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Chapter 1
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The great crested coach lurched along the Shaftesbury road, over ruts turned rock-like by a sharp November frost. Lounging inside, glossy boots up on the opposite seat, was a lazy-eyed young gentleman in a suit of dark blue laced with silver. His features were smooth, tanned, and on the pretty side of handsome, but his taste for decoration was moderate. His silver lacing merely edged the front of his coat; his only jewels were a sapphire on his lax right hand, and a pearl and diamond pin in his softly knotted cravat. His unpowdered russet hair was irrepressibly wavy but tamed into a neat pigtail fixed with black bows at top and bottom.
This hairstyle was the work of his valet de chambre, a middle-aged man who sat upright beside his master, a small jewel box clasped firmly on his lap.
At yet another creaking sway, Lord Cynric Malloren sighed and resolved to hire a riding horse at the next stop. He had to escape this damned confinement.
Being an invalid was the very devil.
He’d finally managed to persuade his solicitous brother, the Marquess of Rothgar, that he was up to traveling, but only on a gentle two-day journey to Dorset to visit his elder sister and her new baby. And only in this monstrous vehicle, complete with fur rugs for his legs, and hot bricks for his feet. Now he was returning home, progressing like a fragile grandmother back to sibling care and warm flannel.
The shouted command was merely a welcome relief from tedium. It took a second before Cyn realized he was actually being held up. His valet turned pale and crossed himself, muttering a stream of French prayers. Cyn’s eyes lost their lazy droop.
He straightened and flashed a quick glance at his rapier in its scabbard on the opposite seat, but dismissed it. He had little faith in stories of highwaymen who fenced with their victims for the gold. Instead he pulled the heavy double-barreled pistol out of the holster by his seat and deftly checked that it was clean and loaded in both barrels.
A cruder weapon than a blade, but in this situation a good deal more effective.
The coach came to rest at an angle. Cyn studied the scene outside. It was late in the short day and the nearby pines cast deep shadows in the red of the setting sun, but he could still see the two highwaymen quite clearly. One was back among the trees, covering the scene with a musket. The other was much closer and armed with two elegant silver-mounted dueling pistols. Stolen? Or was this a true gentleman of the road? His steaming mount was a fine bit of blood.
Cyn decided not to shoot anyone yet. This adventure was too enlivening to be cut short, and he had to admit that the distant villain would be a tricky shot in the fading light, even for him.
Both highwaymen wore encompassing black cloaks, tricorn hats, and white scarves around the lower part of their faces. It wouldn’t be easy to describe them if they escaped, but Cyn was at heart a gambler, though he rarely played for coin. He would let these dice roll.
“Down off the box,” the nearby man ordered gruffly.
The coachman and groom obediently climbed down. At a command, they lay face-down on the frosty grass verge. The second highwayman came closer to guard them.
The coach swayed as the masterless horses shifted. Jerome gave a cry of alarm. Cyn put out a hand to brace himself, but he didn’t take his eyes from the two highwaymen. The team should be too tired to bolt. He was proved correct as the coach became still again.
“Now, you inside,” barked the nearer villain, both barrels trained on the door. “Out. And no tricks.”
Cyn considered shooting the man—he could guarantee to put a ball through his right eye at this distance—but restrained himself. Others could be endangered, and neither his pride nor his valuables were worth an innocent life.
He laid the pistol beside his sword, opened the door, and stepped down. He turned to assist his valet, who had a weak leg, then flicked open his grisaille snuffbox, shook back the Mechlin lace at his cuff, and took a pinch. He snapped the box shut, then faced the highwayman’s pistols. “How may I help you, sir?”
The man seemed stunned by this reaction, but recovered. “You may help me to that pretty box, for a start.”
Cyn had to work to keep his face straight. Perhaps it was the shock of his bland reaction to robbery, but the thief had forgotten to control his voice. Now he sounded well-bred and quite young. Scarcely more than a boy. Any desire to see him hang seeped away, and his curiosity gathered strength.
He flicked open the box again and approached. “You wish to try my sort? It is a tolerable blend . . .”
He had not intended to throw the powder in the robber’s face, but the thief was no fool and backed his horse away. “Keep your distance. I’ll have the box—tolerable sort an’ all—along with your money, and any jewels or other valuables.”
“Certainly,” said Cyn with a careless shrug. He took the box Jerome clutched, which contained his pins, fobs, and other trinkets, and placed the snuffbox inside. From his pockets he added some coins and notes. With some regret he slid off the sapphire ring, and pulled out the pearl-and-diamond pin; they had sentimental value. “You clearly have more need of all this than I, my good man. Shall I put the box by the road? You can collect it when we’re gone.”
There was another stunned silence. Then: “You can damn well lie down in the dirt with your servants!”
Cyn raised his brows. He brushed a speck of fluff from the sleeve of his coat. “Oh, I don’t think so. I have no desire to become dusty.” He faced the man calmly. “Are you going to kill me for it?”
He saw the man’s trigger finger tighten and wondered if for once he’d misplayed his hand, but there was no shot. After a thwarted silence, the young man said, “Put your valuables in the coach and get on the box. I’m taking the coach, and you can be my coachman, Mr. High and Mighty!”
“Novel,” drawled Cyn with raised brows. “But aren’t stolen coaches a trifle hard to fence?”
“Shut your lip or I’ll shut it for you!”
Cyn had the distinct feeling the highwayman was losing patience—a reaction he’d been causing all his life.
“Do what I tell you,” the rogue barked. “And tell your men to take their time walking for help. If we’re overtaken, you’ll get the first shot.”
Cyn obediently addressed the servants. “Go on to Shaftesbury and rack up at the Crown. If you don’t hear from me in a day or so, send word to the Abbey and my brother will take care of you. Don’t worry about this. It’s just a young friend playing a jape, and I have a mind to join in the fun.” He addressed the coachman. “Hoskins, if Jerome’s leg tires him, you must go ahead and find some transportation for him.”
He then turned to the highwayman. “Am I permitted to put on my surtout and gloves, sir, or is this to be a form of torture?”
The man hesitated but said, “Go on, then. But I’ll have you covered every second.”
Cyn reached into the coach for his caped greatcoat and shrugged into it, then pulled on his black kid gloves, reflecting wryly that any amount of driving would ruin them. He considered the pistol for a moment but then dismissed it. He wanted to go along with this caper a while longer.
Protected from the frosty air, he climbed up on the box and took the four sets of reins into competent hands. He quickly familiarized himself with the pattern on each which identified wheelers and leaders. “What now, my good man?”
The highwayman glared at him with narrowed eyes. “You’re a rum ’un and no mistake.” When Cyn made no reply, the highwayman hitched his horse to the back and swung up beside him. He pocketed one pistol but poked the other in Cyn’s side. “I don’t know what your game is, but you’ll pull no tricks with me. Drive.”
Cyn flicked the team into action. “No tricks,” he promised. “But I do hope that pistol lacks a hair trigger. This is a very uneven road.”
After a moment, the pistol was moved so it pointed slightly away. “Feel safer?” the man sneered.
“Infinitely. Where are we going?”
“Never you mind. I’ll tell you when you need to turn. For now, just hold your tongue.”
Cyn obeyed. He could sense the baffled fury emanating from his captor and had no desire to taunt him into firing. In truth, he didn’t wish to taunt the fool at all. He’d rather kiss him on both cheeks for breaking the monotony of his days. He’d had his fill of being cossetted.
He glanced around and realized the second villain had gone on ahead. Risky, but he supposed they thought a pistol held against him would keep him in order.
It might. He was feeling kindly disposed.
Being hovered over by his siblings might have been tolerable if he’d been wounded in action, but when he’d been brought down by a mere fever . . . ! And now none of them would believe he was recovered enough to rejoin his regiment. He’d considered overriding the arranged plan and commanding Hoskins to head for London, where he could demand an army medical. There would be little point, however, for at a word from Rothgar some lingering weakness would doubtless be discovered.
Just as a word from Rothgar had procured him fast transport to the Abbey, and the best medical care along the way, while better men sweated out their fevers or died in overcrowded hospitals in Plymouth. Or back in the primitive conditions in Acadia. Rothgar could even have been behind him being shipped home from Halifax in the first place.
Damn Rothgar and his mollycoddling.
No one in his right mind would describe the formidable marquess, Cyn’s eldest brother, as a mother hen, but upon their parents’ deaths he had taken his five siblings under his autocratic wing and God help anyone who tried to harm them. Even the forces of war.
Rothgar seemed particularly protective of Cyn. This was partly because he was the baby of the family, but it was also his damned looks. Despite all evidence to the contrary people would persist in seeing him as fragile, even his family who certainly should know better.
He alone of the family had been gifted with the full glory of his mother’s delicate bones, green-gold eyes, russet-red hair, and lush lashes. His sisters—particularly his twin sister—had frequently asked heaven why such an unfair thing should have come about.
Cyn frequently asked the same question with the same amount of desperation. As a boy he’d believed age would toughen his looks, but at twenty-four, a veteran of Quebec and Louisbourg, he was still disgustingly pretty. He had to fight duels with nearly every new officer in the regiment to establish his manhood.
“Turn in the lane ahead.” The highwayman’s voice jerked Cyn out of his reverie. He obediently guided the horses into the narrow lane, straight into the setting sun.
He narrowed his eyes against the glare. “I hope it isn’t much further,” he remarked. “It’ll be dark soon and there’s little moon tonight.”
“It’s not far.”
In the gathering cold, steam rose off the team like smoke from a fire. Cyn cracked the whip to urge the tired horses on.
The youth lounged back, legs spread in contemptuous ease as he tried to convey the impression of age and hardened wickedness. It was unwise. The cloak had fallen open and the slenderness of the legs revealed by the lounging position reinforced Cyn’s suspicion that he was dealing with a mere stripling. He noticed, however, that the pistol remained at the ready, and silently gave the lad credit.
No fool, this one.
So what had led the young man into this rash escapade? A dare? Gaming debts he couldn’t confess to Papa?
Cyn didn’t sense true danger here, and his nose for danger was highly developed. He’d been a soldier in wartime since the age of eighteen.
He remembered the explosion in his family when he’d run off to enlist. Rothgar had refused to buy him a commission and so Cyn had taken the shilling. The marquess had dragged him home, but after battles of will that left bystanders shaking, his brother had given in and bought him an ensigncy in a good regiment. Cyn had never regretted it. He demanded excitement, but unlike many other sprigs of the aristocracy he had no taste for pointless mayhem.
He glanced at his captor. Perhaps a military career would suit this young rascal. Some curious thought tickled the back of his mind and he ran his eyes over the youth. Then he had it. He stilled a twitch of his lips and concentrated on the team as he absorbed the new information. Judging from the smoothness at the juncture of ‘his’ thighs, Cyn’s captor was a woman.
He began to whistle. A promising situation indeed.
“Stop that damned noise!”
Cyn did so and looked at his companion thoughtfully. Women rarely spoke in such a clipped, harsh tone, and the creature’s neat bag-wig and tricorn allowed no possibility of long tresses pinned up beneath. Could he be mistaken?
Casually, he let his gaze slide down again and knew his suspicions were correct. She wore fashionably tight knee-breeches and there was no male equipment under them. Moreover, though the woman’s legs appeared slim and well-muscled, the breeches and fine clocked stockings revealed a roundness more feminine than masculine.
“How much further?” he asked, touching the weary off-leader with the whip to get them all over a particularly rough stretch. “This track’s the very devil.”
“That cottage ahead. Pull all the way into the orchard to hide the carriage. The horses can graze there.”
Cyn looked at the gateway, which contained a dip as deep as some ditches, and wondered if the carriage would make it. He dismissed such concerns. He was too tantalized by what the next stage of this adventure would bring.
With whip and voice, he urged the tired team through, keeping his seat with difficulty as the vehicle jarred down into the dip, then jerked up. The abused axle gave a threatening squeal but did not crack. He pulled the team up beneath the trees with a sense of accomplishment, and wondered if the wench realized just how skillful he had been. His schoolboy passion for coaching had finally paid off.
“Fair enough,” she said ungraciously.
He began to think his mystery lady would turn out to be an antidote. All he could see of her features above the scarf were hard gray eyes. He guessed her lips to be set in a harsh line.
“What are you staring at?” she snapped.
“It seems reasonable to try to note your features so I can describe you to the authorities.”
She pointed the pistol straight at his face. “You’re a fool, do you know that? What’s to stop me from shooting you?”
He held her eyes, still relaxed. “Fair play. Are you the type to shoot a man for no reason?”
“Saving my neck might be reason enough.”
Cyn smiled. “I give you my word that I will do nothing to help the authorities apprehend you.”
The pistol drooped and she stared at him. “Who the devil are you?”
“Cyn Malloren. Who the devil are you?”
He watched as she almost fell into the trap and answered truthfully; but she caught herself. “You may call me Charles. What kind of a name is Sin?”
“C-Y-N. Cynric, in fact. Anglo-Saxon king.”
“I’ve heard of the Mallorens . . .” She stiffened. “Rothgar.”
“The marquess is my brother,” he acknowledged. “Don’t hold it against me.” He guessed she fervently wished she’d left him by the roadside. Rothgar was not a man to cross.
She made a good recovery. “I’ll judge you on your own deeds, my lord. My word on it. Now, unhitch the team.”
Cyn saluted ironically. “Aye, aye, sir.”
He climbed down and stripped off his greatcoat and tight-waisted frock coat. He tucked the foaming lace at his cuffs out of harm’s way, and went to work.
The sun had set, and there was little light. A damp cold bit into him despite the hard work. The task took some time and she didn’t help, just sat there, pistol at the ready. At one point she looked behind him and said, “Go back to the house, Verity. Everything’s all right. We’ll be there in a while.”
Cyn looked around and saw the glimmer of a pale gown turn to go back to the cottage. He’d lay odds that had been the other highwayman. Everything about this situation intrigued him.
What were two young women who appeared to be of gentle birth doing in this cottage?
Why had they turned to thievery?
And what, in God’s name, did they want with the coach?
He rubbed the horses down with wisps of dry grass and covered them with the blankets Hoskins kept ready for a wait. “They could do with some water,” he said.
“There’s a stream down the end of the orchard. They’ll find it. Let’s get up to the house. You take the loot.”
Cyn gathered up his coats, not bothering to put them on again. He went to the coach and collected the trinket case. He considered the pistol thoughtfully. It would be ridiculously easy to pick up the firearm and shoot his captor. As he left it there, he wondered whether he would regret his foolishness.
Within half an hour, the answer was yes.
From where he lay spread-eagled on a brass bed, hands and feet tied to solid corner-posts, he glared up at the three hovering women. “When I win free, I’m going to throttle the lot of you.”
“That’s why you’re bound,” said the one who still pretended to be male. “We wouldn’t know a moment’s peace if you were loose.”
“I gave my word you had nothing to fear from me.”
“Faith, you did not. You said you wouldn’t turn us over to the authorities. You might intend other mischief—against my sister and nurse, for example.”
Cyn looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Charles’ was proving to be a fascinating enigma. She had shed her cloak, hat, and scarf on entering the cottage. Soon, almost absentmindedly, the wig had gone too. He sympathized. He’d never liked wearing a wig and preferred the bother of his own hair.
Even stripped of disguise, she made a tolerably convincing young man. Her suit of braided brown velvet fit neatly, and if a bosom swelled beneath, the lace frill of her shirt hid it well enough.
Her head was not shorn, but her hair was a sleek cap of light brown dusted with gold, with just the ripples of a wave. It was an extraordinary hairstyle for a female, but it did not look as outrageous as it should, perhaps because she was not a soft-featured lady. She made a handsome youth.
She was smooth-skinned, of course, which made her look about sixteen, though he would guess she must be closer to twenty. Her voice was rather low-pitched. Her lips might be charming if she relaxed them in a smile, but she kept them tight and angry. He didn’t know why the devil she was so angry with him.
Her companions were equally mystifying.
Verity, presumably the sister, had long, lustrous wavy hair in a shade between honey and gold, and a soft, feminine mouth. In contrast to Charles, she had a lush figure. Presumably Charles had her breasts bound, but iron bands wouldn’t obliterate Verity’s generous shape, which was well-displayed by a low neckline and wide fichu. The outfit she wore, however, was more suited to a serving maid than to a lady of quality.
Verity appeared to be the epitome of a womanly woman. To prove it she was much more nervous and kindhearted than her sister. “We can’t keep him like this indefinitely,” she pointed out.
“Of course not, but it’ll keep him out of harm’s way while we eat and prepare to leave.”
“But La . . . But Charles,” said the nurse fretfully. “you’re not allowed to leave, you know that.”
This woman was old, very old. She was stooped and tiny, with half-moon spectacles and soft, silvery hair. She had been Cyn’s downfall. When Charles had ordered him onto the bed to be bound, he’d refused. The old woman had obeyed the order to get him there, however, and he’d been so afraid of breaking her bird-like bones he’d ended up helpless.
He noted the slip. The old lady had almost called the chit Lady something. Very highborn then, and yet one was dressed convincingly as a male, and the other as a servant.
“I don’t care a farthing whether I’m allowed to leave or not,” said Lady Charles. “Up till now I’ve had no reason to go anywhere, and good reason to skulk. Now everything’s changed. I suppose I’ll come back in due course. Where else have I to go?”
“You will stay with Nathaniel and me,” said Verity.
“Perhaps,” said Charles with a softening of her features. “But he’s going to have enough trouble looking after you and William, dearest.” A squawking noise came from upstairs. “There he goes again. Hungry little beast, ain’t he?”
Verity hurried off up a set of narrow stairs, and Cyn absorbed the fact that one of his highwaymen was a mother and, he suspected, a recent one. It explained the rather excessive lushness of her figure. Discomfort and annoyance gave way again to fascination. He looked forward to telling this tale to his fellow officers. A good yarn was always in demand in the winter billets.
The older woman disappeared into the kitchen, the only other room on the ground floor. Cyn supposed there was a room under the eaves above where the sisters and the baby slept. This room, the old lady’s bedroom, was being used as a makeshift parlor and also contained a number of bundles, boxes, and portmanteaux.
Why were the sisters here, and why was Charles not allowed to leave?
The girl was digging in a chest, ignoring him. “Am I going to be fed?” Cyn asked.
“Eventually.”
“What do you intend to do with me?”
She straightened and came over to the bed. She raised one foot on the frame and rested her elbow on her knee. He had the distinct feeling she was enjoying the position of power. “Perhaps we’ll just leave you here like this.”
He met her angry gray eyes. “Why?”
“Why not?”
“I haven’t done anything to hurt you. I did my best to be sure my people don’t start a hue and cry.”
“Why did you do that?”
He was startled by how much she distrusted and, perhaps, feared him. That explained him being bound like this. Not out of cruelty, but out of fear. With his deceptively delicate appearance Cyn was not accustomed to women being so wary of him.
He chose his words with care. “I sensed you were not evil, that you intended me no serious harm. I don’t want to see you swing. In fact, I’d like to help you.”
She lowered her foot and took a betraying step backward. “Why?”
“I suspect you have a good reason for your actions, and I am overdue for an adventure.”
She looked nothing so much as exasperated. “You’re overdue for Bedlam.”
“I don’t think so. I just have a low tolerance for tedium.”
“Tedium has its attractions, believe me.”
“I have never discovered them.”
“Then consider yourself fortunate.”
For the first time he wondered if she was in real trouble. He’d been thinking more in terms of some girlish prank, but he doubted this formidable young woman would look so sober over a trivial matter.
“You’re in danger, aren’t you?” he said.
Her eyes widened, but she said nothing.
“All the more reason to trust me and let me help you.”
Her chin came up sharply. “I don’t trust—” After a caught breath she said, “—people.”
He knew she had almost said, I don’t trust men.
“You can trust me.”
She gave a short, bitter laugh.
He waited until he could catch her guarded eyes. “There’s a loaded pistol on the seat of the coach. I didn’t use it earlier because your sister was covering my men. I didn’t use it when I collected your loot because I didn’t want to. I’m an excellent shot. I could have disarmed you, crippled you, or killed you at my leisure.”
She frowned at him, then spun on her heel and left. He heard the outer door slam and knew she had gone to check.
A few minutes later the old woman tiptoed in with a spouted invalid cup. “I’m sure you’d like a drink, my lord,” she said, and proceeded to carefully feed him a cup of startlingly strong, sweet tea. It wasn’t as he usually drank it but he was grateful for it all the same.
When he’d finished she dabbed up a few drips with a snowy cloth. “You mustn’t worry,” she said, patting one of his bound hands. “No one’s going to hurt you. Ch . . . Charles is a little edgy these days.” She shook her head and real anxiety shadowed her eyes. “It’s all been quite terrible . . .”
Again he had the feeling they were not addressing trivial matters here.
“What should I call you?” he asked.
“Oh, I’m just Nana. That’s what they all call me, so you may as well too. Are your hands hurting? I didn’t tie you too tight, did I?”
“No,” he assured her, though his hands were pricking with pins and needles. He didn’t want Charles to come back and find him free, or she’d suspect he’d just been trying to get her out of the house. He probed for a little more information. “And what should I call Miss Verity?”
“Oh,” said the old lady, who was clearly no fool, “Verity will do, won’t it? You must excuse me, my lord. I have the meal cooking.”
 
Chastity Ware hurried through the gloom of the orchard to the shadowy shape of the carriage. She had stopped in the kitchen to pick up the dueling pistols and musket. It was past time to return them and the horses. But her main purpose, she acknowledged, was to check her prisoner’s words.
Her mind seethed with dark thoughts. What had possessed her to kidnap Cyn Malloren?
There’d been a point to keeping the coach, though it had been a sudden inspiration. Verity and the baby would travel much better in a private vehicle than on the stage.
And there had been a point in making him drive it. She hadn’t wanted to take her attention off the men long enough to drive it herself. She had little faith in Verity’s ability to shoot anyone in any circumstance.
But even if she’d had him drive a little way, she could have left him in a deserted spot. She’d driven a gig. Surely driving a four-in-hand was not very different.
A rogue male was the last thing they needed.
In truth, it had been his insufferable male arrogance that had goaded her.
He’d stood there in his blue and silver with foaming lace, too beautiful to be decent, and not at all awed by her pistols. When he’d offered her a pinch of snuff she’d thirsted to puncture his self-assurance, to see him lying in the dirt. As he’d guessed, however, she hadn’t been able to shoot him over it. Then he’d turned the tables by making that gracious little speech to his servants. If it worked, it would delay and perhaps prevent pursuit.
She wished she knew what game he played, but at least now she had him safe for a while. And how he was hating it. She smiled grimly to herself as she opened the carriage door.
The inside of the vehicle was dark and Chastity had to feel for the weapon, but she found it just as he had said. She pulled the pistol out, and in the uncertain light of a quarter moon confirmed that it was primed and loaded in both barrels. He’d been boasting, of course, when he’d said he could have disarmed, wounded, or killed her—she’d been armed too—but she acknowledged he’d had a chance if he’d cared to take it.
What made her tremble was how careless she’d been to give it to him. She closed her eyes in despair. Perhaps she wasn’t equal to the task she’d set herself, to get her sister and nephew to safety.
Verity had arrived only yesterday, though her problems had started some time before. Her middle-aged husband, Sir William Vernham, had died nearly two months ago, only days after her son’s birth. This had triggered a battle for the guardianship of the child between the babe’s uncle, Henry Vernham, and his grandfather—Verity and Chastity’s father, the Earl of Walgrave.
Henry had won the first legal skirmish, and arrived at Vernham Park to take control. Verity had soon come to fear that her child could be in danger, for Henry was an untrustworthy fellow who stood to inherit a title and fortune except for this one small life. Her fears had heightened when Henry tried to keep her from her family and friends. She had fled with her baby and made her way here.
Now she feared Henry, but did not want to seek the protection of her father. Lord Walgrave would certainly keep her safe, but would immediately plan another marriage to suit his convenience. Having endured the misery of life with Sir William, Verity was determined her next marriage would be to her childhood sweetheart, Major Nathaniel Frazer. Chastity had resolved to help her sister to this end.
The difficulty was that the sisters had virtually no money, and the hunt for Verity was already intense.
Henry Vernham had visited the cottage two days ago to question Chastity and Nana—Chastity had barely had time to scramble into female garments. They had easily convinced him they were ignorant of Verity’s whereabouts, for she had not yet arrived. Their bewilderment and anxiety had been genuine.
Chastity’s fists clenched at the memory of being thus confronted with Henry Vernham, for he was not just her sister’s tormentor, but the man who had destroyed her own life and led to her being here, shorn, and in men’s clothing. She had refused even to speak to him—it was that or gut him—but he’d managed one parting volley that had almost broken her resolve.
“I’m sure you regret your rejection of my offer of marriage, Lady Chastity, but it is too late to reconsider. You are quite beyond the pale now, you know.”
She’d been filled with hot rage; if she’d had a pistol at that moment, she would have shot him. When Verity arrived and told her story, however, Chastity’s rage had cooled and focused. Vernham would not ruin Verity too.
There had been no time to make careful plans, or to think things through, for he could return at any moment. But they had known they had to have money to survive, and would have to steal it. This latest twist of taking the coach had also been an impulsive decision. Now she saw it could get them all killed.
Damn Cyn Malloren. Why couldn’t he have been the fat and timorous merchant they’d been hoping for?
Now, looking at the ornate, gilded Malloren crest on the carriage door, she muttered some dire wishes as to the fate of the owner. Then she grinned and wrenched a sharp stone from the orchard wall. She took great satisfaction in using it to scrape away the paint and gilding on both doors.
When she’d finished, however, the satisfaction left her and she hurled the stone away. Removing the crest had been the right thing to do—tomorrow the whole country might be looking for the Malloren carriage—but her feelings were twisted and wrong. She rested her head against the vehicle, fighting tears and silently cursing the men who had made her so bitter.
Her father, her brother, and Henry Vernham.
She let a curse escape into the quiet dark of the country night. “To the lowest pits of hell with all men!”
But then she controlled herself. She would need a cool head and vigilance in order to thwart them all.
She made sure the safety-catch was on the pistol and dropped it in the pocket of her coat. She considered the rapier, then left it there.
Leading the riding horses, she walked up to her true home, Walgrave Towers. The great house was dark, for none of her family was there. Her father and older brother spent most of their time in London, and now were presumably hunting Verity; her younger brother, Victor, was at school. She left the mounts in the stables and slipped in a side door.
Silence reigned except for the ticking of clocks in deserted rooms, but for Chastity the place rang with pain and bitter memories. Recent memories. She had not been unhappy as a child here. Her father had generally been absent, and their timid mother had never looked for trouble. But this was where Chastity’s father had brought her not many months ago. This was where he had tried to force her to marry Henry Vernham.
Chastity made her way to the gun room without illumination, and once there, used flint and tinder to light a candle. She unloaded and cleaned the dueling pistols and replaced them in their velvet-lined case. Her older brother would be beside himself to think his indulgent training of his little sister had enabled her to pursue this plan. Chastity’s hands stilled as she remembered the last time she’d seen Fort—his rage, his cruel, hurtful words . . .
She stiffened her lips and continued her work, cleaning the musket and setting it in its rack. She was not particularly surreptitious. The servants doubtless knew she was here, and what she was doing, but they would ignore it if they could. She liked to think it was because they cared for her a little. Cynically, she supposed they didn’t want to become involved in such a bitter fight among their betters.
The atmosphere of the house pressed in on her, and she needed to escape. She blew out the candle and hurried down cold dark corridors to the West Tower door, and out into fresh air and freedom. She strode back to the cottage, consciously using the manly stride she’d perfected.
She’d better get back soon, before her softhearted sister and nurse made fools of themselves over that pretty, sweet-seeming viper they’d trapped.

Chapter 2
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Chastity found Nana innocently occupied in the kitchen.
“The meal will be ready shortly, dear,” said her old nurse. “Are you going to let him free, or will I have to spoon-feed him?”
Though Nana’s tone was mild, Chastity heard the disapproval in it. “We can’t trust him, Nana, and we all have too much to do to be watching him every moment. He could escape and lead the magistrates straight here.”
Nana looked up from the pan. “You should perhaps have thought of that before you brought him here.”
Chastity raised her chin. “I needed a coachman.”
“Ah.” The old woman took plates off the dresser and began to lay the table. Chastity noted that she was laying four places, and at two months old, Verity’s baby was not yet ready for table meals. “I think you can trust him, Lady Chastity,” said Nana.
Chastity sighed. “Remember, my name is Charles.”
She went off to confer with her sister. She passed through the front room without acknowledging her prisoner except to place his pistol on a box there, then ran lightly up the steep stairs. Verity was dressing her baby after a change, talking nonsense to him and tickling him.
Chastity snapped, “I don’t know how you can act like that when you think of his father.”
“I don’t think of his father,” said Verity simply. She tied the last lace on the sleeping gown, picked up the babe, and placed him in her sister’s arms. “Look at him. He has nothing to do with Sir William Vernham.”
Chastity settled the soft burden in her arms, unwillingly captivated by the magic of a baby. “He is Sir William Vernham,” she pointed out as she made the faces the child seemed to like.
Verity stopped clearing away the soiled clothes. “I know. But he’s a different one.” She added fiercely, “He won’t be the same kind of man. I’ll make sure of that. And now that Sir William’s dead it will be a great deal easier.”
Chastity looked up sharply. “Be careful not to say so in front of anyone but me, Verity, or your brother-in-law will think to raise a cry of murder.”
Verity blanched. “How could he do that? William died when his heart gave out in the arms of his mistress.”
“True, but men are capable of anything in pursuit of their ends, especially Vernham. The magistrates would probably credit you with a poison too subtle for human detection.”
“Not all men are cruel,” said Verity gently. “Nathaniel is a good man.”
“I suppose so, but if the world was just, you’d have been permitted to marry him.”
“Oh, Chastity . . .”
“Father knew you loved Nathaniel, and yet he forced you to marry Sir William—a fat old squire with more money than taste.” She put the baby up to her shoulder and patted his back.
Verity bit her lip. “It is a daughter’s duty to marry where her father wills.”
“So ’tis said, but it would be pleasant to at least see the purpose in the sacrifice. Father not only married you to Sir William but also tried to make me marry his brother. What could he gain from such an alliance?”
Verity put soiled cloths in a bucket. “I don’t know,” she confessed.
“One thing is clear,” said Chastity. “You have done your duty. You are not even to consider obliging Father again. You are to marry Nathaniel.”
Verity nodded. “I am determined on it, though my conscience plagues me. I wish I had your resolution.”
“Faith,” said Chastity with a shudder, “it was seeing your marriage that gave me the strength to resist Father over mine. Sir William was a vile man and his brother, though smoother on the outside, is cut from the same cloth. I can certainly believe he would plot to murder an infant.”
“But I don’t know how you found the courage to stand up to Father. Look at me now. The only way I can try to thwart him is by running away.”
Chastity stood and placed the sleepy baby gently in his bed and covered him with a blanket. Then she wandered over to the tiny gable window to look blindly out at the garden, illuminated only by the square of light from the kitchen window. “I honestly don’t know if I would have been brave enough, Verity, if I’d known . . . I never imagined he would go so far. But once I’d started to resist I somehow could not stop . . .”
Verity gathered her sister into her arms and the two young women clung to one another. “Only two years ago,” said Verity, “we were happy and full of hope. What happened?” But then she pulled herself together. “We must go down to supper.” She picked up the bucket and glanced at her sister. “Don’t you think you should change into a gown, dearest, with a man here?”
Chastity wiped away her tears and stiffened her spine. “Assuredly not. It wouldn’t be wise to let him know he’s dealing with three females.”
“Oh, Chastity,” Verity protested. “He’s a gentleman.”
“How the devil can you think that a recommendation? Sir William was a gentleman. Henry Vernham and Father are supposedly gentlemen. And besides being a gentleman, our prisoner is a Malloren. They’re handsome men, and have a fascinating air, but they’d all cut your throat before they’d step aside on the road. Don’t be taken in by Cyn Malloren’s lovely lashes.”
Verity chuckled. “Amazing, aren’t they? I really can’t fear a man who looks like that.”
Chastity’s tone was curt. “I’m sure a lot of people have made the same mistake. A fatal one.”
“Really, Chastity. You can’t think him deadly. Shooting pheasant is probably the closest he’s come to bloodshed in his life.”
Chastity shook her head. “He’s dangerous, Verity. I can sense it. Please try to call me Charles at all times, or at least Chas. And don’t reveal our full names. Rothgar and Father have been at daggers drawn for years. Let Cyn Malloren know we are Wares and all hell will break loose.”
Verity shook her head at this but made no objection. She checked William, then blew out the candle and led the way toward the stairs. She hesitated at the top of the steep flight. “Chas, what if he tries to marry you off again?”
“Father?” Chastity laughed harshly. “That’s the only blessing. My defiance pushed him into ruining me with absolute thoroughness. No man is ever going to want to marry the Notorious Chastity Ware.”
 
Cyn watched her stride through the room and go upstairs. She had found the pistol, and so he assumed she was convinced of his good intentions. She didn’t appear particularly mellowed.
He wanted to see her smile. He wanted her to talk to him, to tell him her problems so he could shoulder her burdens. He was surprised to find that on very brief acquaintance he had developed a warm appreciation for his captor’s spirit, and for her unconventional appearance.
That sleek, otter-fur hairstyle was extremely strange, but it showed off a beautifully shaped skull. Why had he never realized the potential beauty in a skull? He relished the notion of stroking that sleek head as much as he would anticipate running his hands through a mass of silken curls.
That hair also pulled into focus the clear strong lines of her face—the smooth, high forehead, the straight chiseled nose, the firm jaw. Even those ordinary blue-gray eyes, when properly framed, were unforgettable. She was decidedly not in the common style of women, but then, he had never favored the common.
She carried herself with the fluent pride of a male—shoulders straight, stride purposeful. He found it surprisingly erotic, and regretted that the male attire had presumably only been put on for the robbery. He wondered how she would appear in a gown.
He wasn’t to find out. She still wore breeches when she came down the stairs.
As the two sisters passed through the room to go to the kitchen, he said, “Are you convinced I will do you no harm, Charles?”
She turned and looked at him. “As long as you’re tied to the bed, my lord, I’m entirely convinced.”
“Afraid to deal with me at liberty, are you?”
She set her hands on her hips. “Not at all. But why should I bother to try?”
She was wonderful. “Fair play,” he said amiably. “I have done nothing dishonorable.”
She smiled. “Helping highwaymen is not precisely honorable, my lord.”
He smiled with equal insincerity. “My apologies. I didn’t realize you wanted your neck stretched. I’ll see to it at the first opportunity.”
“I know. That’s why you’re spread-eagled.”
He bit back a laugh. Fencing with her was the best fun he’d had in months. What a woman. Which gave him a new weapon. “Strange way to tie a man, this,” he said. “You the sort who likes to ogle other men’s bodies, young Charles?”
Prodded by his words, she looked him over and her color flared, ripping through her disguise. She looked totally female, and an innocent, flustered female at that. The situation was giving him an erection.
“Stop it, both of you,” said Verity, coming at him with a carving knife. She took in the bulge in his breeches with a mere quirk of her eyebrows. “I think the man’s quite right,” she said to her sister. “He’s done nothing to warrant such treatment. He can come and eat with us.”
“Verity, stop that!” snapped Charles. But Verity had already cut the strips of cloth tying Cyn to the bed, and he gratefully swung up into the vertical, working the numbness out of his wrists.
“My dear sir,” he said, delighted to be able to fence from a position of equality, “I appreciate your sister’s kindness, but if you are the master of this house, shouldn’t you be able to control your womenfolk a little better?”
Her eyes flashed. “With a whip, perhaps?”
Cyn winked at Verity. “Is your sister so unruly?”
“Oh, do stop it, my lord,” said Verity, though she was struggling not to laugh. “You’re taunting just to strike sparks. If you carry on this way, I’ll tie you up again.”
He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender, and followed the sisters into the aromatic kitchen. He wondered how long it would be before someone made an irremediable mistake and revealed Charles to be . . . what? Charlotte? He eyed the frosty-faced girl. ‘Charles’ suited her much better than ‘Charlotte.’
Nana beamed to see him free, and tried to settle him at the head of the table. “No, no,” said Cyn, gesturing toward Charles. “This must surely be your seat, sir, as head of the family.” He smiled at them all, blatantly using his considerable charm. “Am I to be favored by the family name?”
“No,” said Charles bluntly, taking the place. “Be grateful you’re getting your food.”
Nana placed a large pan of rabbit stew on the table.
“Wonderful food too,” Cyn said with a blissful smile.
Nana beamed. “It’s so satisfying to feed a man.”
Cyn turned a quizzical look at Charles. “But you stripling lads in the peak of your growth are usually voracious eaters.”
Charles turned red. “I am not a stripling lad.”
“My dear sir, my apologies. I know some men are slow to grow a beard . . .”
“Let me serve you, my lord,” said Verity hastily, and heaped a large portion of stew on his plate. “Potatoes?”
Cyn nobly forbore to tease for the rest of the meal.
“Now,” he said as they sat with cups of tea, “why don’t you tell me what you’re up to so I can help?”
“Why should you want to?” asked Charles stonily.
“I told you, I crave adventure. I cannot exist without it. I’ve always wanted to be a knight-errant.”
It was Verity who responded. “But why do you think I am a damsel in distress, my lord?”
He looked at her. “Are you not?”
She smiled sadly. “Damsels are usually maidens, and I am certainly not that, but I am in a certain amount of distress . . .”
“Don’t, Verity!” said Charles sharply. “Don’t trust him. Why must you always be so trusting? If you tell him, he’ll side with the rest of them.”
“What else are we to do?” Verity asked. “We need someone to help with the coach, and I’d feel better with . . .”
Cyn could hear the words with a man to help us hover in the room, and saw the glare in Charles’ eyes. Was it simply a case of one of those tedious hoydens who wanted to be a man? He hoped not.
“You’d feel better with someone older,” he supplied smoothly. “My dear Charles, don’t poker up. It’s clear you are doing your best to support your sister in whatever trouble has befallen her, but it is never wise to refuse a genuine offer of help. I must be close to ten years your senior, and have experience you lack. If you tell me where you wish to go, I will do my best to get you there safely.”
“Maidenhead,” said Verity firmly. “My promised husband, Major Nathaniel Frazer, is stationed there.”
Was he the father of her child? Cyn wondered. She wore a wedding band, but that could be false. “That should present no problem. I must admit,” he hazarded, “it doesn’t appear to present any problem at all.”
“Except money,” drawled Charles.
“Ah. Hence the highway robbery.”
“Quite.”
No one seemed ready to offer him more information, so Cyn probed again. “I understand the appeal of traveling in my very comfortable coach, but acquiring it presented certain risks. Wouldn’t it have been wiser to settle for the stage, or even those two thoroughbreds you were riding?”
“The horses weren’t ours,” explained Verity, “and if we kept them the fat would be in the fire. I do agree, however, that the stage would have been more prudent.”
“Yes,” said Charles abruptly. “You’re right. Tomorrow we’ll use his lordship’s coach to take us into Shaftesbury, and we’ll purchase seats on the stage.” She turned cold eyes on Cyn. “If, that is, we can trust you thus far, my lord.”
“You can trust me to hell and beyond,” he said simply, “but only if you allow me a place in your adventures. I will not be denied.”
“This isn’t a damned game!”
“Is there real danger then?”
“Yes.”
“From where?”
But she shut her firm lips on that information.
“I do think we should tell him, dearest,” said Verity.
“We’ll talk about it later.” Charles put an end to the discussion by rising to her feet. “For the moment the question is, where does he sleep?”
Cyn couldn’t resist. “Why not with you, sir?”
Charles froze, and Verity choked on her tea.
“It presents a problem?” Cyn asked Charles. “I assure you I don’t snore.”
“But I do,” she said hastily.
“Ah. Tell me, sir, where do you sleep?”
“Upstairs,” she said unwarily. Her color betrayed her agitation, and she added, “We have divided the space with a curtain.”
“Your sister and the baby being fortunately very sound sleepers.” At her blank look, he added, “The snoring.” Cyn held back a grin with considerable difficulty. Heavens above, if eyes really could spit fire he’d be a cinder. Those flaming eyes, those pure, firm lips, and the flush of anger in her cheeks all conspired to create astounding beauty.
A wave of pure lust surprised him, a desire to strip her here and now, and find the feminine secrets beneath her masculine appearance; to see those eyes flame with passion instead of rage, those cheeks heat with desire. It was a good thing he was not still spread-eagled or his body would give her fits. He hastily shielded his eyes with his lashes but determined again to see this adventure through.
It was quickly decided that he would sleep in the kitchen, but only one spare blanket was available to cushion the stone floor. Since it was clear they had to trust him, they allowed him to go to the coach to collect his trunk. With some of his clothes and his greatcoat he made a tolerable bed, far better than he’d had many a time with his regiment. The kitchen was, after all, warm and dry.
Nana and Verity were clearing away the supper dishes. Charles went out and brought water from a well, then sat to read a book. Cyn made himself comfortable too.
He pulled off his boots and cleaned them with a rag. Who knew how long they’d have to go without Jerome’s loving attention? He hung his jacket and waistcoat on the back of a chair. He untied the ribbons in his hair and combed it. After a slight hesitation—being in the presence of ladies—he removed his cravat and unfastened the buttons of his shirt.
Nana and Verity paid him no attention, but it was Charles he watched. He saw one flickering glance up from her book, but no particular reaction. He’d have to try harder.
Nana retired. Verity fussed over Cyn for a minute or two, then went upstairs. Cyn yawned and slipped into his makeshift bed. He waited to see what the wench would do.
She closed her book and came to stand over him. Being unbound, Cyn had no problem with her looming over him if it made her comfortable. He put his hands behind his head and smiled up at her with all the seductive power he possessed. “Do you want to share my sleeping quarters after all?”
She caught her breath and stepped back, but collected herself immediately. “I just want to make it clear, my lord, that I’ll kill you if you play us false. The other two are softhearted, but I’m not.”
Not a wanton then, alas, alas. “Have you ever killed anyone, Charles?”
Her lips trembled with betraying weakness. “No.”
“I have.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Do you? I’m a captain with the 48th.”
She gaped slightly.
“I’m invalided out at the moment, but I’ve seen my share of death. It’s not as easy to kill as you think unless you have overwhelming cause.”
Any trace of weakness disappeared. “Then I should have no trouble at all.” She blew out the candles and left him with only the banked glow of the fire for light.
Cyn was sobered. He stared up at the shadowed beams of the dark ceiling. Who, he wondered, had hurt the girl so deeply that she wanted to kill? Who was responsible for her being here penniless, dressed as a man, and afraid? Without knowing the answers, he embraced her cause.
He had found his damsel in distress, but it wasn’t sweet Verity. It was the difficult, angry, beautiful Charles.
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