






A WILD KISS



Even as he told himself he should step away, should not give in to the growing attraction he felt for her, he reached out with his free hand and stroked her cheek. Her skin was soft and warm, a delight to touch, and he ached to touch more of it. Her eyes darkened to a rich blue, and he knew she felt the same craving he did. Pushing aside all thought of the consequences and ignoring his own resolutions of but moments before, he lowered his mouth to hers. He had to have another taste.

She tasted sweet, hot, and willing, he thought as he slid an arm around her slim waist and pulled her closer. Just as he feared, she still tasted like more—more than kisses and a few gentle caresses. The way she fit against him made him wild with need, and he struggled against the fierce urge to tumble her down on the carpet. Alethea was a widow, but all his instincts, honed through years of playing love’s games, told him that she was far from an experienced one. The way she again seemed so startled when he slipped his tongue into her mouth simply confirmed that opinion. That taste of innocence only made his hunger for her more intense. He wanted to be the one to show her all the pleasure a man and woman could share…
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Dear Readers








Chapter 1



Alethea Vaughn Channing looked up from the book she was trying to read to stare into the colorful flames in the massive fireplace and immediately tensed. That man was there again, taking shape within the dancing flames and curling smoke. She tried to tear her gaze away, to ignore him and return her attention to her book, but the vision drew her, ignoring her wants and stealing her choices.

He was almost family, for there was no denying that they had grown up together. She had been seeing glimpses of the man since she was but five years old, although he had been still a boy then. Fifteen long years of catching the occasional peek into his life had made her somewhat proprietary about the man, even though she had no idea who he was. She had seen him as a gangly, somewhat clumsy youth, and as a man. She had seen him in dreams, in visions, and had even sensed him at her side. An unwilling witness, she had seen him in pain, watched him weep, known his grief and his joy and so much more. She had even seen him on her wedding night, which had been oddly comforting since her late husband had been noticeably absent. At times, the strange connection was painfully intense; at others it was only the whisper of emotion. She did not like invading his privacy, yet nothing she had ever done had been able to banish him.

This was a strong vision, she thought as the images before her grew so clear it was as if the people were right in the room with her. Alethea set her book down and moved to kneel before the fire as a tickle of unease grew stronger within her. Suddenly she knew this was not just another fleeting intrusion into the man’s life, but a warning. Perhaps, she mused as she concentrated, this was what it had all been leading to. She knew, without even a hint of doubt, that what she was seeing now was not what was or what had been, but what was to come.

He was standing on the steps of a very fine house idly adjusting his clothes. She smelled roses and then grimaced with disgust. The rogue had obviously just come from the arms of some woman. If she judged his expression right, he wore that smirk her maid, Kate, claimed men wore after they had just fed their manly hungers. Alethea had the suspicion her vision man fed those hungers a lot.

A large black carriage pulled up. She almost stuck her hand in the fire as a sudden fierce urge to pull him back when he stepped into it swept over her. Then, abruptly and without warning, her vision became a dizzying array of brief, terrifying images, one after another slamming into her mind. She cried out as she suffered his pain along with him—horrible, continuous pain. They wanted his secrets, but he would not release them. A scream tore from her throat and she collapsed, clutching her throat as a sharp, excruciating pain ripped across it. Her vision man died from that pain. It did not matter that she had not actually seen his death, that the fireplace held only flame and wispy smoke again. She had suffered it, suffered the cold inside his body as his blood flowed out of him. For one terrifying moment, she had suffered a deep, utter desolation over that loss.

The sound of her servants hurrying into the room broke through Alethea’s shock as she crawled toward the table where she kept her sketchbooks and drawing materials. “Help me to my seat, Kate,” she ordered her buxom young maid as the woman reached for her.

“Oh, m’lady, you have had yourself a powerful seeing this time, I be thinking,” said Kate as she steadied Alethea in her seat. “You should have a cup of hot, sweet tea, you should, and some rest. Alfred, get some tea,” she ordered the tall, too-thin butler who no longer even attempted to explain the hierarchy of servants to Kate.

“Not yet. I must get this all down ere I forget.”

Alethea was still very weak by the time she had sketched out all she had seen and written down all she could recall. She sipped at the tea a worried Alfred served her and studied what she had done. Although she dreaded what she had to do now, she knew she had no choice.

“We leave for London in three days,” she announced, and almost smiled at the look of shock on her servants’ faces.

“But why?” asked Kate.

“I must.”

“Where will we stay? Your uncle is at the townhouse.”

“It is quite big enough to house us while I do what this vision is compelling me to do.”

“And what does it compel you to do, milady?” asked Alfred.

“To stop a murder.”

 

“You cannot meet with Hartley Greville. He is the Marquis of Redgrave you know.”

Alethea frowned at her uncle, who was only seven years older than she was. She had been too weary to speak much with him when she had arrived in London yesterday after three days on the road. Then she had slept too late to breakfast with him. It had pleased her to share a noon meal with him, and she had quickly told him about her vision. He had been intrigued and eager to help until she had shown him the sketch she had made of the man she sought. Her uncle’s handsome face had immediately darkened with a scowl.

“Why not?” she asked as she cut a piece of ham and popped it in her mouth.

“He is a rake. If he was not so wealthy, titled, and of such an impressive lineage, I doubt he would be included on many lists of invitations. If the man notches his bedpost for each of his conquests, he is probably on his third bed by now.”

“Oh, my. Is he married?”

“Ah, no. Considered to be a prime marriage candidate, however. All that money and good blood, you see. Daughters would not complain, as he is also young and handsome.”

“Then he cannot be quite so bad, can he? I mean, if mothers view him as a possible match for their daughters…”

Iago Vaughn shook his head, his thick black hair tumbling onto his forehead. “He is still a seasoned rake. Hard, cold, dangerous, and the subject of a cartload of dark rumor. He has just not crossed that fine line which would make him completely unacceptable.” He frowned. “Although I sometimes wonder if that line is a little, well, fluid as concerns men like him. I would certainly hesitate to nudge my daughter in his direction if I had one. And I certainly do not wish to bring his attention your way. Introduce a pretty young widow to Greville? People would think I was utterly mad.”

“Uncle, if you will not introduce me, I will find someone else who will.”

“Allie—”

“Do you think he has done anything that warrants his murder?”

“I suspect there are many husbands who think so,” muttered Iago as he turned his attention back to his meal, frowning even more when he realized he had already finished it.

Alethea smiled her thanks to the footman who took her plate away and set several bowls of fruit between her and Iago. The moment Iago silently waved the footman out of the room, she relaxed, resting her arms on the table and picking out some blackberries to put into her small bowl. As she covered the fruit with clotted cream, she thought carefully over what she should say next. She had to do whatever she could to stop her vision from becoming a true prophecy, but she did not wish to anger her uncle in doing so.

“If wives are breaking their marriage vows, I believe it is for more reason than a pretty face,” she said. “A man should not trespass so, yet I doubt he is solely to blame for the sin.” She glanced at her uncle and smiled faintly. “Can you say that you have not committed such a trespass?”

Iago scowled at her as he pushed aside his plate, grabbed an apple, and began to neatly slice and core it. “That is not the point here, and well you know it. The point here is whether or not I will introduce my niece to a known seducer, especially when she is a widow and thus considered fair game. A rogue like him would chew you up and spit you out before you even knew what had happened to you. They say he can seduce a rock.”

“That would be an intriguing coupling,” she murmured and savored a spoonful of her dessert.

“Brat.” He grinned briefly, and then quickly grew serious again. “You have never dealt with a man like him.”

“I have never dealt with any man, really, save for Edward, and considering how little he had to do with me, I suppose dealing with my late husband for a year does not really count for much.”

“Ah, no, not truly. Poor sod.”

“Me or him?” She smiled when he chuckled. “I understand your concerns, Uncle, but they do not matter. No,” she hastily said when he started to protest. “None of them matter. We are speaking of life and death. As you say, I am a young widow. If he seduces me, then so be it. That is my business and my problem. Once this difficulty is swept aside, I can return to Coulthurst. In truth, if the man has anywhere near the number of conquests rumor claims, I will just disappear into the horde with barely any notice taken of my passing.”

“Why are you being so persistent? You may have misinterpreted this vision.”

Alethea shook her head. “No. ’Tis difficult to describe, but I felt his pain, felt his struggle not to weaken and tell them what they wanted to know, and felt his death. There is something you need to know. This is not the first time I have had visions of this man. The first was when I was just five years old. This man has been visiting me for fifteen years.”

“Good God. Constantly?”

“No, but at least once a year in some form, occasionally more than that. Little peeks at his life—fleeting visions, mostly, some clearer than others. There were several rather unsettling ones, when he was in danger, but I was seeing what was or what had been. Occasional dreams, too. Even, well, feelings, as if we had suddenly touched in some way.”

“How can you be so sure that this vision was not also what was happening or had already happened?”

“Because amongst the nauseating barrage of images was one of a newspaper dated a month from that day. And, of course, the fact that the man is still alive.” Alethea could tell by the look upon her uncle’s face that he would help her, but that he dearly wished he could think of another way than by introducing her to the man. “I even saw him on my wedding night,” she added softly.

Iago’s eyes widened. “Dare I ask what he was doing?”

“Staring into a fireplace, just as I was, although at least he had a drink in his hand. For a brief moment, I felt as if we were sharing a moment of contemplation, of loneliness, of disappointment, even a sadness. Not an inspiring vision, yet, odd as it was, I did feel somewhat comforted by it.” She shrugged away the thought. “I truly believe all that has gone before was leading up to this moment.”

“Fifteen years of preparation seems a bit excessive,” Iago drawled.

Alethea laughed, but her humor was fleeting, and she soon sighed. “It was all I could think of to explain why I have had such a long connection to this man, to a man I have never met. I just wish I knew why someone would want to hold him captive and torture him before killing him. Why do these people want his secrets?”

“We…ell, there have been a few rumors that he might be working for the Home Office, or the military, against the French.”

“Of course! That makes much more sense than it being a fit of revenge by some cuckolded husband or jealous lover.”

“It also means that a great deal more than your virtue could be in danger.”

“True, but it also makes it far more important to rescue him.”

“Damn. I suppose it does.”

“So, will you help me?”

Iago nodded. “You do realize it will be difficult to explain things to him. People do not understand ones like us, do not believe in our gifts or are frightened by them. Imagine the reaction if, next time I was playing cards with some of my friends, I told one of them that his aunt, who had been dead for ten years, was peering over his shoulder?” He smiled when Alethea giggled.

Although his example was amusing, the hard, cold fact it illustrated was not. People did fear the gifts so many of her family had. She knew her dreams and visions would cause some people to think she had gone mad. It was one reason she shunned society. Sometimes, merely touching something could bring on a vision. Iago saw all too clearly those who had died and not yet traveled to their final destination. He could often tell when, or why, a person had died simply by touching something or being in the place where it had happened. The only thing she found unsettling about Iago’s gift was that, on occasion, he could tell when someone was soon to die. She suspected that, in many ways, he was as alone, as lonely, as she was.

“It does make life more difficult,” she murmured. “I sometimes comfort myself with the thought that it could be worse.”

“How?”

“We could have Cousin Modred’s gift.” She nodded when Iago winced. “He has become a hermit, afraid to touch anyone, to even draw close to people for fear of what he will feel, hear, or see. To see so clearly into everyone’s mind and heart? I think that would soon drive me mad.”

“I often wonder if poor Modred is, at least just a little.”

“Have you seen him recently?”

“About a month ago. He has found a few more servants, ones he cannot read, with Aunt Dob’s help.” Iago frowned. “He thinks he might be gaining those shields he needs, but has yet to gather the courage to test himself. But, then, how are we any better off than he? You hide at Coulthurst and I hide here.”

“True.” Alethea looked around the elegant dining room as she sipped her wine. “I am still surprised Aunt Leona left this place to me and not to you. She had to know you would be comfortable here.”

“She was angry that I would not marry her husband’s niece.”

“Oh dear.”

“Quite. I fear she changed her will when she was still angry and then died before the breach between us could be mended.”

“You should let me give it to you.”

“No. It suits me to rent it from you. I keep a watch out for another place, and, if this arrangement ever becomes inconvenient, we can discuss the matter then. Now, let us plan how we can meet up with Redgrave and make him understand the danger he is in without getting the both of us carted off to Bedlam.”

 

Two nights later, as she and Iago entered a crowded ballroom, Alethea still lacked a sound plan, and her uncle had none to offer, either. Alethea clung to his arm as they strolled around the edges of the large room. Glancing around at all the elegant people, she felt a little like a small blackbird stuck in the midst of a flock of peacocks. There was such a vast array of beautiful, elegant women, she had to wonder why her uncle would ever think she had to worry about her virtue. A hardened rake like the Marquis of Redgrave would never even consider her worth his time and effort when there was such a bounty to choose from.

“Are you nervous?” asked Iago.

“Terrified,” she replied. “Is it always like this?”

“Most of the time. Lady Bartleby’s affairs are always well attended.”

“And you think Lord Redgrave will be one of the crowd?”

Iago nodded. “She is his cousin, one of the few family members left to him. We must keep a sharp watch for him, however. He will come, but he will not stay long. Too many of the young women here are hunting a husband.”

“I am surprised that you would venture forth if it is that dangerous.”

“Ah, but I am only a lowly baron. Redgrave is a marquis.”

Alethea shook her head. “You make it all sound like some sordid marketplace.”

“In many ways, it is. Oh, good, I see Aldus and Gifford.”

“Friends of yours?” Iago started to lead her toward the far corner of the ballroom, but she was unable to see the men he spoke of around the crowd they weaved through.

“No, friends of the marquis. He will be sure to join them when he arrives.”

“Misery loves company?”

“Something like that. Oh damn.”

Before Alethea could ask what had caused her uncle to grow so tense, a lovely, fulsome redhead appeared at his side. If she judged her uncle’s expression correctly, he was not pleased to see this woman, and that piqued Alethea’s interest. Looking more closely at the woman’s classically beautiful face, Alethea saw the hint of lines about the eyes and mouth and suspected the woman was older than Iago. The look the woman gave her was a hard and assessing one. A moment later something about the woman’s demeanor told Alethea that she had not measured up well in the woman’s eyes, that she had just been judged as inconsequential.

“Where have you been, Iago, darling?” the woman asked. “I have not seen you for a fortnight.”

“I have been very busy, Margarite,” Iago replied in a cool, distant tone.

“You work too hard, my dear. And who is your little companion?”

“This is my niece, Lady Alethea Channing,” Iago said, his reluctance to make the introduction a little too clear in his tone. “Alethea, this is Mrs. Margarite Dellingforth.”

Alethea curtsied slightly. The curtsy Mrs. Dellingforth gave her in return was so faint she doubted the woman even bent her knees at all. She was glad Iago had glanced away at that precise moment so that he did not see the insult to his kinswoman. The tension roused by this increasingly awkward confrontation began to wear upon Alethea’s already taut nerves. Any other time she knew she would have been fascinated by the subtle, and not so subtle, nuances of the conversation between her uncle and Mrs. Dellingforth, but now she just wanted the cold-eyed woman to leave. She leaned against Iago and began to fan her face.

“Uncle, I am feeling uncomfortably warm,” she said in what she hoped was an appropriately weak, sickly tone of voice.

“Would you like to sit down, m’dear?” he asked.

“You should not have brought her here if she is ill,” said Mrs. Dellingforth.

“Oh, I am not ill,” said Alethea. “Simply a little overwhelmed.”

“If you will excuse us, Margarite, I must tend to my niece,” said Iago even as he began to lead Alethea toward some chairs set against the wall.

“Not a very subtle retreat, Uncle,” murmured Alethea, quickening her step to keep pace with his long stride.

“I do not particularly care.”

“The romance has died, has it?”

“Thoroughly, but she refuses to leave it decently buried.”

“She is quite beautiful.” Alethea sat down in the chair he led her to and smoothed down her skirts.

“I know—that is how I became ensnared to begin with.” He collected two glasses of wine from the tray a footman paused to offer them, and handed Alethea one. “It was an extremely short affair. To be blunt, my lust was quickly satisfied, and, once it eased, I found something almost repellent about the woman.”

Seeing how troubled thoughts had darkened his hazel green eyes, Alethea lightly patted his hand. “If it is any consolation, I, too, felt uneasy around her. I think there is a coldness inside her.”

“Exactly what I felt.” He frowned and sipped his drink. “I felt some of the same things I do when I am near someone who will soon die, yet I know that is not true of her.”

“What sort of feelings?”

He grimaced. “It is hard to explain, but it is as if some piece of them is missing, has clearly left or been taken.”

“The soul?”

“A bit fanciful, but, perhaps, as good an explanation as any other. Once my blind lust faded, I could not abide to even touch her, for I could sense that chilling emptiness. I muttered some pathetic excuse and fled her side. She appears unable to believe that I want no more to do with her. I think she is accustomed to being adored.”

“How nice for her.” Alethea sipped her drink as she watched Mrs. Dellingforth talk to a beautiful fair-haired woman. “Who is that with her now?”

“Her sister, Madame Claudette des Rouches.”

“They are French?”

“Émigrés. Claudette’s husband was killed for being on the wrong side in yet another struggle for power, and Margarite married an Englishman shortly after arriving.”

“For shame, you rogue. A married lady? Tsk, tsk.”

“A widow, you brat. Her husband died six months after the wedding.”

“How convenient. Ah, well, at least Margarite did not stink of roses. If she had, I might have been forced to deal with her again.”

Iago scratched his cheek as he frowned in thought. “No, Margarite does not use a rose scent. Claudette does.”

Alethea stared at the two women and briefly wished she had a little of her cousin Modred’s gift. There was something about the pair that unsettled her. Iago’s frown told her he felt it, too. It would make solving this trouble she had been plunged into so much easier if she could just pluck the truth from the minds of the enemy. She suspected she would quickly be anxious to be rid of such a gift, however. If she and Iago both got unsettling feelings from the two women, she hated to think what poor Modred would suffer with his acute sensitivity. Although she would prefer to avoid both women, she knew she would have to at least approach the sister who favored roses at some point. There was a chance she could gain some insight, perhaps even have a vision. Since a man’s life was at stake, she could not allow fear over what unsavory truths she might uncover to hold her back.

“I believe we should investigate them a little,” she said.

“Because they are French and Claudette smells of roses?”

“As good a reason as any. It is also one way to help solve this problem without revealing ourselves too much.”

Iago nodded. “Very true. Simple investigation. I even know a few people who can help me do it.” His eyes widened slightly. “Considering some of the lovers those two women have had, I am surprised they have not already been investigated. Now that I think on it, they seem overly fond of men who would know things useful to the enemy.”

“And no one has seen them as a threat because they are beautiful women.”

“It galls me to say so, but you may be right about that. Of course, this is still all mere speculation. Nevertheless, they should be investigated and kept a watch on simply because they are French and have known, intimately, a number of important men.”

Alethea suddenly tensed, but, for a moment, she was not sure why she was so abruptly and fiercely alert. Sipping her champagne, she forced herself to be calm and concentrate on exactly what she was feeling. To her astonishment, she realized she was feeling him. He was irritated, yet there was a small flicker of pleasure. She suspected that hint of pleasure came from seeing his cousin.

“Allie!”

She blinked slowly, fixing her gaze on her uncle. “Sorry. You were saying?”

“I was just wondering if you had a vision,” he replied in a soft voice. “You were miles away.”

“Ah, no. No vision. Just a feeling.”

“A feeling?”

“Yes. He is here.”








Chapter 2



Hartley Greville, seventh Marquis of Redgrave, greeted his plump cousin Lady Beatrice Bartleby with all the charm he could muster. She was a good-hearted woman, if a bit silly. In many ways she was more like some sweet, affectionate aunt than a cousin, being fifteen years his senior. When he was still a boy, she had, on several occasions, been his only source of comfort. Gratitude for those times was what brought him to her door, made him almost willingly enter into the foray of a ton event. She also only made the occasional halfhearted attempt to find a wife for him, something else he was very grateful for.

He exchanged greetings with her gruffly jovial husband, who knew far more about Hartley’s life than Beatrice did. William’s bluff country-squire appearance hid a brilliant mind that efficiently sorted through much of the intelligence men like Hartley gathered for the government. Hartley’s smile widened briefly when William gave him a surreptitious wink. They both knew he would stay only a short time, escaping the marriage-minded mothers and their daughters as soon as courtesy allowed.

“Oh, Hartley, we have had several entertaining surprises tonight,” said Beatrice. “One of those surprise guests was asking for you.”

Although he tensed slightly, since there were many people he would rather not see, Hartley pleasantly asked, “And who would that be, Cousin?”

“Another one who rarely attends these functions. A bit of a recluse, but then his whole family is like that. A shame, for he is a lovely young man. He brought his niece with him.”

“Him?”

Beatrice nodded. “Iago Vaughn, Baron Uppington. I did not know you were acquainted with the man.”

“I am not, not truly. A nodding acquaintance at best. Did he say why he sought me out?” Since William gave him no warning sign, Hartley relaxed a little.

“No, he simply asked if you would be attending. Perhaps he wishes you to meet his niece. She is a lovely young woman. She is a widow, poor thing. As she cannot be above twenty, she must have lost her husband not long after their marriage. So sad.”

Hartley nodded, thinking Bea was the only person in all of England who would think it acceptable that someone introduce him to a young widow. He only knew Baron Uppington in passing and from rumor, but he could not believe the man would dangle one of his female relations in front of him. Only a few people knew that his satyr’s reputation was more rumor than fact, and if one discounted the times that seduction had been mostly a tool used to gain information for king and country, that was even more true. Baron Uppington was not one of those privileged few.

He could not make himself believe matchmaking was Baron Uppington’s plan, either. Curiosity stirred within him, and he could not quell it, despite knowing the dangers it could lead him into. Then again, he mused as he excused himself from his cousins and started to make his way toward his friends Aldus and Gifford, for he was aware of all the traps matchmakers could set for a man. He had been dancing free of them for years. He could easily do so again.

Only feet away from his friends, Hartley caught the flash of motion out of the corner of his eye and saw Baron Uppington stand up from the chair he had been sitting on near the wall. Hartley next looked at his lordship’s companion and abruptly halted. The sharp tug of awareness that tore through him startled Hartley. The woman standing up and looking at him so intently was not the sort he usually felt any interest in.

It took only a swift, expert glance for him to completely tally and judge her attributes. She was small, dainty, and dark. Thick black hair that held a gloss of blue beneath the candlelight was done up in a severe style, with only a few curls dangling to soften the look, but it was a style that suited her small, faintly heart-shaped face. The ivory tone of her skin next to her thick dark hair reminded him strongly of a cameo, for her features were a soft perfection, as if carved with an expert hand. Gentle dark arcs formed her brows, and even from where he stood he could see the thick length of her lashes. Her neck was long, a soft, pale throat that begged to be nuzzled by a man. She tilted her chin up as she became aware of his intent study, revealing a touch of strength in her delicate jaw. A hint of color touched the perfect line of her cheekbones, and she looked down her small, straight nose in a way that almost made him smile. The only thing that did not quite match the sweet innocence of her face was her mouth. It was slightly wide, with sinfully beckoning full lips.

Her figure was slim, almost too much so, but the swell of enticingly pale skin above the modest neckline of her gown told him that she had softness enough to please any man. He was suddenly swamped by the need to place his hands on her hips to see if they were as womanly, and inwardly shook the thought from his mind. Hartley told himself that he had no need to see if this little widow wore clothing to hide her shape, but a little voice in his mind sneered liar.

Then he met her steady, curious gaze, and his heart actually skipped a beat. Her eyes were of a size to appear almost too big for her face and were an intriguing silvery blue. The color was clear to see, for she met his gaze with a directness to equal his own. What made him a little uneasy was that a shiver of recognition went through him, yet he was sure he had never met the woman. Nor had he ever seen eyes like hers. Hartley was certain he would remember if he had, but the sense of recognition was not easy to shake.

“My lord, if we might beg a moment of your time?” Lord Uppington asked.

“Of course,” Hartley replied, moving closer to the pair.

“Allow me to introduce my niece, Alethea Channing Lady Coulthurst. Alethea, this is Hartley Greville, Marquis of Redgrave.”

“Charmed,” Hartley murmured.

Alethea almost smiled as he bowed and lightly kissed the back of her hand. No polite, faint pouting of his lips for this man. She could feel the warmth of his sensuous mouth even through her gloves. A little shiver tickled its way up her arm, and the word dangerous whispered through her mind. He made something stir to life inside of her, something she did not recognize but which tasted like more. That was not what she had come to London for.

His was the kind of handsomeness that drove women to do something utterly reckless, but that did not surprise Alethea. She had seen enough glimpses of him over the years to suspect it. It was also a good thing that she was well accustomed to tall men, for the lean Redgrave towered over her meager height by a foot or more and even topped Iago’s impressive six feet by a few inches.

She let her gaze drift over the man, finding herself a little too enamored of each perfect feature she found. His hair was a warm, mahogany brown, candlelight hinting at a touch of red in its thick depths and adding life to it. Alethea was glad he was one of the ones who had cast aside the use of powder. The fingers of her free hand flexed as she fought the urge to bury them deep into the thick hair. His face was a masterpiece of Nature’s art, each feature carved with a master’s hand. All clean lines from the high cheekbones to the strong jaw. Even his nose was perfect. Bold, straight, and just narrow enough to keep it from appearing too big and jutting. The rich color of his hair was matched in his brows, arched ever so slightly to follow the line of his dark amber eyes, and his lashes, thick and long enough to be the envy of women but not so lush as to look incongruous on his aristocratic face. His mouth tempted her in a way she had never been tempted before, the hint of fullness to his lips promising a woman a soft, sinful warmth.

He was, she decided, almost too much manly perfection for any woman to deal with rationally. Despite her gift, she prided herself on being a rational woman, on being able to look beneath surface charm and beauty. What troubled her was that she knew, somewhere in her heart and mind, that she would crave what lay beneath the surface of this man.

Realizing that he still held her hand in his, she gently tugged free of his grasp, vaguely irritated to notice that his expensively gloved hand was quite perfect, too. Long, elegant fingers made her wonder if he had any artistic inclinations. When Alethea found herself pondering how skillful that manly hand would be in stroking a woman’s skin, she wrestled her thoughts back to the problem at that had brought her here.

“A pleasure to meet you, m’lord,” she murmured, clasping her hands in front of her skirts in what she prayed was a pose of serenity and hoping that she was successfully hiding the strange but strong urge to touch him.

“Your niece?” Hartley asked, a hint of amusement in his voice.

“My eldest brother’s child,” explained Iago, but then he grimaced. “I also have a nephew a year older than I am.” Iago suddenly turned to frown at Alethea. “Why did you not go to Gethin with this trouble?”

“He is not in London,” Alethea replied.

“Just where is he?”

“America. The last word I had from him was that he was planning to travel to the southern parts of that country because he had heard that the slaves there had some interesting beliefs and practices. I await word of what those may be.”

“You had something you needed to discuss with me?” asked Hartley, interrupting what he suspected was a budding argument. “There is some trouble you think I might help you with?”

“Ah, yes and no,” replied Iago, turning his attention back to Hartley. “Actually, it is Alethea who must explain to you why we have sought you out.” Iago scratched his cheek. “I fear it is a difficult thing to explain.”

“Good, bad, easy, or difficult, the plain truth is usually the best.”

“Not always,” Iago muttered, and then he cursed when he saw Claudette headed toward Hartley. “Ah, madame,” he said as he moved to put himself between her and Hartley, “have you come to collect me for our dance? Such a heartless swine I am to have forced you to such an inconvenience.” He kept on talking as he took her by the arm and led her away.

Alethea stood beside Hartley and watched her uncle sweep a frowning Claudette onto the dance floor with a grace and ruthlessness she had to admire. “That was very efficiently done, was it not?” she asked after a few moments of tense silence and then smiled at Lord Redgrave when he turned from frowning after Iago and Claudette to meet her gaze.

“It was an act that has certainly caught the attention of many,” Hartley said, all too aware of the many curious glances sent his way. Such interest was not something a man in his position wanted.

“Ah. ’Tis a grave faux pas for my uncle to dance with your mistress, is it?”

Hartley frowned even more in an effort to hide his surprise over her blunt statement. In truth, many people suspected that Claudette was his mistress, but he had not taken that final step to make her so yet. The dance of seduction between him and the lovely blonde had only just begun. He was not a man to rush things, if only because too much eagerness could look suspicious. But just where, he wondered, and how, had this woman come by such information? He was confident now that she mixed with society even less than the reclusive Iago did. It was unusual, even shocking, for a woman to speak so openly of such things as well.

“And why would you think the woman is my mistress?” he asked.

“She smells strongly of roses.”

“Ah, well, yes, she does.” Hartley began to consider the possibility that Iago’s niece had been kept out of society’s eye because she was not quite right in the head.

Alethea grimaced when she saw the expression Redgrave tried to hide. It was one she was painfully familiar with, the one that said she was undoubtedly one step away from a place in Bedlam. What had seemed so simple before—come to London and warn the man—was not looking so simple now. She should have heeded Iago’s words. How did one tell a man that he ought to avoid a beautiful lady who smelled of roses, because, by the next full moon, she would be sending him to a long, torturous death?

“My lord, I am sure you have heard a tale or two about my family, about the Vaughns,” she began.

“I pay little heed to rumors.” Hartley suddenly realized that this woman was making no attempt to flirt with him and then wondered why that irritated him just a little. His duty at the moment was to seduce Claudette, not become interested in some raven-haired widow from the country.

“How very commendable of you, but that is not exactly what I asked, is it? We Vaughns, and our close relations the Wherlockes, have long been considered somewhat unusual, shall we say. Unusual in ways that cost several of our ancestors their lives, for they were tried, convicted, and executed for the practice of witchcraft.”

“Ah, of course.” Hartley relaxed. Now he knew what he was dealing with. Iago’s niece was just a young woman who had come to believe the whispers about her family, might even think that she herself possessed some magical skill. Foolish, but not alarming.

Alethea did not like the heavy condescension she heard behind those words. The tone of his voice set her teeth on edge. “I can readily accept the disbelief of others, my lord, but condescension has a tendency to irritate me.”

“My pardon, m’lady.”

“Fine. I accept your apology even though there was not a dollop of sincerity behind it.” She ignored his slightly raised brows. “Come now, m’lord, you would not question a man’s intuition about something, would you? If that soldier at your side in battle suddenly told you he felt as if a trap lay ahead, you would at least heed him, would you not?”

“A telling point,” he murmured.

“Thank you.”

“So, you have had some intuition concerning me? How could that be possible? We have never met.”

“’Tis true that you have never met me.” She almost smiled at the confusion that entered his expression, but then her attention was firmly grabbed by her uncle. “Oh, no. Oh, damn and damn again.”

Iago looked alarmingly ill as he strode past her. She reached out for him, but he only muttered something about the gardens and kept on moving. There had been a look in his eyes that chilled her, made her fear for his state of mind. Something far worse than a visitation by some spectre had put that look there. Alethea inwardly cursed. They did not need any more trouble.

“I must see to my uncle, m’lord,” Alethea said.

“He did not look well,” Hartley agreed.

“Ah, no. No, he did not. Please, m’lord, I have heard that you do not remain at these social events for very long, but I would beg of you to wait for me. I truly must speak with you.”

Before Hartley could make any promise, Lady Alethea left him. She paused in her pursuit of her uncle only once, relieving a wide-eyed footman of a tray full of drinks. Alethea prayed that Lord Redgrave would wait for her return, that curiosity would hold him at the ball, if only to discover what odd thing she would say next. If he left, she would find him again, however, she promised herself, but now her concern was all for her uncle.

 

Hartley frowned after the Vaughn woman, torn between staying to discover what was going on and fleeing the odd female before he caught himself in some snare he had been too confused to see coming. Then he saw Claudette making her way through the crowd straight toward him, the gleam of a huntress in her eyes. His brief attendance at his cousin’s ball was turning out to be very complicated. He was supposed to be seducing Claudette. The fact that she had twice tried to approach him tonight was a very good sign, one he should take swift advantage of. Yet his inclination at that precise moment was to chase after two people named Vaughn. When he abruptly realized he could not think of the Lady Alethea as a Channing, his curiosity grew. Anyone who had such an odd effect upon him definitely merited more investigation.

A flirtatious young man distracted Claudette in her aim to reach his side. Hartley cursed over his own indecisiveness and then gave in to a surprisingly strong urge to go after the Vaughns. It took great effort not to stride right past his friends when they hailed him. He paused to look at Aldus and Gifford, men who understood the lies and secrets he lived with, for they shared them.

“Who was the little dark beauty with Vaughn?” asked Aldus, the glint of curiosity in his dark blue eyes.

“Vaughn’s niece, Lady Alethea Vaughn-Channing,” Hartley replied, hastily hyphenating her last name when he began to leave off the husband’s name yet again, and he had to smile at the looks of surprise and doubt on his friends’ faces. “His eldest brother’s child. Widow of the late, unlamented Edward Channing of Coulthurst.” And why saying the man’s name left a bad taste in his mouth, he had no idea.

“Damn,” muttered Gifford, scowling in the direction the Vaughns had gone. “There was a man who should never have married anyone, let alone a woman as young and pretty as that one.”

“Why not?” Hartley was aware of some information tickling at the edges of his mind, something he should have recalled when he had heard the name of Channing of Coulthurst, but that information was still proving elusive.

“Not one for the ladies. Never was. Never had been. Not sure he ever could be, although not certain of the why of that. No sign that he favored men or anything else, either.”

“Such a waste.”

“Quite so. Your current prey appears to have turned the tables and is now pursuing you, my friend,” whispered Aldus as he watched Claudette extract herself from one man only to be halted in her renewed advance on Hartley by yet another. “She now makes your job easy.”

“Suspiciously so,” said Hartley. “Duty bids me stay and let her ensnare me, but every instinct I have is urging me to follow those Vaughns.”

“Then follow them. Your instincts are usually right. I have heard that the Vaughns are an odd lot, but that they are honorable and that one can always trust the word of a Vaughn. We will wait here and keep the fair Claudette from following you, if needed.”

That was comforting, Hartley thought as he made his way out to the gardens. He was curious about how Aldus would know such things about the reclusive Vaughns, however. In truth, Aldus and Gifford often astonished him with the vast amount of knowledge they had concerning the members of society. He had no doubt that, if they had not already known his secrets, they would soon have ferreted them out. If the pair ever decided to turn their hands to blackmail, they would become very rich men.

After searching his cousin’s garden for several moments, Hartley began to fear that the Vaughns had fled the ball. He followed the sound of the fountain and finally saw the pair. The light from the moon and the torches encircling the area around the fountain clearly illuminated the couple. Lord Uppington was seated on a stone bench, his elbows on his knees, and his head held in his hands. Lady Channing sat by his side, lightly rubbing his shoulders. He felt his shoulders warm at the thought of her doing the same to him and quickly shook the thought out of his head.

When Lord Uppington slowly sat up straight, Hartley frowned. The man looked truly ill, and Hartley wondered if Claudette had anything to do with Vaughn’s shaken condition. Although he could think of nothing the woman could have said or done in a crowded ballroom to leave the man so overset, Hartley could not ignore the fact that Lord Uppington had been with the woman when he took this strange turn. Lingering in the shelter of the shadows, Hartley hoped the couple would say something that would absolve him from turning his back on his duty and walking away from Claudette, if only for a little while.

 

“Here. Drink,” ordered Alethea, handing Iago some wine. “You look like death warmed over.”

“An apt description,” Iago murmured and then sipped at the drink. “You did not have to bring so much drink. I think this one will serve.”

“The rest is for me. One look at your face, and I thought I would need it.”

Alethea was pleased to see him smile at her small jest. Seeing Iago so unsettled had alarmed her. He had been able to see into the shadows all his life and was, more or less, accustomed to sights she suspected would make her swoon. For Iago to flee, to look so sick and shaken, he had to have seen something truly horrifying. She was not sure she wanted to know what it was, but then told herself not to be such a coward. Iago needed a steady, calm presence and a willing ear right now. He needed someone he could speak to openly, honestly, without fearing that listener would run screaming into the night. That need for someone who could understand, who could accept such gifts without scorn or fear, was one thing that kept the Vaughns and Wherlockes so united as a clan. Sometimes each other were all they had.

She felt an old pain stir and beat it down. It was not her fault her mother had fled, she told herself for what had to be the millionth time, and wondered if that desertion was something she would never fully get over. Her father had tried to hide his heritage, and, though doubtful of his success, the rest of the family had dutifully played along. A small child did not know how to hide such things, however. The look upon her mother’s face when she had heard of a neighbor’s death, a death that had occurred exactly how, when, and where Alethea had told her it would only two days earlier, still had the power to break Alethea’s heart fourteen years later. Her mother had feared her then, just as she would soon fear her eldest son. When Gethin’s gift had appeared, Henrietta Vaughn had not waited to see what, if any, gifts her other two sons might have, but thrust her still nursing youngest son into his father’s arms and walked away. Her father had never really recovered from the desertion, either.

Forcing aside those sad memories, Alethea noticed that Iago’s color was a little improved and asked, “Lady Bartleby’s house is not clean?”

“Oh, no, not as ours is,” replied Iago. “Nothing horrifying or dangerous, however. I often see the others at such events. I swear, I think the music and the crowd draw them.”

“Yes, I think it would me if I were lingering about some place.”

“You will not pass for many, many years and will have no regrets or unfinished business. You will not linger.”

That sounded very much like a command, so Alethea nodded. “It was not a normal sighting that made you get so upset, was it?”

“No.” Iago shuddered and tossed back the last of his drink.

“If you would rather not speak of it,” she began.

“I would rather forget it all, if that were even possible. I cannot. It is all tied up with the reason you have come to London, I think.”

“Madame Claudette, who smells strongly of roses?”

“And death,” whispered Iago.

Alethea shivered. “She is to die soon? Not before the next full moon, surely? I still believe she is there when he dies.”

“No. It was not her death I saw, though retribution for her crimes must be drawing nigh.” Iago shook his head slowly. “I fear I have just discovered a new twist to my gift. Madame tows about a rather large group of the others. Enraged ones, ones who want revenge, justice. She seems completely oblivious to them,” he said in wonder.

“Ones whose deaths she has caused, do you think?”

Iago frowned in thought. “Mayhap, mayhap not. She is an émigré, one who fled the horrific bloodbath that has become the Revolution. These may just be sad souls who died when she was near them. Mayhap she was caught in some frenzied massacre but survived.”

“Then you would have seen such sad souls before. You know several men who were soldiers, who were in battle. They would have been near death, abrupt and brutal death. Yet you say you have never seen the like of this before.”

“No, I have not, not truly. Certainly not of this ilk. Not this writhing mass of fury and hate. One or two sad, confused souls. Knew who they were, too, for had heard the tale of the boyhood friend or beloved comrade dying in his arms. Even saw a Frenchman, but he was just as sad and confused as the others.”

“Because it was war, a death in battle, soldier against soldier, not murder or deceit or treachery. And they died quickly, without even knowing who fired the fatal shot or swung the sword that cut them down.”

“Oh, bloody hell, you are right. There lies the cause of all that anger and loathing, the whispered demands for retribution. She had something to do with their deaths. I did not see them at first. They appeared half the way through the dance, which was alarming, I might say.”

“They sensed that you could see them, understand them perhaps. One can only wonder how long they have waited for just such an opportunity. That might explain why it was such a strong, violent, even upsetting visitation. They were desperately hungry for someone, anyone, to hear their pleas and so rushed at you too fast, too overwhelmingly.”

“You seem to understand these things better than I do.”

“’Tis not my gift. I can calmly sit back and study it.” Alethea sipped at her drink. “And you are right. This is all connected to what I saw. She is the one who threatens him.”

“If what I just saw is the gathering of those whose deaths she has caused, she is a bloody, dangerous bitch,” Iago snapped, “and you will not have any more to do with her.”

“How forceful you sound,” Alethea murmured. “I am devastated that I cannot heed and obey.”

“No, you are not.” Iago cursed and dragged a hand through his hair, disordering his neat queue. “If I tried to send you back to Coulthurst, you would probably just turn around and come back here the first chance you got. On foot if you had to.”

“I can be stubborn.”

“Why? You do not know this man, have never even met Lord Redgrave before this eve. This is not your danger or your responsibility. You could leave me all I need to properly warn him and go home.”

“Uncle, we have already stomped down that path,” she said gently. “In a rather strange way, I have known the man since I was a small child. He is in danger. The moment I knew that, all of this did become my responsibility. After what you have seen, I believe we can assume Madame Claudette is not some honest émigré, one fleeing for her life. Recall what else we thought about her, about her choice of lovers, and you must see that our responsibility grows even stronger. Not just to the man, but, perhaps, to England herself.”

“What the bloody hell do you two know?!”

Alethea looked at Lord Redgrave, startled by his abrupt intrusion into what she had thought was a private conversation. He looked a little pale, and his hands were clenched into tight fists at his side. He had followed them, something she had not anticipated, and had obviously overheard at least some of what she and Iago had been discussing. The look of angry suspicion he was giving them was probably justified. When she opened her mouth to reply, the sound of laughter warned her that someone was approaching and there would soon be far too many ears close by to hear what the three of them might say to each other.

Redgrave scowled toward the sound. “Later. Meet me at my house in one hour.” He glared at Iago. “If I do not see you there, rest assured, I will hunt you down.”

“Oh, dear,” murmured Alethea as she watched Lord Redgrave stride away. “Do we obey?”

“I think we must,” replied Iago. “He did not ask what the devil we were talking about or what we meant, did he?”

“Ah, me, no. He asked what we knew. Perhaps the danger I must warn him about will come as no surprise to him. It will just be a matter of making him believe me.”

“My dear niece, if that man overheard everything we have discussed here, either he will have a few burly men waiting for us to take us off to Bedlam or he will see what you have to say as positively reasonable.”
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