justice

				In Care of Brittle
						& Sons, Printers

				London

				

				My dearest
					lady,

				I am nearly breathless
						(as I daresay three-quarters of the men in London are now) imagining you at
						rest upon your cot, your breast filled with emotion, your lips trembling
						with feeling. I am moved by your devotion. And, like a cock released into
						the ring, I am roused by your eagerness to meet me in person.

				But perhaps you have
						discovered not one of my fellow club members, but me. Perhaps I shan’t be
						obliged to wait long for us to finally become acquainted. Perhaps my own
						nocturnal imaginings will soon rush from the realm of dreams into reality. I
						can only hope.

				Increasingly
						yours,

				Peregrine

				Secretary, the Falcon
						Club

				

				Peregrine,

				Send Raven after Lady
						Priscilla.

				—The
						Director

				

				Sir,

				I shall mince no words:
						You are making a mistake in this. England boasts no sharper intellect or
						finer natural instinct. I will send Raven after the beast, and he will go
						without quarrel. But with this insult you will have lost him.

				Respectfully,
						&c.

				Peregrine

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter
						2

				Must ... get ... to ...
						the ... stable.

				Somewhere in a chamber abovestairs a girl
					screamed.

				Not a girl. A woman. Throaty voice, inebriated, a
					scream of pleasure. The girl’s scream was in his head only. As always.

				Get to the stable.

				Rescue the lady.

				Wyn pried his eyelids open. The parlor tilted. But
					he was standing. In a corner, against the wall. Nevertheless, standing. Far
					better situation than his host, who was lying unconscious over the threshold,
					bottle clutched in one hand, a woman’s naked ankle clutched in the other. The
					remainder of the woman lay in the corridor beyond, similarly indisposed.

				Wyn cast his gaze about the chamber strewn with
					glasses and smoke. A ruined neck cloth decorated a bookshelf, and a pair of
					ladies’ stockings—sans lady—straddled the arms of a
					chair with suggestively vigorous intent. A snapped billiards cue protruded from
					a lamp top, and the butts of any number of cigars dug black holes in the
					carpet.

				He squeezed his eyes shut. “Are we having fun
					yet?”

				Then commenced the burning in his gut.

				Ah. Awake a mere twenty seconds this time before
					the torture began; his most reliable nemesis had grown insistent of late. He’d
					no memory of eating since arriving at the country house three days earlier. Food
					quieted the torture in his belly. No time for that now. He’d been here too long
					already. If the others were in the same state as his host, he must take his
					leave with haste.

				“Off to the races, then.” Focusing on the doorway,
					he pushed away from the wall.

				“Wha’s that you say, Yale?”

				Had he spoken aloud? Good God.

				Carefully, so carefully, he shifted his gaze in the
					direction of the voice. He never hurried. Hurrying led to mistakes. Wyn Yale,
					agent of the Falcon Club and consummate gentleman from his sparkling boots to
					his neatly tied cravat, never made mistakes. He never fell. Never tripped. Never
					revealed a thing, not even when he could not make the sounds to pronounce his
					own name. Then he simply remained silent.

				Pride did not drive this perfection. His father and
					elder brothers used to criticize him for his pride. They’d had no idea.

				But apparently now he spoke aloud when he did not
					intend it. He was, perhaps, finally slipping. A shame. Rational precision was
					all he had left, after all, and of course the damned fireball that lived in his
					midsection.

				“Wha’ races?” The other guest sprawled on the
					divan, this one without a woman at present, perhaps due to his waistcoat soaked
					in wine. Rule #3: Ladies expected a gentleman to maintain
						his accoutrements. Even demi-reps. Wyn’s great-aunt had insisted on
					that.

				“Who’s racing?” the slovenly gentleman slurred.
					“I’ll lay ten guineas on you over any of’em. Clever son of a—”

				“No race.” With deliberate steps Wyn moved to the
					sideboard and sloshed wine into a glass. Blinking hard to steady himself, he
					pivoted, carried the glass over, and curled the fellow’s hand around it. Warm.
					Human sinew and flesh. Strange that he should notice this. But it had been an
					age since he’d felt another human’s skin, touched another person. “Merely seeing
					to my horse.”

				The sot quaffed, dribbling wine from the corner of
					his mouth. “He’s a pretty goer. Sell him?”

				“No.” Wyn had one loyal companion in addition to
					the burn in his gut: the sleek black thoroughbred in the stable that deserved a
					great deal better than him.

				The man waved his hand, brushing away the refusal
					in that happy haze of alcohol saturation that Wyn himself had not experienced in
					years. Not happiness, no.

				“S’just as well. Wife’d skin me alive if I spent
					that sort of blunt.”

				“Far better to spend it on drink and whores, of
					course,” Wyn murmured, focusing on the door again. It tilted to one side, then
					the other.

				“Din’ know you had that sort of blunt either.”

				“Not lately, old chap.” But he’d bought Galahad
					five years ago, before his funds ran dry.

				The man slurped from the glass then again slumped
					into a snore. Wyn made his way over the prone bodies at the door and along the
					corridor. In the butler’s closet he sought his coat. Had he brought a coat? The
					month? September.

				He pulled his topcoat from a hook. Best to make
					certain it was his. He fished in the pocket for the one item he suspected only
					he would carry to a country bacchanalia. His fingers slipped around the knife’s
					sheath. His pistol, of course, was still in the saddlebag. No need for a firearm
					at this sort of friendly gathering of wastrels. He’d brought it for the road,
					and because to be without it was to be a great fool.

				For all his sins, he was not a great fool. Not even
					a minor one.

				He left the house and the men and women inside
					locked in a revelry they all enjoyed because they knew nothing more satisfying,
					and made his way across the muddy drive. Within the stable all was damp straw
					and the musky warmth of horses. Galahad had his own stall because he deserved
					it, not because his temper did not allow for company; the thoroughbred was
					gelded, much like his master at this gathering—temporarily. No women while working. No drink usually either. But
					this assignment had called for it. Thus the horse’s four eyes now. And four
					nostrils, and four ears.

				Wyn reached for both of Galahad’s muzzles, each
					satin black marked with a blaze. He grasped either side of the animal’s face and
					the two heads became one. A quiet-natured fellow, Galahad did not protest.

				“Can you bear her company, my friend?” Against the
					horse’s coat, his breath was heavy with brandy. “She is very pretty, after
					all.”

				Galahad stared at him with eyes the color of earth
					and bumped his nose into his chest.

				“You will do whatever is asked of you. We are a
					fine pair.” He closed his eyes. “But I will soon do what I have not been asked
					to do. Then they will take you from me. They will take everything, but”—he
					dipped his voice to a whisper—“you will be all I regret losing.” For a moment he
					stood still, the straw-littered floor bobbing beneath him. Then he set to
					saddling and bridling his horse.

				Traveling bag slung across his haunches, Galahad
					followed him through the stable at his heels like a spaniel. They halted before
					another stall. The animal within shone like a jewel, from her tapered nose and
					intelligent eyes to powerful withers and silken brown coat.

				Wyn bowed. “My lady, your escort has arrived.” He
					opened the stall door.

				Lady Priscilla, as prime a piece of horseflesh as
					could be bred, came without protest, young and light of hoof but biddable. Thus,
					no doubt, she had gone with Wyn’s host after he won her at cards from Marquess
					McFee—unjustly, for she belonged to McFee’s uncle, the Duke of Yarmouth.

				Now the duke wanted his prized young hunter back.
					Who better for the job than Wyn? The crown knew that when it lifted its little
					finger to demand a service of Mr. Wyn Yale, penniless third son of a Welsh
					squire of little land and less wit, he would leap to it. And, of course, he did
					it because he enjoyed it. Rather, had enjoyed it. More lately he did it to keep
					himself in waistcoats and brandy.

				But this job was different. He had not agreed to
					this humiliating task to please the anonymous director of the Falcon Club or the
					king. Not even for the sack of gold coins they would pay him. This assignment he
					had accepted to avenge a death.

				A death for a death. One sin to cancel out
					another.

				This time, however, he could not hide the truth of
					his deed from his friends—Leam Blackwood, Jin Seton, Constance Read, Colin
					Gray—all once fellow agents in the Falcon Club, the greatest friends a man could
					have. This time they would all know. This time the world would know.

				The rain fell mizzling, sending mist up from the
					warm earth. But the sky was heavy and it would soon pour down. The filly’s
					blanket would keep her dry. He took another blanket from the tack room and
					affixed it over Galahad’s back.

				“Now we are off to the races. As it were.”

				He set off along the foggy drive on foot, a lead
					line in either hand and hundreds of guineas worth of horseflesh following
					docilely behind. The gray day was still young, the walk to the village where a
					bottle and the Mail Coach could be found only a few miles distant. By the time
					he reached Yarmouth’s castle two days hence, he would again be dry and suitably
					clad. In the meantime, to be sodden both without as well as within seemed
					suitable enough. Here in the middle of nowhere, in the company of none but
					beasts, for once he needn’t even mimic perfection. And, after all, a man on his
					way to murder a duke ought to be allowed to enjoy the journey in whatever manner
					he liked.

				In
					theory, her plan worked splendidly well.

				In theory.

				Diantha had not, of course, counted on the handsome
					farm boy. Thus she had not foreseen Annie’s desertion. Neither had she
					anticipated the rain that soaked the hem of her traveling dress, or the man with
					the sausagelike fingers sitting in the opposite corner seat of the Mail Coach.
					The squalling infant in its mother’s spindly arms was not an especial boon
					either. But at least the little bundle hadn’t caused Diantha any real trouble,
					only a megrim the size of Devonshire, which actually had its start at the
					posting house when Annie gave abrupt notice with a “Best of luck to you, Miss
					Lucas!” thrown over her shoulder. So in truth the babe could not be blamed.

				Naturally, from the comfort of Brennon Manor,
					Diantha could not have anticipated any of this, especially Annie’s defection.
					Her best friend, Teresa Finch-Freeworth, adored her maid, and quite frankly
					Diantha had liked her too. Annie had seemed the ideal companion with whom to
					make her premature departure from Teresa’s home under cover of propriety. Until
					Annie abandoned her.

				Diantha pressed fingertips to temples. The megrim
					was worsening, but babies would cry, and she liked them quite a lot under normal
					circumstances. She had always dreamed of having children of her own, and Mr. H
					liked them. But she didn’t have time to ponder that. Now she must find her
					mother and wrest her from the den of iniquity in which she was living.

				Around the edge of her bonnet she darted a glance
					at Mr. Sausage Fingers. He scowled at the babe, jowls wiggling with the rough
					sway of the carriage.

				“She is cutting her teeth, isn’t she?” Diantha
					whispered to the mother. “My sister, Faith, cried buckets when her teeth were
					coming through.”

				“She won’t stop, miss.” The woman groaned softly,
					rocking the babe against a breast far too narrow to serve as a pillow.

				“Poor dear. My mother used to rub our gums with
					brandy. Sometimes whiskey if Papa had already drunk up all the brandy. It is
					very soothing.”

				The woman looked skeptical and perhaps a bit
					scandalized. “Is it?”

				“Oh, yes. Smugglers were so common on the coast,
					we’d no trouble finding brandy during the war.” She tucked a gloved finger into
					the baby’s hand. It latched on and the cries hiccupped. “At the next posting
					house, dip your finger into a cup of spirits and rub away. She will be asleep in
					no time.” The infant’s mouth opened again and out of it flew a banshee’s howl.
					“Then drink the remainder of the cup yourself,” Diantha said louder, to be heard
					over the din. She smiled and patted the woman’s arm.

				The mother’s eyes softened. The babe wailed.
					Beneath the brim of his cap, Mr. Sausage Fingers was leering again. He had the
					look of a highwayman about him, if highwaymen had dirty fingernails and shifty
					eyes.

				It was clear to Diantha now that Annie’s elopement
					was incidental to her troubles. Men like this would populate the road all the
					way to Bristol and then probably the boat to Calais. The world was made of men,
					and some were villainous.

				She knew this only vaguely, having been introduced
					at a young age to a nasty man named Mr. Baker to whom her mother had intended to
					wed her beautiful sister, Charity. Or some such thing. No one had ever told her
					anything in those days because she was too young and
					susceptible, they said, which meant that she was
					likely to get into scrapes if given rein. Now everybody was gone, so there was
					no one to tell her anything even though she had turned nineteen, with one
					exception: Teresa, whose stories were scandalously titillating and who had
					devised the plan for her current mission, which mustn’t be thwarted even by a
					minor mishap like losing her traveling companion to a farm lad with large
					muscles in his arms. Annie had especially liked those muscles. She’d mentioned
					them before abandoning her, by way of justification it seemed.

				Diantha hadn’t any opinion of men’s arms or
					muscles, but now she saw her plan’s fatal flaw. She required a man. But not just
					any man. She needed a man of courage and honor who would assist her without
					question.

				She needed a hero.

				Diantha’s stepsister, Serena, had often read to her
					stories of knights saving damsels in distress, and the Baron of Carlyle, her
					stepfather and a scholar, had assured her that these stories were not entirely
					fictional, rather based in historical fact. Heroes did exist. Now her mission
					was simply too perilous to undertake with only female assistance. A hero must be
					found.

				In retrospect it all seemed quite obvious. Of course the plan Teresa devised had not included
					securing the assistance of a man. Teresa had never met a real hero. Her father
					barely ever looked at his women, and her brothers were most certainly not
					heroic; a fortnight ago all three of them had taken one look at Diantha and
					their eyes had gone positively feral. Since none of them had ever noticed her
					during her visits to Brennon Manor before, they could not be considered
					heroic.

				Heroes cared for more than appearance. They cared
					about the heart.

				The young mother shifted a bony hip, nudging
					Diantha’s against the portly gentleman to her left. Intent upon his journal, he
					seemed not to notice. She gave him a quick glance and released a little breath
					of disappointment.

				Too old. A hero ready to defend a lady from the
					likes of highwaymen must be in the prime of his manhood. Otherwise he might not
					be able to wield a sword or pistol with sufficient vigor if necessary. This man
					had gray whiskers.

				The carriage jolted. The baby bawled. The mother
					sobbed quietly.

				“May I hold her? My sister is grown now and I miss
					cradling a babe in my arms.” In truth, Faith had been a fidgety infant. But
					Diantha suspected God would forgive the fib. “Then you might have a nap before
					we come to the next stop.”

				“Oh, miss, I couldn’t—”

				“Of course you could. I will keep her quite safe
					while you rest.” She tucked her arms around the infant and drew it close. Her
					traveling bag propped upon her lap made an excellent cushion, and she had more
					bosom than the babe’s mother against which it could cuddle. The mother tucked
					the blanket around it.

				“Thank you, miss. You’re an angel.”

				“Not at all.” That was the plain truth, of
					course.

				She rocked the infant, liking its warm, heavy
					weight, and shifted her gaze across to the passenger whose knees nearly knocked
					with hers.

				Not a man. Not more
					than thirteen and, by the look of his blackened fingertips and sallow
					complexion, a mine worker.

				His cheeks flushed with two perfectly round red
					spots. He tugged on his cap. “Mum.”

				She smiled, and the flush spread down his rather
					dirty neck.

				He would not do, of course. Boys could not be
					trusted with noble missions, even boys who went into holes in the earth every
					day to dig up metals for everyone else and so should be accounted heroes of a
					sort, if the world were quite fair about it.

				That left only the man sleeping in the corner, the
					passenger who at the last stop had taken Annie’s spot inside the coach.

				The hem of his black topcoat dripped rain onto the
					floor around his shining black boots. His arms were crossed over his chest and a
					fine black silk hat dipped low over his brow. He was not a small man, rather
					tall and broad-shouldered, but seemed to fill the space he inhabited without
					undue discommodity to his fellow passengers. She could see only his hands,
					ungloved, and the lower half of his face.

				Large, long-fingered, elegant hands, and a firm,
					clean-shaven jaw and nicely shaped mouth.

				She blinked.

				She slouched, dipped her head a bit, and peered
					beneath his hat brim.

				Her breath caught.

				She sat straight up. Beneath the soft weight of the
					crying swaddle, her heart pattered. She drew a steadying breath. Then another.
					She stole a second glance at him, longer this time.

				Then she knew. In her deepest heart her final
					niggling doubts scattered and she knew she was meant to find her mother.

				Her plan would not only work in theory. She had
					wished for a gentleman to assist her on her mission, and God or Providence or
					whoever it was that granted wishes to hopeful damsels was providing her with
					such a man. For if anyone could fill the role of a hero, she was certain it was
					this gentleman.

				He was, after all, already hers.

				A girl
					was staring at him.

				It did not surprise Wyn, accustomed enough as he
					was to this sort of attention and not typically disturbed by it. But he’d had
					rather too much of it of late, although the females at the orgy he’d just left
					hadn’t particularly resembled the girl in the coach’s facing seat who now peered
					at him from the bluest set of wide eyes he had ever seen. Very, very blue eyes
					with big irises, like polished lapis lazuli, surrounded by long, dark lashes and
					surmounted by arched brows. Familiar eyes.

				Unfamiliar girl, though. Even if he weren’t half
					under the wagon he would remember this taking thing if he had encountered her
					before. The tilt of her delicate jaw, purse of her berry lips, and rampant rich
					chestnut curls peeking out from her bonnet were too pretty to forget. And, drunk
					or sober, Wyn never forgot anything, even girls who were not pretty like this
					one. Or men. Or villages. Or tree stumps. Or anything else. It was what made him
					so good at his work for the past ten years.

				Her brows arched higher. “Are you finally awake,
					then?” she said, and he remembered her. Voices he also never forgot, especially
					not this voice, fresh and clear. “I thought you would never wake up,” she
					continued without apparently requiring a response. “You know, I barely
					recognized you. You look absolutely terrible.”

				“Thank you, ma’am,” he managed, without slurring of
					course. He would not mention that the lack of recognition had been mutual
					because she would certainly guess the reason for it. Rule
						#4: Never bruise a lady’s feelings. A girl didn’t make the sort of
					transformation in appearance that Miss Lucas had over the course of two years
					without a great deal of effort and the generous hand of Nature combined, and
					without being perfectly aware of the transformation herself.

				Miss Lucas was not a doxy like the girls he’d
					gladly left behind yesterday. She was a gently bred female, the young stepsister
					of a lady he liked quite a lot who was married to a man who had helped him
					through the worst night of his life.

				He rubbed thumb and forefinger into the corners of
					his eyes at the bridge of his nose, and looked anew.

				A gently bred female ... with a babe in
					her arms.

				He glanced to either side of her. Neither the man
					to her left nor the woman to her right could remotely be considered husband or
					maid to this stepdaughter of a baron and sister to a baronet, never mind Wyn’s
					slightly foggy vision. He craned his neck to his left. Neither of his seatmates
					suited either.

				“I am traveling alone,” she supplied helpfully.
					“Annie abandoned me for a strapping farm lad at the last stop. He was quite
					handsome, really, so I don’t blame her. But she might have stayed until I found
					a replacement.” She leaned forward and whispered, “I am not comfortable traveling alone, you see.” She glanced meaningfully
					to the burly tradesman sharing his seat then sat back again. “But now that you
					are here, I am no longer alone.” She smiled and a pair of dents formed in the
					soft cream of her cheeks.

				Wyn blinked, momentarily clearing the fog. He
					recalled those dimples of the girl he’d met at the estate of the Earl of Savege
					in Devon. He did not, however, recall being unable to look away from them. But
					the previous posting house had only stocked gin, and the fruit of the juniper
					tended to muddle his senses.

				Finally her words penetrated the Blue Ruin.

				“Alone?” He directed his gaze at the squalling
					infant. It was a wonder he’d slept so profoundly. “The child’s father remains at
					home?”

				The dimples deepened. “I suppose he may. But I
					don’t know actually, and cannot ask since her mother is sleeping and I haven’t
					the heart to waken her.” She lowered her voice. “Frankly, I am wildly curious. I
					cannot imagine taking to the road with an infant without assistance of some
					sort. Although ...” Her brows lowered. “I mustn’t throw stones,
					being bereft of assistance myself. Until now.” Her berry lips flashed into a
					smile again and her vibrant gaze flickered up and down his person.

				“At your service, ma’am.” In the cramped quarters,
					in lieu of bowing, he tipped his hat.

				Her smile brightened.

				The fireball in his stomach danced an impatient
					jig. In present company he could not ask her meaning. He could not inquire of
					her direction, her intention, her program, or who exactly Annie was. He could
					not even speak her name. And he hoped dearly for her sake that she did not
					choose to provide him with any of this information voluntarily while sharing the
					coach with four strangers. But at the next posting house he would take her aside
					and learn what he must. Then he would return her to her family.

				It was clear that Miss Lucas had run away from
					home. Fortunately for her, he was something of a specialist at returning runaway
					girls. The specialist in the crown’s hire, the
					member of the Falcon Club—a small, secret organization dedicated to returning
					lost persons of distinction to their homes—with a special knack for corralling
					girls exactly like this one. Spoiled, willful, naïve, confident of their charms.
					Girls who could wrap people around their fingers through the sheer, mesmerizing
					force of their smiles.

				She returned her attention to the babe in her arms.
					Wyn closed his eyes, sinking again into the gin lethargy, but discontent grated
					at him now. The filly must take second place to the girl. The Duke of Yarmouth
					must wait.

				But there was no rush. No one would suspect
					anything amiss if he delayed. This assignment was obviously meant as a prelude
					to his mandatory retirement, a silent message that the crown no longer required
					his services. A final reprimand. The head agent of the Falcon Club, Viscount
					Colin Gray, had warned him: their director was concerned. Gray thought it was
					because of the brandy. Wyn knew the truth. The director had not trusted him for
					five years, and it hadn’t anything to do with brandy.

				Now he would return Miss Lucas home, then the horse
					to its master, and his current existence would end in a blaze of ignominy. He
					folded his arms over his chest. The infant wailed. The coach bumped. Forgetful
					sleep came slowly.

			

		

	
	
		
			Chapter 3

			Mr. Yale awoke again only as the coach entered the posting inn’s yard. He was the first to go out into the rain.

			Diantha needed an enormous tea, a vigorous stretch, and then a good stroll. Her arms and shoulders ached fiercely from holding the babe.

			Its mother pressed her hand. “Miss, you saved me today. You’ll be in my prayers tonight.”

			“You would have done the same for me, I suspect.” She smiled and upon wobbly knees pushed herself toward the door.

			Standing by the step in the lowering light of the rainy evening, Mr. Yale offered his hand. It was perfectly silly that a tingle zigzagged about her stomach. But since she had only thrice in her life encountered a man who caused those sorts of tingles, and all three times they were him, it wasn’t to be wondered at. A true hero was bound to have that sort of effect upon a lady.

			She placed her gloved fingers on his palm and came down the two steps to the drive awash in puddles, then looked up at him.

			More tingles.

			“Madam,” he said quietly as she drew the hood of her cloak over her hair, “while I beg pardon for asking it of you, I hope you will accompany me now to the stable briefly while I see to my cattle.” He gestured to a pair of horses tied to the rear of the coach. “In the absence of Annie, perhaps you will see the wisdom of not entering the inn without suitable escort.” His gaze flickered to the coach’s door where Mr. Sausage Fingers loomed.

			“I do, sir. And I shan’t mind accompanying you to the stable in the least.”

			“Excellent.” He bowed, and now his gray eyes seemed to sparkle.

			Really, his eyes were silvery. Black-haired and square-jawed, he was ridiculously handsome, even rather lean-cheeked as he was now. But from the first time she had seen him at a wedding at Savege Park, she had liked his silver eyes most of all. They rested upon a girl as though her every word and desire were his first concern, as though, in fact, he wished to read her mind to discover her desires rather than require her to make even the slightest effort to express them in words.

			He’d done that the night of that wedding. He had read her thoughts and rescued her. He had been her hero.

			He untethered the horses from the rear of the coach and drew them toward the archway leading behind the inn. A ragged little dog stood in the rain outside the stable door, watching as they passed inside.

			“Look at that poor thing, all skin and bones, and favoring its forepaw. I think it is injured.” She craned her neck but the stable hand pulled the door shut.

			“Only a mongrel, miss.”

			“Someone ought to feed it. It’s starving.”

			Mr. Yale cast her a curious glance, then turned to his task. He did not relinquish the horses into the hands of the stable hand, but saw to them himself then returned to her at the door.

			“Thank you for your patience, Miss Lucas. How do you do?” He bowed so beautifully, as though he were encountering her in an elegant drawing room.

			She curtsied. “Well, sir. Especially now.”

			“Have you luggage aboard the coach?”

			“A traveling trunk and bandbox. Why?”

			“Then our first order of business must be to retrieve it.”

			“Oh, I don’t think that is necessary. The coach is bound to leave again shortly. It is only a dinner break and to change out the horses, I think.”

			“You will no doubt wish to dine?” He came forward and gestured her toward the door into the inn.

			“I will. I am famished! I never quite realized how traveling the public coach encourages the appetite.”

			“Didn’t you?”

			“Oh, no. I hadn’t planned on being so hungry at all, or I would have instructed Annie to pack a cold dinner before we left Brennon Manor.” She walked before him through the door into warm air scented with roast and ale. The taprooms meandered over several attached chambers, all wood paneling and cozy crackling fires, a mix of farmers and villagers and the people from the coach clustered about the bar and at tables. Her stomach rumbled.

			Mr. Yale took her cloak then pulled out for her a chair at a small table. A man wearing a starched apron appeared.

			“What can I serve you, sir?”

			“The lady will have whatever she desires, and I shall have a pint, an empty glass, and a bottle of Hennessy.”

			“Miss?”

			“Whatever is best tonight, thank you.” She smiled. “It smells wonderful!”

			“My wife’s roast and pudding, miss. Finest in the village.”

			“Well it isn’t a very large village,” she whispered when he’d left, “but no doubt I shall enjoy it. I could eat a horse at present. Not one of yours, of course. What beautiful animals you have, Mr. Yale!”

			“Thank you, Miss Lucas.” He did not sit. “I will return in a moment.” He looked at her quite directly. “If you will remain at this table while I am gone, that would be best.”

			“I am so hungry, the farthest I would go is the kitchen.”

			He bowed and disappeared out the rear door again. She glanced at the bar where Mr. Sausage Fingers was again staring at her, then out the window at the rain.

			By the time Mr. Yale returned, her food had arrived, and his drinks.

			“Aren’t you eating?”

			“Not at this time.” He poured from the bottle into a glass and drank the contents in one swallow. “But please do enjoy your dinner.” He lifted his ale glass.

			“Thank you.” She tucked in. “It tastes even better than it smells. I barely ate a bite the entire fortnight I was at Brennon Manor, I was so excited about my journey.”

			“May I be so bold, Miss Lucas, as to inquire how you come to be traveling alone?”

			“Teresa’s maid Annie deserted me. We thought she would be terribly clever to have along, but we never expected her to decamp so swiftly, or frankly at all.”

			“I see. Teresa ... ?”

			“Finch-Freeworth. We attended the Bailey Academy for Young Ladies together for three years when my stepfather sent me there after the dismissal of my fourth governess. Miss Yarley, Head Mistress of the Bailey Academy, however, was splendid, so I never gave her trouble. Good heavens, this pudding is simply divine. Is the food at all posting inns so delicious?”

			“Not all. As your stepfather’s estate is in Devonshire, I am to understand Miss Finch-Freeworth’s home, Brennon Manor, is in the North and that you have recently left there,” he said without even a pause, which she liked. The night he’d rescued her at Savege Park he had also understood the entire situation with very little explanation.

			“I departed quite early this morning.”

			“And what—” He paused. “Miss Lucas, pray forgive me for continuing to press you for details.”

			“Of course. Whyever not?”

			He smiled slightly, the barest hint of amusement tilting up his mouth at one side. On the three occasions that he had visited Savege Park, her stepsister Serena’s home, Diantha had seen him smile like that at her other stepsister, Viola, as well as at a veritable goddess, Lady Constance Read, a Scottish heiress with whom he seemed to be particular friends. But never at her, not even when he rescued her that night. Now that smile did strange things to her insides, somewhat pleasant and a bit alarming. Warm things.

			“As I can imagine your stepfather would under normal circumstances send his carriage for you, what did he and Miss Finch-Freeworth’s parents have to say of your journey undertaken by public coach?”

			“Oh, they proved no hindrance. My stepfather does not know. As for Teresa’s parents, Lady Finch-Freeworth is a soft woman without backbone and Sir Terrence couldn’t care less what the females in his house do. I don’t think he’s ever noticed me, in fact.”

			His eyes took on a warm light that made her throat oddly tight. “I admit myself skeptical of that.”

			“But it’s true. When we produced the letter from my stepfather, neither he nor Lady Finch-Freeworth blinked an eyelash. I did remarkably good work forging my stepfather’s signature. I have a particular talent with a pen and wax, so it was quite satisfying, really.”

			“I daresay.”

			“What are you drinking?”

			“Brandy. What, then, is your direction, Miss Lucas?”

			“I’ve never seen a gentleman drink so much brandy in so few minutes, not since my father died. But my stepfather rarely drinks spirits and of course I don’t know many other gentlemen, except my sisters’ husbands and I suppose the curate, and naturally Mr. H. But that will change after I find my mother, go to town next month, and am introduced into society.”

			He set down his glass and said nothing but only looked at her with those silver eyes, carefully, it seemed. She felt studied, but not harshly. She felt looked at. Truly looked at. Not for her spots and fat, which she had sported in profusion until eighteen months ago, and not for her eyes, which her mother had insisted were her only fine feature. Mr. Yale seemed to look at something else. Her insides.

			He finally said, “Who is Mr. H?”

			“My future. At least that is the plan.”

			“I see. Then you are attempting to escape a betrothal?”

			“Not at all. I will be as glad to end up with Mr. H as anybody. Or, well, perhaps not anybody. But you must know what I mean.”

			His slight smile came again, followed by the warmth in her midsection.

			“Possibly,” he only said.

			The door banged open and a boy called out, “Shrewsbury Coach boarding!”

			“Oh!” Diantha swiped a napkin across her mouth. “We should hurry, Mr. Yale. You must retrieve your hor—”

			“Miss Lucas, do remain and finish your dinner.” He did not move.

			“But the coach is leaving.” She stood. “There isn’t time to—”

			He rose to his feet and there was something shockingly intimate in the glimmer of his eyes as he looked down at her that rooted the soles of her practical traveling boots to the floor. He spoke quietly.

			“Miss Lucas, it is not advisable for a lady to travel by night on a public coach, with or without escort.” His stance was so purposeful now, entirely unlike the unobtrusive man on the coach. She felt his command of the situation very oddly inside her, as she had felt his studying gaze.

			“By which you mean Mr. Sausage Fingers may pose a threat to me.”

			“By which I mean that if you are wise you will not board another coach until the morning and instead enjoy a comfortable night’s sleep here at this respectable inn.”

			She seemed to consider this, her brow furrowing delicately. Once more her gaze flickered up and down him, as a man might inspect a horse for purchase, and her berry lips twisted in that partial purse which was not unbecoming—rather the opposite, enhancing the bow and puffing out her lower lip.

			“You cannot convince me that you would be unable to best him in a fight.” She glanced at his shoulders, then his hands.

			“The question is not whether I would be able to, Miss Lucas, but whether I would wish to place myself in the position of being required to.”

			“I see.” Her gaze seemed fixed on his right hand, and a slight flush rose in her cheeks. “What have you done with your gloves, Mr. Yale?”

			“I was obliged to discard them earlier today.” A hedonist at the party had stubbed a burning cheroot into the palm of one of the gloves. Wyn particularly disliked that stain. “Will you sit?” He gestured to her dinner.

			“I suppose I am tired and would appreciate a rest.” Her brow unpleated and she turned her blue eyes upon him. “Will we hire rooms, then? I have never done so myself.”

			“It will be my greatest honor.” He bowed.

			She smiled, the dimples dipping her cheeks anew. Then her eyes widened. “Oh! My luggage!”

			“I have taken the liberty of having it moved to a private chamber for you already.”

			“When you went out?” She blinked. “I may forgive you for not asking my permission to do so. Eventually. But I think you must have some experience traveling.”

			“Some.” On several continents.

			“So I will trust you about the folly of taking the coach at night.” Her look grew sober. “But I do wish to get on with my quest as swiftly as possible.” She sat, waited for him to do the same, and took up her fork again. “I haven’t much time. I was only expected to be at Brennon Manor for four weeks, and two are already used up.”

			“Quest? Then, no scorned suitor to be avoided?”

			She screwed up her brows, a look that suggested his question had lowered her opinion of his intelligence. “I already told you I am not running away from anybody. Rather, toward.”

			“Toward whom?”

			“My mother.” She peered at him closely. “Do you know about my mother?”

			“Only that she does not reside in your stepfather’s home and is no longer in society.” And that she’d had something shadowy to do with a treasonous lord’s hasty exile to the Continent years earlier. But that had been Leam’s business, and at the time Wyn had his own demons to battle and little time to pursue his friends’ interests.

			Miss Lucas swallowed a mouthful of roast, her throat working above the unexceptionably modest neckline of her gown. It was a movement so mundane yet so enticingly feminine that he removed his attention from the sight to the bottle by his hand. The jittering thirst in his blood had relaxed with the first glass and disappeared entirely with the second. He poured a third. He never resorted to carrying a flask, but the last hour of the coach’s swaying and rocking had driven his edginess unendurably high.

			“She left four years ago, mere days before my fifteenth birthday.” She took a sip of tea. “It had something to do with my elder sisters and my brother, Tracy, but I don’t know precisely what, and everybody was glad to have her gone. She was not a nice person, if you will take my word for it.”

			“I shall, if you wish it.”

			She met his gaze for a moment, the lapis shining. “In any case, my stepfather never speaks of her now, nor does anyone else. It is as though she simply vanished into air.”

			“Remarkable,” he murmured.

			“Isn’t it?”

			It would be, perhaps, if his own history did not bear out the believability of such a thing. In over fourteen years, since the sudden death of his mother, Wyn had not seen or corresponded with his father and brothers.

			“But I know she has not.” Miss Lucas cut into her roast with greater force now. “When she first left, I asked after her. Papa—my stepfather—said she went off to live with relatives in the North.” Her thick lashes darted up. “She has not. Or at least if she did then, she is no longer there. You see, several months ago I broke into my father’s writing desk.”

			“How intrepid of you.”

			“Truly. I have done all sorts of wicked things in my life, things that made my governesses weep and pull out their hair, although not literally of course, except that once but really that was an accident. In any case, I have been troublesome, but I have never stolen anything. But she is my mother, and Papa will say nothing and frankly I am entitled to know something of her, don’t you agree?”

			“You must wish it quite sincerely.”

			“That was not an answer to my question, of course. I am not a hair-for-brains, Mr. Yale.”

			“I would never say so.”

			“And I didn’t actually steal the letters. I only read them.” Her slender brows cocked and a mischievous gleam flickered in the blue. “So I haven’t sinned. Really.”

			The abrupt image of her actually sinning compelled him to reach for his glass again. “Where then is your mother?”

			She set down her fork and a sweet smile slipped across her lips. “You are so refreshing to speak with, Mr. Yale. Papa never seems to know what I’m talking about and Mr. H allows me to go on and on without responding. But you are different. You seem to know.”

			Yes. He knew it would be to his advantage to put this girl on a northbound coach and wipe his hands of her as soon as possible. The innkeeper appeared by their table, saving Wyn from being obliged to willfully remove his attention once again from her pretty neck.

			“My best two chambers are ready upstairs for you and your sister, sir, when you wish. Will you be taking supper, then?”

			“Bring him the roast. He will be in heaven.” She closed her berry lips around another forkful.

			Wyn dragged his gaze away and stood. “My sister would like to retire directly. She is fatigued after the day’s travel.”

			“But you really must eat some—”

			“I will take supper in my room.” He gestured her toward the stairs.

			Upon the landing the innkeeper proffered him two keys. “This is for the lady’s, sir, and this one is for yours there. I’ll have the maid pop in to assist the lady now, and I’ll send your supper up right straight.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Do thank your wife for her delicious roast and pudding, please, sir.” Her smile sparkled.

			The innkeeper beamed. “I’ll do that, miss.”

			She watched after him down the hall. “I suppose it was a good idea for you to tell him I am your sister. But anyone can see we look nothing like one another.” She met his gaze, her blue eyes clean and clear and without guile.

			It was true. They were nothing alike, but far beyond the accidents of hair and features. She claimed to be wicked, but her face radiated honesty and goodwill. Her behavior mirrored it—taking the crying infant upon her lap for the afternoon’s journey, and offering liberal praise for a simple meal. How a mother could leave such a daughter upon the threshold of womanhood, he hadn’t an idea.

			“Where is your mother, Miss Lucas?”

			“Calais.”

			Intrepid, indeed. “You intend to cross the Channel after her?”

			“Yes. She seems to be living with a dozen or so young women. She would have my father believe they are Catholic nuns and that she needs money to help them do handicrafts to sell at the market, which is why she wrote to him. But I am not so naïve as all that. I think she is running a school.”

			He measured his response. “A school?”

			Her lips twisted. “No. I said that to see how you would react, and I am really quite impressed. Of course I shouldn’t know about such things, but Teresa Finch-Freeworth is very helpful.” She smiled, gently now. “But you would never reveal your shock over my impropriety. You are a true gentleman, Mr. Yale.”

			“Why hasn’t your stepfather gone after her?”

			“Because he does not care for her.” Her gaze skittered away.

			It was inconvenient. She was inconvenient, a pretty bundle of good intentions and old hurt, the latter which he could see quite plainly in her wide eyes no matter what she claimed. And now she had this indignity to bear of her mother’s new profession, if it could be believed.

			“Miss Lucas, I cannot allow you to continue on this journey.”

			Her gaze shot to him. “What?”

			“I cannot—”

			“No, no, I heard what you said. I am merely flabbergasted.”

			“I know not whether to be flattered or insulted by your surprise, ma’am.”

			“Oh. Of course. I beg your pardon, sir.” She seemed to recall herself, and rather swiftly at that. She studied him for a moment, then released a little sigh. But she had no air of crestfallen disappointment about her, a look Wyn had seen on the faces of females often enough in his work over the past ten years. This was no doubt a game to her more than anything else. Perhaps she’d wished only to have a brief adventure and even now secretly welcomed his intervention.

			“I suppose you have learned which coach will return me to my friend’s house?” she asked quietly.

			“It departs tomorrow at ten o’clock.”

			“There will be time for breakfast then. I do so dislike traveling on an empty stomach.” Her voice had quieted.

			“It is for the best, Miss Lucas.”

			She seemed thoughtful for a moment. “The public coach is uncomfortable. I might not have been able to bear it all the way to Bristol, anyway.” She offered him a small sigh that lifted her breasts. “Well, then, good night, sir. Thank you for your assistance.” She held out her hand, he placed the key in it, and she went inside.

			Wyn returned to the taproom and the remainder of the bottle of brandy.

			Diantha leaned up against the inside of her door, a peculiarly empty sensation in her stomach. Her gaze scanned the little bedchamber without interest. She had traveled so rarely, she should be charmed to bits over this turn of events: a night in a real posting house after the most scrumptious dinner possible, in the company of a true gentleman.

			And now she knew where she had gone wrong again. Not her plan this time, but her notions of what a man could be.

			A true gentleman could not be a hero. A true gentleman would, before all else, care for propriety and society’s standards and—most importantly, devastatingly—a lady’s welfare.

			She was not a ninnyhammer, and only a ninnyhammer would fail to see that this journey was not in her welfare. She would be on the road for weeks without a proper chaperone and now not even a maid, and she would complete her travels at a French brothel. As a real gentleman, Mr. Yale had one recourse only: to escort her back to where she belonged. He could not be her hero. Not this time. On this occasion, gentleman and hero were incompatible.

			She should descend to the taproom now and look about for another hero. There must be at least one among the crowd of farmers and villagers. Or she could take the next leg of her journey alone and hope to come across a hero along the road ahead.

			The coach schedule affixed to the wall beside the front door had been easy enough to memorize while she was eating and explaining her quest to Mr. Yale. The Shrewsbury Coach would come through at quarter past five o’clock in the morning. She would be on it. She would find her mother and, finally, speak with her.

			Diantha removed her outer garments and when the maid appeared she sent her away with a penny. Then she lay down on the soft little cot topped with the nicest quilt she’d seen and stared at the ceiling. The white paint was riddled with cracks, like her thinking on the matter of heroes.

			The trouble was, it seemed to her that if any man could be a true hero, it would certainly be Mr. Yale. But perhaps there were no such paragons of epic honor and nobility in the present era. There was no such thing, after all, as the sort of love all those old stories described, the sort between a man and a woman who fell into the most sublime devotion and lived happily ever after. Both of her mother’s marriages proved that to be a myth, not to mention Lady Finch-Freeworth and Sir Terrence’s tepid alliance. It was true that her sister and stepsisters seemed content with their husbands, but there were a lot of money and carriages and houses involved. For pity’s sake, Serena was now a countess, so of course she was happy.

			But their brother, Tracy, avoided marriage, and Diantha couldn’t doubt why. True love was a fiction of legends. And so too heroes must be.

			She closed her eyes and tried not to think about the handsome man she would be leaving behind who was—however wonderful—only a man, after all.
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