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    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    When I set out to write the character of Jane Ballenger, a woman with central auditory processing disorder, I knew I was going to run into some interesting obstacles. 
 
      
 
    Although it has gained some attention in recent years, CAPD is still not a particularly well-known disorder. It’s also not something I could give a name to in a book set in Victorian times, when the condition was not recognized. To further complicate matters, CAPD shares many similarities with, and is commonly mistaken for, some more widely known disorders and learning disabilities, such as autism and attention deficit disorder.  
 
      
 
    I confess that several times during the process of writingA Dangerous Deceit, I wondered if I should have my heroine struggle with something more likely to be familiar to readers. I never wavered for long, however — in large part because the inspiration for Jane Ballenger came from a much-loved member of my own family, a young woman who faces many of the same challenges. I wanted to give her, and readers like her, a heroine of their own.  
 
      
 
    I also hoped that some readers might be inspired to learn a little more about central auditory processing disorder. If you are interested, there is a wealth of information available online. One place you might start is at the Learning Disabilities Association of America website. There are also a number of individuals who blog or vlog about their own unique experiences with CAPD.  
 
      
 
    But above all, my hope is that you, the reader, will simply enjoy getting to know Jane as a fun and engaging character, and invest in her journey with Sir Gabriel Arkwright to a well-earned Happily Ever After. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Best Wishes, 
 
    Alissa Johnson 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Hit a miss dress a tome?” 
 
    Jane Ballenger carefully considered these six words and the gentleman on her doorstep who had just delivered them. 
 
    He didn’tlook like a madman.  
 
    To be fair, Jane had never actually met a fully grown lunatic before. It seemed to her, however, that such an infirmity would be, if not wholly obvious in a person, then at least soundly hinted upon. His clothes should be askew, his hair in disarray. His eyes should be wild. There should be some combination of fidgeting, moaning, or drooling. 
 
    The remarkably handsome man before her exhibited none of these signs. His dark brown, fashionably cut suit was notably free of wrinkles and stains. The thick black hair that brushed the tops of his ears was clean and tidy. He was freshly shaved, his sharp jaw showed not a hint of stubble, and he was watching her with clear, wintry blue eyes.  
 
    He was also smiling at her in a way that managed to be both solicitous and a just little bit rakish.  
 
    She wasn’t sure she liked that smile.  
 
    Keeping a firm grip on the door handle, she peered at him through the few meager inches she’d cracked open the door. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Sir Gabriel Arkwright to see Miss Jane Ballenger.” His gaze swept over her head. “Is she at home? She should be expecting me.” 
 
    At home… A tome.   
 
    Miss dress. Mistress.  
 
    Mistress at home…  
 
    Is your mistress at home? “Ah. That makes sense.” A lot more than his offer to hit a woman and dress a book. She really ought to have waited for one of the Harmons to answer the door. 
 
    The stranger’s smile turned quizzical. “Miss?” 
 
    “Yes. Right. I am Jane Ballenger.” She bobbed a quick curtsy when he dipped into a shallow bow, but whereas his movements appeared natural and graceful, hers felt awkward and ungainly from lack of use. “Did you say you were expected?” 
 
    He nodded once. “I sent word ahead. A letter last week and a telegram again three days ago.” 
 
    “I see.” She threw a quick glance over her shoulder at the chaos that currently reigned in the cottage. There was probably correspondence in there somewhere.  
 
    “Did neither arrive?”  
 
    “Difficult to say,” she murmured. The letter, possibly. The telegram, probably not. The young man generally tasked with delivery was afraid of the house.  
 
    “Then I apologize for the intrusion.” 
 
    “You’re not intruding.” He was standing on her doorstep, not a portion of her property about which she felt especially territorial. 
 
    “Excellent.”  
 
    There was a short pause that may or may not have been awkward. She couldn’t always tell.  
 
    He cleared his throat, and then there was another pause. This one she was certain was awkward. Why didn’t the man simply say his piece and be done with it? 
 
    He lifted his brows expectantly. 
 
    She lifted hers right back. “Is there something you want, sir?” 
 
    “Very much,” he replied with a twitch of his lips. “And if you would be so kind as to invite me in…” 
 
    “In?”In was definitely intrusive.  
 
    “I’ve come on a matter of some import,” he pressed. “It regards your late brother.” 
 
    “Oh! Are you a solicitor?” The spark of excitement she felt was unseemly under the circumstances, but it couldn’t be helped. It had been nearly two weeks since Edgar’s belongings had been delivered to her home, along with an unsigned note informing her of his demise in St. Petersburg. There’d been no mention of funds to follow, and Jane could only assume Edgar had managed to spend or lose what had once been a sizable family fortune. But perhaps this man knew otherwise. 
 
    “I’m not, no,” he replied. 
 
    “Oh.” Another thought occurred to her, immediately replacing her disappointment with fear. She squeezed the door shut another half inch. He hadn’t seen inside, had he? “Are you after a debt? Because I don’t—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Oh, thank goodness. “Were you friends with Edgar? Have you come from Russia?”  
 
    “I haven’t come from Russia.” He tapped his hat against his leg. “Could we have this conversation inside, do you think?” 
 
    She glanced around him with the idea of suggesting a walk instead. Important matters could be spoken of out-of-doors as easily as indoors. But the early morning sky threatened rain, and the mostly wooded property didn’t invite social strolling unless one cared to hike through the trees or tour the vegetable patch. Sir Gabriel looked to be the sort who preferred to keep his very fine boots on manicured paths. 
 
    “Very well.” With a resigned sigh, she stepped back and swung the door open to allow him entrance, along with a clear view of what awaited him inside. 
 
    Twillins Cottage was…undone. Not a particularly spacious dwelling to start, every inch of available space was currently occupied by a wild, untamed sea of her late brother’s belongings. There were artworks and furniture, clothes and linens, tools, glassware, several musical instruments, enormous piles of books, and a seemingly infinite number of trunks and crates in various stages of spewing their contents into the small front hall and rooms beyond. It was a mansion’s worth of items crammed into a modest home designed to fit a small family and one or two servants.  
 
    Her guest stepped inside and flicked a cautious eye to his right, where a table, several crates, and a dozen chairs with spindly, gilded legs were stacked to the ceiling in a haphazard manner, forming a sort of tangled and precarious web. The chair at the top was one hard slam of the front door away from toppling off and braining the unwary. “This is unexpected,” he said. 
 
    Jane lifted her overlong skirts to nudge a small stool aside with her toe. “My brother’s possessions were delivered here after his passing. His home was larger than my own.” 
 
    He closed the door carefully. “No apology necessary.” 
 
    “I didn’t apologize.” Why should she? It was her home; it could be in any state she pleased. Besides, it had been his idea to come inside. “It was only an explanation.” 
 
    His brows winged up again, but whether it was in response to her correction, or continued reaction to the mess in her front hall, she couldn’t say.  
 
    He wisely moved out of the web’s shadow and sidestepped an umbrella stand covered with a threadbare quilt. “My mistake. Is there somewhere we might sit?” He glanced back at the dangling chair. “Somewhere safe?”  
 
    “Of course. This way, please.” She gathered more handfuls of her skirts. The gown was one of the last she’d not yet altered to fit the current fashion of narrow skirts and bustle. It was designed to fit over a large hoop. Only she had gone without the cumbersome frame, and now the extra material dragged on the floor like an enormous dust mop. “Mind where you step.”  
 
    She led him to the crowded hallway at the back of the house, where the walls were lined with more of Edgar’s things. As she maneuvered down the narrow space, she became increasingly aware of Sir Gabriel’s presence behind her, a looming figure stepping on her shadow.  
 
    In the front hall, he’d seemed quite tall—six feet perhaps—but hardly an intimidating giant.  
 
    She felt a little intimidated now. 
 
    He was just too close. And the space was too small. And her experience with men was too limited. There was Mr. Harmon, but he was more than thirty years her senior, several inches shorter than her, and happily married to her best friend. It wasn’t quite the same. 
 
    Would Sir Gabriel be uncomfortable at the small kitchen table, she wondered? There wasn’t a great deal of room for a man of his height… 
 
    She came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    The kitchen? 
 
    “Oh, wait.” Good Lord, she couldn’t take him to the kitchen. Guests weren’t invited into the kitchen. What was she thinking? “Not this way.” 
 
    She spun about, intending to go back the way they’d come. Her foot caught on the hem of her dragging skirts, the material pulled tight, and she stumbled forward. For one terrible second, she thought she might tumble into the bric-a-brac and cause it all to come tumbling down on top of them like creation’s most ridiculous avalanche. But large, strong hands grasped her at the elbows, steadying her.  
 
    Sir Gabriel’s deep voice sounded over her head. “Easy.”  
 
    Mumbling an apology, Jane disentangled her slippers from her skirts with a few awkward kicks. 
 
    “Better?” he inquired when she’d regained her balance.  
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath to settle herself, and caught the scent of him—something woodsy. It wasn’t cologne. Mr. Harmon sometimes wore cologne. Edgar had always worn it. Cologne had a spice to it, or a flowery aroma. It tended to waft with movement. Sir Gabriel smelled fresh and subtly earthy. 
 
    His hands slid away, and he took a step back, leaving behind a strange coolness. “Are you injured?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Just a trifle light-headed all of a sudden. Embarrassment, no doubt, with a healthy dose of frustration mixed in for good measure. She wasn’t a clumsy woman. Her faults were legion. She was easily distracted. She was rude. She lacked a proper sense of humor. She was hard of hearing. According to some, she was a proper idiot. But, as a rule, she could put one foot in front of the other without making a spectacle of herself. Until now, evidently. Theone time a handsome stranger intruded on her privacy. “I’m quite all right. Are you?” 
 
    For some reason, the question seemed to amuse him. “No harm done, Miss Ballenger.”  
 
    “Excellent. If I could just…” She took a step forward with the vague idea of moving past him to lead him back down the hall. But there wasn’t sufficient room. They would have to press together and circle each other like dancers in a risqué waltz. The image brought a flair of heat to her cheeks. “That is… If you could just…” She made a shooing motion with her hand. “Back the way we came?” 
 
    There went the brows again, nearly up to the hairline. “All right.” 
 
    She followed him out, carefully skirted around him in the front hall, then led him into the cluttered parlor. There was a nearly clear path to the center of the room, but only because Mrs. Harmon had been using the ornate, aging green settee as a sort of makeshift table. Yesterday, she’d been sorting through flatware. Today, it was occupied by a mound of shoes. Jane shoved the footwear to one side and offered her guest the miserly sliver of newly exposed cushion.  
 
    To his credit, Sir Gabriel took his seat without a word of complaint. He settled right in as if it were perfectly normal for a large man to cram himself between a dead man’s shoes and an armrest shaped like a swan’s head. He should have looked comical, Jane mused. But he didn’t. Somehow, he made his position seem completely normal, perfectly comfortable. Almost as if he wanted to be there. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon had once told her that certain individuals were possessed of such great confidence that it was nearly impossible to make fools of them. They were perpetually at ease with themselves and their surroundings, as if the world spun around them but never quite touched them. 
 
    It was, regrettably, not a trait to which Jane could lay claim. 
 
    She tried clearing an armchair for herself, but gave up halfway through the effort and perched herself on the edge of the seat instead. No doubt she looked as uncomfortable as she felt. With any luck, however, she would conclude her business with Sir Gabriel before whatever sharp object was poking into her back tore a hole in her gown. Or before she slid off the chair. 
 
    “You wished to speak of Edgar?” she prompted. 
 
     “Yes.” He reached over to place his hat atop a closed trunk, reminding her that she ought to have taken it from him in the hall. “But first, allow me to extend my condolences for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She eyed the bell pull in the corner. Should she ring for tea? It seemed the thing to do. But she had no idea if the bell pull still worked, and there was a good possibility the tea cart wouldn’t fit down the hall. “Did you know Edgar?” 
 
    “Only by reputation.” 
 
     “I scarcely knew him any better,” she admitted. They shared only a father, and there was nearly twelve years between them. “I wasn’t aware he had a particular reputation.” 
 
    “He was not well known in a traditional sense, but his work was valued—” 
 
    “Edgarworked?” The man had spent the last fifteen years in St. Petersburg. He’d earned no income as far as she was aware. He’d lived off his inheritance. And hers. “I don’t see how that’s possible unless he was some sort of diplomat.” 
 
    “He wasn’t a diplomat, exactly, but he did perform certain services for the government.” 
 
    “Edgar?” That didn’t seem at all likely. “What manner of services?” 
 
    “I’m not privy to the specifics of his work,” Sir Gabriel replied lightly. “Only that it was highly valued, and that certain aspects of it were of a sensitive nature. Hence my reason for being here. The Foreign Office wants your brother’s belongings.”  
 
    “You’ve come to take his things?”Herthings, she thought. Seventeen years ago, the Ballenger family had possessed Fourgate Hall and full coffers. Now, thanks to Edgar, their fortune was mostly gone. All that remained were the odds and ends currently occupying Twillins Cottage. It was the mere flotsam of a once grand estate, but it washer flotsam. 
 
    “I’ve come to oversee their removal to London, yes.” 
 
    “What,all of it?” Her eyes fell on the pile of shoes, then drifted to an open trunk filled with an assortment of battered kitchenware. “Surely not.” 
 
    “All of it,” he assured her. “It should have been shipped directly to the Foreign Office, but there was some miscommunication following Edgar’s death.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for the error.” If she knew the man responsible, she’d send him a thank you letter. And flowers. Chocolates and oranges, if he liked them. He’d done her a tremendous service. “This is my only inheritance. I mean to sell it, not give it away.” 
 
     “It’s not a permanent arrangement.” He began tugging the gloves from his fingers, and she wondered if she should have taken those from him in the front hall as well. “Most, if not all, of your brother’s effects will be returned to you after they’ve been searched and catalogued.” 
 
    “Searched for what? Items of worth?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but I can arrange for appropriate compensation for anything they need to keep.” He set the gloves aside and relaxed a little more in his seat, leaning against the worn cushions. “It’s a good deal for you, Miss Ballenger. The Crown is primarily interested in paperwork that holds no value to you. It’s nothing you could sell for profit. Old itineraries, lists of expenditures. That sort of thing.” 
 
    Lists of expenditures rang a distant bell, but there were mountains of papers in the house. She could have seen something like that anywhere. “If it holds no value, why are they so eager to find it?”  
 
    “It’s the government,” he explained with a lift of one shoulder and another smile. “They’re keen on paperwork.” 
 
    She shifted to dislodge the hard corner of a book that was digging into her hip. “They’re also keen on doing things in their own time. I’ll not send Edgar’s belongings with you and simply hope to get them back before I land in the poorhouse.”  
 
    His brow furrowed. “Is your situation as dire as all that?”  
 
    Jane considered how best to respond. It was possible the concern she saw on Sir Gabriel’s face was genuine, and chivalry might prompt him to be generous with a lady in dire straits. Unfortunately, it was equally possible he was pretending to care simply because it was expected of him. She wasn’t very adept at distinguishing truth from fiction. Better, she decided, to negotiate from a position of strength than desperation. 
 
    “Not yet,” she lied. “Edgar sent an annual allowance.” An allowance that was down to its last two pounds, but that was no one’s business but her own.  
 
    “How long ago did the last payment arrive?” 
 
    “Less than a year. Obviously.”  
 
    “Obviously,” he echoed with a twitch of his lips. “And did you plan on immediately pawning everything?” 
 
    “Of course not.” She couldn’t hope to obtain the prices she wanted from a pawnbroker. “But we will likely sell a few common items straightaway to hold us over while we search for individual buyers for the more unusual pieces. I can’t allow you to take everything.”  
 
    He cocked his head at her, his eyes narrowing in speculation. “Miss Ballenger, do you understand that I am here on behalf of the government?” 
 
    “Yes.” He’d just told her as much. Did he think her dim-witted? 
 
    “And you imagine you can refuse them?” 
 
    Hedidthink her dim-witted. But why? Had there been a misunderstanding earlier? Had she misheard something else? Responded inappropriately? This sort of thing was exactly why she didn’t go to the village, and why she should have called for one of the Harmons to answer the door. And why she should never have allowed himin. 
 
    Shealways managed to get something wrong. 
 
    Frustration and nerves had her twisting her fingers in her lap, but pride kept her chin up. Well, pride and the fact that understanding was sometimes facilitated by watching a speaker’s lips. 
 
    “I’m certain I can’t refuse them,” she said carefully, “but I suspect I can make the process very difficult for them. Potentially embarrassing as well. Would the government want it known it was forcibly removing personal belongings from the cottage of an impoverished family?” The very idea of creating a public scene made her feel ill, but she would do it if necessary. She would stall and distract while she hid or sold everything she could. Such an effort might land her in significant trouble, but the Harmons would be cared for. 
 
    He was quiet a moment before speaking. “It would be best for everyone involved, particularly you, if the whereabouts of your brother’s belongings remained unknown.”  
 
    “It’s rather late for that,” she returned. “The entire contents of his home were packed up, shipped across continents, and unloaded here by half a dozen men. It’s hardly a secret.”  
 
    “The individuals who packed them had no knowledge of where they were headed, and the men who shipped and unpacked them had no knowledge or interest in where they came from.” 
 
    “The man who arranged for the shipping—” 
 
    He gave a quick, subtle shake of his head. “So far, it doesn’t appear as if he’s told anyone.” 
 
    “Well he must have. You knew Edgar’s things were here.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he admitted. “Not until you opened the front door. The assumption has been that they were shipped to a warehouse. I came with the hope you might know where to find it. This”—he indicated the room with a quick twirl of his finger—“was something of a surprise.” 
 
    She really ought to have insisted on that walk outside, and Sir Gabriel’s refined preferences be darned. “You can’t be certain the man won’t tell someone where Edgar’s things have gone.” 
 
    “You’re right. I can’t. But since no one else has shown up at your door, I suspect he has kept quiet. For now.”  
 
    The way he saidfor now sounded almost ominous. “Who are you afraid he’ll tell? Why would anyone else be interested in paperwork you claim holds no value?” 
 
    “It holds no value to you. You can’t sell it.” 
 
    Not to a pawnbroker, perhaps. But if Sir Gabriel wanted it for his employers, he’d have to pay for it.  
 
    She wished she could lean back and imitate his relaxed, confident posture, but the pile behind her refused to give an inch. She had to settle for adopting what she hoped passed for a nonchalant tone. “The Foreign Office, sensitive paperwork, and secret warehouses. This is all starting to sound very cloak-and-dagger.” 
 
    Expecting a denial, she was shocked when he studied her closely for a moment, then said, “Would you be surprised to learn your brother was involved in such work?” 
 
    “Espionage? Yes.” For any number of reasons, but mostly because the Edgar she’d known had been exceedingly lazy. “Doyou know if he was?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “I think you’re lying.” She had no idea if he was lying, but she hoped the blatant accusation would startle him into giving something away. Something obvious, if she had any hope of catching it. 
 
    But he just smiled at her again. It was that slightly rakish smile of earlier, but this time, the solicitousness was gone, replaced by a hint of mystery. And Jane discovered in that moment that a slightly rakish, faintly secretive smile from a handsome man who smelled of the forest was a very powerful thing. It made her feel singled out, as if he’d invited her to join some exclusive game. And, clearly, it made her feel reckless. Because despite having no idea what the rules, or even the name of Sir Gabriel’s game, might be, and despite knowing that every second she spent with him endangered her own secrets, she still wanted to play.  
 
    “As I said,” he returned calmly. “I’m not familiar with the details of your brother’s work.”  
 
    Momentarily forgetting she was trying to be nonchalant, she leaned forward in her chair in eager fascination. “Doyou work in espionage?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She sat back with a huff. “I don’t suppose you would tell me if you did.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I would. But deceit isn’t necessary under the circumstances, and the truth is easily verified. I’ve merely been hired to retrieve Edgar’s personal effects.” 
 
    “Is that your profession? You retrieve things?” Was there a word for such a man? If so, it escaped her.  
 
    “In a manner of speaking. I’m a private investigator. On occasion, I am called on to retrieve items, people, information.” 
 
    That didn’t completely remove the possibility that he was involved in espionage. It had to be assumed that such persons took on aliases or retained secondary professions to cover their less savory work. One couldn’t very well haveSpy Master Extraordinaire printed up on a calling card.  
 
    But Sir Gabriel’s occupation and the nature of Edgar’s work, however intriguing, were not her greatest concerns at present. And the temptation to play a potentially dangerous game with a secretive man was best ignored. She had Twillins Cottage and the Harmons to consider.  
 
    “In this case,” she said with a hint of coolness, “you’ve come to retrieve a woman’s inheritance.” 
 
    And there was that smile again. “Miss Ballenger, I only want to borrow it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    There were few things in life Gabriel enjoyed more than a good mystery, especially when it was a woman. 
 
    He’d done his research before coming to Twillins Cottage. He’d gathered every scrap of public and private information available on Jane Ballenger. Both had proven surprisingly elusive. She was twenty-seven years of age, and the only child of Mr. Daniel Ballenger and his second wife, Elizabeth. She’d lived in the Ballenger ancestral home a few miles to the north for approximately eight years, then spent two years somewhere on the coast recuperating from an illness before coming to Twillins Cottage. She had resided there with the older Mr. and Mrs. Harmon for the last seventeen years. She’d never been to London, never participated in a season, and reportedly rarely left her property to visit the nearby village. 
 
    The few locals who claimed to know her expressed varying opinions and theories about the woman. None of them were flattering. She was an ill-mannered snob. She was a sweet girl, but not at all clever. She was impossibly rude. She was dreadfully shy. Her family kept her hidden away because she was mad as a hatter, or deaf as post, or illegitimate, epileptic, or an imbecile.  
 
    Gabriel had given up after the innkeeper’s wife suggested Miss Ballenger might be a witch, and had come to the cottage with the notion of taking stock of the situation for himself. He would implement one of several possible plans once he had a firm grasp on the sort of woman with whom he was dealing.  
 
    He was still struggling to obtain that grasp. 
 
    Miss Ballenger defied description. There was a rudeness about her, certainly. She was a terrible hostess. She’d failed to invite him inside and failed to see to his coat and hat. She’d sat him next to a pile of shoes, made no excuses for the lack of refreshments, and openly accused him of being a liar.  
 
    And yet she was quite possibly the most attentive listener he’d ever come across. She stared at him when he spoke, as if every word out of his mouth was more fascinating than the last, as if she were afraid of missing even a single syllable. 
 
    Clearly she wasn’t shy, and yet she was twisting her fingers in her skirts like a woman riddled with nerves. She appeared to be in full possession of her faculties, and yet she’d become distracted and turned around in her own house. When she spoke, it was with great care, enunciating each word like it was a step in a complicated dance. But some of her responses were decidedly strange, as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to play the role of world-weary lady, plain-spoken country lass, or befuddled spinster. 
 
    Her appearance offered little insight. She was of average height and indeterminate weight. There was a fullness to her face and mouth that hinted at a lush figure, but her actual shape was impossible to ascertain beneath her enormous, pocketed apron and high-necked, loose-fitting gown of unrelenting gray.  
 
    Her hair, that undecided shade between dark blond and light brown, was devoid of ribbons, seed pearls, or jeweled combs. In fact, her entire person was without ornamentation. She wore not a single piece of jewelry. There wasn’t a scrap of lace or a mother-of-pearl button in sight.  
 
    There was, however, quite a lot else going on with Miss Ballenger’s appearance. She was a mess. Her apron and gloves were covered in dust and what he assumed was the grease of trunk hinges. The cuffs of her gown were visibly worn. There was a halo of frizzy little hairs adorning the crown of her head, and there was a smudge of dirt down her cheek, another across the bridge of her nose, and one more at the top of her forehead.  
 
    With her big eyes, dull plumage, and direct stare, she put him in mind of a small, rumpled owl. 
 
    She was just so…odd. Delightfully so. 
 
    The surprise of her piqued his interest. The mystery of her presented a unique challenge. He did his best work through manipulation, but it was difficult to manipulate someone you couldn’t quite grab hold of. It was impossible to know what persona he should adopt for her benefit, what manner of act he should put on to gain her trust and cooperation. Would she work better with a charmer, a businessman, or a scholar? Was she the sort of person who needed to feel in control of every situation, or did she prefer to be given direction?  
 
    It would take time and effort to unravel the mystery of the woman before him, and he was looking forward to the task. 
 
    “You can’t simply borrow it,” Miss Ballenger said after a moment, bringing his attention back to the matter at hand. “But perhaps we might come to an arrangement that would suit us both.” She released her hold on her skirts to tap her finger against her leg in a thoughtful manner. “We’ve not yet opened all the crates and trunks, but we’ve found several that are filled exclusively with paperwork. For a price, you could take those with you today, and I’ll promise to send along any others we find.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Everything needs to be searched, and by someone who knows what he’s looking for.” 
 
    “Then buy everything,” she suggested. 
 
    “Name your price.” 
 
    “Ten thousand pounds.” 
 
    “Ten?” Was she mad? “I’ll not pay a fraction of that for a house full of items that may or may not have value.”  
 
    “They have value.” She pointed at an uninspired oil painting featuring two cherubic children playing with a spaniel. “That’s worth forty pounds at least.” 
 
    “Only to the three people on earth who could stand to live with it.” 
 
    “Your employers want it, else you wouldn’t be here. There’s a telegraph office in town. Why don’t you inform them of my offer and see what they have to say?” 
 
    Because they’d not be able to reply for all the laughing, Gabriel thought. Ten thousand pounds was absurd. “Why don’t you consider my counteroffer instead. Fifty pounds—” 
 
    “Fifty?” she cried, nearly coming out of her chair. 
 
    “If I may finish?” He waited for her to settle back in her seat. “Fifty to borrow your brother’s possessions. I suspect you’ll have them back directly, but in the event the process drags out, I’ll agree to pay fifty pounds in two-month intervals.” 
 
    “Every… Did you say every two months?” Her eyes had grown even larger at the offer. At a guess, her allowance from Edgar had been far less generous.  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    She scooted forward in her chair, dislodging a book that had become stuck between her hip and the armrest. It tumbled unnoticed to the floor and landed with a thud. “Your employers will agree to such terms?” 
 
    Never, but he had no intention of informing them. He would pay the first fifty pounds and make certain the items were returned to her in a timely matter. “Absolutely.” 
 
    She worried her lip for a moment, then announced, “I want a contact.” 
 
    A contact? That was an odd request. “Someone at the Foreign Office?” 
 
    “To sign it, do you mean?” She looked faintly confused by the idea. “Well, yes, I suppose that might be best.” 
 
    Sign it…? Ah. Acontract. “I beg your pardon, I misheard you. I could sign a contract, but I’d rather avoid the delay. I’ll give you my word as a gentleman.” 
 
    She waved the suggestion away the way one might a gnat. “That won’t do. I insist on a written contract. And references.” 
 
    “References?” She couldn’t be serious. 
 
    “Certainly. You’re offering me fifty pounds in exchange for items worth thousands. A binding contract will do me little good if you’re John Smith the confidence trickster and not Sir Gabriel… Er… Gabriel…” Her expression turned sheepish. “I’m sorry, I can’t quite recall…” 
 
    “Arkwright.” 
 
    “Right. If you’re not Sir Gabriel Arkwright, then…” She trailed off, then tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Notthe Sir Gabriel Arkwright?” She blinked twice, then snapped her head straight. “Well, I suppose you must be. Unlikely to be more than one, isn’t there? I can’t believe I didn’t make the connection sooner. My Goodness, I… Oh, wait!” She leapt up from her chair suddenly, dislodging another book and two unmatched gloves. “Wait right there.” 
 
    He rose from his seat as she hurried from the room. Minutes later, she was back, holding an oversized, yellowing piece of paper in her hands.  
 
    He scowled at it. “Is that…?” Stepping closer, he peered over the top of the paper. “Goodness, it is.”  
 
    It was an old broadsheet bearing his likeness, along with the image of his two friends, and fellow police officers at the time, Lord Renderwell and Samuel Brass. More than a decade ago, the three of them had become national heroes for rescuing a kidnapped duchess from a violent gang of criminals. Renderwell had been made a viscount. Gabriel and Samuel had been knighted. The papers had dubbed them “The Thief Takers,” and for years—even after they’d left the police to become private investigators for England’s elite—their daily lives had been a subject of great interest to the entire country. 
 
     “Where did you get that? It has to be eight or nine years old at least.”  
 
     “Nearly eleven,” she said absently. She frowned at the picture, then at him, then back at the picture. “Well, you’ve aged a bit…” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied with such oblivious sincerity that he found himself smiling. “It does look like you,” she decided after another moment. “But I’d like to be certain. I’ll have Mr. Harmon contact Lord Renderwell and Sir Samuel directly.” 
 
    “Samuel is out of the country and unreachable for the time being. Lord Renderwell has retired.” 
 
    “Are neither able to vouch for you?” 
 
    “Lord Renderwell could, but he doesn’t know I’m here. If you insist on this reference, I’ll have to send a telegram ahead of yours.”  
 
    “Of course I insist. Why shouldn’t I?” 
 
    He flicked the edge of the broadsheet by way of answer. 
 
    Her mouth formed a thoughtful moue. “The fact that you were a sensation a decade ago doesn’t necessarily mean you’re a man to be trusted now.” 
 
    “I was a sensation, and I was knighted, for my part in rescuing a kidnapped woman,” he reminded her.  
 
    “It wasn’t exactly a selfless act, was it? You were paid to do it.” She went back to studying the broadsheet. “It was your job.” 
 
    He addedcynic to the short list of traits he could attribute to Jane Ballenger. “Why do you have that?” 
 
    “It was Rebecca’s,” she said absently. 
 
    “Rebecca?” 
 
    “Hmm?” She glanced up for a brief moment. “Oh. Miss Rebecca Hitchens. Or Mrs. Monroe now,” she corrected. “Mrs. Harmon’s daughter with her first husband. She stayed with us briefly some years ago. Lovely girl. She was absolutely fascinated by you and your friends. She collected every accounting of your daring deeds that she could find. She had atendre for you in particular. Until she met a handsome shopkeeper two villagers over.” 
 
    “Fickle woman.” 
 
    “What?” She gave him her proper attention once more, along with a scowl. “Did you just call her fickle?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “She’s not. She wasn’t. She had a silly infatuation with you as a young girl, that’s all.” 
 
    He scratched offcynic, and added,possible romantic. Also,not adept at detecting humor. 
 
    “I was jesting,” he informed her.  
 
    “Oh.” She cleared her throat and nervously rubbed her cheek, adding a bit of grease to the streaks of dirt. “Yes, of course you were.” 
 
    He tapped the paper once more. “Why do you still have this?” 
 
    “Mrs. Harmon kept a few out of sentiment after Rebecca moved with her husband to Philadelphia.” She gave the sketch, and him, one more look before setting the paper aside. “Have you agreed to my terms, then?” 
 
    He considered it. He didn’t really have to make a deal with Miss Ballenger. He’d been commissioned to find Edgar Ballenger’s effects, not remove or search them. He could ride to town, wire his contact at the Foreign Office, Mr. Jones, and be done with it. Jones could handle divesting Miss Ballenger of her inheritance.  
 
    But he didn’t do his jobs in half measure. Despite Miss Ballenger’s disparaging view of his heroic past, he took pride in his work. And in his position as a gentleman, ill-deserved though it might be. As long as Edgar’s things were in the house, the lady was in danger. As long as the lady was in danger, he’d not run off.  
 
    Besides, she was probably right—without the proper oversight, Edgar’s things would be lost to bureaucracy.  
 
    And then… He looked down into the wide amber eyes staring up at him… And then there was the mystery of her. 
 
    “I agree to your terms,” he said, and was rewarded with a remarkably pretty smile. “I’ll make sure the contract and references are completed as quickly as possible. In the meantime, I’ll send a few men from the village to begin repacking your brother’s things.” 
 
    The pretty smile evaporated like mist. “What? Absolutely not. You may send men to pack after the details are settled.” 
 
    “Waiting for the details to be settled before packing will create unnecessary delay.” 
 
    “If you pack these things and our deal falls through, it will create unnecessary work.” She indicated the room with a broad motion of her hand. “I’d have to begin this all over again.” 
 
    “I’d recommend younot begin again. This house, in its current condition, is a danger to you and your staff.” It would be a danger regardless, for a number of reasons, but some of them could be mitigated with a little organization. 
 
    “It isn’t. It just needs to be tidied up, that’s all.” 
 
    He pointed to an open trunk near the window. “There is a saber sticking out of that trunk. Blade up.”  
 
    “Well, don’t grab it and it won’t cut you.” 
 
    He absolutely could not tell if she was being facetious or not. “The chairs in the front hall are going to fall on someone.” 
 
    “Then don’t stand under them.” She gestured at the open doors leading into a modest dining room. “There’s a side door through there. You may use it if the front door frightens you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t frighten me.” For goodness sake. “You’re missing the point. It isn’t safe for you to be here. One stray spark in the kitchen would set this place ablaze.” 
 
    “We’ve not stored anything in the kitchen. That’s why I thought to take you there initially.” 
 
    The comment gave him pause. “Isthat where we were headed?” He’d wondered about that. “Why did you change your mind?” 
 
    “Well… It’s the kitchen. And you’re a guest. Obviously, it wasn’t appropriate.” 
 
    “Then why did you think to bring me there in the first place?” 
 
    “Out of habit. It’s a comfortable room. Even Edgar liked it.” 
 
    He considered this. “Too comfortable for a guest?” 
 
    “No… I didn’t mean…” Her mouth opened and closed a few times, then she leaned forward and asked, “Are you twisting my words?” 
 
    He noted that her tone was one of confusion and not accusation. “Merely teasing you a little.” 
 
    “I see,” she replied, and straightened. “Do you often tease ladies you’ve only just met?” 
 
    “Only if I suspect the lady will find it amusing and not offensive.” Or when he was determined to find out whether she was the sort of woman to take offense or be amused. “Are you offended?” he inquired. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He grinned at her. “But are you amused?” 
 
    “Not at present,” she admitted, then frowned in thought. “Perhaps I will be later.” 
 
    She couldn’t possibly be in earnest.  
 
    Her frowned deepened for a moment, then disappeared with a shrug. “I’ll give it some thought. In the meantime, I must insist there be no packing until I’ve a contact and references in hand.” 
 
    Contract, he mentally corrected. “I’ll agree to that, if you’ll agree that this house poses some dangers.”  
 
    “It is not ideal,” she conceded grudgingly. “But there is little I can do about the state of things in the short term. I tried to take down the highest chair, but I can’t reach it. The ladder won’t fit in the house, and the stool I found doesn’t provide enough height.” 
 
    “There’s an inn in the village. I suggest you make use of it.” 
 
    “Leave the cottage?” She gaped at him, as if he’d just suggested she leave the planet. 
 
    “It appears a serviceable establishment. You’ll be comfortable there, as well as safe. And I’ll remain here to watch over the house until men arrive—”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her tone brooked no argument, but everyone had a price…or a weak spot. Jane Ballenger might be a mystery, but her devotion to the other occupants of the cottage was clear as day. She’d referred to the Harmons as family. “There is the safety of your staff to consider.” 
 
    He saw that hit the mark. Her lips pressed together in a frustrated line. “I suggested the Harmons stay at the inn last week. They won’t go.” 
 
    “They might reconsider if you agreed to go with them.” 
 
    Her gaze darted away. “You overstate the danger.” 
 
    He really didn’t. “If you’ll not leave, then allow me to stay on as a guest for your own protection.” 
 
    Her eyes flew back to his. “My what?” 
 
    “Protection,” he repeated, wondering if he’d mumbled.  
 
    She stared at him for a second or two, expression unreadable, and then suddenly her face seemed to light up. “Oh. Right. Yes, of course. That makes more sense.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ll have my things brought from the inn.” 
 
    “Why would you…?No.” She reached out as if to grab his arm, then snatched her hand back. “No, I didn’t mean you could stay.” 
 
    “You just said it made sense.” 
 
    “No, not that. I was just… I was referring to something else.”  
 
    “Referring to what?” Had he missed some portion of the conversation? 
 
    “To…It doesn’t matter,” she said quickly. “I misspoke, that’s all. I don’t require your protection. I’ve sufficient sense not to impale myself on a sword or dally under unstable furniture. I certainly know how to run away from a fire.” 
 
    “The occupants of this cottage are threatened by more than fire and impalement. As long as your brother’s belongings are in this cottage, you are in danger.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “Because of the sensitive but valueless bit of paperwork, and all the people who don’t yet know that it may, or may not, be here?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    Before he could reply, a small, gray-haired woman with handsome features and an armful of unfolded linens entered the room and came to an abrupt halt.  
 
    Mrs. Harmon, he presumed. Information on her had been easier to come by than for Miss Ballenger. She was sixty-seven years of age, had worked for the Ballenger family for more than forty years, and had been married to Mr. Harmon for nearly twenty. He was her fourth, and by far longest-lived, husband. Unlike Miss Ballenger, she made regular trips to the village, and was well liked by its inhabitants. 
 
    “We have a guest,” Miss Ballenger announced. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon offered them both a bemused smile. “I see that, dear.” 
 
    Miss Ballenger dipped her head in Gabriel’s direction. “Sir Gabriel Arkwright, may I present my friend, Mrs. Harmon.” 
 
    “Sir…TheSir Gabriel Arkwright?” The older woman looked a little closer, pale green eyes lighting with interest. “My goodness, youare,” she breathed. 
 
    Miss Ballenger moved through the crowded room to relieve her friend of her burden. “He’s here for Edgar’s things,” she explained. “He may or may not have been a spy.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” The older woman’s gaze darted to Gabriel as Miss Ballenger gathered the linens in her arms. “You were a spy?” 
 
    “No,” Miss Ballenger replied and turned a half circle in search of a spot to set down her load. “Well, possibly. I’ve no idea. I was referring to Edgar.” 
 
    “Edgar was a spy?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” Miss Ballenger said again, then turned another half circle, then began to investigate a space behind the sofa. “But possibly.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Gabriel confirmed when Mrs. Harmon continued to stare at him. “But possibly not.” 
 
    But probably so.  
 
    “Good heavens.” Mrs. Harmon brought one dainty hand up to her heart. “This is all very… Goodheavens.” 
 
    Her tone and gesture spoke of shock, but there was an unmistakable air of fascination in her expression. She patted her chest several more times, then let her hand fall away as her eyes took quick stock of the room. “Well, if you are here to obtain Edgar’s belongings, then I assume you understand”—she looked a little embarrassed as she indicated the room with a waggle of her fingers—“the unusual circumstances in which you find us? I apologize for the inconvenience, and I hope you will make allowances for—” 
 
    “Make what?” Miss Ballenger spun back, linens still in hand, to stare at Mrs. Harmon in obvious confusion. 
 
    The older woman slid an odd glance at Gabriel before replying. “I was saying, I hoped he would…be tolerant and forgiving of our current situation.” 
 
    “Oh.” Miss Ballenger scowled at her linens, then finally just tossed them atop a small bookcase lying on its side. “Yes, I believe he mostly has been.”  
 
    Mostly? Whymostly? “There’s nothing to forgive. I understand that the passing of Mr. Ballenger has put the residence of Twillins Cottage in an untenable situation. In fact, I was just suggesting to your charge that it might be best if all of you stayed at the inn for a time.” 
 
    Humor danced in the older woman’s eyes. “Miss Ballenger has not been my charge for many years, Sir Gabriel. She makes her own decisions.” 
 
    “But she is under your influence, I believe. As you are under hers.” 
 
    Miss Ballenger made a face. “Are you suggesting we each convince the other to leave?” 
 
    “I’m suggesting you both take into consideration the safety of—” 
 
    “Are we in danger?” Mrs. Harmon cut in. 
 
    Miss Ballenger pointed toward the exposed sword. “Only if you’re fool enough to grab that blade.” 
 
    “Ah.” Mrs. Harmon tsked and hurried over to the offending weapon. “That really ought to be moved.” She dug into the contents of the trunk, found the hilt of the sword and pulled the weapon free. Then she promptly stabbed the thing back into the trunk, blade down. “There we are.” 
 
    Gabriel had intended to move the blade someplace safer, but he could admit that Mrs. Harmon’s approach was efficient. “The sword is but one possible danger. There are several”—he looked about the cluttered room— “possibly several dozen other concerns. If you would agree to leave until Mr. Ballenger’s things can be removed—”  
 
    “What if we agreed to discuss the matter again when Mr. Harmon returns?” Miss Ballenger tried. “Would that appease you?” 
 
    He felt a lick of irritation at her choice of words. “I don’t press the matter for my own benefit, Miss Ballenger. You should have a care for your safety, not concern yourself over whether or not I’m pleased.”  
 
    She looked to her friend. “I did sayappease, didn’t I? Notplease?” 
 
    “You did, dear.” 
 
    “Good.” She turned to him. “I’m not concerned with pleasing you. I just want you to stop nagging—” 
 
    “What Miss Ballenger means to say,” Mrs. Harmon said quickly, and a little too loudly, “is that we shall take your suggestion under advisement and discuss it with Mr. Harmon. It would hardly be fair to make a decision without his input.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Miss Ballenger had meant to say, but since it was obvious that he wasn’t going to obtain her cooperation, Gabriel let the topic go for now. His efforts would be better spent seeing to the removal of Edgar’s belongings as quickly as possible. 
 
    And keeping an eye on the cottage, and its inhabitants, from a discrete distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane’s record for making polite conversation with a guest in her parlor was approximately twelve and a half minutes. She knew how long that visit had lasted because she’d spent the whole of it checking the clock on the mantle, which, in retrospect, may have been a bit rude, and probably explained why the vicar’s wife had left in under a quarter hour. 
 
    Still, Jane had been inordinately proud of those twelve and a half minutes.  
 
    She couldn’t see the clock clearly now; its face was obscured by a stack of books and an empty inkwell. But she was fairly certain she had topped her record. It had to have been at least twenty minutes since Sir Gabriel’s arrival.  
 
    She squinted at the clock. Was that the tip of the minute hand peeking out of the gap between book ends? If so, she’d made it a full twenty-five minutes. More than double her record, and it hadn’t even been particularly difficult. Perhaps she’d improved in recent years. Maybe— 
 
    “…reason with him, Jane.” 
 
    She pulled her gaze from the clock to find Mrs. Harmon and Sir Gabriel looking at her expectantly. “I… Er… Well… I think…” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon waved away her stammering and returned her attention to Sir Gabriel. “You must stay until Mr. Harmon returns at the very least.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. Is that what she was supposed to convince him of? “That might be hours yet. He can’t stay that long. He needs to send a telegram and find a solicitor.” 
 
    “Oh, but—” 
 
    “She’s quite right,” Sir Gabriel interjected. “Perhaps another time, Mrs. Harmon.” 
 
    “I insist upon it,” Mrs. Harmon returned, and turned to lead him the short distance into the front hall. “You must come again when the cottage is set to rights.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. Until then…” He caught the leg of a footstool with his boot and dragged it close, then he stepped up and, with an ease Jane envied, neatly unhooked the top chair from the web and set it on the floor. 
 
    “There we are.” Stepping down again, he studied the remaining tangle of chairs. “Appears sturdy enough for now.” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon beamed at his back. “That was most chivalrous of you, sir. Thank you.”  
 
    Jane inspected the web for herself. What if removing the top chair upset the balance of the entire system? The whole thing might shift and… 
 
    She swallowed a yelp at the sharp poke of Mrs. Harmon’s elbow in her side.  
 
    The woman gave her a pointed look and mouthed,Say thank you. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir Gabriel,” she repeated dutifully, but returned Mrs. Harmon’s glower with one of her own, along with the whispered aside, “I was getting to it.”  
 
    Only it wasn’t as aside as she’d intended, because Sir Gabriel turned to face her with a puzzled expression. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Nothing. I…just… I would have gotten to it.” She motioned toward the chair. “Eventually.” 
 
    “Oh, rubbish,” Mrs. Harmon replied cheerfully. “It would have been there for ages. You’ve done us a tremendous service, sir.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    Atremendous service seemed an overstatement to Jane’s mind, but she was accustomed to Mrs. Harmon’s penchant for drama. She smiled and nodded in agreement, then smiled again and dipped into another awkward curtsy as good-byes were said and Sir Gabriel took his leave. 
 
    The moment she closed the door behind him, she let out a sigh and felt her shoulders relax. No, not relax, she realized. Theysagged in a mixture of relief and…disappointment.  
 
    Her reaction confused her. Now that Sir Gabriel was gone, she felt strangely dissatisfied, as if she’d left something unsaid, or undone. 
 
    “Perhaps we should have found a way to serve tea,” she said, mostly to herself. He would have stayed a little longer for tea. What difference would an extra half hour have made? The telegraph office was open all day.  
 
    Mrs. Harmon paused in her attempt to cram the loose gilded chair between two trunks. “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Maybe it was for the best. Better a successful twenty-five minutes than a disastrous hour. 
 
    “Nothing?” Mrs. Harmon gave the chair one more hearty, and ultimately futile, shove before giving up and simply dumping the thing atop one of the trunks. “Nothing to have Sir Gabriel Arkwrighthere? In Ardbaile? In our cottage?” She brushed off her hands and turned to Jane with lifted brows. “Why, exactly, was he in our cottage? And more important, will he truly be coming back?” 
 
    “He’ll come back. He wants Edgar’s things, remember? I’ve agreed to lend them to him at a rate of fifty pounds every other month.” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon’s mouth dropped open with a gasp. “Fifty? That is extraordinarily generous.”  
 
    Jane was of the opinion that the ten thousand pounds she requested would have been a better example of extraordinary generosity, but she wasn’t given the chance to argue. Mrs. Harmon took her by the hand and tugged her out of the front hall and down the crowded hallway. “You must tell me everything. Everything. From the beginning. I’ll make tea.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were comfortably settled in the tidy kitchen at the back of the house. 
 
    It took a fair amount of time to relate a story to Mrs. Harmon. The woman wasn’t what one might call a passive listener. She preferred to pepper the storyteller with questions, comments, and opinions of her own, which made for energetic but lengthy conversation. Eventually, however, Jane was able to finish the retelling of events.  
 
    “Three hundred pounds a year,” Mrs. Harmon said breathlessly. “It’s more than double what Edgar provided. We’ll be flush.” 
 
    “Only if Edgar’s things are held for more than two months. Andif Sir Gabriel is sincere in his intentions.” 
 
    “Of course he’s sincere. He’s Sir Gabriel Arkwright. He’s one of the Thief Takers.” 
 
    “That was a long time ago. Besides, didn’t the papers dub him the…” She thought back to the piles of literature Rebecca had brought with her to the cottage. “The Charming Thief Taker, or some such? The Thief Taker most likely to seduce his prey? Something along those lines?” 
 
    “One can be charmingandhonest.” Mrs. Harmon scooted forward in her chair and adopted a hopeful expression. “Did he charm you?” 
 
    “I was charmed by the offer of fifty pounds.”  
 
    Mrs. Harmon snorted with amusement. “Is that all?” 
 
    Jane wasn’t going to admit that she liked his rakish, secretive smile and forest scent. “It was kind of him to take down the chair in the front hall. Charming, even.” 
 
    “Never mind, dear.”  
 
    Jane fiddled with the handle of her cup. “You’re not disappointed, are you? That I wasn’t overcome with admiration for the man?” Or willing to admit a bit of interest. 
 
    “Of course not.” Mrs. Harmon reconsidered. “Perhaps a little. But there’s always tomorrow.”  
 
    Jane took a sip of her cooled tea, and wondered if she would see Sir Gabriel again so soon. “How long it will take him to secure a solicitor, do you think? He won’t find any in Ardbaile.” 
 
    “Yes, he will. Mr. Felch set up office above the emporium. Didn’t I mention?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Carol Felch’s husband. She used to be Carol—” Mrs. Harmon gave a quick shake of her head. “Oh, I don’t suppose you’d know her. She married and moved to London before you were born. But she returned two months ago, retired husband in tow. A fortnight later, he was setting up office again.” 
 
    “Is there sufficient business in the village for him to earn a profit?” 
 
    “There is these days. The town has grown, Jane. But I imagine the only profit Mr. Felch seeks is time spent apart from Mrs. Felch. Frightful woman. Didn’t I tell you about the scene she caused at the butcher’s? No? I can’t imagine how it escaped my mind. Mrs. Archibald told me all about it last week. She was there. She saw itall…” 
 
    It was Mrs. Harmon’s habit to wiggle in her seat at the start of a story. Jane had never been able to ascertain if it was excitement that made her do it, or if she was merely getting comfortable in anticipation of a long sit.  
 
    Either way, the funny little custom never failed to make Jane smile.  
 
    No one told a story like Mrs. Harmon.  
 
    Jane had come to live with the Harmons at Twillins Cottage at the age of ten and had spent the first week in bed, recuperating from the dubious care of her previous guardians. 
 
    She’d expected no better from Mrs. Harmon. Though the woman had previously been employed at Fourgate Hall, Jane could only remember meeting her twice before, and only in passing. The Ballengers had taken great pains to keep their strange little daughter isolated, even in her own home. But Jane had dared to hope for the best at Twillins, which, in her experience, meant regular meals, the absence of treatments, and the luxury of solitude. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon had fed her, but she’d not left Jane alone. Instead, she had entertained. 
 
    Every moment Jane had stayed awake had been spent playing games, talking, and best of all, listening to Mrs. Harmon tell stories. Sometimes she read from a book, other times she told tales of her own, but always she put on a show. She narrated in a booming voice and with lots of dramatic gesturing. Dialogue was delivered in silly voices. She acted out scenes of tragedy and action using whatever props were at hand—the fire poker, a pillow, a set of pots filched from the kitchen.  
 
    In the beginning, Jane had found it difficult to follow the story amongst the noise and movement, and had simply enjoyed watching her cheerful, exuberant caretaker act out a play. But over time, Mrs. Harmon had altered the way she performed. She’d separated action from narration, took pains to speak while facing Jane, and avoided the heavier accents. Eventually, Jane was able to appreciate both the antics and the accompanying tale. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon had even dragged her reluctant but adoring husband into the act, casting him as villain and hero alike. He’d been spectacularly awful, and not the least ashamed of it. He’d laughed at himself, and Mrs. Harmon, and even at Jane when she’d proved to be equally unskilled. But there’d been no judgment in his amusement, no insult or disgust, and she’d found herself laughing right along with him.  
 
    Jane had always thought that if such a thing as true love existed, then it existed there, in Twillins Cottage. And it had been born the day Mr. and Mrs. Harmon had reminded a frightened and lonely ten-year-old girl that people could be trusted, words could be fun, and everyone should laugh at themselves now and again. 
 
    “I love you, Mrs. Harmon.”  
 
    The words popped out of their own accord, right in the middle of Mrs. Harmon’s story. But it wasn’t the first time Jane had been moved to offer the spontaneous sentiment, and she hoped it wouldn’t be the last time she saw Mrs. Harmon’s eyes grow misty in response. 
 
    “I love you too, Janey.” She leaned forward and took Jane’s hand in her own. “And now that you’re smiling again, I don’t mind telling you…” 
 
    “Telling me what?” 
 
    “You might want to look in the mirror, dear.” Mrs. Harmon’s lips curved up. “And fetch a little soap. You look”—she waved her hand about her face—“a bit mad.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Upon seeing Miss Ballenger standing outside in the late afternoon sun, Gabriel’s first thought was that Twillins Cottage was well suited to its owner. The weathered stone structure was small, pretty, and somewhat out of sorts. Its shutters required a fresh coat of paint. The thatched roof would need to be replaced soon. The drive was rutted. And there was no garden, which, now that he thought about it, was a little odd. Every cottage had a garden—a wild, romantic, overgrown-on-purpose sort of garden that looked as if it might house fairies and gnomes.  
 
    But this cottage, like its mistress, was essentially unadorned.  
 
    She stood a distance from the house, on the very edge of the thickest woods, and watched him as he approached from the stable. She’d left off the apron and changed into a simple gown of pale blue. It was cut in a more contemporary fashion, and proved he’d been right about the lush figure. The bodice, while hardly indecent, was cut low enough to draw a man’s gaze in appreciation. 
 
    As he drew closer, he noted that she’d washed the grease and dirt from her face, but her hair remained the same with its halo of fuzz about the crown.  
 
    Suddenly, his gaze couldn’t quite decide if it wanted to settle on the charming tiara of wispy hair that tempted him to grin, or the subtle display of curves that made him wish for candlelight and a soft bed. Or, barring that unlikely possibility, a stiff drink. 
 
    He settled for smiling amicably. “Good afternoon, Miss Ballenger.” 
 
    “Sir Gabriel. I was not expecting you to return so soon.” She ran a smoothing hand over her hair, as if aware of the general direction of his thoughts. 
 
    He was vain enough both to appreciate the sign of nerves and to be annoyed that he felt the need to follow suit. There was nothing amiss with his appearance. He made sure of it. Always. Mostly because he still remembered what it had been like to feel filthy, but also because a fine appearance served as a mask and shield. People rarely bothered to look deeper when they were satisfied with what they found on the surface.  
 
    “I’d not planned to return until tomorrow,” he replied. Or lied, if one wished to be precise. He’d had every intention of returning to Twillins as soon as possible. “But I thought you might like to know that I heard from Renderwell. He’ll be expecting your telegram. And I hired a Mr. Felch to handle our contract.” 
 
    “All right.” There was a slight pause before she added, “Thank you.” 
 
    The gentlemanly response at that point would have been to say something along the lines ofit was my pleasure, orthink nothing of it.  
 
    “It was what you requested,” he said instead. Because he wanted to see how she would react, and because Mr. Felch was a pompous twit. It hadn’t been a pleasure at all, and it hadn’t been his idea to hire a solicitor in the first place. 
 
    She didn’t appear the least offended, but merely eager to be done with the conversation. Her gaze flicked to the left, where a wide path led into the forest. “Indeed.” 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?”  
 
    She pointed to a steep, tree-covered rise behind the house. “To the top.” 
 
    “Any particular reason?” 
 
    “I like the view.” She shuffled a little closer to the opening in the woods, clearly impatient to be on her way. 
 
    He shuffled a little closer as well. “It appears a challenging climb.” 
 
    “Only from the front.” She took a step back. “There’s a gentle slope on the side.”  
 
    He took a step forward. “The path leads there, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well then…” He eyed the path, the hill, her closed expression, and the charming little wisps of hair about her head. “Let’s go,” he decided, and took off down the path at a clipped pace. 
 
    “What? No, wait. Sir Gabriel!” 
 
    He neither slowed his step nor looked back. “Come along, Miss Ballenger!” 
 
    Again, the rudeness was deliberate, and a risk. She might react badly to presumptuous behavior, but he’d not know until he tried. One could learn a lot about a person by watching how they dealt with discourteous individuals. And if she took particular exception to his poor manners, he could always fall into the role of the well-meaning but simple-minded gentleman who didn’t know any better. 
 
    Also, it was the only way he could be certain she’d walk with him. She’d obviously not intended to issue an invitation, and he suspected a direct request to join her would have been rejected.  
 
    She didn’t immediately follow, however, and he wondered for a moment if she would simply ignore him and walk away. Then he wondered if that would leave him obligated to hike to the top of the hill alone. He sincerely hoped not.  
 
    Finally, he heard the crunch of her hurried footsteps behind him. “Sir Gabriel, please, slow down.” 
 
    “Was I walking too fast?” He slowed his pace once she reached his side. “My apologies.” 
 
    “I don’t require an apology. Only…” She cleared her throat. “I had intended for this to be a solitary walk.”  
 
    He heard patience layered with frustration in her voice, but no anger. “Do you often take solitary walks?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Harmons don’t accompany you?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the rapidly disappearing sight of the cottage. “No.” 
 
    “What, never?” 
 
    “Rarely.” 
 
    “I prefer strolling in the company of others.” In truth, he had no preference one way or the other. “The combination of fresh air and lively conversation is a fine restorative.”  
 
    She sighed once. It had the distinct air of resignation to it. “I don’t require a restorative.” 
 
    And nothing about their conversation was even remotely lively, so she’d not be disappointed. 
 
    Perversely, the less she said, the more he wanted to make her talk. About anything—the weather, the trees, what she had planned for dinner. But she refused to cooperate. Every overture he made was met with a brief, nearly monosyllabic reply.  
 
    “Do you always walk the same trail,” he tried, “or are there others?” 
 
    “There are several.” 
 
    “Does Mr. Harmon maintain them?” 
 
    “Yes, with help.” 
 
    He noted that, despite her apparent disinterest in conversation, she continued her habit of looking at him as if he was enormously interesting. Each time he opened his mouth to speak, she took her eyes off the trail andstared at him. “Do you have a particular favorite?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why did you choose this one this evening? Do you rotate—careful for the tree roots.” He reached out and caught her arm before she tripped over a particularly large one. “You should watch where you place your feet.”  
 
    “I do.” A line formed between her brows, but whether it was one of confusion or annoyance was impossible to tell. “Ordinarily.”  
 
    “But not now. Because of me? Is my conversation distracting to you?” 
 
    Annoyance. It was definitely annoyance. “I can walk and talk at the same time.” 
 
    She withdrew her arm with great care and continued on her way without another word. 
 
    This time, he was left hurrying to catch up. “I didn’t mean to cause offense.” 
 
    “I’m not offended.” 
 
    Perhaps not, but she wasn’t pleased either. He’d pushed her far enough, he decided. A typical woman might think nothing of a brief visit in the morning and a short stroll in the afternoon, but Miss Ballenger was, by all accounts, a recluse. Two visits in one day was probably two more than she cared to have in a month. Add in a spot of teasing, the occasional offense, and the fact that his visits had come without warning or invitation, and it was something of a wonder she was speaking to him at all. If he wasn’t careful, she’d leave the business of their contract to the Harmons and be done with him. 
 
    And that, he thought with glance at her pretty profile, would be a great pity. 
 
    He stopped in his tracks. “It has occurred to me that I was rude in inviting myself along. I apologize for the intrusion.”  
 
    She spun about to face him. “You’re not… Are youleaving?” She sounded surprised, and unless he was mistaken, rather disappointed. He had to be mistaken. 
 
    “You had planned on a solitary walk,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Well, yes. Initially. But…” She looked about, as if searching for inspiration, then pointed at the trail ahead. “You’ve not seen the view. It would be a shame to come this far and not see the view.”  
 
    Was she trying to convince him to stay, or was she putting up an argument just to be polite? Why the devil was it so hard to tell what the woman was thinking?  
 
    “Is the view really worth the climb?” he asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes. Unless…” She took a step toward him, her expression worried. “You’re not afraid of heights, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then it’s worth it.” 
 
    Evidently, she wanted him to stay. The realization brought a smile to his face. “It must be spectacular.” 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted. “It’s merely pretty. But it’s a very easy climb.” 
 
    A very easy climb for a merely pretty view. How could he resist? “Then shall we, Miss Ballenger?” He offered his elbow, and was inordinately gratified when she accepted after only a brief hesitation. 
 
    They continued on at an easy pace, but despite her apparent desire for his company, she still displayed no interest in conversation. He made several more attempts to draw her out, inquiring after the Harmons, her plans for Twillins Cottage, and her impression of the villagers, but nothing seemed to work. 
 
    After a while, Gabriel was forced to accept that, if it was not annoyance or offense that kept her from engaging, then perhaps it was simply a preference for quiet on her strolls.  
 
    He could oblige her that much. He could walk with her in companionable silence for the duration of their short trip. 
 
    No, he decided as they started up a gentle slope. No, he could not.  
 
    Much like his meticulous appearance and the finely tailored clothes on his back, he was accustomed to using conversation as a weapon and a shield. A man didn’t set his shields aside on a whim. A wise man didn’t set them aside at all. 
 
    He brushed away an overgrown branch and glanced at her. “You should know that there will be men in these woods tomorrow.” 
 
    Ah, nowthat got a proper response. She came to a quick stop. “In my woods? Whatever for?” 
 
    “Initially, to keep an eye on the cottage and its occupants. When the time comes, they’ll pack and escort your brother’s things to London.” 
 
    “How many men? Who are they? Where will they sleep? Why would—” 
 
    “No more than half a dozen. They’re former police officers, mostly. They’ll sleep in the woods and stay out of sight until it’s time to move Edgar’s things. You won’t even know they’re here.” 
 
    “Of course I’ll know they’re here. You just told me they’ll be here.” 
 
    That was a fair point. “It’s for the best.” 
 
    Slowly, she withdrew her arm from his, and took a full step back. “And who areyou to decide what is best for Twillins Cottage?”  
 
    He addedterritorialandindependent to his growing list of Jane Ballenger’s traits. “Allow me to rephrase. I requested the men because I thought it might be the best way to ensure your safety and the safety of the Harmons.” 
 
    As he expected, the worst of her annoyance dissipated at the mention of her friends. “Do you really think someone else will come here for Edgar’s things? Someone dangerous?” 
 
    “It’s merely a precaution,” he replied. He wanted her to be careful, not frightened. “It’s unlikely someone will think to seek you out immediately.” 
 
    “Why not?” She tilted her head, her wide amber eyes bright with curiosity. “Why didn’tyou think to seek me out immediately?” 
 
    “Your brother had other friends and associates with whom he might have shared the location of a secret warehouse. You weren’t the most obvious choice among them.” 
 
    “No,” she said softly. “I wouldn’t be. But it became obvious to you at some point.” 
 
    “It was convenient. I was going to speak with a gentleman in Sheffield. You were on the way.” 
 
    “I see.” She thought about this a moment before continuing. “You should probably still speak with him. It’s possible whatever paperwork you’re looking for was shipped separately to someone else.” 
 
    “Entirely possible, but I’ll not leave it to chance.” 
 
    A small brown boot peeked out from under her skirts and he watched, oddly fascinated, as she quietly pried up a loose rock from the soil and kicked it off the path in a mild fit of pique. “I don’t like this idea of strange men lurking in my trees.” 
 
    “They won’t be lurking; they’ll be keeping guard. And they’ll not be strangers once you’re introduced.” 
 
    “You know them well?” 
 
    He’d handpicked every one of them. “I’ve worked with them before. They’re good men. Mr. Alexander Fulberg will be leading them. He’s a particular friend of mine.” 
 
    She made a sort of noncommittal humming noise and looked away in thought. And then, to his astonishment, she took his wrist and slipped his arm through hers in a distracted—and decidedly masculine—manner, and began leading him up the trail.  
 
    Gabriel stared at their joined arms in bafflement. He could say with absolute confidence that he’d never before been escorted about as if he were a lady.  
 
    He was less certain how he felt about the matter. Probably he should feel emasculated, or at least embarrassed. But after some consideration, he decided he rather liked the arrangement. Mostly because it was different and amusing, and maybe a little because there was no one around to see. Either way, he saw no cause for complaint. 
 
    Miss Ballenger courteously steered him around another series of roots. “I’ve some additional concerns. I was thinking that…” She glanced down, blinked at their linked arms, and then immediately jumped away, breaking contact. “Oh. I hadn’t realized. I…” Her brows lowered. “You might have mentioned.” 
 
    Oh, naturally, it washis fault.  
 
    To save her embarrassment, and because it amused him, he pretended ignorance. “Beg your pardon? Mentioned what?” 
 
    “I…” Surprise, suspicion, and confusion raced over her face, one right after the other. “You… I was…”   
 
    “Is something the matter?” 
 
    She rolled her lips under her teeth as if to keep her mouth shut, stared right at him, and shook her head. 
 
    It was the least believable expression of innocence he had ever seen. “You’re certain? You jumped away rather quickly just now.” 
 
    “Just…a spider. There was a large spider.” 
 
    He addedterrible liarandabysmal actress to the list. 
 
    “Ah.” He made a show of scanning the ground beneath their feet. “Gone now, I imagine. Shall we?” He offered his arm yet again, and wondered if she’d take it once more. He hoped so. He liked that small connection and the nearness it afforded. “You were saying something about additional concerns regarding the men coming tomorrow?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes.” She hesitated a second more before finally accepting his arm. “Your men do concern me, but I was speaking of an additional concern regarding our deal. One I’d not considered until after you left.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “There was no inventory taken of Edgar’s things before they were packed and shipped. A count of trunks and crates was taken, but that’s all. There was no accounting of their contents.” 
 
    “You’re worried someone might have already stolen the paperwork while Edgar’s things were in transit?” 
 
    “Not particularly. The fate of the paperwork is your concern, not mine.” 
 
    “Ah.” No wonder she was such a terrible dissembler. She didn’t bother to practice.  
 
    “My concern,” she continued, “is that someone might yet make off with something that is of value to me, and I would be none the wiser. How am I to know if the Foreign Office has returned everything, if I don’t know what all they’ve taken?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting we wait until a full inventory has been made?” That could take weeks, if not months. It wasn’t an option. 
 
    “No, it would take too long. I’ve not yet figured out how best to solve the problem.” 
 
    “You could simply trust me.” 
 
     “Will you promise to personally oversee the search of Edgar’s things?” 
 
    Goodness, no. He wasn’t going to volunteer to catalogue a man’s intimate apparel. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Then why should I take your word on the matter?” 
 
    “Because I know the man who will personally oversee the search, and I’ll obtain his promise on your behalf.”  
 
    She pulled a face. “That’s not very reassuring.” 
 
    “It’s the best I can offer.” 
 
    “Then I suppose it will have to do. Some of what Edgar left to me are family heirlooms. I’ll know if they go missing, of course. But much of what’s in the cottage, I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “Pity you never visited him in Russia.” 
 
    “I suppose,” she replied with an evident lack of enthusiasm for the idea. “Do you have family? I seem to recall…grandparents in France? You were born in Paris, weren’t you?” 
 
    Gabriel ground his teeth.Finally she took interest in conversation, and what did she do but bring up the one topic he’d rather not discuss. “No, I was born in Cornwall.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. But you lived in France as a child, didn’t you?” 
 
    He looked her right in the eye. And lied. “I did.”  
 
    He’d been a grown man the first time he’d left English soil. The childhood years spent in France were a fiction, a story he’d told a thousand times in the past. It never failed to feel like acid on his tongue. 
 
    “What was it like?” she inquired.  
 
    “It was France,” he hedged. “France is always lovely.”  
 
    “Except when it isn’t. It’s been known to misbehave.” 
 
    “That’s when she’s loveliest,” he murmured. 
 
    A moment of stunned silence followed. “You find the guillotine lovely?” 
 
    Glancing over, he saw that her direct stare had turned to one of surprise. “That wasn’t the sort of misbehaving I had in mind,” he said on a laugh. 
 
    “What sort did you have in—” She gave the tiniest start as she finally realized the possibilities. “Never mind,” she said quickly. “No need to explain yourself.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” He wouldn’t mind explaining his notions of misbehaving to this woman. In delicious detail. “It would be no trouble. No trouble at all.” 
 
    “Quite, thank you.” She sniffed delicately. “You shouldn’t allude to such things.” 
 
    “How do you know what my intended allusions might be? You won’t let me explain.”  
 
    “Is the explanation an appropriate topic for the two of us to share?” 
 
    “Not remotely,” he replied. “It would be a shocking illustration of misbehavior.” 
 
    “I think you might be misbehaving now,” she said quietly. “Are you flirting with me, Sir Gabriel?” 
 
    Gabriel considered his response. Typically when a woman asked that question, she was being coy. She already knew the answer. 
 
    Are you flirting with me, Sir Gabriel? How delightfully wicked of you.  
 
    Miss Ballenger, on the other hand, appeared to be asking for clarification. She was genuinely unsure. 
 
    “I am a little,” he said gently. His eyes landed on several of the short wispy hairs on the top of her hair. They were backlit by the sun, and suddenly completely irresistible. He couldn’t stop himself from reaching up and smoothing them down with his hand. “Shall I apologize?” 
 
    She went very still as he touched her. “Would it be sincere?” 
 
    To his delight, the little hairs immediately began to float right back up to their original positions. “That would depend on whether I’m apologizing for the breach of etiquette, or for making you ill at ease.” 
 
    “I’m not ill at ease. That is…” She seemed to think about this a moment. “Not entirely.” 
 
    He looked down, met her gaze and held it. “Then I’m not entirely sorry.” 
 
    She flushed a light pink and quickly broke eye contact. “We’ll never get to the top this way, will we? All this stopping and going.” She turned and hurried up the trail. “Come along, then. We’re nearly there.” 
 
    He blinked at her retreating back. He hadn’t realized they’d stopped again. They’d been talking, flirting, and then, quite out of the blue, he’d wanted to touch her hair. 
 
    It was inadvisable for a man in his line of work to lose track of his surroundings, but he wasn’t sorry he’d given in to temptation. Miss Ballenger’s hair was softer than he’d imagined, not cool and smooth like silk, but light and warm, like down. 
 
    Rumpled owl, he thought again, and fell into step beside her.  
 
    A minute later, they reached a clearing overlooking a large, open meadow sheltered by a circle of rolling, wooded hills. 
 
     “Oh, look.” Miss Ballenger grabbed his arm and pointed at a dozen or more deer grazing in the valley below. “Look at that.” Her lips curved in a dreamy smile. She pointed at a wide stream that cut along the bottom of the hill. “That stream marks the boundary of what used to be the Ballenger estate. Fourgate Hall is but a few miles to the north. Those were my family’s deer. I’ve never seen them this far south.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty sight,” he said absently. He was more interested in her reaction to it. This had once been Ballenger land. These were still known as Ballenger deer. And yet here was the last Ballenger looking at both from a distance, observing it all as an outsider. If they walked to the bottom of the hill and crossed the small stream, she would be an intruder. 
 
    The sight didn’t seem to pain her, however. Instead, she seemed to be lost in happy memories.  
 
    “When I was little,” she said quietly, “I used to sneak out some early evenings and go in search of them. They could usually be found in a shaded meadow not far from the house, or near the pond. I’d watch them until it grew too dark, and then I’d listen until I grew sleepy or they moved on. I fell asleep once and woke up at dawn. It’s considerably harder to sneak back inside in daylight than it is during the dead of night.” 
 
    She had wandered about the woods in the dark as a small child? “Didn’t you have a nanny or governess?” 
 
    “Yes. Several over the years.” 
 
    “None thought to check on you?” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “I put pillows under my blankets. I doubt it would have fooled a close inspection, but the nursery was large and my bed was on the far side of the room. The ruse held up to a passing glance.”  
 
    “Nurseries are generally on an upper floor. How did you sneak out?” 
 
    “I climbed down the stone. Contrary to recent evidence, I’m not at all clumsy.” 
 
    “Ah, then it isn’t a lack of coordination that prompts you to hide from the villagers?” 
 
    He’d made the comment half in jest, and half in a sudden desire to change the subject. The image of Miss Ballenger as a small child—or any child for that matter—climbing down a stone wall in a nightgown made him queasy. For goodness sake, stone gotwet. It became slippery. It crumbled with age. How far up had she been? Two floors? Three? And what had waited for her below had she’d fallen? Pavement? A balustrade? Rock?  
 
    Why had she been worth only a passing glance? Why had no one been paying attention?  
 
    She looked away, and was quiet for so long, he wondered if she’d even heard him. 
 
    “Miss Ballenger?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding,” she said at last. “My place of residence is no secret.” 
 
    “But you rarely leave the cottage grounds, I believe.” 
 
    “And why should I?” she asked a little defensively. “I prefer the company of the Harmons, and I am not well vexed in making polite conversation. So why should I—?” 
 
    “Well vexed?” 
 
    Her brows lowered in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “You’re not wellvexed in making polite conversation?” 
 
    She blinked rapidly several times, the picture of bafflement. “Is that what I…?” Then she gave that quick shake of the head he’d seen her do several times now. “Versed. I meant well versed.” 
 
    “Ah.” He thought back over their earlier conversations, recalling several points of confusion. “You remind me of Renderwell’s youngest sister. She jumbles her words as well.” 
 
    She grabbed his arm with a surprising amount of strength. “Does she? Truly?” 
 
    “Why does that surprise you?”  
 
    “Well…because,” she said, and stopped, as if the rest of the answer was plainly obvious.  
 
    “Because…?” he prompted. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anyone else with the affliction.” 
 
    “Affliction?” That was a touch melodramatic. “It’s hardly—” 
 
    “What has her family done to help her?” 
 
    “Aside from suggesting she slow down and let someone else get a word in edgewise? Nothing. It’s an endearing quirk, not anaffliction.” 
 
    “Endearing quirk?” Slowly, she released his arm, and eyed him with a mix of wariness and something else. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Hope? Disappointment? Both? “It doesn’t annoy you? Or anger you? It doesn’t confuse people?” 
 
    “I’ve been confused on occasion, amused more than once. I’ve never found it annoying.” He studied her face carefully. “Did someone become angry with you in town, Jane?” Simply because she mixed up a word here or there? Surely not.  
 
    “You shouldn’t call me that,” she said stiffly. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “We’re not discussing me. We’re discussing…I don’t recall her name.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you her name. Eliza. And wewere discussing you. It’s your quirk.” 
 
    “We are not discussing my quirks.” 
 
    “What if I told you one of mine?” he offered, and watched her shoulders relax in response to his playful tone. She liked that, he noted. Jane Ballenger might be rude herself, but she enjoyed a little teasing, a bit of fun. “Then may we continue to discuss yours? And use our given names?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “What if it I told you a quirk of mine that annoyed people?” 
 
    “Oh, I could tell you several.” 
 
    The unexpected jab drew a choked laugh from him. “Was that a joke, Miss Ballenger?” 
 
    She looked startled by his question. “Yes, of course it was. I’m sorry, was it not obvious? I didn’t mean to offend. I’m not very good at—” 
 
    “Conversation. Yes, you mentioned. I’m not offended.” He grinned at her. “I quite liked your joke.” 
 
    “Oh.” She smiled back, evidently pleased with both of them. “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, as I was saying…my quirk. I am always tidy. Always. I won’t tolerate a scuffed hem or wrinkled collar. Even if I’ve been traveling all day down dusty roads.” 
 
    “That is annoying,” she conceded. “But it’s not at all the same.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it’s voluntary. It’s a choice. Lord Renderwell’s sister doesn’t choose to jumble her words.” 
 
    It wasn’t a choice. It was a need. It was vital to him in a way he couldn’t hope to explain. He’d never told anyone the real reason behind his fastidiousness, not even Samuel and Renderwell. 
 
    And yet, suddenly, he had the terrible urge to tell this womanwhyhe felt the need to keep everythingjust so. Why, sometimes, it felt like his fashionable clothes and meticulous grooming were the only things that stood between him and a filthy past obscured by a thousand even filthier lies. 
 
    No doubt, the irrational impulse was the sole reason he blurted out the next thing that came to mind. “Fine. I have an aversion to large teeth.” 
 
    “What?” Her mouth dropped open a second before she burst into laughter. “As in…horses?” 
 
    “No, people,” he explained, and decided the absurd confession hadn’t been so ridiculous after all. She had a marvelous laugh. “People with large teeth and jaws make me uncomfortable. I’ll avoid them whenever possible.” Mostly, it wasn’t possible in his line of work. But he did shun the pharmacist with the oversized canines closest to his home in favor of the druggist three blocks over.  
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not. Look.” He stripped out of his coat, unbuttoned his shirt cuff, and rolled up the sleeve to reveal a faded scar on his forearm.  
 
    She peered closer. “Is that a bite mark?” 
 
    “I’ve been bitten six times.” Not all of them had left scars, but they had left him cautious. 
 
    “Six? Good heavens, no wonder you’re afraid of teeth.” 
 
    “I’m notafraid of teeth. I just prefer them dainty and not attached to my person.” 
 
    “Do mine trouble you?” She spread her lips in a wide, slightly silly grin. 
 
    “No.” Point of fact, the image of her nibbling on him was distinctly appealing. “You’ve a charming smile, Jane.” 
 
    The smile faded, but a becoming hint of color rose to her cheeks. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    “But I told you my quirk.” 
 
    “It’s not a quirk. It’s a fear. And it doesn’t count because it’s not annoying.” 
 
    “I find it exceedingly annoying.” He rolled his sleeve back down and shrugged back into his coat. “At the very least, it is an embarrassing confession. Surely that earns me the right to use your given name.” 
 
    “It isn’t proper.” 
 
    “Then I’ll only use it in private.” He watched her worry her bottom lip with her nonthreatening teeth. She was wavering, and he pressed his advantage. “I’ve never told anyone that secret. Not even Sir Samuel or Lord Renderwell.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “They know I loathe being bitten. They don’t know I loathe big teeth.”  
 
    She laughed softly, and he knew he had her.  
 
    “Very well. You may call me Jane, but only when we’re alone,” she clarified, then glanced at the rapidly setting sun. “Which, really, we shouldn’t be.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Jane looked back at the downhill slope and was reminded why she hadn’t been eager to have Gabriel join her on her walk. 
 
    She hadn’t lied when she said she could walk and talk at the same time. What she couldn’t do was navigate her way down a rocky path and listen to Sir Gabriel speak at the same time. She needed to keep an eye on her feet. She also needed to keep an eye on his mouth. 
 
    This was a terrible dilemma. 
 
    She had two options. She could talk incessantly all the way down the hill, thereby removing the possibility Gabriel would ask a question she might not understand, orhe had to talk all the way down the hill. 
 
    “Tell me about your school,” she decreed. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “As I recall, you met Sir Samuel when you were boys at school. I should like to hear all about it,” she explained, then promptly started them off at a pace that was more hurried than brisk. The sooner they reached level ground, the better. 
 
    “There’s little to tell, really,” he began.  
 
    Fortunately for Jane, however, there was enough to tell to keep Sir Gabriel talking for the entire length of the hill and, thanks to the quick pace they kept, most of the way back through the woods. 
 
    He spoke of his friends, his teachers, the headmaster. At one point, he related a story involving three turnips and a brick. She was fairly certain she had misheard that bit, but she enjoyed even that interlude of nonsense. She liked the sound of his voice, the way it floated up and down in an easy rhythm, dancing between baritone and bass.  
 
    And there was something wonderfully normal about strolling with a man on a late sunny afternoon. 
 
    There was something wonderfullywicked about strolling with a handsome knight in the secluded woods, even if those woods were but a short distance from her home. 
 
    It all felt so very…everyday. Everyday normal. Everyday wicked. The sort of thing an everyday woman might do with an everyday man. 
 
    Neither of them was everyday. He was Sir Gabriel Arkwright, one of the famous Thief Takers. And she was Jane Ballenger, the bizarre recluse of Twillins Cottage. But it was nice to pretend otherwise, if only for a little while. For a few minutes on this one fine day, she could just be Jane, and he could just be Gabriel, and they were simply taking a marginally wicked walk in her woods. 
 
    It was all so gloriously normal that by the time they reached the drive, Jane was hard-pressed not to grin like a fool. 
 
     “I’ll call on you tomorrow.” 
 
    Gabriel’s sudden pronouncement startled her out of her reverie. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Had she heard him correctly? Tomorrow seemed awfully soon after two visits today. Surely it would take time for the solicitor to complete the contract. “That isn’t—” 
 
    He took her hand and bent over to press a kiss to her knuckles. “Until tomorrow, Jane.” 
 
    Her hand was gloved. She couldn’t feel his lips against her skin, and yet a line of heat spread up her arm to the very center of her chest. 
 
    “Tomorrow, then,” she murmured, and found herself giving in to a foolish grin as Gabriel turned and walked off toward the stables. 
 
    Jane, he’d said. 
 
    JustJane.  
 
    She stared at her hand, and basked in the warmth of that single, chaste, everyday kiss.  
 
    She could grow accustomed to beingjust Jane. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Well now.” In the front hall, Mrs. Harmon set aside her bucket of flatware and gave Jane a long, searching look. “That is quite a smile.” 
 
    Jane shut the front door behind her and tried to school her face into a neutral expression. It didn’t work. “What’s wrong with my smile?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing. It goes all the way to your ears.” 
 
    “It’s only a smile.” 
 
    “Is it?” Mrs. Harmon tipped her head to the side, her shrewd eyes narrowing. “Did something happen on your stroll?” 
 
    “No.” Jane sniffed and found something interesting to prod in a pile of clothes. “But I did meet with Sir Gabriel, and—” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    A masculine voice intruded into the conversation. “Knew what?”  
 
    Both women turned as Mr. Harmon appeared from the hallway. 
 
    When Jane had first met Mr. Harmon, his short stature, portly features, and ruddy complexion had made him seem like a friendly, oversized gnome. Little had occurred in the seventeen years since to alter that impression. Mr. Harmon was the kindest man she’d ever known. A trifle gruff in his tone perhaps, but gentle at heart, and always ready for a laugh.  
 
    “Sir Gabriel returned,” Mrs. Harmon informed her husband. 
 
    “And I missed him?” Mr. Harmon craned his short neck for a view out the parlor windows. “Again?” 
 
    “Jane took a stroll with him.” 
 
    Mr. Harmon looked at Jane with renewed interest. “Is that so?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have,” Jane admitted. “It was a risk.” 
 
    “Good.” Mrs. Harmon pointed a dainty finger at her. “There is more to life than avoiding misery and embarrassment, Jane. Youneed to take risks again.” 
 
    “I really don’t.” She winced, remembering several awkward moments. “Do you know, I tried to escort him up the hill as if I were a man?” 
 
    Mr. Harmon guffawed loudly.  
 
    “It is not amusing,” Jane grumbled. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon waved away the error. “Missteps such as that have nothing to do with your particular troubles. They’re a result of your isolation. You’re out of practice.” 
 
    “I was neverin practice.”  
 
    “Exactly so. It is time, I think, for a change. You need to go into the world again.” She looked to her husband, who gave a single nod of agreement. 
 
    Jane felt a flicker of excitement and longing at the very idea. She tried to squash the feelings as she always had, with ruthless determination. But it was too easy to picture herself strolling with Gabriel again. She could show him the eastern trail that led to the stream. They could go early in the morning and watch the sunlight dance in the water. Perhaps she’d leave her gloves at home. Accidentally, of course. 
 
    The flicker refused to die.  
 
    It was all that talk about Renderwell’s sister. There had been a second, just a second, when her heart had leapt at the idea that Gabriel not only knew, but was fond of, another individual with her affliction. But if Renderwell’s sister had never confused him to the point of annoyance, then clearly she and Eliza did not share the same problem. There was a world of difference between a young woman speaking faster than her tongue could manage, and a grown woman unable to hear the words of others, or sometimes fail to speak her own mind at any speed. 
 
    Jane shook her head. “I can’t. At any rate, I promised Edgar.”  
 
    “Devil take Edgar,” Mr. Harmon said bluntly. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon threw her husband an impatient glance. “Mr. Harmon is correct in his sentiment if not his delivery of it. Edgar is gone, dear. He no longer has any hold on you.”  
 
    “But I owe him,” she said softly. “He came for me.” 
 
    “He ought to have come for you sooner,” Mrs. Harmon returned with some impatience. “He should never have allowed your father to send you away to start, let alone leave you in such a dreadful place for so long.” 
 
    “But he did come.” 
 
    Mr. Harmon grunted in annoyance. “You’ve repaid him tenfold.” 
 
    Jane wasn’t certain about that. Seventeen years ago, she’d been rejected by her own father—banished and abandoned to Brackmer’s Asylum for the Imbecile, Feeble-minded, and Morally Defective Child. After more than two years, she’d nearly given up hope of ever escaping her miserable prison. And then, completely unexpectedly, her brother had arrived to whisk her away to the safety and comfort of Twillins Cottage.  
 
    Was it possible to repay such a debt? 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said softly. “I am content with my life now. Why should I—”  
 
    “Jane.” Mrs. Harmon’s voice was gentle but firm. “Your parents are gone. Edgar is gone. Even Brackmer’s is gone. The past is in the past. It is time you did asyou please.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m not sure what that is.” It wasn’t just Edgar’s wishes that had kept her at home. It hadn’t been Edgar’s displeasure alone that frightened her. There was so much to be afraid of in the world. So much she could lose by trying to be a part of it. 
 
    “I think you are.” Mrs. Harmon returned. “I saw the smile on your face when you walked through that door. You weren’t content. You were happy.” 
 
    Shewanted to be happy. She wanted to throw caution to the wind and seek out Gabriel at every opportunity. Even if nothing came of it, even if he left in a matter of days never to be seen again, she still wanted to flirt with him while he was there, or, at the very least, give her best, untutored impression of doing so. She’d like to tease him again, and watch him smile at her cleverness. She wanted to feel her cheeks warm when he looked at her just so, like she was fascinating, maybe even beautiful. She wanted to feel the fluttering in her stomach when he’d softly brushed her hair, and that lovely, lovely heat when he kissed her hand.  
 
    She wanted all of that and more. She wanted to bejust Jane. But she wanted to do all of it safely. That’s were things became tricky.  
 
    Yes, the past was in the past. But the past had a terrible habit of repeating itself.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    For the first time in six years, Jane took great pains with her appearance. She chose her gown with care, deliberating for twenty minutes over her meager choices before finally selecting a dark green ready-made gown Mrs. Harmon had given to her as a birthday present last year.  
 
    She would never be a great beauty, she mused as she studied herself in her vanity mirror, but at least there were no smudges of dirt on her chin or snarls in her hair. Pity about the frizz, though. She’d never been able to tame it. 
 
    Reaching for her brush again, her eyes landed on a small oil lamp of colored glass that Edgar had sent to her over a month ago. Her hand paused midair as she suddenly remembered why Gabriel’s mention of expenditures had sounded that distant bell. 
 
    When she’d received the rare present from Edgar, she’d been surprised and excited, but her joy quickly turned to disappointment when she discovered that the base of the lamp was cracked. When Mr. Harmon had detached the base to see if it might be repaired, they’d found a great deal of paper crammed inside, presumably to protect the glass during shipping. Most of the paper had been mere scraps, but there had been a few sheets… 
 
    Jane opened the bottom drawer of her vanity, rifled through a few odds and ends, and pulled out the three intact pieces of paper she had found in the lamp base.  
 
    It certainly looked like a list of expenditures, only Edgar hadn’t been spending money on objects; he’d been spending it on people. On every page, there was a long column of names on the left, a column of sums in the middle, and a few cryptic notes written down the right side.Ivan S., groundskeeper, GR. House, 5, loyalty uncertain… C. Antonovich, maid, 3, possible mistress of Prince L.… Rurik R., driver, 10, final payment. 
 
    It could mean anything, really. Or nothing at all. He might have purchased items from each individual, or it might be a record of charitable donations. It seemed unlikely the mistress of a prince would be in need of charity, but one never knew. 
 
    When she had first found the list, she hadn’t particularly cared what it meant. What difference did it make how Edgar frittered away Ballenger money? Frittered was frittered. She’d only kept the pages because they’d been whole when everything else was torn. She’d tucked them away in case Edgar had included them by accident, and asked for their return. 
 
    But now… 
 
    She ran a finger down the top page and considered her options. She could give Gabriel the list immediately. It would be the generous thing to do, the helpful thing. It had come from Edgar, and it fit the description of what he was looking for.  
 
    But what if it wasexactly what he was looking for? The only thing? What if Gabriel knew what bit of sensitive paperwork the government was after, and this was it? What if there was nothing else amongst Edgar’s things to interest him? 
 
    He would leave. She would retain full possession of her inheritance, but she would lose the fifty pounds. 
 
    Jane had never thought of herself as a greedy or calculating woman, but as she stared at the list, a plan began to form, one that allowed her to keep the fifty poundsand her flotsam. She would wait. She would keep the list a secret until the contract was signed and the fifty pounds was in her hand. The moment she had the money, she would give Gabriel the pages. The plan wasn’t generous or helpful, but it was fair. She’d promised him Edgar’s things in exchange for fifty pounds. She would hold up her end of the bargain once he held up his. 
 
    “Jane!” 
 
    She started at the sound of Mrs. Harmon’s harried voice just outside her door.  
 
    “Come in,” she called out and shoved the list into her pocket, feeling guilty.  
 
    Mrs. Harmon popped inside and gave Jane a quick look over. “Oh good, you’re dressed. You must come down at once. Mr. Harmon has cornered Sir Gabriel in the parlor and will not cease badgering him with the most inane questions—” 
 
    “He’s here? So soon?” Jane rose quickly and pointed over her shoulder. “I can’t reach the last buttons.”  
 
    “He’s been here twenty minutes at least. I called for you, but…never mind.” She spun Jane around and fastened the gown. “There. All done. Nowcome down.” And with that, Mrs. Harmon flew out of the room. 
 
    Jane stared at the empty doorway. 
 
    Gabriel was back.  
 
    Well, of course he was back. She’d known he would be. Only she’d thought there would be a little time for her to grow accustomed to the idea, to replenish some of the courage she’d spent the day before. She’d planned to have breakfast, then go over the ledgers and devise a new budget for Twillins. She assumed he’d come back in the afternoon during traditional visiting hours, not… 
 
    “Jane!” 
 
    “Yes! Coming!”  
 
    She took a deep breath and smoothed her hands down her skirts. She could do this. She wanted to do this. She hadn’t put on her best gown to impress the Harmons, after all. She’d done it so she could pretend to be just Jane…if only for a little while longer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bzzzzzzzz … Bzzzzzzzz 
 
    She should have left well enough alone. 
 
    As Jane sat in her chair in the parlor, trying to listen to Gabriel speak, she realized that she should have accepted her small victories the day before and been content with them. Twenty-five minutes in the parlor and a stroll in the woods—those should have been enough.  
 
    But she’d simplyhad to try for more, just a little more time pretending to be a normal, everyday sort of lady. And now here she was, staring at Gabriel with what she could only guess was a completely vapid expression on her face, while he chatted away, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she had no idea what he was saying. None whatsoever. 
 
    Because of the bee.  
 
    At least, Jane assumed it was a bee trapped between the glass and the closed drapes in the window behind Gabriel. It didn’t sound like a fly. The buzzing was too insistent, too angry. Or maybe she was hearing it wrong. Did she sometimes hear insects improperly the way she did words? She’d never really thought about that possibility. She’d rather not be thinking about it now, but it was just so dangablyloud. 
 
    How had the Harmons not noticed it? Then again, neither had been in the room for very long. Mrs. Harmon had made some preposterous excuse and hauled her husband away almost as soon as Jane had arrived. 
 
    Now Jane was alone with Gabriel. And the cursedly loud bee. 
 
    Bzzzzzzzzz. 
 
    Maybe loud wasn’t the right word. It wasdemanding, like a persistent whisper an inch from her ear.  
 
    Listen to me. Listen to me. Listen to me. Listen to me. 
 
    She didn’t have a choice. It was impossible to ignore a sound that drowned out half of what Gabriel was saying. She tried, she really did, but no matter how hard she concentrated, she couldn’t separate the buzzing sound from Gabriel’s voice, and her gaze and attention were continuously dragged back to the window. 
 
    Listen to me.“…whether or not…”Listen to me.  “…weather holds…”Listen to me. “…Balkerton.” 
 
    Balkerton? Was that a person? She didn’t know anyone named Balkerton, did she? 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    Goodness, he’d asked her a question, and she had no idea whom or what the man was talking about. 
 
    She leapt from her chair without the faintest notion of what she meant to do besides offer some sort of distraction. No, an excuse. She needed excuses. “I’m sorry. I… I need to… Er… Are you afraid of bees?” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “There’s a bee. In the window. I’m quite terrified of them.” She wasn’t. Not remotely. “And I was…”Listen to me. Listen to me.“I… That is…”Listen to me.Maybe it was a fly. That would be terribly embarrassing.Listen to me. “Er…” 
 
    Concentrate, you stupid child.  
 
    Gabriel frowned at her, then glanced over his shoulder at the window. “Wooden lighting to get riddle it?” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?”Oh goodness.  
 
    He rose from his chair and stepped closer to her. His gaze raked over her in concern. “You really are terrified. A moment.” 
 
    Gabriel moved to the window and opened it a crack, allowing an escape route for the bee. Or fly. Whatever the devil it was, Jane took a deep, calming breath while Gabriel got rid of it.  
 
    Rid of… Rid of it… Riddle it.  
 
    Would you like me to get rid of it? Maybe that was it. 
 
    “Better?” Gabriel inquired, returning to her. 
 
    “Yes.” Only not for the reasons he imagined. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Did you have a bad experience with bees?” he asked gently and stepped closer. 
 
    She looked away briefly. She couldn’t nod and meet his gaze at the same time. Lying was bad enough. Fabricating a fear of bees held an element of absurdity that went beyond embarrassment. It waslowering. 
 
    “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Jane.” His large hand settled on her shoulder, then ran down her arm in a soothing manner. “No worse than my aversion to teeth.” 
 
    She wondered if he would offer the same comfort if he knew the truth. Perhaps not, but she couldn’t bring herself to pull away. She wanted him to stay just as he was, with his warm hand enclosed over her wrist, and so near she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze.  
 
    He had wonderfully kind eyes. She’d not noticed that before. They were faintly wrinkled about the corners, lending the impression of a man who spent a good deal of his time laughing.               “Jane, dear!”  
 
    Jane took a quick, startled step back from Gabriel just as Mrs. Harmon hurried into the room. Fully expecting to see a sly, knowing look from her friend, Jane studiously ignored the woman in favor of a loose thread on her cuff.  
 
    But if Mrs. Harmon noticed how close she’d been standing to Gabriel, she didn’t mention it. She brushed right past Jane without looking at her. “We’ve more visitors arriving.” 
 
    “What? Already?” Jane followed Mrs. Harmon and Gabriel to the windows, and frowned at the sight of a large group of riders coming up her drive. “Your men, I presume,” she said to Gabriel. “They’re earlier than expected, aren’t they? And there are quite a few more than you mentioned.” 
 
    There had to be more than a dozen. Her stomach knotted at the realization. A handful of strangers prowling about her woods was bad enough, but fifteen or twenty armed men? That wasn’t a guard. It was an invasion. It wouldn’t do. 
 
    Before she could make her displeasure known, however, Gabriel turned from the window and gave her a relaxed smile. “You’re all the safer for it,” he assured her with such easy confidence that the worst of her misgivings immediately dimmed. 
 
    She still didn’t like the idea of so many people intruding on her sanctuary, but if Sir Gabriel of the Thief Takers trusted these men, then surely there was nothing to fear.  
 
    *** 
 
    Jane and the Harmons were in danger. 
 
    Gabriel stood on the drive and watched the approaching riders with a growing sense of unease. 
 
    These were not the men he had requested.  
 
    He recognized their leader. Tall, sharp-eyed, and whippet-lean, Oscar Kray had briefly worked for Scotland Yard before being forced out amidst rumors of corruption. His questionable sense of morality had made him a better fit for the Foreign Office, where there was a need for men who were willing to accept coin slipped under the table for work best done in the shadows. 
 
    Gabriel wasn’t so hypocritical as to judge a man for his past, nor so naive as to believe the country could function without the unsavory services men like Kray provided. But he’d never personally worked with Kray, and he’d never wanted to. He didn’t trust the man. His smile was too quick, his manners too studied, his temper too obvious beneath his jovial facade. And then there were the big teeth. Kray had always struck him as a biter. 
 
    The riders came to a stop in front of him, kicking up a cloud of dust.  
 
    Kray slid from his horse, handed his reins to one of his men, and came forward to offer an abbreviated bow. “Arkwright. You look surprised to see me.” 
 
    No, he looked mildly curious. He’d adopted the expression long before he’d come outside. “You’re not the gentleman I was expecting. Where’s Fulberg?” 
 
    “Right here,” a voice announced from the back of the group. A muscular, middle-aged man with a thick beard pushed his way to the front, and Gabriel allowed himself to relax a fraction.This was the man he’d wanted to see. Skilled, experienced, unfailingly loyal and trustworthy, Fulberg had proven his worth a dozen times over the years.  
 
    “Where are your men, Fulberg?” 
 
    “Foreign Office wanted men of their own choosing,” Fulberg explained. “I’d have sent word ahead, but there wasn’t time.” He offered Gabriel a smile that didn’t quite reach his dark brown eyes, and lifted his voice for all to hear. “Don’t worry yourself, Arkwright. These are fine lads, all. They’ll see the job done proper, eh?” 
 
    A tense, muted chorus of agreement arose from the group. 
 
    Gabriel forced a smile of his own. “If you’ve earned the respect of Mr. Fulberg, I’ll count myself fortunate to have you. Welcome to Twillins Cottage, gentlemen!” 
 
    “What there is of it,” Kray said with a cynical glance at the house. He flicked a hand at the men, sending Fulberg and the rest off toward the stables. “Ballenger didn’t do well by his sister, did he? Wouldn’t have taken him for a skinflint.”  
 
    “Did you know him well?” 
 
    Kray shook his head. “We met once years ago. Nice enough fellow. Never mentioned a sister.” 
 
    “I don’t think they were close. Did Jones tell you what to expect inside?” He asked the question carelessly, hoping Kray would confirm or deny that Mr. Gregory Jones was still the man at the Foreign Office issuing orders. 
 
     “One woman, two servants, and Ballenger’s effects. Fairly straightforward.” He lifted his eyes to the second-floor windows. “Can you get them out of the house for a time?” 
 
    “You want to search it,” Gabriel guessed. “As I explained to Jones in my telegram, Miss Ballenger has agreed to allow us access after one or two conditions have been met.” 
 
    Kray looked at him sharply. “It wasn’t mentioned to me. What sort of conditions?” 
 
    “Nothing significant. I’ll take care of them by the end of the day, and then you’ll be free to remove Mr. Ballenger’s effects from the cottage.” 
 
    Kray’s lips spread into a tight, toothless smile. “My orders are to conduct a preliminary search before their removal.” 
 
    Gabriel glanced at the group of men who’d moved off to mill about the stables. Even with Fulberg, and possibly Mr. Harmon, he was outnumbered and out-armed. This was not the time to make a stand. 
 
    Still, an easy capitulation would be suspicious. “I won’t let it be known I backed out of a deal.” 
 
    Kray studied him speculatively a moment, then grinned as if he’d solved a puzzle. “She must be pretty. What’s the matter, Arkwright? Don’t like the idea of me going through Miss Ballenger’s wardrobe?”  
 
    “I don’t care if you find something that catches your fancy and wear it home. I can’t have it said that one of the Thief Takers broke his word. I eat by my reputation.” 
 
    “You’re in no danger of starving, from what I hear.” 
 
    “As I said, I eat by my reputation. Men of means prefer to hire other men of means.” He allowed the faintest hint of mockery to enter his voice. “The prevailing opinion is that wealth makes one less susceptible to bribery.” 
 
    As Gabriel expected, Kray snorted in shared amusement. “Every man is susceptible to bribery.” He gave Gabriel a pointed look. “The only question is, what does the man want?” 
 
    “In this instance, a chance to earn his commission and keep his reputation. I’ll take Miss Ballenger and her staff out of the house, but I want your word you’ll be careful in your search. She can’t know you were there.” 
 
    Kray shrugged, and his eyes drifted back to the house. “I hear the lady is a little mad. Any truth to it?” 
 
    “They’re all a little mad. The ones worth having, anyway.” He chuckled when Kray did, and let his smile linger after the laughter was gone. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. It’s easily done. I’ll be in and out in twenty minutes.” 
 
    So short a time? Even if Kray was under the impression the cottage was in good order, he’d still need more than twice that for a proper search. Unless he knew exactly what he was looking for, and exactly where to find it. 
 
    Gabriel rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Regardless of what you find, it would be best if we continued on as if nothing has changed. We take Ballenger’s things to London as planned. And Fulberg can’t catch wind of this. It’ll get back to Renderwell.”  
 
    “The viscount still pulling the strings, eh? Some men aren’t cut out for retirement.” 
 
    Gabriel shrugged as if it didn’t really matter. “He likes to keep a finger in. And Fulberg isn’t a bad sort.” 
 
    “But not the sort to take a bribe.” 
 
    “Or paw through a lady’s wardrobe. Make sure he doesn’t see you go inside the cottage. Better yet, let me handle him. I’ll find something for him to do for an hour or two.” He took a step in Fulberg’s direction, then made a show of hesitating. “Was it Fulberg’s sister who married last month, or his niece?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kray replied in a tone that clearly implied he didn’t care. 
 
    It was exactly what Gabriel wanted to hear. “Devil take it,” he muttered. “I’ll figure it out as I go.” 
 
    He strode away, only to hear Kray call out to his back. 
 
    “Sheis pretty, isn’t she? Miss Ballenger?” 
 
    He wasn’t going to give Kray the chance to find out. He was taking Jane out the side door of the cottage, and she wasn’t coming back until Kray and his men were gone. 
 
    “They’re all pretty, Kray,” he tossed over his shoulder, then strode to where Fulberg was adjusting his mount’s saddle a good distance from the rest of Kray’s men. “Fulberg. How was Mary’s wedding?” 
 
    The man beamed at the mention of his only child. “Ah, she was a lovely bride. The loveliest.”  
 
    “Is Mrs. Fulberg still planning to join the happy pair in Paris?” 
 
    “She left three days ago. I was sorry to see her go at first, but now…” He flicked a glance in Kray’s direction and lowered his voice. “Now I’m of a different mind. This smells, Arkwright. I sent word to the men you requested. Not one of them arrived.” 
 
    “Do you think your messages were intercepted?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe the men were. I’ll be honest, if it had been anyone else but you asking for my help, I’d have washed my hands of the whole business once I saw Mr. Kray. I don’t work with his sort if I can help it.” 
 
    “I’m in your debt. Kray hasn’t looked into your affairs, if that eases your mind. Your family’s in no danger.”  
 
    Fulberg ran a hand down the horse’s flank. “He may not have had time.” 
 
    “Or he doesn’t think you’re a threat.” Gabriel jerked his chin subtly toward Kray’s men. “Do you know any of them?” 
 
    “Aye, the scrawny one with the muttonchops. I saw him at Coldbath Fields not a month ago.”  
 
    “A gaoler?” He swore when Fulberg 
    
     shook 
    his head. “Convict? You’re certain?” 
 
    “I know faces, don’t I? A man can’t get by in this profession if he can’t remember faces. I remember him in particular because he was in a skirmish with another prisoner.” 
 
    “Does he remember you?” 
 
    Fulberg shook his head again. “He was too busy trying to gut his opponent and fight off the gaolers. He didn’t see me.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” 
 
    “Not completely,” Fulberg admitted. “How much does it matter, do you suppose? Nothing says a man can’t earn his release in the proper manner and take a job.” 
 
    Gabriel gave him a dubious look. “A job with the Foreign Office six weeks after he tried to stab someone?” 
 
    “Like I said, it smells. But it was Kray who hired him, and Mr. Jones seems to trust Kray.” 
 
    “Is Jones still in charge, then?” 
 
    “Seemed to be. Hard to say with him. He’s a squirrelly sort.” 
 
    “You don’t trust him,” Gabriel translated. 
 
    “I don’t trust any of them.” 
 
    Gabriel looked from Kray, to his men, to the small, isolated cottage. “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Well then…” Fulberg rubbed his beard philosophically. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel had Jane and the Harmons out the door in under twenty minutes. It would have been ten, but Jane had been very resistant to the idea of leaving. She’d begged off, claiming everything from a need to go over the household accounts to a sudden headache. But then Mrs. Harmon had taken her aside, said something he’d not been able to hear, and now here they were, walking down the road side by side.  
 
    They were just out of earshot of the Harmons up ahead, but the privacy was wasted. Jane hadn’t spoken two words since they’d left. She marched silently toward the village of Ardbaile with her chin up, her eyes straight ahead, her mouth firmly shut, and her arms stuck down straight at her sides. 
 
    It was, he thought, the stride of the proud and the.  
 
    “Anne Boleyn,” he mused aloud. “Mary Queen of Scots. Marie Antoinette.” 
 
    She turned to give him that wide-eyed, fascinated stare. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I’m imagining all the women who have looked just as you do now.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You look as if you’re headed to the gallows, Jane.” He reached out and lightly tapped his knuckle beneath her chin. “With your head held high.” 
 
    She sniffed and rolled her shoulders in an obvious bid to relax them. “There is nothing wrong with the way I look.” 
 
    “You’re stiff as a board.”  
 
    “Well, I’ve a dozen strangers lurking about my house, haven’t I?” 
 
    “That’s not what’s troubling you.” That’s what was troublinghim. That, and the fact that Twillins Cottage had only two horses and one, currently defunct, pony cart for transportation. He threw a watchful eye over his shoulder. He really wished they’d been able to ride to town. “Not exclusively.” 
 
    “I had other plans for the day. I don’t see why it was necessary for me to come along.” 
 
    “Because the solicitor insists the contract be signed in his office.” Another lie. The solicitor had made a suggestion, not a demand. “And you must have a great many plans for a great many days.” He looked over and met her gaze. “You never go into Ardbaile.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” she retorted. “I’ve been many times.” 
 
    “Not recently.” Not in ages, according to the villagers. 
 
    Her brows lowered. “Have you been gossiping about me with the villagers?” 
 
    “A bit, yes,” he admitted and watched her frown. “I came here to do a job.” 
 
    “And you like to know the sort of person with whom you’re working, I suppose,” she said quietly. She chewed her bottom lip and looked away for a long time before speaking again. “Did the villagers tell you what you needed to know?” 
 
    “No. They scarcely know you,” he replied and wondered why that answer seemed to make her feel better. “Don’t you have any friends in town?” 
 
    “No one in particular.”  
 
    Orat all, if he had to guess. That was going to make it even harder to convince her to stay once they arrived. On the other hand, it could make it easier to send her out of the area completely. “Do you have friends outside of Ardbaile?”  
 
    “No. There’s just the Harmons.” She glanced ahead at the older couple. “We should catch up,” she muttered and resumed her determined stride toward certain doom. 
 
    *** 
 
    Janefelt as if she were headed to the gallows. She was fighting a terrible sense of dreadful inevitability that grew with every step she took in the direction of the village. She desperately wanted to turn back, and once or twice she’d come very near to doing just that. But then Mrs. Harmon’s words played over in her mind. 
 
    One brief visit to town is unlikely to reveal your secrets, Jane. An absolute refusal to leave the grounds, however, is nothing if not deeply suspicious. 
 
    There was no question Mrs. Harmon was right. Jane’s reputation as a recluse had already sparked Gabriel’s interest. If she didn’t endure the trip into town, he would simply assume she was a lunatic incapable of leaving her home.  
 
    That wasn’t true at all. She was perfectly capable. She just hated it. And she couldn’t help but think that a trip to town was an awful lot of work and risk just to keep a secret from a man she’d known less than two days and would likely never see again once his business at Twillins was concluded. 
 
    Still, she marched onward, hoping to get it all done as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Jane?” Gabriel said her name softly and waited for her to look at him. “What are you afraid of in the village?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” she lied. “I simply don’t like it.” 
 
    “What is it about Ardbaile you don’t like?” 
 
    She racked her brain for a suitable answer, any excuse that might explain away the nerves she was evidently doing such a poor job of hiding.  
 
    “I don’t fit well into any part of it,” she said, and told herself it wasn’t entirely deceitful. The last time she’d tried to make a life for herself in Ardbaile society, she had found it difficult to find her proper place. “I’m a Ballenger. If I am to socialize, then it is to be with members of my own social standing. The Kinards, the Hamleys, the vicar and his wife. But they are not the people I would necessarily choose for my friends.” She bobbed her head once to the side as she reconsidered. “Except for the vicar’s wife. She’s quite nice, really.”  
 
    “Who would you choose instead?” 
 
    “Mrs. Harmon’s friends. The butcher and his wife. The Landowns. Mrs. Whitburger, the schoolteacher. Most of the other prestigious families in the area would not have the Harmons at their tables. Given how far the Ballengers have fallen, I doubt they’re eager to have me, either. How could I be friends with people who don’t like me and snub the people I love?” 
 
    “You don’t have to be. Make friends with Mrs. Harmon’s friends.” 
 
    “I can’t. I might live in a cottage now, but as far as Ardbaile is concerned, the Ballengers are still the grand family of Fourgate Hall. The butcher’s wife would never presume to invite the mistress of Fourgate Hall to tea.” 
 
    He lifted a shoulder. “So presume to invite yourself.” 
 
    “I can only assume you’re jesting.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting you let yourself in and pour your own cup,” he explained. “I’m suggesting you visit the village and make conversation with these people. Allow the friendships to develop naturally, without the formality of invites.” 
 
    And now they were right back to where they’d started—the central reason she didn’t come to the village. Whether she was invited into a conversation or started one up for herself didn’t matter. In the end, the conversations simply didn’t go well. She looked away. “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Dilute snow water knee,” Gabriel said after a moment. 
 
    Her eyes snapped back to his face. “What?” 
 
    “To relocate.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She really, really didn’t.  
 
    “You need to start over someplace new, someplace where you and the Ballenger name aren’t quite so welcome. Animosity can be liberating.” 
 
    “Animosity?” Not welcome? That couldn’t be right. He couldn’t possibly be suggesting she move someplace she wasn’t wanted.  
 
    It was his turn to look confused. “What? Animosity?” He blinked twice, and then realization lit his face. “Ah. No.Animosity. I said animosity. Not animosity.” 
 
    He was just repeating himself. That rarely helped. 
 
    To hide her rising fear, she dug her fingers into the side of her thigh, where he couldn’t see them, then quickly parsed his comments in search of any fragments she might have heard correctly. He’d mentioned relocating, and then starting over anew. Two similar sentiments. That probably wasn’t coincidence.  
 
    “Relocation is certainly something to consider,” she tried with a smile that probably looked as strained as it felt. 
 
    “I hope you will, though the notion is clearly an uncomfortable one for you.” 
 
    Her fingers relaxed as the nerves subsided. If Gabriel wanted to attribute the source of her unease to the notion of moving, who was she to argue? Frankly, it made her queasy. She could never leave Twillins. It was her sanctuary. 
 
    And her appreciation for it grew as Ardbaile’s first houses came into view. Her feet slowed of their own accord. This was a terrible idea for more reasons than discomfort, or even fear. Fear was temporary. Provided there were no truly horrendous mishaps, her anxiety would disappear as soon as she returned home. Even a bit of embarrassment, painful as it was, faded with a little time.  
 
    But the longing stayed. It never really left her. It was like a flame she couldn’t quite put out. It would die down to a smolder sometimes, but a trip to town was like adding dry wood to the fire. It would flare and rage and burn for months.  
 
    This is what you cannot have. A life. A world beyond her little cottage in the woods.  
 
    She loved her home. She needed the refuge it provided. But it wasn’t the life she would have chosen for herself, if only she’d been given a choice. She wanted to be a part ofthis world. The world of shops and neighbors, dinner parties and assemblies. She wanted to attend church, haggle with the butcher, engage in idle gossip over the draper’s counter. Normal things. Everyday things. 
 
    She wanted to know the people of Ardbaile, instead of just knowingof them. She’d seen their faces since childhood, but only through the window of her father’s carriage as it passed through town. She’d watched them settle there, grow up, and grow older, but always from a distance. She knew a great deal about the lives of so many of them, but she’d learned it all secondhand from the Harmons. 
 
    They were like characters in a picture book. She could see them, but she couldn’t quite reach them, couldn’t quite touch them. And any attempt she made to write herself into the story generally ended in disaster. There was suspicion, mockery, confusion, accusations, and the perpetual threat of discovery and even banishment to an asylum.
  
 
    It was better to simply keep the book shut and hidden on the highest shelf, where it could serve as neither temptation nor reminder. 
 
    It was best just to stay home. 
 
    Gabriel, for whom a stroll into a small town was probably rather dull, continued to make light conversation as they caught up with the Harmons and made their way to the center of the village. Once they reached Main Street with its long row of shops, however, Jane found it easier to keep her eyes on the pavement in front of her feet and let the Harmons do all of the talking. 
 
    Even at the relatively early hour of eleven, the street was bustling with activity and noise. The sounds and sights weren’t entirely foreign to her, but they seemed jarring compared to the peacefulness of her woods. And the entire excursion felt…perilous. Even more than it had in the past. It felt as if—she snuck a glance at Gabriel—it felt as if she had a little more to lose. Which was preposterous. Sir Gabriel wasn’t hers to lose, keep, lend out, or give away. 
 
    Still, she exhaled a long, quiet breath of relief when she glanced up and saw the solicitor’s office just ahead. 
 
    “Chin up, dear,” Mrs. Harmon suddenly whispered in her ear. “Don’t let her intimidate you.” 
 
    Confused, Jane turned her head to ask for an explanation, but she hadn’t so much as opened her mouth when she spied the problem. Mrs. Lydia Grinsell, standing stock-still on the other side of the street with her little button nose in the air and a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    Jane tipped her chin up even as her stomach turned over in a long, slow roll.  
 
    For a horrifying second, it appeared as if the woman might cross the street to confront her, but Mrs. Grinsell ultimately settled for turning her back on the group in dramatic fashion and flouncing away.  
 
    Jane looked to Gabriel and found him engaged in a conversation with Mr. Harmon, both of them apparently unaware of the brief moment of tension.  
 
    Thank goodness, she thought. She had no idea how she could have explained away Mrs. Grinsell’s hatred for her. 
 
    “It’s been so long,” Mrs. Harmon grumbled in Jane’s ear. “One would think she’d have let the matter go by now.”  
 
    Jane didn’t reply. It hadn’t been all that long ago. Only six years—the last time she had tried to become a part of the outside world.  
 
    Everything had been going so well. She’d come into town every week for three months. In the beginning, she’d kept her visits brief and her interactions limited. But with every successful trip, she’d grown a little bolder, risked a little more. She’d greeted people on the street, asked after their families. She went into shops just to browse, and struck up conversations with the shopkeepers or other patrons. She’d nearly made a friend in the vicar’s wife, and had half made up her mind to accept the lady’s invitation to supper. 
 
    And then, in the blink of an eye, everything had fallen apart. 
 
    She’d been having a perfectly normal, perfectly civil conversation with Mrs. Grinsell outside the pharmacy. The new mother was well, her infant was thriving. But her hands were full with the basket and child, and she still needed to visit the drapers. Would Jane mind taking the basket home for her?
  
 
    Jane had thought it an odd request, and perhaps a little presumptuous, but she’d agreed nonetheless. 
 
    Only Mrs. Grinsell had not asked Jane to take the basket. She’d said something else, something Jane had misheard and, to this day, could not puzzle out. And when Jane walked away with the woman’s goods, Mrs. Grinsell had made her displeasure known in the strongest, and loudest, terms possible.  
 
    Jane had been called a variety of names over the years. She’d withstood countless insults and accusations. But it was the first and only time she’d ever been called a thief.  
 
    The humiliation of it still burned. People had stopped in the street and come out of the shops to see what the ruckus was about. The constable had been called. 
 
    Jane could still remember the sick terror of seeing Mr. Cronk headed her way. She’d been certain he would take her away. She would be tried, pronounced mad, and sent back to the asylum.  
 
    But Mr. Cronk hadn’t put her in manacles. He’d sorted through the misunderstanding with a great deal of patience, and convinced Mrs. Grinsell to let the matter go once Jane issued an apology. He’d sent Jane home with a sympathetic smile and kind words she’d only half heard. 
 
    It had all worked out in the end, but the scene had been enough to convince her that no matter how hard she tried, no matter how much she longed for it, there could be no life for her in Ardbaile. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes in Mr. Felch’s company, Jane decided that Mrs. Felch had been the greater beneficiary in the solicitor’s sudden decision to return to work. The man was decidedly pompous. He also seemed to have something wrong with his left eye. Three times over the course of the meeting, he blinked it at her. Under other circumstances, she might have thought he was winking. But that made no sense. They shared no friendship or secret joke. He couldn’t possibly be flirting with her. They’d only just met, and Jane spoke to him as little as possible during the transaction. 
 
    Once business was concluded, she hurried out of the office just in time to see the Harmons, who’d waited in the receiving room, head into the stairwell. 
 
    “What was wrong with his eye?” Jane whispered to Gabriel as they followed. 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “His right eye. He kept blinking it.” 
 
    “He wasn’t blinking, Jane.” He glanced at her when she didn’t respond. “Those were winks. He was winking at you.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t. Why should he?” 
 
    Gabriel scowled as he opened the door for her. “Because he thought I wouldn’t notice.” 
 
    “Has winking become an acceptable way to greet strangers?” She could scarcely picture it. People walking about, batting individual eyes at each other. She peered across the street to where Mrs. Harmon was ushering her husband into the grocer’s. Winking seemed the sort of thing Mrs. Harmon would have mentioned. 
 
    “No, it’s still reserved for teasing small children and flirting with women.” 
 
    She threw an appalled look at the office windows above. “I can’t imagine why he thought I might appreciate such attention. Does he wink at all his female clients, do you suppose?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” He cleared his throat. “The thing is, Jane, we were signing a contract that stipulated I pay you for unspecified goods and service…” He trailed off, his eyes narrowing at something over her shoulder.  
 
    She glanced behind her but saw nothing out of the ordinary. “What is it?” 
 
    “Wait here a moment,” he replied, brushing past her. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “The bookseller’s. Round the corner, isn’t it?” 
 
    “On Peregrine Lane, yes. But—” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he called out. “Go inside with the Harmons.” 
 
    “But…” They’d been in the middle of a conversation. He’d not yet explained why the solicitor had thought it appropriate to flirt with her.  
 
    He disappeared around the corner. 
 
    “Well…drat,” she said to no one in particular, and with a huff of annoyance, headed for the grocer’s. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon looked up when she entered. “Where is your Sir Gabriel?” 
 
    “He’s notmy Sir Gabriel,” she corrected with a worried glance at the shopkeeper. Thankfully, the man was preoccupied with assisting someone else. “And he’s gone to the bookseller’s. Rather suddenly.”  
 
    “Has he?” Mrs. Harmon craned her neck for a peek out the window. “That reminds me. Now that we’re to have some extra coin, I should like a copy of that new adventure novel Mrs. Whitburger has been talking about.Around the World in Eighty Days.” She dug into her chatelaine bag and withdrew a few coins. “Be a dear and fetch it for me.” 
 
    “Why can’t we all go?” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly.” Mrs. Harmon fanned her face. “The walk here was so taxing. Mr. Harmon and I shall take our rest there”—she pointed to a bench outside —“and await your return.” 
 
    “Taxing? You walk to town and back twice a week. You’re not taxed.” She looked to Mr. Harmon for support, but he’d taken a sudden interest in the nearest shelf of merchandise and couldn’t be bothered to look at her. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon sniffed. “It taxed me today.” She pressed the coins into Jane’s hand and gave her an implacable look. “Fetch the book.”  
 
    “Oh, very well.” Sighing, Jane pocketed the coins and headed for the door.  
 
    Once outside, she skirted around the front of the building and slipped into one of the alleyways that ran behind the shops. It wasn’t seemly for a lady to walk the alleyways alone, but it was preferable to even a chance of facing another awkward encounter on the street. And there was no danger in it, not in Ardbaile while the sun was high, lighting the narrow dirt paths. 
 
    At least…there didn’t use to be. But the paths had changed, she noticed. They’d been tidy once, kept free of clutter and refuse. Now she was skirting broken crates and buckets, old rags, fragmented bits of furniture and shattered glass.  
 
    Had her town altered so much in six years? Had she missed more than she’d realized? 
 
    Suddenly ill at ease, she turned up the next path leading back to Main Street.  
 
    “I told you to stay with the Harmons.” 
 
    Gabriel’s angry voice sounded like a cannon blast in her ears. She whirled, heart in her throat and an involuntary scream on her lips.  
 
    She never had the chance to make so much as a peep. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder once, and then his hand was over her mouth and he was shoving her backward. The sudden, jarring movement would have tripped her, but his arm caught her firmly around the waist, keeping her upright until he’d pinned her against the brick wall of the nearest building. 
 
    He bent his head, and his voice was hot and rushed in her ear. “Stay here. Be still. Be quiet. Understood?” 
 
    She nodded, and she wasn’t even sure why, except that she couldfeel the terrible tension in his frame.  
 
    “Not a sound, Jane,” he warned, and then he was gone. One moment he was pressed up against her, taking up her entire field of vision, and in the next, she was alone and staring at the opposite wall of the alley.  
 
    She took a small, ragged breath, turned her head, and discovered she was standing beside a small mountain of crates. 
 
    He’d hidden her, she realized. He hadn’t just pushed her out of the way. He’d stashed her away. And he hadn’t gone far. She could make out his form through a small gap between two crates. He was walking away from her. Ten feet, fifteen, twenty… 
 
    Another form stepped into the alley, and Gabriel came to a stop. 
 
    “Kray,” she heard him say. “I thought I saw you about earlier. Finished with your search already?” 
 
    Mr. Kray drew a gun from his pocket and aimed it at Gabriel’s chest. “Where is it, Arkwright?” 
 
    Jane’s heart nearly stopped in her chest.  
 
    Dear God. Dear God. 
 
    She had to do something. She couldn’t just stand there, hiding like a coward. She had to get help. She glanced behind her. The alleyway veered to the left not far ahead. If she stuck close to the wall, she could move away without being seen. 
 
    “You have me at a disadvantage,” she heard Gabriel say. “Where is what?” 
 
    She shifted slightly, losing her clear view of the men. Their voices became a little muddled, but she could make out at least some of what Mr. Kray was saying.  
 
    “It’s gone… Took it… Mine …”  
 
    One cautious step backward, another…something cracked softly beneath her heel.  
 
   
  
 

 She froze. 
 
    Mr. Kray abruptly ceased talking. 
 
    Her world narrowed down to the sight of the wooden slats in front of her, the sound of blood rushing in her ears, and the horrible knowledge that any second now, Mr. Kray was going to step around her little barrier, and shoot her dead. 
 
    Be still. Be quiet. Understood? 
 
    Gabriel had given her the simplest of instructions. Anyone should have been able to follow them. But she hadn’t. She never followed instructions, and it was going to get them both killed. 
 
    Idiot child. Pay attention! 
 
    Suddenly, the terrifying silence was broken by Gabriel’s mocking laughter. “You’re awfully skittish for a man in your line of work. Spend a lot of time jumping at the sound of rats, do you?” 
 
    Mr. Kray’s response was completely unintelligible. Something about yaks, balconies, time, and a list. She couldn’t be certain if she’d heard any part of it correctly, although she was fairly certain the bit about yaks had to be wrong. 
 
    She caught a split-second peek of his checkered coat through the gap in the wooden slats. Mr. Kray was moving away from her, or maybe just turning away from her. Whatever the case, Gabriel’s explanation of rodents in the alley had saved her.  
 
    Still, she didn’t dare move an inch. 
 
    “What makes you so certain I have it?” Gideon said. “Why would I send for men to search for something I’ve already found?” 
 
    She could only guess that Mr. Kray had moved again because his voice became clear once more. “How else would you cover your tracks? I’m not an idiot, Arkwright. You found it—” 
 
    “I didn’t.” There was a pause, as if Gabriel was thinking something through, or maybe just taking a moment to shake his head or shrug. “If I had, it would be on its way to London as we speak. I have a commission to earn.” 
 
    “It’s worth far more than your commission.” 
 
    “My commission doesn’t come with the risk of hanging for treason.” 
 
    “You’ve never been afraid of risk.” 
 
    “I don’t mind playing the odds,” Gabriel admitted. “When they’re in my favor. Do you mind if I take a seat? I spent the morning in search of profit.” 
 
    Search of profit? Was that right?  
 
    She couldn’t make out Mr. Kray’s response at all, but he must have agreed because almost immediately, a loud scraping sound echoed in the alley. 
 
    Jane used the distraction to lift her heel and look down at her feet. She was standing on a shallow mound of debris—bits of wood, piles of paper, a smashed hat box, broken bricks, and a large assortment of rubbish she couldn’t hope to identify. 
 
    She could leap over the mess, but not quietly. She couldn’t leave without giving herself away, which meant she’d have to wait it out, and pray Gabriel could save himself. 
 
    Quickly, while the alleyway was still filled with noise, she eased her way back to her original position and peered through the small gap in the crates. Gabriel had found a filthy old trunk with a hole the size of a dinner platter in its side, and had taken a seat on it in the middle of the alley. He looked oddly relaxed.  
 
     “Comfortable?” Mr. Kray drawled. 
 
    “Quite. Thank you.” Gabriel gestured toward a chair with a broken back propped up against the wall. “Join me?” 
 
    Kray snorted and dragged the chair over. He placed it a solid five feet away from Gabriel. “This is all a game to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “To you as well.” 
 
    “I’m not playing a game.” Mr. Kray took a seat, his face angled away from Jane. He wagged the barrel of the gun in the direction of Gabriel’s head. “I’m winning it.” 
 
    “For now, but then, you know the rules. And the rewards. I’m operating in the dark.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Gabriel stretched out his legs and studied the toes of his boots. “You know me well. You know I’m a private investigator, not a spy.” 
 
    “True,” Mr. Kray conceded after a moment, and lowered the gun to his lap.  
 
    “And you know I was hired less than two weeks ago.” Gabriel titled his head a bit to the left. “In your, evidently extensive, experience, is two weeks sufficient time to cultivate the contacts necessary to facilitate this type of sale?” 
 
    “It’s unlikely, but not in pots and bowls. We work in different circles, but those circles occasionally overlap.” Mr. Kray nodded once. “Like now.” 
 
    Jane gave her head a tiny shake.Pots and bowls had to be wrong. 
 
    “Only because so many of the players are the rich and idle,” Gabriel returned. “I know which brothels cater to the aristocracy, and which pawnbrokers will buy up artwork filched from the manor walls by debt-ridden sons. I know who beds whom, who fathered whom, and how much everyone is willing to pay to keep the family secrets, secret. What Idon’tknow is who might be interested in paying a pretty penny for national secrets. It would take time for me to find such a person, and a great deal of poking about. Lots of talking, lots of dangerous questions. A lot of time spent sitting on a scrap of paperwork that could earn me a trip to the gallows.” He paused to let that all sink in. “Does thatreally sound like the sort of risk I would take?” 
 
    “As I said, not in pots and bowls.” 
 
    “But unlikely. Are you going to waste your time on the unlikely? You’re certain the list has already been found. It could be getting farther and farther away even as we speak.” 
 
    “Are you in a hurry for me to shoot you?” 
 
    “I can’t stop you, if you’re determined. But I’d prefer you hire me.” 
 
    Mr. Kray barked out a harsh laugh. “Hire you?” 
 
    “I’m a private investigator,” Gabriel said smoothly. “I take on commissions.” 
 
    “Even the treasonous variety? Isn’t that a bit…risky?” 
 
    “Not when you have the right contacts.” 
 
    “High down needle you.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. There are only so many people who could have taken the list from whatever hiding spot you apparently found empty. Your men, or the residents of Twillins Cottage. You might be able to manage the former, but you’ll have trouble with the latter.” 
 
    The list, Jane thought. Hadn’t Mr. Kray mentioned a list? Right after the yaks? 
 
    A list like the one in her pocket? 
 
    “The Ballenger woman?” Mr. Kray said dismissively. “She has less chance of selling off the list than you do.” 
 
    “She’s in dire straits, and not very clever.” 
 
    Even knowing he was acting, Jane couldn’t stop herself from stiffening at the comment. 
 
    “So the villagers say,” Mr. Kray returned, and relaxed some in his chair. “But she’s pretty and a little bit mad, so what does it matter, eh?” 
 
    “She’s also exceedingly wary of strangers.” 
 
    “I suppose you charmed her in the first five minutes.” 
 
    “Took nearly a full day.” 
 
    Mr. Kray smirked and kicked out one leg, appearing to enjoy the conversation. “You’re losing your touch, Arkwright.”               
 
    “Not so quickly as you. The culprit, I’ve little doubt, is among your men. One of them snuck inside ahead of you. However, on the slim chance it’s Miss Ballenger or her staff, it’s likely they don’t fully understand or appreciate the risk and value of what they have. They’ll be open to a bit of guidance.” 
 
    “And what will this guidance cost me?” 
 
    Gabriel looked down at something small and gold in his hand. “Fifty percent.” 
 
    “God, when you ask for a bribe, you don’t do it half measure, do you? Ten percent.” 
 
    “Shall we skip the obligatory back-and-forth and agree on twenty-five?” 
 
    “Twenty.” 
 
    “What’s your estimate of its worth?” 
 
     Mr. Kray laughed again, and this time, it seemed to Jane that there was real mirth in the sound. “You really don’t move in my circles, do you?” 
 
    “I really don’t,” Gabriel replied, and looked down again. 
 
    “The price remains to be determined, but I can promise you that twenty percent, if you earn it, will be worth no less than ten of your commissions.” 
 
    “Twenty percent it is, then.” 
 
    “Very well. Why do you keep checking your watch?” 
 
    “Miss Ballenger and the Harmons are expecting me at the inn in ten minutes. It’s a good thing you didn’t shoot me. Difficult to dispose of a body in under ten minutes.” 
 
    “Not after a bit of practice,” was Mr. Kray’s ominous reply. “You’re asking me to trust you.” He rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “I don’t like it. I want insurance.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “That watch. It’s your father’s, isn’t it?” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence before Gabriel responded. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “I’m a spy, Arkwright. I deal in secrets. Do we have an agreement or not?” 
 
    Gabriel looked down at his hand and muttered something she couldn’t hear, then said, “We have a deal.” 
 
    He rose from his seat and crossed the short distance to Kray. He held the watch out by the chain, dangling it just out of the other man’s reach. “I want this back.” 
 
    “Play your part and you’ll have it. Double-cross me, and I drop it in the nearest well. Right on top of Miss Ballenger’s corpse.” 
 
    Mr. Kray half-stood, reaching for the watch. 
 
    In one quick, clean movement, Gabriel swept Mr. Kray’s leg, knocking his feet out from under him. Mr. Kray fell backward into the chair. The jarring impact was too much for the old wood. It buckled and snapped beneath him, and before Jane knew it, the man was lying on the ground and staring up into the barrel of his own gun. 
 
    Panting, Mr. Kray shoved a jagged bit of wood from his chest. “What the dev—” 
 
    Gabriel leveled the gun at his head. “Stay where you are.” 
 
    “We had a deal, Arkwright.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s irritating, isn’t it, to be stabbed in the back by an ally? Makes a man wonder just whom can be trusted. Who sent you? Was it Jones, or are you here on someone else’s orders?”  
 
    “Go to perdition,” Mr. Kray spat. “You won’t shoot me. Hiding a body in broad daylight takes experience, Arkwright. You don’t have it.” 
 
    “Don’t I? You’re not privy to all my secrets, Kray. At any rate, I don’t need it. You attacked me. It’s self-defense.” 
 
    “No one will believe that.” 
 
    “Of course they will. I’m a Thief Taker. Better yet, I have a witness.” He turned his head, just a bit. “Jane, love, you can come out now.” 
 
    She hesitated, afraid she might have misheard. Had he really told her to come out? Perhaps he’d said to get help.  
 
    “Jane,” he said more forcefully. “Come along.”  
 
    The impatience in his voice rubbed against her fearful nerves like glass. She stepped out from her hiding place and cautiously made her way toward the men. The scraping of her boots against the cobblestone seemed unnaturally loud echoing in the alleyway. 
 
    The first thought that struck her as she neared Gabriel was that he no longer looked like the easy, charming man who had strolled through the woods with her yesterday. This wasn’t the courteous gentleman who’d gently steered her around a set of tree roots in her path and disposed of a bee in her parlor window, nor the rakish flirt who had made her blush and laugh. Neither was he the man she’d just witnessed cavalierly strike a treasonous deal with Mr. Kray. 
 
    Those men were gone, replaced by a complete stranger with a sharp smile and emotionless eyes. His entire countenance had changed, as if he’d shrugged off one persona and donned another as easily as trading hats.  
 
    To Jane, he looked cold, dangerous, and more than a little frightening. But he still appeared a lesser threat than Mr. Kray, whose face was had turned a reddish purple in his anger. 
 
    She sidled a little closer to Gabriel, and his palm brushed the small of her back.  
 
    “It’s all right,” he said softly in her ear. “He can’t hurt you.” He turned to his captive again and dipped the barrel of his gun in a prompting manner. “What’s on the list, Kray?” 
 
    “Go to perdition.” 
 
    “Just as soon as…” He trailed off and tipped his head to the side as if listening. Then he pulled a second pistol from somewhere under his coat and pressed it into her hand. “Jane, take this. Point it…” He cupped her elbow and brought her arm up so she was aiming at a pile of refuse farther up the alley from where she’d been hiding behind the crates. “Right there.” 
 
    She shook her head. She was a fair shot with a rifle, but she had little experience with a pistol. It felt heavy and awkward in her hand. “Why—” 
 
    “Just do as I say. Don’t drop your aim.” He turned to Mr. Kray. “I thought Fulberg wasn’t one of yours.” 
 
    Mr. Kray said something she didn’t understand. Something disparaging about this Fulberg from the sound of it.  
 
    Gabriel lifted his voice. “Then I have to ask why he’s pointing a gun at my head!” 
 
    There was a strange, tense pause. Then a figure slowly rose from the behind the pile, and Jane’s hand began to shake. She hadn’t been aiming at refuse. She was aiming at a man.  
 
    Gabriel shifted a little closer to her, and spoke softly in her ear. “Steady, Jane. Trust me.” 
 
    Steady?Steady? She was pointing a gun at another human being. A human being who was, indeed, aiming a gun at Gabriel’s head.  
 
    “How long have you been hiding there, Fulberg?” Gabriel asked as the man made his way to join them. 
 
    “Long enough.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this.” He jerked his chin toward Mr. Kray, who’d managed to get to his knees. “He’s a traitor.” 
 
    “From what I just heard, you both are. Now, I don’t much care who sent either of you, or for what. I won’t stand by while you endanger innocent lives. So, here’s what we do. Miss Ballenger, you can come with me.” He sent her a smile that was almost reassuring. “I’ll take you and the Harmons to safety. And the two of you”—he waved his weapon between both men— “can sort out the rest between yourselves.” 
 
    “She’s not coming with you,” Gabriel replied coldly. “Jane, shoot him if you like.” 
 
    Before Jane could even take a breath to gasp at the horrific suggestion, Gabriel turned the gun in his hand, and brought the barrel of it down on Mr. Kray’s head.  
 
    The man crumpled back to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” she breathed. “Oh, my goodness.” 
 
    To her further shock, Mr. Fulberg immediately lowered his weapon. And grinned. “Well, that ought to do it.” 
 
    Gabriel responded with a smile of his own. “Well done, man. You missed your calling on the stage.” 
 
    Mr. Fulberg nodded at her gun patiently. “If you would be so good as to point that elsewhere, please, Miss Ballenger?” 
 
    “What…? I don’t…” She looked to Gabriel, to Mr. Fulberg, and back again. “What ishappening?” 
 
    “A little play for Kray’s benefit.” Gabriel reached up and gently took the weapon from her hand. “I’ll explain later. Gag him, Fulberg. Your tie should do it.” 
 
    While Fulberg removed his necktie and used it to muffle Kray, Gabriel pulled a set of manacles from his coat. With Fulberg’s help, he quickly dragged Kray over to the wall and shackled him to an exposed pipe. 
 
    Gabriel nodded in approval of their work. “That should keep him occupied for a while. How many in town?” 
 
    “I can’t be certain,” Fulberg replied. “I stuck with Kray. But there are at least two in the square and another outside the inn.” 
 
    “We can’t sneak him out, then. We’ll have to leave him here. The Harmons?” 
 
    “Safe. Here…” He backtracked up the alley to where he’d been hiding earlier, and returned with a large leather satchel. He tossed it at Gabriel. “Thought you might want this.” 
 
    “Good man.” Gabriel slipped the satchel strap crosswise over his chest. “Right. You know the plan.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Plan?” Jane echoed as Gabriel reached for her hand and began to pull her down the alley. Mr. Fulberg took up position on the other side, neatly boxing her in. “What plan?” 
 
    “Fulberg and I will take you and the Harmons to safety,” Gabriel explained. “Out of Kray’s reach.” 
 
    Dazed, she managed a quick, unsteady nod. “All right. Good.” She had no objections to that plan. She could stay with the Harmons in one of the shops while the men went for the constable. She glanced behind her. “Shouldn’t someone stay with him? What if he wakes and frees himself?” 
 
    Both men shook their heads, but neither offered an explanation. 
 
    “What about this list Kray’s after?” Mr. Fulberg asked as they rounded a corner. 
 
    “Oh. Wait.” Jane stopped, dug out the papers she’d found in the oil lamp, and passed them to Gabriel. “Could this be it? Edgar sent it to me.” 
 
    Gabriel quickly unfolded the pages, then swore under his breath. “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “He sent it in an old lamp. Is it what everyone is searching for?” 
 
    “What is it?” Mr. Fulberg asked. 
 
    Gabriel folded the papers again and stuck them in his pocket.  
 
    Jane shook her head at Mr. Fulberg. “It’s just a list of names and sums with—” 
 
    “Jane,” Gabriel cut in. “That’s not information to be volunteered. The less people know, the safer they’ll be.” 
 
    “Well…” She looked from one man to the other. “He knows now.” 
 
    Gabriel gave the other man an assessing look. “True.” 
 
    “Is it what Kray is after?” she pressed. 
 
    “It must be.” Gabriel pulled the paperwork back out of his pocket and handed it to Mr. Fulberg. 
 
    He looked at it with mild surprise. “You trust me with this?” 
 
    “She’s already told you what’s on it. More or less. Get it to the rendezvous point.” 
 
    Mr. Fulberg stowed the papers away, gave a single nod, and took off in the direction of Main Street. 
 
    Gabriel took Jane’s hand again, and pulled her off in the opposite direction. 
 
    Neither of them were headed where she expected. “The constable. He’s—” 
 
    “He can’t help us.” 
 
    “Of course he can. He’s paid to help us. He can arrest Mr. Kray and take the list.” Effectively removing all danger from the Harmons. That was all that mattered. 
 
    “Kray’s men would have him out in under an hour.” He quickened their pace to a near run. “Your one constable is no match for twenty armed men.” 
 
    “I thought they wereyour men. You said—” 
 
    “There was some miscommunication. The men at the cottage take orders from Kray, not me.” 
 
    “But even if that’s true, the constable wouldn’t be alone. You’ll be there, and Mr. Fulberg, and—” 
 
    “We won’t be there.” He pulled her around a corner into another long alley. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving?” Her heart, already racing, leapt straight into her throat. “Leaving for where?” 
 
    Surely he didn’t mean they wereleaving, leaving. 
 
    “We’re leaving town.” 
 
    “Back to Twillins?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Oh, God. “No. Wait.” When he ignored her tug on his hand, she dug in her heels and yanked her arm free. “Wait!” 
 
    “Jane—” 
 
    “This is too fast.” Everything was moving much too fast. There was too much happening, and she didn’t understand any of it. “You have to tell me what’s happening. Where are we going? Where are the Harmons? Why did we just—” 
 
    “The Harmons are coming. Fulberg’s just gone to fetch them. We are going”—he pointed toward a great puff of steam and soot rising above the rooflines—“wherever that train is headed. Provided we reach it in time. I’ll explain everything else as soon as we’re aboard. But we have to go now. You have to trust me.” 
 
    She wanted to. She did, but… “I don’t know you. Not really.” 
 
    And she didn’t want to leave.  
 
    “I know, but you don’t have to trust me for the rest of your life, just for the next quarter hour. That’s it. Do exactly as I say for the next fifteen minutes, and Fulberg and I will get all of you to safety.” He pulled out the gun he’d taken from her earlier, and pressed it into her hand. “If I break your trust at any time, you can put a hole through me.” 
 
    She looked down at the weapon in disgust. “I don’t want this.” She never wanted to take aim at another human being as long as she lived.  
 
    “I know, sweetheart, but you might have need of it. Put it in your pocket.” He bent his head to catch her eye. “Fifteen minutes?” 
 
    She glanced at the plume of smoke. It might take fifteen minutes to get them all out of town, but how long before they could come back again? 
 
    A quarter hour to get the Harmons to safety. She pictured their beloved faces in her mind. They were her family, her responsibility. Nothing was more important than their well-being. Fifteen minutes or fifteen years, she’d do whatever it took to keep them safe. 
 
    She stuck the gun in her pocket. “I’ll give you ten. If the Harmons aren’t safe in ten minutes, I’m going to the constable.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    They followed the alleyways toward the smoke, but rather than turn down one of the small side streets leading to the railway station, he steered them toward a busier thoroughfare. He stopped before they left the relative shelter of the alleyway. “I need you to smile and act as if everything is normal. Can you do that?”  
 
    “Yes.” Probably. She didn’t really have a choice, did she? “But shouldn’t we take the back lanes and stay out of sight?” She glanced around him at a trio of well-dressed ladies gathered at the far corner. “I know those women.” Knewofthem, at least. “They’ll recognize me.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He took her hand and slipped into the crook of his arm. “Chin up, Jane. Be friendly.” 
 
    Before she could argue, they were strolling out onto the street as if it were a perfectly normal, perfectly respectable thing for a lady to come waltzing out of an alley on the arm of a strange man. 
 
    She heard muted gasps, a round of tsking, a few mumbled words that may or may not have contained her name, and then a chorus of tittering that followed her down the street. 
 
    “I’m ruined,” she whispered to him. It was a strange thing to say aloud. Stranger yet to say it through a smile. She ought to be horrified, but all she could muster was a bit of shock, and even that was buried beneath the terror and urgency of the moment. “You’ve ruined me.” 
 
    He looked down at her. “You’re not ruined. If there’s damage, I’ll fix it later.” 
 
    “You can’t fix it. They saw me.”  
 
    “I can fix it,” he said firmly and mumbled something under breath, something that sounded suspiciously like, “Don’t shoot me yet.” But as she wasn’t sure, she didn’t respond.  
 
    She kept her mouth closed and a pleasant expression on her face until they reached the railway station. To her relief, it was blessedly free of crowds. They were able to purchase their tickets without pushing through a sea of people. Most of the passengers appeared to be on board already. Only a small group remained gathered by the end of the train. 
 
    She tugged on Gabriel’s sleeve. “I don’t see the Harmons.” 
 
    “Fulberg’s quick. Wave at the porter, Jane.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Smile and wave at the porter to your right. He’s taken with you.” 
 
    She couldn’t begin to guess what he was on about. “What does that matter? Why—” 
 
    “Just do it.” He took her hand and gave it an urgent squeeze. “Now.” 
 
    She looked over, saw the young man in question and offered him a strained smile and stiff wave. 
 
    “Keep waving,” Gabriel instructed, releasing the hand at her side. 
 
    “He looks confused.” And well he should. A lady did not smile and wave at strange young men. “Why am I confusing the porter?” 
 
    “So he’ll remember you.” 
 
    The young man took a hesitant step forward, then stopped and looked over his shoulder, no doubt wondering if the true object of her interest was standing behind him.  
 
    The moment he looked back again, Gabriel snagged her hand and brought it down with considerable force. It didn’t hurt. His grip was gentle and controlled, but when she looked at him, his handsome features were hardened into a murderous expression. 
 
    Her mouth went dry. “What’s wrong? Why are you angry with me?”  
 
    “I’m not angry.” 
 
    “You are.” He looked ready to do her an injury. “You’refurious.” 
 
    Worse, he looked disgusted, as if he found her not only infuriating, but stupid. She knew that look. Sheloathed that look.  
 
    “Youwanted me to wave at him.” She hadn’t misheard him. She was certain of it. “You said wave at the porter, and I did. I waved at…” She tossed another quick look at the young man. “I think that might be Mrs. Banford’s son, George.” It was difficult to say. It had been at least eight years since she’d seen George Banford. He’d been little more than a boy then. Perhaps ten years of age. Which meant…Goodness. “Did I just proposition a youth?” 
 
    “You didn’t proposition him. You waved.” He flicked a scowl toward the boy. “And he’s twenty if he’s a day.”  
 
    “I might as well have winked at him. And now you’re angry, and I don’t think—” 
 
    “I’m not angry, Jane. I promise. I’ll explain once we’re on board.” 
 
    “You certainly will,” she snapped. She was no longer a child to be cowed and shamed with one look, to be made to feel as if she deserved to be sneered at. She gestured at the train. “Why are we waiting?”  
 
    “We’ll board as soon as they do.” He gave a subtle dip of his head in the direction of a large group of travelers. As if on cue, the group began to shuffle toward the carriages. 
 
    Gabriel pulled her to the far side of the group, out of view of the smitten porter. 
 
    He said something to her, something she couldn’t understand amongst the cacophony all around her. It wasn’t even words she could piece through, just a jumble of nonsensical sounds. 
 
    She shook her head, hoping that would pass as a sane response. It must have, because he didn’t say anything else until he’d led her to the last private compartment at the end of the train and assisted her inside.  
 
    “Good,” he said, quickly closing the door and drawing the curtains. “I nothing they sawhorse.” 
 
    I nothing they sawhorse? 
 
    A note ring the soar us? Adult something and chorus? 
 
    Dang it. It was no good. She had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t seem interested in a reply. He didn’t seem to be paying attention to her at all. His focus was on the wall behind her. Suddenly, he stood up and bent over her, leaning in so close she could see he had unexpected flecks of gold around his irises.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He placed the tips of his fingers above her ear, and gently nudged her head aside. “Looking for peepholes.” 
 
    Uncertain she heard him correctly, she once again resorted to shaking her head. 
 
    “Some railways installed them after the murder of Thomas Briggs,” Gabriel explained as he ran his hands over the wall. “You’ll only find them in these older carriages with no interior corridors. Nothing here,” he announced after a moment and returned to his seat.  
 
    The train lurched forward a second later, its great metal wheels grinding against the tracks. 
 
    They were leaving. 
 
    Jane curled her fingers into her palms, feeling as if her emotions were stretched between two distant poles that were moving further and further apart. Hopefully everyone had made it safely to the train. That was the most important thing.  
 
    Except that now she wason a train. She hadn’t been on a train since… 
 
    Don’t think about it. Think about something else. 
 
    She was leaving.  
 
    She folded her hands and buried them in her skirts, then squeezed them together so hard it hurt, but even that couldn’t distract her from the terrifying truth. 
 
    She wasleaving. The train was taking her away from Ardbaile, from Twillins Cottage, from her sanctuary.  
 
    A strange tingling sensation started in her hands and feet, and an uncomfortable heat rose in her chest and began to spread up to her neck. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her lungs felt squeezed tight, as if a great weight was pressing on them. 
 
    Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. Think about the Harmons.   
 
    “Are the Harmons nearby, do you think? How can we be certain Mr. Fulberg got them to the train on time? Why must we travel separately?” The questions came out one right after the other, and she felt rather like a teapot trying to let off steam. She was desperate for distraction, even if it came in the form of conversation. 
 
    Gabriel smiled at her, but it was that rakish, solicitous smile. She didn’t like it. “We’re traveling separately to throw Kray off their trail.” 
 
    “But I don’t know this Mr. Fulberg watching them. They’re in danger and I don’t know—” 
 
    “I sent them with Fulberg to remove them from danger. Kray will follow the two of us.” 
 
    “Then they’re not particularly removed, are they?” They were all on the same train. What sort of plan was that? “Why on earth would Kray come after us and leave the Harmons alone?” 
 
    “Because he’s a lazy hunter, and we’re the easiest prey.” 
 
    “Easiest prey?” That wasn’t a promising description at all. 
 
    “With any luck, the last thing Kray will remember is seeing the two of us at odds with Fulberg, a man keen to play knight-errant to the hapless residents of Twillins Cottage. With a little more luck, Kray will assume we fought before splitting up and Fulberg has whisked the innocent Harmons away to safety, while the pair of us have run off to sell your brother’s list to the highest bidder. Not only do we look the guilty party, we’ve left an obvious trail to follow.” 
 
    “A trail that leads right to the Harmons,” she pointed out. “This is an abysmal plan. And for goodness sake, I smiled and waved at the porter. Isn’t that too obvious? Is the man a fool? And I don’t—” 
 
    “It was important we be remembered at the train station. And, no, he’s not. Which is why I bought five tickets instead of two, and why I took pains to make it look as if we boarded with a group. It will appear as if I were attempting to cover our tracks.” 
 
    “But you had me wave…” She gasped as his earlier actions finally became clear. “That’s why you pretended to become angry with me for waving. You were playing the clever strategist, while I played the idiot undoing all your hard work. Surely Kray is not stupid enough to believe I would be so ridiculous, so dim-witted, so…”  
 
    She trailed off at the awful realization that, yes, Kray would believe it. Because she was Jane Ballenger, the recluse of Twillins Cottage. Gabriel had asked after her in the village. Kray would have done the same. And Gabriel’s assertion that the villagers claimed not to know her well had been only half true. They might not know her well, but that wouldn’t have stopped them from gossiping about her.  
 
    She’s not very clever. 
 
    She’s pretty and a little bit mad… 
 
    “God,” she whispered, appalled beyond measure. She was a confirmed lunatic now. And an idiot. And a trollop. She’d never imagined the world could think worse of her. But there it was. She was a mad, idiot trollop. 
 
    Gabriel looked away from the window and gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, but it was the best option at hand. I had to make certain Kray would follow us.” 
 
    She took a deep, steadying breath through her nose and did her best to set the humiliation aside for now. “I don’t understand why we would lead him to the very train the Harmons are on. And I don’t understand what purpose it serves to take the same train but different carriages, then buy five tickets as if we’re all riding together. None of this makes any sense.”  
 
    To her immense frustration, he didn’t immediately answer. Instead, he peeked out the window again and frowned. Then, for some inexplicable reason, he looked her up and down the same way Mrs. Harmon did before measuring her for a new chemise.  
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” She demanded. 
 
    “I’m trying to decide if we have time to…” The train jerked forward as it gathered more steam. “Never mind. We don’t. Stand up.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Without another word, he rose and swung the exterior carriage door wide open.  
 
    She leapt from her seat so fast, she nearly tripped on her skirts again. “What onearth are you doing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Gabriel had hoped to have a little more time before they reached this point. He’d promised Jane a full explanation, and it would have been nice to ease her into the idea of what came next. The train, however, had other ideas. Its carriages might have been old-fashioned, but its engine was new, powerful, and efficient. Already the last cottages of Ardbaile had passed out of sight.  
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    Turning to her, he offered his most encouraging, most bolstering smile. “We’re going to jump.” 
 
    She didn’t immediately react except to blink twice, then look out the open door at the passing landscape, then at him again. “I am certain I did not hear you correctly.” 
 
    “We’re jumping.” 
 
    “Off the train?”  
 
    Had the situation not been quite so dire, he might have laughed. “I can’t imagine what jumping in place would accomplish. Now listen carefully.” Taking hold of her elbow, he slowly drew her closer to the door. “I know it looks as if we’re moving at a great speed, but—” 
 
    “Avery great speed.” 
 
    “It’s an illusion—” 
 
    “A convincing one.” 
 
    “But still an illusion. We’re not going any faster than you might on a trotting horse.”  
 
    “I’d not throw myself off one of those, either.” 
 
    “You’re not going to throw yourself. You’re going to jump.” And she was going to have to do it soon, before the train picked up more speed. “Try to land on your feet, but keep your knees bent. Once you hit the ground, let yourself fall and roll. Don’t throw your arms out straight to catch yourself. Use them to protect your face and head.” He demonstrated with his own arms. “There’s nothing to it.”  
 
    “But I don’t—” 
 
    “You can do this.” He turned her to face the open door. “I know you can.” He let the urgency build in his voice and layered it with plenty of confidence. “Don’t think about it. Don’t talk yourself out of it. Just do it, Jane.Jump.”  
 
    She looked down at the ground racing beneath them, and took a full step back. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Dang it. He didn’t have time to convince her. A distraction would have to do. He spun her round by the shoulders, took her face into his hands, and leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    Kissing a woman senseless wasn’t a terribly difficult thing to do, provided the lady was eager, he had some idea of her preferences, and there was sufficient time to see the thing done properly. 
 
    Jane stiffened up like a frightened cat the second he touched her. He hadn’t the slightest idea what sort of seduction she might prefer. And he had an estimated ten seconds to render her breathless, senseless, and open to all manner of suggestions. 
 
    As he lowered his head, his mind raced through the very short list of her attributes and landed ongenuine. Jane Ballenger was genuine.  
 
    He could fake genuine. He could fake nearly anything. 
 
    He brushed his thumbs along the heated skin of her cheeks, and paused with his mouth hovering over her own, giving her a chance to push him away. He didn’t mind shocking her. A little fear worked to his advantage. She didn’t have to be eager, either. But she dang well had to be willing. 
 
    When she didn’t pull away, he kissed her. He kissed her for all he was worth. Which, he felt wasn’t all that much. But he was good at the aforementioned faking. Very, very good at pretending he was genuinely worth something. 
 
    He put everything he had into that kiss, used every technique in his not inconsequential bag of tricks. He brushed his mouth against hers softly, plied her with coaxing nibbles and long, luxurious tastes. He kissed her until she leaned forward, just a hair—one nearly imperceptible quarter inch. And that was all it took. That small act of surrender, that first tiny glimpse of her pleasure was all desire needed to rear its head and roar with surprising volume. He lashed it down and immediately pulled away, putting a safe two feet of space between them.  
 
    Jane lifted her lids and stared at him through glazed amber eyes. She brought a trembling hand to press one gloved finger to her bottom lip. 
 
    His eyes lingered on that lip. She tasted like lemon drops. He hadn’t expected that. 
 
    “You can do this, sweetheart.” He was surprised to hear the strain in his own voice. “You can.Jump.” 
 
    Her glazed flicked to the open door, and by the time they flicked back again, they were clear. She dropped her hand. “Absolutelynot.” 
 
    Bloody heck. He needed to add to his repertoire of tricks. “Listen to me—” 
 
    “What about the Harmons? They’ll have no idea what became of us. They’ll be waiting at the next station and—” 
 
    “They won’t be waiting.” He had hope to ease her into this bit as well, but there was nothing else for it. “I’m sorry. They’re not on the train. But—” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “They’re not here. They’re safe with Fulberg. But you’re not. Kray will be waiting for us at the next station. And if he captures you, he’ll use you as leverage against them. Do you understand? You have to jump. For the Harmons. You have to jumpright now—” 
 
    She shoved him aside and jumped, leapt right out of the carriage without another second’s hesitation. She didn’t keep her arms up as he instructed, but at least she bent her knees. 
 
    He went right after her, rolled twice on impact with the ground and used the momentum halfway through the third revolution to push up to his feet. It took a moment more for his vision to catch up with the rest of him.  
 
    “Jane?” Blinking the dust out of his eyes, he found her struggling to her knees nearby. “Jane?” He rushed to her and ran his hands down her arms, searching for injuries. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She swatted him away and clambered to her feet without his assistance. “Don’t touch me, you lying—” 
 
    “Are youhurt, Jane?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Relief washed over him, but he didn’t have the time to dwell on it, nor wonder why it came so strong and fast. It hadn’t been a particularly dangerous jump. He glanced back in the direction of Ardbaile. “We need to get away from the tracks.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and hauled her the short distance into the cover of the woods. 
 
    The moment they were out of sight, Jane yanked free and whirled on him. “You’re aliar.” 
 
    Gabriel took his time responding. She looked half-mad in her current state. Her gown was torn and dusty, her bonnet was askew, her hair was coming out of its pins in frizzy little curls, and there was a crazed glint in her eye that would have made a lesser man nervous. 
 
    “Jane,” he began carefully. 
 
    She didn’t let him finish. “Yourotter. You led me to believe the Harmons were on that train.” 
 
    “I never told you that.” He held up both hands in surrender when she glared daggers at him. “But, yes, I let you believe it for the sake of expediency. It wasn’t the time for an argument.” 
 
    “There was time enough to—” She broke off and her gaze turned inward in the manner of someone who had just come upon a sudden, unwelcome revelation. “Oh, my goodness. Oh, I am such an… I cannot believe I fell for such a stupid,stupid lie.” 
 
    “What lie?” Or which lie? That was probably more appropriate. 
 
    She whirled on him. “Kray will be waiting for us at the station?”  
 
    Ah.That lie. “Well—” 
 
    “We left Mr. Kray tied in an alley.” 
 
    “He’s free by now.” 
 
    “And possessed of the magical ability to instantly transport himself across vast distances? He couldn’t possibly make it to the next village before that train.” 
 
    “Ireally needed you to jump.” 
 
    “I… You…” A growling sort of noise rose from her throat. She bent down, scooped up a chunk of loose, decomposing bark off the forest floor, and hurled it at his head. It missed by miles, which appeared to do little to appease her temper. “Your ten minutes areup!” 
 
    “I can explain, but first—” 
 
    “No. No more firsts.” She jabbed a finger at him. “I woke up this morning with every intention of spending the morning at my desk, planning the financial feature of Twillins Cottage. Instead, I went into town for the first time in six years. I went into shops. I never go into shops. I visited a solicitor who winked at me. I hid in a galley. I pointed a gun at a man, turned the care of my family over to a stranger, ruined my reputation—twice—boarded a train, and then threw myself off of it. And it is scarcely past two in the afternoon. I have had enough. I’ll not take another step,not one more step, until you explain to me what is happening.” 
 
    It was, admittedly, an unusual day. And he was certain she’d meant to sayfuture, notfeature, andalley, notgalley. Of everything he’d just heard, however, one comment stood out above the others. “You’d not been to town in six years?” 
 
    Goodness, six years? The villagers had mentioned they’d not seen her in ages. But no one had been able to say exactly how long. He would never have guessedsix years.  
 
    She took a long, hard breath through her nose, crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at him. “I still have your gun, Sir Gabriel. Tell me what you’ve done with my family.” 
 
    He couldn’t tell her everything. In part because his plan, like all good plans, was a work in progress. One should always be flexible in one’s strategies. More important, the less Jane knew, the safer she, and the Harmons, would be. 
 
    “The Harmons are with Mr. Fulberg,” he said. “He’s taking them to Edinburgh.”  
 
    “I don’t know Mr. Fulberg. Ishe a spy?” 
 
    “No, he was a police officer until recently. Now he’s a private investigator. Just as I am.” 
 
    “Are you?” she asked with open suspicion. “You told me you didn’t know what the Foreign Office was after amongst my brother’s things, but you knew what that list was the moment I showed it to you.” 
 
    “I had suspicions after speaking with Kray. The list merely confirmed them. Its contents are unmistakable.” 
 
    “Not to me,” she ground out.  
 
    “It’s a list of informants. Men and women Edgar paid for information he passed on to his superiors at the Foreign Office. There are any number of people who would offer a fortune to know who’s been selling Russian secrets.” 
 
    “And that’s what Mr. Kray wants, is it? To sell the list?” She waited for his nod. “Then why didn’t we turn it and him over to the constable? There are men in town who could be hired to help guard them.” 
 
    “Not quickly. Kray’s men would have freed him before your constable found his first volunteer. Or the constable might have freed Kray himself. Kray would have been smart enough to make certain the man was in his pocket before even coming to Twillins.” 
 
    She seemed to consider this, then looked behind her, toward the direction of Ardbaile. “I met him once, the constable,” she said. “He was quite kind to me.” 
 
    He knew what she was thinking. They hadn’t come very far from the village. She could walk back, seek help from someone she believed to be honorable.  
 
    “Dishonorable men can be kind when it suits their purposes,” he said softly.  
 
    “Yes.” She gave him a meaningful look. “I know.” 
 
    He let her words roll right off his back, studiously ignoring the nasty trail of shame they left behind. He had lied and manipulated her. He was still lying to her, and, no doubt, he would lie to her again. Lying was what he did best. It was what he had always done, and it was what he would always do. What was the point in remorse if nothing ever changed?  
 
    He cleared his throat to remove a sudden, uncomfortable tickle. “If that list falls into the wrong hands, it will endanger every person on it.” 
 
    “Then we should have burned it.” 
 
    “We need the names. It takes years to build that sort of network.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it takes centuries,” she shot back. “I want the Harmons safe.”  
 
    “They are safe. We’re going to keep them safe.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By being decoys. We’re going to draw Kray and his men away from your friends.” 
 
    “Do you mean bait? You’ve made mebait?” 
 
    “Decoy,” he corrected. “I assumed you would want to do whatever was needed to keep the Harmons safe. Was I wrong?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He nodded once. “I could have sent you with Fulberg and the Harmons, but if I’d boarded the train alone, Kray might have concluded that the residents of Twillins Cottage had conspired to run off with the list, possibly with the aid of Mr. Fulberg, and left me to chase after you. That would have made you, and the Harmons, his primary target.” 
 
    “He could still assume that the Harmons ran off with the list and we’re both trying to get it back.” 
 
    “He’ll consider it. But I had access to the cottage a full twenty-four hours before anyone else. And you’re Edgar’s sister. Kray would be a fool to focus his efforts on the Harmons instead of us.” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip as she considered his plan. “This still sounds as if we’re bait.” 
 
    “We’re not bait. It’s not a trap. We’re just leading him on a chase away from your friends.” 
 
    “Then we’re lures.” 
 
    He manfully stifled a heavy sigh. “Fine. We’re lures.” 
 
    “And the Harmons will be safe so long as he keeps chasing us?” 
 
    It was on the very tip of his tongue to tell her yes. Of course they would be safe, so long as they kept to his plan and she did exactly as he said. He could ease her fears and ensure her cooperation with just a few quick words. But he could see the first hints of trust and hope in her expression, and the lie wouldn’t come.  
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” he admitted. “Kray has considerable resources at his disposal. He might well send men to look for the Harmons. But not as many as he’ll send after us. I can promise you that.”  
 
    She made a face and kicked at something on the ground. “I wish I had given you that list straightaway.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “Well, you’d not paid for it yet,” she snapped.  
 
    “You wouldn’t let me pay for it without a contract and references,” he reminded her, mostly just to annoy her. He preferred her angry to worried and afraid.  
 
    The tactic was, perhaps, a little too successful. She pressed her lips into a mutinous line and eyed a large stick at her feet. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be gained by second-guessing our choices,” he said quickly. “We need to focus on what’s to be done going forward. And right now, all we have to do is keep Kray and his men occupied long enough for Fulberg to get the Harmons to safety.” 
 
    “In Edinburgh,” she said with a nod. “And we’ll meet them there.” 
 
    “We’ll meet them,” he hedged. 
 
    “Right.” She nodded again, and swallowed hard. “Well.” 
 
    She expelled a long breath and, suddenly, looked rather lost. Her gaze jumped around the trees, as if searching for something familiar in her surroundings. She rubbed her hands together slowly, the way one does before a fire on a cold day.  
 
    Six years, he thought. Now here she was, standing in the woods several miles outside the other side of town. He couldn’t begin to imagine what that was like. How overwhelming it would be—like standing in a whole new world. 
 
    “Here.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and closed the distance between them. She eyed him warily as he neared, but she didn’t step away. She stood still and silent as he reached up and gently brushed a smudge of dirt from her cheek, then another from her forehead. “Everything will be all right, Jane.” 
 
    “It will be once we’re in Edinburgh, which—” She broke off at the distant sound of hoof beats. “Is there a road nearby? I didn’t think—” 
 
    “No. Stay here.” He pointed at the ground. “Stay down. Out of sight.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, he ran back the way they’d come. At the edge of the woods, he crouched low behind the brush and watched as eight riders flew past, four on each side of the railway tracks.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    He hurried back to Jane the moment the riders were gone.  
 
    “Was it them?” She asked from her crouched position behind a wide tree. “Mr. Kray and his men?” 
 
    “Just his men. Eight of them following the tracks.” He offered his hand and helped her up.  
 
    “Only eight? Have the rest gone after the Harmons?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Kray will have kept a few of his men with him. Most of the others will likely be sent to investigate the nearest towns, but they’ll find no sign of Fulberg or the Harmons there. I’d say from the looks of it, he’s concentrating on us.”  
 
    “Good. That’s good.” She exhaled another long, loud breath, then threw him a pointed look. “They willnever catch up with that train.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” he conceded. “But there’s always the possibility the train will run into trouble along the tracks. Certainly, it will slow down well before reaching the next stop. Kray and his men might manage to draw near enough to see it.” 
 
    “And see us,” she reasoned through. “If we had waited to jump.”  
 
    “And if we’d waited to disembark at the next station, we’d be left with no more of a head start than we’d had in Ardbaile.” 
 
    “But don’t we want them to follow us?” 
 
    “Only the clues we leave.” Kray wasn’t going to get as close to Jane as he had been in Ardbaile. “Speaking of which, give me your bonnet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your bonnet.” He held out his hand and waggled his fingers. “We need a bread crumb.” 
 
    She hesitated, appearing confused, then gave a small nod of her head and obliged him. It took him only a moment to lope back to the grassy area next to the tracks and place the pretty bit of straw and velvet where it could easily be seen. 
 
    The second he returned to Jane, he reached for her hand, only to have her pull away. 
 
    “We have to go, Jane. They’ll follow the tracks back as soon as they realize we’re not on the train. They’ll find the bonnet quick enough.” 
 
    She blinked at him and mumbled something under her breath about bread crumbs. Finally, she looked over her shoulder for one last glance in the direction of Ardbaile, then turned back with a look of fierce determination on her pretty face. “Which way, then?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    These woods were not so different from her own.  
 
    Jane concentrated on that simple fact as Gabriel led her farther and farther away from her home.  
 
    If she kept her eyes on her feet, she could almost convince herself that she’d not left the safety of Twillins Cottage. She could pretend she was taking a solitary walk on her own land. Out of the corner of her eye, the forest looked nearly identical to her own. It was the same blend of trees and brush, the same rocky ground. It even smelled the same, sounded the same.  
 
    She was surrounded by the familiar, the safe. So long as she didn’t look up. The moment she did, the illusion was broken. 
 
    These were not her woods. Sheknew her woods—every tree, sapling, bush and boulder. She knew where the tawny owl and the goshawk nested, which areas flooded or became muddy after a rain. She knew what lay beyond every curve of the path and at the top of every rise. 
 
    “Look up, Jane.” 
 
    She dragged her gaze from the ground at Gabriel’s voice. “What?” 
 
    “You’ll give yourself a headache, keeping your eyes on the ground.” 
 
    It was tempting to risk it, but she had sufficient trouble without adding illness to her burdens.  
 
    “That’s better,” he commented when she fixed her sight straight ahead. Then he said something else, something she couldn’t make out at all. 
 
    “I don’t wish to speak,” she replied quickly. 
 
    “I thought we’d come to a truce.” He looked over at her when she didn’t comment. “We’ve some ways to go. It’s going to be a very long trip if you insist on hoarding your anger for the whole of it.”  
 
    It was going to be a long trip regardless, she thought, and said nothing.  
 
    In truth, her anger had already dulled. It wasn’t Gabriel’s fault that Edgar had sent her the blasted list. Nor was he responsible for the danger Mr. Kray posed.  
 
    On the other hand, he’d manipulated her in a most atrocious manner. As long as the end result of his actions was the safety of her loved ones, however, she could forgive the insult.  
 
    What shecouldn’t do was make easy conversation with him for hours on end. It simply wasn’t possible, not even in the relative peacefulness of the woods. She needed an excuse to remain silent, and anger was the easiest, most believable choice at hand.  
 
    Gabriel didn’t speak as they continued on, but from time to time he threw glances in her direction, as if he were considering making another stab at conversation, or hoping she would.  
 
    Determined to ignore him and, more important, the threat of panic that grew with every step she took away from Ardbaile, she searched for distractions. She did sums in her head, and tried to remember words to songs she’d not heard in years. She counted off steps between trees, identified flora and fauna, and tried to picture what the Harmons might be doing at that very moment. She focused on what little good fortune she could currently claim. She was wearing sturdy, comfortable shoes. Her corset was loosely laced. Years of hiking about her property had left her fit and strong, capable of walking as long as necessary.  
 
    She did everything she could to pull her mind away from her fears and, for the most part, was quite successful. She didn’t panic. She didn’t break down in tears. She didn’t turn around and take off for home like a frightened hare dashing for its burrow. 
 
    But she could still feel Gabriel looking over at her, watching her. It was disconcerting, his staring. And a little embarrassing, as she’d twice caught herself silently mouthing lyrics to the songs she was trying to remember. 
 
    It was a relief when the woods grew thick and Gabriel was forced to walk ahead of her. As she watched him maneuver through the trees, her gaze settled on the slight curl of dark hair at the nape of his neck. She wondered if he would smell like the woods there, or if the scent would be undetectable while they were standing in an actual forest. She’d noticed the aroma on the train, just a hint of it when he’d leaned close to check for peepholes. And again when he’d leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    She was trying hard not to think about that kiss. Contemplating why Gabriel had done it was one distraction she was happy to forgo. The answer was insultingly obvious. It had been an attempt to manipulate her, pure and simple.  
 
    It was monstrously conceited of him, really, to imagine one kiss from him would befuddle her to such an extent that she would leap from a moving train without a second thought. Then again, it would be dishonest to pretend it hadn’t muddled her a little. There had been a moment there—a lovely, wicked, dangerous moment—where she’d quite forgotten herself, where nothing had existed except the two of them.  
 
    But the few seconds that had seemed extraordinary to her had been ruthlessly manufactured by him. He hadn’t meant a second of it. Not onemeasly second. He hadn’t been overcome with passion in the midst of danger. He’d not taken her into his arms because he’d wanted to, because he found her irresistible. He’d been handling her—the not very clever, slightly mad recluse of Twillins Cottage.  
 
    The blighter. 
 
    Jane struggled to unclench the vicious grip she had on her skirts.  
 
    Perhaps her anger hadn’t dimmed quite as much as she imagined. And maybe—she threw an icy glare at Gabriel’s back—maybe giving Sir Gabriel Arkwright the cold shoulder for what might end up being days wasn’t going to be the hardest thing she’d ever done.  
 
    *** 
 
    The silence would drive him mad. 
 
    As Gabriel led the way through the woods, he kept an ear out for the sound of approaching riders, and his eyes peeled for potential escape routes and hiding spots. 
 
    It was a pointless exercise. Kray’s men had no chance of catching up with them at present. He had purposefully chosen a path through the most overgrown portion of the forest. It left an easy trail to follow, provided there was an experienced tracker amongst their pursuers, but the brush was too thick and the ground too uneven for a horse to maneuver through at a pace faster than a walk. If Kray’s men were directly following their path, they were doing it on foot.  
 
    It was always good to be prepared, however. Even better, the task gave him something to concentrate on besides the terrible urge to fill the silence and, infinitely worse, the urge to fill it with an apology. 
 
    He wasn’t in the habit of apologizing for his lies. He didn’t see the use in it. What purpose did it serve to offer remorse for something he wouldn’t hesitate to do again? Jumping from the train had been necessary. A long, honest discussion about the matter hadn’t been possible.  
 
    He’d only done what was needed, and he’d accomplished the job in as quick and safe a manner as possible. That’s what mattered, wasn’t it? 
 
    He told himself it was, that there was no call for an apology or further explanation. 
 
    So why the devil did Jane’s determined silence prick at his conscience? And why did a pricked conscience trouble him at all? He’d told more lies in his life than he could hope to remember. He’d deceived and manipulated so often it was nearly second nature to him now. He was accustomed to the sensation of guilt. The weight of it was a constant, unwelcome companion, one he’d learned to ignore before he’d even reached adulthood. 
 
    But this wasn’t a weight, it was aprick. It had settled under the skin—an unfamiliar, nagging, tingling itch that wouldn’t let him alone. It made him feel restless and irritable. And every time he glanced behind him and was met with her stony expression, the feeling intensified. Every time he turned forward again, it was worse. He couldfeel her eyes boring into the back of his head. 
 
    He suggested that they stop and rest a little earlier than was strictly necessary, simply for the excuse to turn around and face her.  
 
    Slipping his bag from his shoulder, he retrieved an apple from inside and offered it to Jane. “There’s cheese and bread, if you prefer.”  
 
    She shook her head and took a sudden, inexplicable interest in the forest canopy. “I’m not hungry, thank you.” 
 
    He dropped the apple back in the bag and looked at her for the longest time, but she staunchly refused to meet his gaze.  
 
    The silence dragged out, prickly, heavy, and infuriating. He couldn’t stand it. “I’m sorry I lied to you on the train.” He blurted the words out quickly, and a hair more gruffly than he intended. 
 
    Finally, she deigned to give him her full attention. “I beg your pardon?”  
 
    “I said I’m sorry. I used your fear for the Harmons to manipulate you. It was badly done.” It had also been necessary. She’dneeded to jump from the train. But perhaps a cleverer man, a better man, might have found a different way.  
 
    She screwed up her face. “I shouldn’t have fallen for it. It was stupid of me.” 
 
    The anger in her voice took him aback, not so much the intensity of it, but the fact that it was directed at the wrong person entirely. “It wasn’t stupid. You didn’t—”  
 
    “It was a stupid lie. Therefore, it was stupid of me to fall for it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a stupid lie.” 
 
    When her only response was pointed silence, he stepped closer. “The value of a lie isn’t measured by how long it stands up to scrutiny, Jane. Its value depends on whether or not it holds long enough to get the job done. In a moment of distraction and danger, I presented a threat to your loved ones as fact. It was only natural you believed me. We are always willing to believe, if only for a moment, that the worst has come to pass. All I needed was that moment.” He could see by her mulish expression that she wasn’t convinced, so he considered his options, then pointed at the sky behind her and shouted, “Cannonball!” 
 
    “What?” Jane spun about and took two stumbling steps backward. “What on earth are you…?” She turned back to him, her eyes wide with astonishment. “Did you just saycannonball?” 
 
    “I did. Did you believe me?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “But you looked. And you stepped back. And you did both because for a split second some part of you, however deeply buried, believed that the unthinkable had come to pass. As a lie, it was short-lived. But…” He held up the handkerchief he’d slipped from her pocket when she’d been distracted. “It lasted long enough to get the job done. Nothing motivates like fear, Jane. We are ever quick to believe in it.” 
 
    “That wasn’t fear. It was…” She snatched back the handkerchief. “Shock and confusion.” 
 
    “Also powerful motivators.” 
 
    She stared down at the linen in her hand, and shook her head. “I didn’t even feel you take it.” 
 
    “I’m a man of many talents.” 
 
    “You’re a man of many faces,” she muttered, shoving the handkerchief back in her pocket. “That’s what you are.” 
 
    As there was no arguing that, he changed the subject. “We can’t tally here long, but you need to change before we go.” 
 
    “Into what?”  
 
    He held the bag out to her and smiled. “Ever worn trousers?”  
 
    Fully expecting her to take affront at the suggestion, he was surprised when she accepted the bag without complaint. “Many times. But what’s wrong with my gown?” 
 
    “It hinders your movement. Your skirts are catching on every twig and bush we pass.Manytimes?” 
 
    “Some work is difficult to accomplish in skirts. Clearing the trails after a storm, for example.” She opened the bag and poked about in it with a frown. “Why is there straw in here?” 
 
    “A few pieces may have found their way inside yesterday. I spent the night in your stable loft.” 
 
    “You hid in my stable?” 
 
    “Strictly speaking, I was trespassing, not hiding. I needed to keep an eye on the house, and you wouldn’t invite me to stay.” 
 
    “I didn’t invite you to stay in the stable, either,” she said, and pulled out a neatly folded shirt. “A lack of invitation should prompt one to keep away completely, not simply move out of sight.” 
 
    “Add it to my list of misdeeds.” And enjoy the list while it’s short, he thought grimly. 
 
    She blinked a few times in surprise. “It wasn’t… I’m not angry with you for that. I’m sorry if I gave that impression. It was quite gallant, really.”  
 
    The compliment was unexpected, undeserved, and fully appreciated. “Well, then—” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” she cut in, “you should have asked.” 
 
    “I see.” He leaned a shoulder against the nearest tree and studied her. “Out of curiosity, if I had asked, and you had said no, and I had stayed anyway…would you still find it gallant?” 
 
    She paused with one arm in the bag. “Well…” 
 
    “Didn’t think so. There’s a heavy bit of undergrowth over there,” he said, pointing toward a thicket of leafy saplings. “Plenty of privacy for you to change.” 
 
    Huffing out a small laugh, she gathered her clothes and walked away to disappear behind the trees. Ten seconds later, she came right back out again.   
 
    “I forgot,” she told him sheepishly. 
 
    “Forgot what?” 
 
    A faint blush crept to her cheeks, and she clutched the clothes a little tighter. “Mrs. Harmon purchased this gown for me as a present. She thought the style quite becoming.” 
 
    “And so it is.” 
 
    “She was less concerned about convenience. The buttons are difficult to reach. I can’t…” She cleared her throat and briefly looked away. “I can’t get it off. I need help.” 
 
    “Ah. Right.” He made a twirling motion with his finger. “Turn round.” 
 
    She obliged, still holding her change of clothes against her chest like a shield. 
 
    Gabriel hesitated a moment before reaching for her. He’d undressed his share of women in the past. Not quite so many as the press would have the public believe, but more than what might reasonably be considered an average number. There had been a time in his life, particularly in his youth, when he’d approached his romantic affairs as if love were one enormous game, complete with rules and scores, successes and trophies, and even the occasional bruise.  
 
    He’d enjoyed himself immensely. He still did, but the pleasure he found in the company of a woman had never depended exclusively on the final act of making love. The smaller intimacies appealed to him as well. There was a sense of satisfaction, even accomplishment, in being allowed to watch a woman take down her hair, or being asked to untie a ribbon for her, or unfasten the clasp of a necklace. Small acts such as those required their own kind of trust and affection, and he’d taken pride in acquiring both. 
 
    But as his fingers brushed the back of Jane’s gown, his past victories suddenly felt rather inconsequential. He didn’t know why unbuttoning Jane Ballenger’s dress should feel more significant than unlacing the stays of a coveted courtesan. But it did, and it made him nervous. He fumbled with the buttons, something he’d not done since his earliest forays into the art of disrobing the female form. 
 
    At long last, the gown sagged and slid a bit off one shoulder, exposing the simple white linen of her chemise. At which point, Gabriel came to the conclusion that he’d quite lost his mind, because he had the sudden, terrible urge to touch the fabric. Just the fabric. He wanted to run his palm over the linen solely for the sake of feeling the warmth of it. And maybe for the hint of what lay beneath. And maybe because if he ran his hand from her collarbone to her shoulder, he could persuade the gown to slip down a little farther. 
 
    He curled his fingers into his palms and took a cautious step back. “You should be able to manage the rest on your own.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she mumbled and hurried off without a backward glance.  
 
    When she returned a few minute later, she set down her own clothes, lifted her arms, and turned once on the spot. “How do I look?”  
 
    “You look…” Like a beautiful woman in men’s clothing a half dozen sizes too big for her. “You’ll do well enough. You’ll never pass close inspection, but it should fool anyone looking from a distance.” 
 
    She dropped her arms. “I don’t know if I should be pleased by your assessment, or insulted.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful, Jane.” The words came without thought, and with more feeling than he meant to express. 
 
    “Flatterer.” 
 
    It figured, he thought, that in a rare moment of actual genuineness, it would be assumed he was lying. At least she looked pleased with the compliment—initially, at least. Her pretty smile faltered after a moment. 
 
    “Isn’t there anything else you want to apologize for?”  
 
    He rubbed his chin with the back of his hand and wondered to which lie she might be referring now. “Er…” 
 
    “Is your conscience not troubled by anything else that happened on the train?” 
 
    Ah, so that was it. “You want to know if I’m sorry I kissed you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, shut it, then lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    “No. I’m not.”  
 
    “I don’t think your intentions were sincere.” 
 
    “My intentions were deceitful and self-serving. I needed to get you off the train as quickly and safely as possible. My interest in you, on the other hand, is perfectly sincere.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I’ve wanted to kiss you since I saw you standing in the afternoon sunlight outside Twillins Cottage,” he admitted, glad that, at least on this particular occasion, the truth served better than a lie. “I will apologize, however, for choosing a time and place that benefited practical concerns over romantic ones.” 
 
    She gave him a bland look. “Or you could simply apologize for attempting to manipulate me through seduction.” 
 
    He gave that some thought. “Sounded better my way. But I apologize for attempting to manipulate you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Don’t do it again. Prom—” 
 
    “What? No seduction at all?” He posed the question for the single purpose of distracting her before she could demand a promise from him. 
 
    There was no telling what obstacles and dangers lay ahead, no telling what steps he would need to take to keep everyone safe. He wouldn’t use Jane’s fear for the Harmons against her again if he could possibly help it, nor attempt to influence her through seduction. But neither would he promise to toss out the possibility of manipulation altogether.  
 
    He didn’t make vows unless he was certain he could keep them.  
 
    In the eyes of most, deception was deception. In his opinion, there was a difference between crafting a lie and breaking a vow. The line between the two might be thin, but it was there. And he couldn’t afford to step over it. There were only so many lines a man could cross before he found himself on the wrong side of every one of them.  
 
    He leaned a shoulder against a tree again and offered an inviting smile. “I’d rather leave open the possibility of future seduction.” He was looking forward to it, in fact, once she was safely returned to her family. 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” he asked smoothly. 
 
    “Yes. Entirely. Don’t do it again.” 
 
    He straightened at the conviction in her voice. He hadn’t expected absolute refusal. He’d anticipated some demurring and reluctance. He’d earned her mistrust and censure. But those might be got round with enough time and finesse.Don’t do itwas a different animal altogether. There was no getting arounddon’t. It was final. A man didn’t press his suit on a woman who made it clear she wasn’t interested. 
 
    And the possibility of disinterest hadn’t occurred to him, not after that kiss. Setting aside his questionable motives, the kiss itself had been…very interesting. 
 
    “Areyou sorry we kissed?” he asked before he could think better of it. 
 
    “Yes, rather.”  
 
    Well, that was blunt. “Then I bloody well didn’t do it properly.” 
 
    She made a thoughtful face. “Seemed adequate to me at the time.” 
 
    “Adequate,” he echoed, and ran his tongue over his teeth. “Excellent.” 
 
    “I’m still sorry it happened,” she continued, clearly oblivious to the cutting insult she’d delivered. “It was my first kiss.” She looked away for moment and when she spoke again, it was with a soft, slightly embarrassed voice. “It ought to have been romantic.” 
 
    And with those few quietly spoken words, he changed his mind. He was sorry he had kissed her. Because she was right. There was onlyone first kiss, and it should be memorable for all the right reasons. 
 
    He still looked back on that milestone in his life with great fondness. It had been sincere and passionate and wildly awkward—everything a first kiss should be. There was no remorse in that memory, no wishing any part of it had been different. There wasn’t a second of it he would alter.  
 
    There were few truly innocent and exceptional memories one had the pleasure of carrying through life. The first kiss ought to number among them. But he’d taken that from Jane. He’d stolen the chance at a perfect memory, and there was no giving it back. 
 
    “I’ll not…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll be a perfect gentleman going forward.” He reconsidered his choice of words. “That is, I’ll make no effort at seduction. You have my word.”  
 
    “Thank you. That will make things more comfortable, I should think.” 
 
    Not for him, he thought dourly as she bent down to grab the satchel. A shaft of sunlight broke through the trees to play in her hair. He wanted to touch it again, see if it was as warm and soft as he remembered. It would be, of course. There was no reason her hair should have changed in two days, but one did like to have one’s first impressions confirmed. 
 
    His thoughts drifted in another direction as he watched her ruthlessly stuff her clothes in the satchel. 
 
    “Goodness, not like that,” he said with a wince.  
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Have a care with them.” He gestured at the bag. “Fold them at a minimum.” 
 
    “You really are a tidy soul.” 
 
    “I’m practical. You’ll need to put them back on at some point. You don’t want them wrinkled beyond use.” In truth, he would want them folded whether or not they were to be worn again. It would drive him mad to see a wadded-up ball of clothing every time he reached into the bag. 
 
    She shrugged, pulled her clothes back out again, and rolled them into a shape vaguely resembling a malformed sausage before shoving them back in the bag. 
 
    He decided he’d just take care of it later. 
 
    She handed him the satchel and then, quite out of the blue, asked, “Why not before?”  
 
    “Before? Sorry?” 
 
    “You said you wanted to kiss me since you saw me standing outside Twillins Cottage yesterday afternoon. Why not yesterday morning?” 
 
    “We’d only just met. Also, you had an awful lot of dirt and grease about you. Were you aware?” 
 
    “Well, no. Not at the time, but…” She trailed off and eyed him with suspicion. “You’re teasing me.” 
 
    “I am,” he admitted and took great pleasure in seeing her lips twitch with humor.  
 
    “I don’t mind the teasing. But I would mind if you were…that is…” She slowly withdrew her hand without taking her eyes off of him. “Were you flirting with me because you were interested in what was hidden amongst my brother’s things?” 
 
    “One had nothing to do with the other,” he said firmly. “I said my interest is sincere and I meant it.” 
 
    “All right.” She paused a moment. “So was mine. In case you were wondering,” 
 
    He didn’t know whether to be pleased by the confession, amused by the frank way it was offered, or disappointed in her use of the past tense.  
 
    Disappointed, he decided, and plenty angry with himself as well. He should never have kissed her on the train. It had been a serious miscalculation on his part. 
 
    But he managed a smile for her and shouldered the bag. “Always nice to know one’s affections are returned.” If only for a time. “We should be off. We have a long way to go.” 
 
    “Whereare we going, exactly? Edinburgh, I know, but we’ll not reach it today.” 
 
    “We’re headed west.” 
 
    She looked behind her where the late afternoon sun was beginning to sink toward the horizon. “We’re really not.” 
 
    “We will be,” he assured her as they started off again. “Eventually.” 
 
    Hoping for a better lay of the land, he headed for a nearby hill and was rewarded with an open view of the countryside from the top. There were two houses in sight, modest country homes with reedy streams of smoke curling up from their stone chimneys. He looked at the house to the north, then the one to the south, both nearly equal distance from where they stood. Then he studied the wide, grassy meadow below. “I have an idea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Jane sat cooling her heels on a small boulder hidden in a copse of trees at the top of the hill.  
 
    After grinning at both houses like a mischievous little boy eyeing a pair of hot pies, Gabriel had sat her down, handed her his coat and the satchel, and told her to wait. Then he’d left her without offering an explanation. He’d loped off so quickly she’d not even had a chance to ask what he was about. 
 
    She could assume he’d gone off to one of the houses for horses, supplies, to leave a trail for Mr. Kray, or all three. But she couldn’t say forcertain because he hadn’t seen fit to enlighten her. 
 
    She wondered if this was how he generally went about his private investigating business—keeping his clients in the dark until he was in the mood to explain himself. Surely not. No one would put up with that sort of behavior for long. He would have been forced to close shop years ago. 
 
    They would need to reach some sort of understanding. She was not going to spend the whole of their journey alternately ignorant of her circumstances, or threatening to shoot him if he wasn’t forthright, or… 
 
    Her thoughts scattered and her pulse jumped at the sound of distant hoof beats. She leapt up from her seat to hide behind the trunk of an enormous oak. As the sound drew nearer, she took a cautious look around the tree and spied Gabriel riding a dapple gray in the valley below. 
 
    A long, shaking breath rushed from her lungs. She hadn’t realized she’d been holding it, nor that she’d dug her fingers into the bark of the tree. 
 
    This was why she needed to know what he was about. If she’d been expecting him to come riding up the valley, she’d not have swallowed her tongue in fear at the sound of it. 
 
    Releasing her grip on the wood, she stepped around the tree and watched him draw near. When he stopped just below her, she slipped and slid her way down to the bottom of the steep hill.  
 
    “You couldn’t have told me you’d gone for a horse?”  
 
    “Wasn’t it obvious?” 
 
    She had to admit that it was, but only insomuch as nearly anything he might have brought back from a country house would have been obvious.  
 
    Shaking her head, she stepped closer and reached for his offered hand, but the horse tossed her head violently and crow-hopped to the left. Jane jumped back as Gabriel wrestled the mare back into submission. The animal looked distinctly unhappy with his efforts, and Jane noticed for the first time that her ears were pinned and there was a great deal of white showing in her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong her? Is she injured?” 
 
    “No, just barn sour.” He swore softly when the mare tried to bolt to the left. He turned the horse in two tight circles before bringing her close to Jane again. “Up you go. Quickly. We need to hurry.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” She gave Gabriel her hand and let him haul her up behind him. “Have they found us?” 
 
    “No, we’re safe. Hold on tightly.” 
 
    She barely had time to wrap her arms around his waist before he urged the horse on. It lurched forward once, then took off like a shot.  
 
    Jane considered herself a reasonably competent rider. She could keep atop a well-mannered horse maneuvered over safe ground at a sensible speed. Unfortunately, none of these conditions were currently present. They were moving over muddy, uneven ground at a speed she never would have risked on her own horse. The wind whipped past her, and the heavy thud of the horse’s hooves filled her ears. Even without the reins in her hands, Jane could sense the horse continuously trying to veer off to one side or the other, and she could feel the tension in Gabriel’s frame each time he forced the animal back on course.  
 
    There was nothing she could do but keep a tight grip on Gabriel and pray Kray’s men wouldn’t stumble across their mangled, trampled persons in an hour’s time. 
 
    They rode through the soggy meadow, then into a narrow band of trees, and out onto a small dirt lane where, finally, Gabriel slowed the horse to a trot. As he steered them down the lane, Jane relaxed her grip and peered over his shoulder at the sliver of roofline she could just make out ahead.  
 
    “We’re on someone’s drive. The other house we saw. Are we making a point to be seen?” 
 
    “Not we.” He veered off into the woods again before the upper-floor windows came into view. “Just me.” 
 
    Coming to a stop a fair distance from the drive, Gabriel dismounted before helping Jane down. 
 
    “Wait here,” he instructed as he looped the reins over the low branch of a tree. “I won’t be long.”  
 
    She gave the mare a cautious glance as it pawed the ground impatiently. “Are you going to acquire a second horse?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” he replied cryptically as he brushed dirt from his coat. “Stay hidden.” He straightened his necktie. “I’ll be back before you know it.”  
 
    “But what—” 
 
    The mare chose that moment to shuffle her hindquarters impatiently in Jane’s direction. She gave the horse’s rump a good one-handed shove, and by the time she turned back to Gabriel, he’d already taken off toward the drive. She could see him smoothing his hair as he made his way toward the house. 
 
    “Well…blast.” 
 
    Blowing a loose strand of hair out of her eyes, she took a seat on an old stump a safe distance from the fretful horse and waited for Gabriel’s return.  
 
    He was quicker this time around, returning in a quarter hour on a large chestnut gelding that appeared considerably more relaxed than the mare. Gabriel looked rather at ease himself. And decidedly tidy, she suddenly noticed—much neater than he had any right to be after jumping from a train, hiking through the woods, and charging across a meadow on a half-feral horse.  
 
    He might have just come from a short, invigorating ride.  
 
    Jane peered down at her own attire. She might have just come out from under a rock. There was dirt and dust everywhere. Her trousers were wrinkled and torn near one knee despite the fact that she’d not been wearing them when they’d leapt from the train. She’d pulled a leaf out of her shirt not five minutes ago, and the condition of her hair, quite frankly, did not bear thinking upon. 
 
    She looked from Gabriel to the tied mare. “This horse isn’t for me to ride, is it?” 
 
    “No, cheese fork amen to furlough.” 
 
    She whipped her gaze back to his.Cheese fork? Surely not. “I…” 
 
    “A moment.” 
 
    He dismounted briefly to untie the mare and give it a quick swat on the hindquarters. The horse pivoted on the spot, digging deep hoof prints in the ground. Then she bolted back in the direction they’d come from, crashing through the narrow stand of trees and out into the open meadow beyond. 
 
    Jane watched in bafflement before turning to Gabriel. “Why did you do that?” He seemed able to control the animal reasonably well. Now they had only one horse. 
 
    Gabriel mounted the gelding again and grinned down at her, evidently quite pleased with himself. “Ever been on a carousel, Jane?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither has Kray, I imagine. Doesn’t quite seem the type.” He held out his hand. “Up you go.” 
 
    She looked at his hand, then at him. “Are we in immediate danger of being overrun by Mr. Kray or his men?” 
 
    “No, we should be a good distance ahead of them still. Did you want to rest a little longer?” 
 
    “I was hoping you would explain to me what you’ve just done and why. Please.” 
 
    An explanation on the move would have been preferable, but she couldn’t be certain she’d be able to understand him. 
 
    Gabriel shifted in the saddle to better face her. “I’ve left hints for Kray’s men to find, but competing sets of tracks for them to follow.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The two houses are isolated,” he replied, gesturing in the direction of both. “Also very close to the spot where we left the bonnet. Kray’s men will question the inhabitants of both homes sooner rather than later. Once they do, they’ll learn from the residents of the southern house that I bought a horse and rode off to the north. The obvious trail I left through the far edge of the muddy valley will confirm the story. At the northern house, they’ll learn I bought a horse and rode off to the south. The obvious trail our testy little friend is currently creating through the other edge of the valley will confirm that story.” 
 
    “And what will we really be doing? We’re not taking the road, are we?” They might be able to hide their tracks amongst those of other travelers on the road, but they would be much too exposed. 
 
    “Not yet. I want to leave a trail heading east for them as well.”  
 
    “I don’t understand, are we trying to stall them, or—Oh,” she said suddenly, realizing the benefit of such a plan. “They’ll have to break up, won’t they? They’ll separate to follow the different trails.” 
 
    “Exactly so. They may have broken into smaller groups already, but I’d not wager on it. And eight riders are a few more than I’d care to face all at once, if it came to that.” 
 
    “That’s very clever,” she decided, then glanced over her shoulder briefly. “Except that they’ll find the barn sour horse back in her stall straightaway.” 
 
    “They won’t, but if they wait long enough, they might hear of a stable hand who disappeared from his position without notice.” He pointed south. “Young Mr. Garfield is waiting out of sight at the edge of the meadow. The mare will take him to his new position in Lancashire.” 
 
    “What’s in Lancashire? Do you have a business there?” 
 
    “A house.”  
 
    She leaned to look around his mount at the trail the ill-behaved horse had left. “Mr. Garfield agreed to ridethat animal all the way to Lancashire?” 
 
    “He seemed quite fond of her. And for what I paid him, he’d have agreed to somersault to Lancashire.”  
 
    “You bought the horses at different times.” 
 
    “I bought them no more than a half-hour apart. It’s possible, but unlikely, that the men who sold them to me will recall the exact time of purchase. Besides, the point isn’t to lose Kray and his men entirely, you’ll recall. Just keep them at a safe distance. And speaking of which…” He held his hand out to her. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    She would have preferred to stay until he’d answered more questions, but she didn’t dare argue. Accepting his hand, she allowed him to pull her up behind him on the saddle. 
 
    Within just a few minutes of leaving, it became apparent to Jane that riding two to a horse was significantly more comfortable when done at a reasonable speed. Gabriel set an easy pace through the woods, only urging the horse into a canter when they were in the open. 
 
    Jane imagined that, under other circumstances, she might have found the arrangement rather pleasant, even a little exciting. She was squeezed tight up against a handsome man who was whisking her across the countryside. Her arms were wrapped about his lean waist. His back was a hard wall against her chest. Every so often, when she turned her head just so, the scent of his hair tickled her nose. 
 
    It was rather romantic, really…if one didn’t think too hard about the why of it all.  
 
    Even better, perhaps, the close arrangement had the additional, unexpected benefit of allowing her to make conversation. It wasn’t often she was able to put her ear all but a few inches from someone’s lips. Granted, to obtain such a position, she had to press herself even more tightly against Gabriel than would normally be necessary, but he didn’t seem put out by the position, and the rewards were worth a little self-consciousness. 
 
     She couldhearhim. The occasional word still came to her jumbled, and there was certainly no guaranteeshe would speak clearly. But with his voice so close, it was easier for her to focus on what he was saying, and ignore other distractions.  
 
    She started with small comments and questions, asking if he’d procured other supplies at the houses, if they would be stopping elsewhere, and how far he meant for them to travel that day. 
 
    When she found Gabriel’s responses to be clear, she took a risk and dived into a topic she really wanted to discuss. 
 
     “It would be helpful if you would volunteer this sort of information rather than waiting for me to ask or demand it of you.” 
 
    “You want me to tell you my plans in advance,” he translated. 
 
    “Of course I do.” She was a part of them, wasn’t she? She had very little control over what was happening, but she could at leastknow what was happening.  
 
    “That’s not always possible, for a variety of reasons.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    He shrugged lightly. “I’m not accustomed to working that way. I don’t present my ideas for review, nor explain myself afterward. I never have.” 
 
    “Surely your clients demand you keep them informed—” 
 
    “My clients demand I complete the job for which I am being paid. They don’t particularly care how I go about it. And why should they? They rarely take an active role in the work themselves. They hire me from the comfort of their parlors or offices, and wait there until I return with news.” 
 
    “Theyshould care, as you’re acting on their behalf.” 
 
    “The Thief Takers have a reputation for earning their commission quickly, honestly, and, with few exceptions, quietly. That’s enough for them.” 
 
    “It’s not enough for me. I’m not waiting in a parlor. I’m right here. I need to know what to expect.” And he hadn’t been honest withher, but she didn’t think it would help to mention it again.  
 
    He was quiet a long time before speaking. “I’ll keep you apprised whenever I can.” 
 
    “Whenever you can?” That wasn’t entirely reassuring. 
 
    “Old habits are hard to break.” 
 
    As a woman who’d not left her own property in six years, she was in no position to argue. “I’ll remind you,” she said instead.  
 
    “Oh, by all means.” 
 
    “Excellent,” she replied, and decided not to ask why he smiled. But his mention of his previous work did make her wonder…” Have you ever done this sort of thing before?”  
 
    “Do you mean, have I ridden across the countryside with a beautiful woman who was dressed as a man in a bid to both elude and lure a group of henchmen hired by a rogue spy?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “Yes, I have,” he replied and turned his head a little to smile at her. “More or less.” 
 
    “How much less?” And just how beautiful had the other woman been? 
 
    “I was sharing a horse with a girl of ten, and traveling with her fourteen-year-old brother, their mother, and a maid. We were evading the mother’s husband, the children’s stepfather, while Samuel and Renderwell set out a false trail in another direction.” 
 
    Jane could only imagine what sort of man the husband had been for such drastic measures to be necessary. “Did it end well?” 
 
    “They are comfortably settled in their new life, their whereabouts unknown but to a few.” 
 
    A happy ending, then. It was exactly what she wanted to hear. “It can’t be easy to move and hide an entire family.” It couldn’t be cheap to hire the Thief Takers to see it done, either. “She must be a woman of substantial wealth.”  
 
    “Not particularly. Most of our clients come from affluent families, but not all.”  
 
    She nearly asked how a woman without means had paid for the services of the Thief Takers before thinking better of it. Obviously, shehadn’t paid for them. The Thief Takers must have come to her aid out of kindness. Or charity, depending on one’s viewpoint. 
 
    Jane shifted, suddenly uncomfortable. She wasn’t a paying client, either. Gabriel was assisting her with no expectation of compensation. That madeher a charity case.  
 
    “I’ll pay you once Edgar’s things sell,” she said quickly.  
 
    “Pay me? For what?” 
 
    “For helping the Harmons. And me, of course. What is your usual rate?” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” he replied, giving her a funny look. 
 
    “Of course there is. I’m making use of your services, I ought to pay for them.” 
 
    He shook his head, and his voice lowered an octave. “I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “Why not? What’s wrong with my money?” Apart from the fact that she didn’t have any, obviously. But that was temporary. “It’s as good as anyone else’s,” she said. “Or will be,” she added, mostly to herself, “once I have some.” 
 
    That elicited a small chuckle from him. “There’s nothing wrong with it. You simply don’t owe me payment.” 
 
    “I do—” 
 
    “Youdon’t.” He shot her another glance. “Where did this come from?”  
 
    “I don’t want…” She heaved a breath of frustration. “I’ll not take your charity. I have my pride.” It had been battered, broken, and rebuilt countless times over the years, but she still had it. 
 
    Gabriel brought the horse to a stop and twisted in the saddle to look at her. “Is that what this is about? It’s not charity, Jane. I won’t take money from you because you didn’t hire me. I showed up at your door at the behest of the Foreign Office, and inadvertently brought you to the attention of a maniac. You’ll not pay me to fix that.” 
 
    “That was hardly your fault.” He did make a good point, however. Unlike the lady and her family, she’d not sought out Gabriel’s help. She’d never asked him to come. 
 
    “It’s still my responsibility.” 
 
    She briefly debated arguing the matter further but, upon reflection, decided to let it alone for the time being. Being a responsibility wasn’t exactly flattering, but it was a slight improvement over being a charity case. Besides, she didn’t want to have another argument with him. She wanted light, cheerful conversation to distract her from her dark thoughts.  
 
    Also, there was the small matter of how much her pride could end up costing her. She really had no idea how much the man charged.  
 
    “What is your house like?” she asked him. 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Your home in Lancashire,” she explained. “What is it like? Is it grand? Cozy? Do you have a large garden?” 
 
    “This is a very sudden change in topic.” 
 
     “I need a distraction,” she admitted. “I don’t want to think about the Harmons, or about Mr. Kray and his men, or about where we are or…” 
 
    Where shewasn’t. At Twillins. Safe. 
 
    His features softened with concern. “Everything will be all right.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a promise,” he said gently. “It was reassurance.” 
 
    She gave a smallhumph. “I’ll be reassured when I see the Harmons safe and sound. Now tell me about your house.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Of all the possible traits Gabriel might have guessed belonged on Jane’s list of attributes, he never would have arrived atchatty. 
 
    But the lady had become quite keen on conversation. Any conversation at all. For the next few hours, Jane kept up a near constant stream of chatter, often leaping from one topic to the next without pause, warning, or any noticeable attempt at transition. She presented him with an endless line of questions—about his family, his friends, his work, his life in London, his travels. 
 
    He was happy to oblige her. He liked the sound of her voice, the unusual cadence that made him think of dancing. And he liked her laugh, not only the sound of it but the fact that it was a challenge to pull it out of her.  
 
    It took some work to amuse Jane Ballenger. Sarcasm, he noted, was a hit-and-miss proposition with her. But she clearly enjoyed humorous anecdotes, particularly those involving his youthful exploits at school, or eccentric clients who made outlandish demands. She preferred a good story to a clever quip. 
 
    He even liked how she mixed up her words from time to time, often without noticing. For the most part, he didn’t mention the errors. As long as he understood what she’d meant to say, he didn’t see what good could come from correcting her mistakes. 
 
    What he liked best of all, however, was how she felt pressed against his back. It wasn’t necessary for her to squeeze up so close that he could feel every breath she took. She didn’t need to lean her chin over his shoulder and speak directly in his ear—he wasn’t hard of hearing—but he’d be darned if he protested the arrangement. 
 
    When they had kissed, he’d caught the faintest whiff of her soap, a tantalizing hint of something clean, warm, and a little bit citrusy. He wanted to find it again, but it was so subtle, so elusive, that no matter how many times he turned his head to breathe her in, it evaded him.  
 
    It hadn’t been a figment of his imagination. He could still taste the lemony sweetness of it on his tongue. And maybe that was why he couldn’t find it now, maybe it was more than a scent. It was the lemon drops on her breath, the warmth of her hair in his hands, the delectable softness of her lips as they’d moved tentatively under his own.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t a scent but a sensation, an experience. There was only one way to find out, just one way of solving the mystery. And it was off-limits until he delivered her from danger. 
 
    Still…a man could wonder. He could imagine taking Jane in his arms and slowly stripping away her clothes to uncoverall her secrets, all her sweetness. And why shouldn’t he? 
 
     He’d promised not to seduce her. He’d never promised not to think about it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane’s nervous rambling was only interrupted when they stopped at the odd house and cottage along the way. She waited out of sight every time, an arrangement that suited her well enough so long as she knew where Gabriel was going before he left, what he hoped to accomplish, and how soon he would return. 
 
    She had no interest in contact with complete strangers. She could barely stand contact with people from her own village.  
 
    She was curious, however, why Gabriel occasionally took pains to change his appearance. He traded coats with her at one house, left his coat and necktie off altogether before visiting another, and, at a third, donned a pair of spectacles he pulled from his bag. She even noticed him affecting a stoop and limp as he made his way up the drive. 
 
    “Isn’t the point to be seen?” she asked him when he returned. 
 
    “We want our pursuers hopeful they’re on the right trail, but not so certain of it that they send word to every other man on the hunt. I’d rather keep them separated, if possible.” 
 
    “They won’t be for much longer. How many gentlemen of your general description could there possibly be knocking on every other door in the countryside?” 
 
    “I’ve knocked on four,” he corrected. “We’ve passed over a dozen. We’ll be lucky if Kray’s men stop at any of the same houses. In fact, I don’t think there’s a point in continuing to stop after this. It takes too much time, and the more distance we cover, the less likely it becomes that Kray’s men will find the smaller clues we leave. We’re going to have to do something obvious soon.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to disparage your work, Gabriel, but you’vebeen obvious. Those disguises—” 
 
    “Work well enough, I assure you. People rarely remember the small, boring details from a brief meeting. They’re more likely to make note of the most striking or unusual traits, and form an overall impression from those. Mrs. Kitt probably won’t be able to recall the exact shade of my hair. It’s a fair bet she won’t even remember the name I gave her, or place my age within a decade. But she’ll remember that a man with spectacles, a bad limp, and a thick brogue came to her door asking for directions to the nearest village.” 
 
    “You affected an accent?” 
 
    “One she’ll remember.”  
 
    Jane studied his profile as discreetly as possible.  
 
    He was devilishly handsome, and charming when he had a mind to be. Add in a brogue, and stoop or no stoop… 
 
    Oh, yes, Mrs. Kitt would absolutely remember the day Gabriel showed up at her door. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the sun dipped low and the first traces of orange tinted the sky, Gabriel brought the horse to a stop in a small glade. “We’ll camp here and get some sleep.” 
 
    “But there’s light yet,” Jane protested, brushing away a loose lock of hair from her face. 
 
    “Not for much longer,” he replied and would have left it at that. But then he remembered his promise to try and keep her informed. “We could travel for another half hour, but there’s no telling if we’ll find a spot so well protected as this.” 
 
    She gave the small clearing a thorough inspection. “Thereare quite a few boulders.” 
 
    “And a clear view of the west on the other side of those trees,” he added, dismounting. 
 
    He reached up to help her down, studiously ignoring the feel of her beneath his palms. Although they’d been pressed up against each other for most of the day, he’d not laid anactual finger on her except to help her in and out of the saddle. But he had certainly enjoyed thinking about it.  
 
    He’d had all manner of fantasies over the last few hours. He’d conceived all sorts of ways he might contrive to get his hands on her again—most of them patently ridiculous, although the notion of trading positions on the horse had intrigued him for a time. He could wrap his arms around her and pull her tightly against his chest. She would lean back against him and turn her face up to look at him with those wide amber eyes. It would be so easy to lower his head to hers and capture her mouth. He could take his time, seek out that elusive scent, that singular experience… 
 
    Holy hell. Gabriel’s mind snapped back to the present. He was gripping Jane too tightly, and he’d not taken her off the horse yet. Her small hands were settled on his shoulders. Her eyes were watching him, waiting. 
 
    Gabriel hastily brought her to the ground. The moment her toes met the forest floor, he relinquished his grip on her, and turned away to busy himself with horse and saddle. 
 
    If Jane noticed the tension, she didn’t mention it. In fact, she said very little at all as he finished with the horse and set up a makeshift camp for the night.  
 
    “You’ve grown quiet again,” he commented when his work was done. 
 
    She was several feet away, her back turned and her head tipped up as if looking for something in the tree canopy. 
 
    He frowned when she remained silent. “Are you all right, Jane?” 
 
    She said nothing, wouldn’t even turn to look at him. 
 
    “Are you cross with me?” He didn’t see how she could be. It hadn’t been more than twenty minutes since she’d been talking away on the horse. He’d not said or done anything offensive in the last twenty minutes, had he? “Is this because we stopped? If you wanted to press on, you should have said so. We could have discussed it.” It wouldn’t have changed his decision, but he wasn’t opposed to talking about it. 
 
    And still nothing. 
 
    Shewasput out with him. Goodness, the woman was unpredictable in her moods.Not mean, but fast or feast, he thought grimly as he closed the distance between them and caught her arm lightly. “Will you look at me, please?” 
 
    She started at his touch, and whirled around to face him. “What? What is it?” 
 
    “I was talking to you.” Had he surprised her? He couldn’t have. He’d only been standing a few feet away.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. I… I was listening to the breeze in the pines.” She pointed toward the tree tops. “It sounds like ocean waves. That’s what Mr. Harmon says. Lovely, really.” 
 
    “The…?” He cocked his head, listening. Now that she mentioned it, he did feel a slight breeze. He hadn’t noticed it before, nor the rushing noise it created amongst the pines. It was just background noise. “You couldn’t hear me speaking over the breeze?” 
 
    “Of course I heard you,” she replied defensively. “I just wasn’t paying you any mind. I thought you were talking to yourself.” 
 
    “Going forward, when you hear me speaking, assume I’m speaking to you.” 
 
    There was a pause before she answered. “I’ve offended you,” she said softly.  
 
    She sounded weary suddenly, and a little embarrassed. He didn’t like it.  
 
    “No, you haven’t,” he replied, gentling his tone. “I was thinking of your well-being. It’s important you pay close attention until we’ve reached safety.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” She gave him a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I apologize. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Very long.” Particularly for her, he thought.  
 
    Hoping a meal and rest would help, he retrieved the food from his bag. When she began to yawn halfway through the cold meal, he spread a blanket out for her over a soft mound of leaves. 
 
    Jane crawled onto the makeshift bed, and stretched out on her side. “Aren’t you going to sleep?” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch for now.” Once the light was gone, it would be safe to rest for a few hours. The sky had grown cloudy over the course of the evening. Kray’s men wouldn’t attempt to track them without the benefit of moonlight. They wouldn’t be able to track them for the last five mileswith the benefit of moonlight. Gabriel had been careful to put distance between the obvious trail he’d left and their resting place for the night.  
 
    “All right. Good night, Gabriel.” 
 
    Jane rolled over, giving him her back. 
 
    Two minutes later, she rolled back and propped herself up on one elbow. “He must have been sick.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Edgar. He must have been very sick. He must have known he was dying. Why else would he have sent me the list?” 
 
    “He might have known he was in danger.” 
 
    “Edgar would have run from danger. He was not a courageous man. At least, not the Edgar I knew.” She was quiet a moment. “Do you suppose the Harmons have reached your friends in Edinburgh?” 
 
    “Not yet. They won’t travel by train. You should go to sleep, Jane.” 
 
    “I can’t.” She lay back down with a sigh. “It’s the nightingale. It’s too loud.” 
 
    “The…?” He heard it then, the distinctive song of the small bird. He hadn’t noticed the nightingale before. Like the breeze rustling the trees, the distant chirping had been background noise, automatically dismissed from his mind. But now that she’d pointed it out… 
 
    The bird trilled again. 
 
    Dang it. It was like a clock ticking in the dead of night. It was possible to fall asleep without giving the repetitivetick-tock, tick-tocka moment’s thought. But once a man noticed it, once hereallyheard it, he couldn’tstop hearing it.  
 
    The bird warbled another long series of notes. “That’s very irritating.” 
 
    “Quite. Ordinarily, I’m rather fond of them, but…” She huffed out a breath when the bird sang again. 
 
    “Try to concentrate on something else.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Concentrate on something else.” 
 
    “I…huh.” She shifted on the blanket. “He might not have gone to Lancashire.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was trying to think of something besides the bird. I thought of that stable hand you hired.” She propped herself back up on her elbow. “How do you know he didn’t pocket the money for catching the horse, and decide against going to work for you? He might have family he doesn’t wish to leave behind.” 
 
    “He doesn’t. I asked. And I offered him significantly better pay.” 
 
    “Money isn’t everything,” she said softly. “He must have friends. He has a life at that house, one he might decide he’d rather not abandon for extra coin. I’d not abandon Twillins for any amount of money, not permanently.” 
 
    “That’s different. You have the Harmons. Without them…” 
 
    “Without them,” she finished for him, “I would be lonely. But I would still be at Twillins Cottage.” 
 
    “Does it mean so much to you?”  
 
    He could just make out her thoughtful frown in the dying light. “It’s my home,” she said simply, then shrugged and settled back down on the blanket. “Good night, Gabriel.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As the sun broke over the horizon to light the forest with a soft glow, Gabriel stepped out from the trees, took one look at Jane, and said the first thing that popped into his head. 
 
    “It’s curly.” 
 
    Not the most charming sentiment a gentleman might give to a waking lady, but there it was.  
 
    Jane blinked the sleep from her eyes as she sat up. “What?” 
 
    “Your hair. It’s curly.” Strictly speaking, it was more an unruly mass of waves and tremendous frizz, but he didn’t think she’d appreciate the accurate description.  
 
    She touched the top of her head experimentally and groaned. Like a young boy trying to tame a cowlick, she brought both hands up and pressed down with her palms.  
 
    Grinning at the sight, he approached her and took a seat on the ground. There were things to do. They needed to get moving. But this was worth taking a little time for. “That’s not working, love.” 
 
    “Stop laughing.” 
 
    He couldn’t possibly, not when she licked both palms and tried again. “Is licking your hair a typical part of your grooming regimen?” 
 
    With a growl of frustration, she gave up trying to smooth the hair and combed her fingers through it instead. “It’s this dratted humidity.” 
 
    “If it’s the damp causing it, I don’t think adding spit will help.” 
 
    She looked about her bedding and snatched up the hat she’d worn the day before.  
 
    Without thought, he grabbed it out of her hand. “Wait.” 
 
    “Give that back.” 
 
    He tipped his head at her. “I like it. You look rumpled.” In the best possible way.  
 
    “I…” She blinked at him twice. “What?” 
 
    “You look mussed and rumpled.” 
 
     “Oh. Well.” She looked him up and down. “You look a bit worse for wear yourself.” 
 
    He did, and the knowledge of his disheveled appearance crawled under his skin like ants. But it was just one day’s dirt, not soot and grime built up over months. He could live with it, just as he lived with it when he took on a disorderly appearance as part of a disguise, or arrived at such a state by means of a long night with good friends and fine drink. 
 
    He could stomach it for a little while. Still, he couldn’t help but eye the clothes Jane was wearing with a bit of longing. He really ought to have put more than one change into the satchel.  
 
    Determined not to dwell on it, he let his gaze travel up to her face, which was smudged with dirt and framed by the wild hair. 
 
    “Little owl,” he murmured. 
 
    She blinked at him again. “Did you just call me an owl?” 
 
    “That’s what you remind me of. Wide-eyed and fuzzy.” And blinking. 
 
    She paused in the act of parting her long hair into three sections. “That’s a dreadful comparison. I don’t want to be an owl.” 
 
    “Why not? Perfectly respectable creatures, owls.” 
 
    A line of annoyance formed between her brows. “They’re unimpressive.” 
 
    “They’re hunters.” 
 
    “So are tigresses.” 
 
    “You can’t be a tiger. They’re not fuzzy.” 
 
    She made a disgusted sound, but there was more than a little amusement in it as well. “Bears are fuzzy. I’ll be a bear.” 
 
    “You’re no man-eater, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Maybe not yet,” she muttered. “Well, if I’m an owl, then you’re a chameleon.” 
 
    “A chameleon? That’s alizard.” 
 
    “And a hunter,” she returned. “It’s fitting. You seem able to change your colors at will.” 
 
    “It’s an insult to call someone a reptile, Jane.” 
 
    “I find it insulting be called a little owl.Although…” She drew the word out and began to lazily braid the parted sections of her hair. “Owls eat lizards, don’t they?” 
 
    He gave that some thought. “Fine. You’re a bear.” 
 
    “Excellent.” She smiled happily and reached out to snag the hat from his hand. “You may be a fox.” 
 
    “Bears don’t hunt foxes, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. I know they don’t.” She put the hat on and tucked her braid up underneath. “But I suspect they could with the right provocation.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that.” He gained his feet and helped her to rise. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked, brushing off her trousers. 
 
    “East for a while longer. Can you ride?” 
 
    She looked up at him quickly. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Can you ride?” 
 
    “Er…” 
 
    “It’s all right if you can’t.”  
 
    There was a long, peculiar pause. “All right.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “Certainly not.” She cleared her throat. “Why should it be?” 
 
    He had no idea, but she seemed uncomfortable. “It won’t put us in danger, if that’s what concerns you. We’re not trying to outrun Kray’s men, just lead them about in circles. A few of them are likely ahead of us by now.”  
 
    She went from looking vaguely ill-at-ease to completely horrified in the space of a heartbeat. “What? While we slept? They passed by us?”  
 
    “They passed us aboard trains,” he clarified. “Some of the men who didn’t follow the tracks are likely checking the villages nearest to Ardbaile.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” She glanced a bit nervously over her shoulder as if she still half expected someone to jump out from behind the nearest bush. 
 
    “We’re safe,” he promised her. “If Kray’s men stumbled upon us right now, it would be by sheer dumb luck.” 
 
    She seemed to give that some thought. “Like you stumbling upon Edgar’s things at my cottage?” 
 
    “Good point,” he said, his lips curving up in a smile. “You gather the bedding. I’ll saddle the horse.” 
 
    In short order, they were headed east once more. 
 
    Generally, a day spent trudging through the woods followed by a night spent on the hard ground followed by yet another day in the woods left the average individual out of sorts. Apart from occasionally shifting uncomfortably in the saddle, however, Jane seemed to suffer no ill effects from the experience. She seemed…a bit cheerful, actually.  
 
    And thank goodness for it. In Gabriel’s estimation, their current method of travel was sufficiently miserable without one or more parties becoming an intolerable whinger. 
 
    He loathed long journeys unless they were undertaken in style and comfort. Years ago, as a young boy, he’d made his way from Leeds to Cornwall in much the same manner as they were traveling now—slowly. At the time, he’d not had the luxury of a horse or the funds to stay at inns. He had walked and slept on the ground or, if he’d been very lucky, in a barn or stable. The journey had taken him weeks. He’d been hungry and ragged at the start of it. By the time he’d reached his grandparents’ home, he’d been little more than a frozen, filthy shell of a boy. Several hours later, he’d been warmed, bathed, and fed. But he’d not felt clean. The choices he made that night had left a stain behind that could never be removed. 
 
    Gabriel made a conscious effort to relax in the saddle. There was nothing to be gained by dwelling on that day. There was no point in thinking about it at all. He wouldn’t be, he thought grimly, if he could just get his hands on a bar of soap, some clean water, and a change of clothes. 
 
    Since none of those items were currently at hand, he forced his mind clear and returned his focus to Jane. 
 
    “Those are silver birch, of course,” she was saying. “And there’s hawthorn over there to the left…” 
 
    And immediately he felt a little better, a little lighter.  
 
    She’d been listing off the various trees and shrubs for some time. He’d noticed that she wasn’t keen to speak about the details of her own life, but she did seem to enjoy talking about the woods, of which she evidently had extensive knowledge. And Gabriel, who until that day possessed no interest in botany whatsoever, now found the topic utterly fascinating.  
 
    Or maybe it was just the sound of her voice that held him transfixed.  
 
    Ormaybe, he thought with a stifled grimace, he was every bit as changeable as she’d accused him of being earlier.  
 
    She’d called him a chameleon. Twice, really, as she’d also labeled him a lizard. It wasn’t the same thing, but… 
 
    He shot a covert glance at her profile. Did she see him as reptilian? God, he hoped not.  
 
    “I’m not always pretending, you know.” 
 
    Jane stopped mid-sentence and stared at him. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “What you said earlier. That I was a chameleon? I think you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Have you been listening to anything I’ve been saying for the last half hour, or have I been talking to myself this whole time?” 
 
    “Of course I’ve been listening.” He could think and listen at the same time. He shifted to point at a short, bushy tree. “That’s an elder.”  
 
    “Oh. Well, good,” she replied, looking mollified. Then she frowned and briefly glanced back at the trees. “I can’t see how either of them made you think of lizards.” 
 
    “I thought I saw one,” he lied, unwilling to share the actual train of thought that had led him to the topic. “It reminded me of what you’d said earlier, and I wanted to correct your misconception.”  
 
    “Is it a misconception? You do seem to change your colors to suit your environment.” 
 
    “No, I play a role to manipulate my environment. It’s entirely different.”  
 
    There was a short, thoughtful pause before she answered. “It really isn’t.” 
 
    “A chameleon uses camouflage to ward off predators, to survive. I use my skills to do my job.”  
 
    “Don’t you need your job to survive?” 
 
    “Not anymore. Not for some time now.” 
 
    “Then why do you keep working?” 
 
    “Because I like it,” he replied, a little surprised by the question. “I’m good at it.” 
 
    “Those are the very reasons you change your colors, I imagine. It’s easy to like something you’re good at.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to wound your feelings when I called you that. I didn’t think it was an insult… I’m in earnest,” she insisted when he gave her a dubious look. “It’s not exactly an admirable skill, but it is an extraordinary one. Particularly as you’re so adept at it.” 
 
    Gabriel was taken aback. Not for a moment had he considered the idea that her comment might have arisen from anything other than distaste. Samuel and Renderwell were the only other people who appreciated his talent—or habit, if one wished to be precise about it. Everyone else was either unaware of it, found it contemptible, or, in the case of Samuel and Renderwell’s wives, simply took it as a matter of course.  
 
    Jane, on the other hand, seemed quite impressed. That was immensely gratifying, not to mention flattering. 
 
    “Thank you, Jane.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But you know, extraordinary or not, it can make things unclear for me.” 
 
    He slowed the horse so that he could catch her gaze and hold it. “I’m not pretending now. Not with you. Not since we jumped off the train.” Sometime in the ensuing hours, he’d stopped trying to figure out what sort of role he ought to play for her benefit and had settled into being himself. Which, against all good reason, seemed to be working out reasonably well.  
 
    It shouldn’t be. A sweet, genuine woman like Jane ought to prefer the company of a completely different sort of man. But there it was—by all appearances, Jane seemed to rather like him. 
 
    She studied him briefly before nodding once. “I think that might be true. I hope it is. You’re certainly different than you were before. You’re not as charming.” 
 
    That was significantly less flattering. “I’m still charming.” 
 
    “I meant you’re not as glib. No, not glib. Practiced, maybe. No, that’s not the word, either.” She pressed her lips together in a frustrated manner, then shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. You’re different, and I’m glad of it. I want to know you’re being honest with me.” 
 
    He opened his mouth, then shut it, completely at a loss how to respond. He hadn’t claimed honesty. He’d only said he wasn’t pretending to be someone else.  
 
    He was, in fact, deceiving Jane about many things. He’d lied to her not two minutes ago about seeing a lizard. He just happened to be lying to her as himself, as opposed to, say, a lost Scotsman with a bad leg. Or a glib and practiced potential suitor.  
 
    Somehow, he didn’t think she’d appreciate the clarification. 
 
    “Honesty is always the best policy,” he muttered, and quickly pointed to the next sizable plant he saw. “Tell me about that one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane didn’t remember getting on the train.  
 
    It had been dark when Mrs. Beechum roused her in the nursery. The new governess had washed, dressed, and fed her in near silence, then ushered her into the carriage just as the night air began to glow with the cool light of earliest dawn. 
 
    She must have fallen asleep then, because the next thing Jane knew, it was daylight, and she was on her way to the coast. 
 
    The sea air will be good for you. It will make you better. 
 
    Her father’s voice echoed in her head to the rhythm of the locomotive. 
 
    Make you better. Make you better. Make you better. 
 
    She didn’t need to get better. There was nothing wrong with her. Other people needed to speak clearly, that was all. And stop lying about her. 
 
    But she’d not argued against the chance to go to the seaside. She’d always wanted to see the ocean. She hoped it would be warmer there. And she hoped Mrs. Beechum would make for better company than her predecessor. But she doubted it. The lady had a sour, pinched-face look about her that didn’t bode well for the future. 
 
    “Almond bear,” Mrs. Beechum said, and Jane ignored her. 
 
    Almond bear. She’d not been around a week and already the woman was talking nonsense. 
 
    Jane huddled in the corner and kept her gaze trained out the window. There was so much to see—towns and villages, fields, forest, castle ruins, and thriving farms. It was fascinating, and it might have been quite enjoyable if the carriage had not been so damp and drafty. The cold crept under the hem of her skirts and seeped through the wool of her cloak.  
 
    Had it been this cold when they’d boarded? Had it been this cold ten minutes ago? She couldn’t remember.  
 
    A sudden, biting wind whipped through the compartment, bringing with it a chilling mist.  
 
    Gasping, Jane turned her head to discover Mrs. Beechum standing in front of the open carriage door. Behind her, the wooded countryside, blurred by a downpour of biblical proportions, raced past. 
 
    “Here we are,” the older woman announced. 
 
    “What are you doing? That isn’t safe. Why is it only raining on that side of the train?” 
 
    “That’s your side. You’ve arrived.” Mrs. Beechum’s voice was eerily cheerful. She made a jaunty sweeping gesture toward the door. “Off you go, then.” 
 
    “But it’s not time. We’re not there yet.No—” Jane reared back when Mrs. Beechum reached for her, but she was no match for the grown woman.  
 
    “Come now, Miss Ballenger, up with you. Don’t make a fuss. There we are.” 
 
    “Wait!” Jane dug in heels, and groped wildly for any solid object that would safely anchor her to the carriage interior, but to her horror, her fingers passed through everything she touched. “What’s happening? Stop!” 
 
    “It is time for you to disembark.” 
 
    “But we’re still moving! We’re not there!” 
 
    “Bend your knees and cover your head,” Mrs. Beechum advised reasonably as she propelled Jane the last few inches toward the door. 
 
    “Mrs. Beechum, stop it!” 
 
    “And hold your nose.” 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    “It will all be over before you know it.” 
 
    “No! I don’t want to go—” 
 
    “Irrelevant. You’re an idiot.” 
 
    And with that, Mrs. Beechum hurled Jane off the train. 
 
    She didn’t hit the ground and tumble. She hit water. A vast, freezing ocean of it that crashed over her in a wave so cold it burned the skin and ripped a choked scream from her throat.  
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel barely caught Jane before she tumbled headfirst off the horse.  
 
    It all happened so suddenly. Having exhausted her knowledge of the local woodlands, she’d grown silent, then fallen asleep. He’d been enjoying the soft weight of her against his back, and the feel of her head resting against his shoulder. The rain had started soon after, a drizzle so thin and fine it was but one step removed from a heavy fog. Cold, misty beads clung to his clothes and glittered in the horse’s mane like winter frost. 
 
    And then Jane had shouted something incoherent and lurched to the left. 
 
    He barely managed to turn and grab her at the last second. Pulling them both to the ground in a controlled descent, he twisted as they fell, shielding her from the impact.  
 
    The moment they hit the forest floor, Jane reared up and tried to scramble away. She was half-awake, frantic and clumsy. Her knee jabbed into his thigh. An elbow dug into his ribs. When her other knee threatened to make a eunuch of him, he caught her gently by the shoulders and wrestled them both into a sitting position.  
 
    “Jane, be still. Jane.”  
 
    “Don’t!” She shoved at him wildly and without any evident aim. One hand caught him on the shoulder while the other connected with his face, glancing off the corner of his mouth. It wasn’t a direct hit, but it was unexpected and had a fair amount of force behind it.  
 
    “Jane, stop. Stop. Darling—” He reached for her wrists before she could deliver another blow, but she’d already snatched her hands back. They were curled into fists and held tight against her chest as if she’d been burned. 
 
    Her eyes were wide open now, and staring at him in silent horror. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he soothed. “You’re all right. It’s only me.” 
 
    Her gaze jumped to her hands, to the woods, to the horse as she tried to find her bearings. “It was a dream.” 
 
    “Yes. Just a dream. Can you look at me?” Slowly, carefully, he lifted a hand and lightly brushed the underside of her jaw, urging her face toward him. “Jane, here. Look at me.” 
 
    Her eyes tracked to his face, fixed on his lip. “I hurt you.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” Or barely, he amended. It couldn’t be more than a scratch.  
 
    “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    He touched a fingertip to the corner of his mouth and, sure enough, felt the unmistakable warmth of blood mixed with the thin, cool rainwater. “It’s nothing, sweetheart.” 
 
     “I hit you.” She hunched her shoulders and pulled her hands in even closer. He couldn’t tell if it was out of shame for striking him, or an irrational fear that she might do it again, but he rather thought it might be a bit of both. 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to say something flippant, something that would minimize the harm she’d done. Humor was almost always effective in draining the tension out of a situation and putting a person at ease. 
 
    But he bit those first words back. She had lashed out in fear. Something in her dreams had terrified her. It might have been a giant, three-headed hedgehog, for all he knew. Nightmares didn’t have to have a reason or make sense. But it was reasonable to suspect that a woman swept up into a dangerous situation over which she had very little control might feel cut adrift and powerless. Making light of her struggles, even those in a dream, would only serve to cut away at her confidence. Belittling her strength wasn’t going to make her feel better. 
 
    He touched her upper arm, brushing his fingers over the firm muscle beneath. “You’ve considerable strength.” 
 
    “I help Mr. Harmon keep the trails at Twillins clear.” Her voice was choppy and dazed. “He showed me how to use the axe.” 
 
    Taking one of her hands in his, he ran a thumb over the soft skin of her palm. “No calluses.” 
 
    “I don’t do it often. Mrs. Harmon doesn’t like it. And I wear gloves.” 
 
    He wished he could see her face, but she bent her head to stare at their joined hands, and for a long time said nothing. Still, he could see she was struggling. Her hand shook in his, and her shoulders rose and fell in a quick, uneven rhythm, as if she were trying to catch up with her own breath. The sound tore at him. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    He swallowed both an oath and the immediate urge to dismiss her apology. “You don’t have to be sorry. But I’ll accept your apology if you need me to.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked up at the sound of his voice, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Will you tell me about your dream?” he tried. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Not a giant hedgehog then. Not a random, meaningless nightmare. People were ever ready to share the details of those sorts of dreams, even the frightening ones. The personal dreams, the ones that stemmed from things like desire, fears, or bad memories—those were the ones people kept private. 
 
    “Was it Kray and his men?” he ventured. If it was, they would pay for it.  
 
    She shook her head mutely. 
 
    “You might feel better if you talked about it.” Or so he’d heard. He’d never tried it himself, and he’d never been even marginally interested in offering the opportunity to someone else. But if it would take the stricken look from Jane’s eyes… 
 
    Shaking her head again, she pulled her hand from his and made to rise. Gabriel got to his feet first and helped her up, but when she tried to head straight for the horse, he stayed her with a gentle grip on her arm. 
 
    “Take a moment more.” 
 
    “I’m all right.” She dragged in a long, deep breath and let it out on a shuttering exhale. “I’m fine,” she said, sounding stronger. “It was only a dream.” 
 
    “Only a dream,” he agreed, relieved to hear her sounding more like herself. 
 
    She gripped her fingers at her midriff and, for a few moments, looked everywhere but at him. Finally, she huffed out one more breath and let her shoulders sag. “This is very embarrassing.” 
 
    Gabriel’s lips twitched at the hint of disgruntlement in her tone. His own muscles relaxed.  
 
    “This?” He settled a hand at the small of her back and led her to the horse, stopping to retrieve her hat along the way. “No, love. Embarrassing is when a classmate filches a boy’s clothes while he’s in the bath, leaving him no choice but to make a mad, naked dash down the hall in front of several gawking maids. Pretty ones too, as memory serves.”  
 
    “Good heavens.” She made a small, airy sound of amusement. “Didn’t you have a towel?” 
 
    “Oh, I hadall the towels. Fortunately for Samuel, the hall was short and his legs are long.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “Youdidn’t.” 
 
    “I did,” he assured her and took immeasurable pleasure in seeing her lips curve up briefly. 
 
    “I thought you were friends.” 
 
    “The very best. Up you go.” 
 
    He lifted her into the saddle first, then swung up behind her. Despite his many, many fantasies featuring just such an arrangement, Gabriel preferred to ride in front. He found it easier to control the horse. But he wasn’t quite ready to let Jane go. 
 
    He slipped an arm around her waist and settled her back against his chest. Her shoulders rested comfortably between his arms, and her curls brushed softly against his jaw.  
 
   
  
 

 “I don’t like the cold,” she said suddenly. “That’s what the dream was about. It was raining and I was cold.” 
 
    Gabriel gently tightened his hold but said nothing as he urged the horse forward. 
 
    There was an art to passing off a half-truth. The key was to resist the urge to over-emphasize one’s conviction to obscure the underlying guilt.  
 
    There was far too much conviction in Jane’s voice. It was true she didn’t like the cold. But that wasn’t all she’d been dreaming about. 
 
    Taken on its own, however, the comment was intriguing. “You don’t like the cold?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “You live in the north of England.”  
 
    She leaned a little to look back and offer a small smile. “Fortunately, God created coal and the hot toddy. So it all works out in the end.” 
 
    “So it does,” he agreed.  
 
    When she looked away again, he grinned over her head. No amount of coin could tempt Jane Ballenger to take permanent leave of Twillins Cottage. That’s what she’d said. But the marvelous and terrible thing about temptation was that there were as many varieties available in the world as there were people available to succumb to them. 
 
    For reasons Gabriel chose not to ponder too closely at present, he liked knowing that there were aspects of Jane’s life at Twillins that she found less than ideal. He very much liked the idea that there might be at least one variety of temptation in existence capable of persuading Jane Ballenger to walk away from her little cottage. Permanently. 
 
    He ruminated on the possibilities as the drizzle slowed, turned to mist, then disappeared altogether—much to his frustration. In his opinion, if it was going to rain, it might as well rain properly. He wanted a nice, long soaking that washed away the grime that came with travel. Instead, he’d gone from feeling dirty, to feeling dirty and slightly damp.  
 
    When the sun came out again an hour later, he was back to just being dirty. 
 
    Jane’s cheerful mood of earlier dried up even faster and more thoroughly than the rain. Initially, he assumed she was dwelling on the dream. But she kept tipping her head back to look at his lip, a frown marring her pretty face. 
 
    It wasn’t the dream that bothered her, he realized, and the next time she glanced at him, he gave her a smile. “Have I told you about the time Samuel broke Renderwell’s nose?” 
 
    “What?” She blinked, and leaned back awkwardly for a better look at him. “No. He didn’t do it on purpose, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Yes and no. He’d been shot. He’s been shot an absurd number of times, actually—” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. The papers called him something… I can’t recall…” 
 
    “Thief Taker Almighty.” 
 
    She shifted and fidgeted, clearly seeking a more comfortable position from which to face him. Her bottom brushed against his groin and every muscle in his body tensed. “Yes, that’s it. I remember—” 
 
    He caught her hip and tried to still her. “Don’t wiggle, Jane.”  
 
     “But I can’t”—she scooted, squirmed, and nudged—“see you.” 
 
    He swallowed a pained laugh as every erotic daydream he’d indulged in earlier sprang to the forefront of his mind, all of them demanding his immediate attention. “Jane. Sweetheart. Be still.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Here.” He hooked a hand under her thigh and urged her to move her leg over the horse, seating her side-saddle. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    He wasn’t quite so certain. For all intents and purposes, she was sitting on his lap. But at least she was sittingstill. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” she prompted. “With Samuel.” 
 
    “Right.” He cleared his throat and did his best to ignore the soft, tempting weight of her. “He took the shot in the middle of the thigh. It missed the bone, but failed to pass through.” 
 
    “Oh, dear.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Nasty business, digging out a bullet. Most men need to be held down for the procedure, but Samuel tolerated it remarkably well. Nevertheless, Renderwell and I sat by him in case restraint became necessary. At one point, the physician dug a little too hard, or in just the wrong spot. In either event, it was more than Samuel could stomach. He swung out instinctively. As Renderwell happened to be sitting closest to him at the time, he received the full impact of Samuel’s displeasure. Samuel caught him right on the nose.” He smiled a little at the memory. “God, what a mess.” 
 
    “He must have been very angry.” 
 
    “I think it was more that he was in an ungodly amount of pain.” 
 
    “No, I meant Lord Renderwell. He must have been furious with Sir Samuel.” 
 
    “I know what you meant. Of course he wasn’t angry.” 
 
    “But how could he not be?” 
 
    “Because Samuel is his friend, and he was in pain.” He couldn’t stop the grin that came as he recalled the details of that moment. “And then they both were.” 
 
    “That amuses you?” 
 
    “Immensely,” he said with feeling. “It was a toss-up who shed more blood that day. Taking a hit from Samuel is akin to sticking one’s face in front of a moving locomotive.” 
 
    “Has he hityou?” 
 
    “Not since we were lads.” He thought about that. “Well, not in the face. And not as hard as he could have—” 
 
    “Good Lord, what sort of friends do you have?” 
 
    “The sort who make allowances for extenuating circumstances, then forgive and forget. The good sort.” 
 
    “What were the extenuating circumstances when Sir Samuel hit you?” she asked, her voice rife with skepticism. 
 
    “The idiocy of youth, and too much drink.” 
 
    She made a face at that. “Drunkenness is no excuse for losing control of oneself.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the youth part. That’s a reasonable excuse for nearly everything.”  
 
    “Is it? Everything?”  
 
    No, not everything. “Nearly,” he repeated. “It certainly excuses the drunkenness which led to the idiocy of two youths taking swings at each other over a particular young lady who, as it turned out, didn’t fancy either of them.” 
 
    She winced in sympathy. “I’m sorry. Were you very heartbroken?” 
 
    “Inconsolable for a day or two,” he assured her and laughed at her disgusted expression. “We’re off point. As long as there is no lasting harm done, why shouldn’t friends overlook some transgressions?” 
 
    “Because behavior has consequences,” she explained patiently. “Or it should. If you allow your friends to strike you without—” 
 
    “It’s not about allowing, Jane. I’m not their father. I’m their friend. It’s about understanding and forgiveness.” 
 
    She was quiet a long moment. And then, without warning, she reached up and gently touched the tip of one small finger to his sore lip. “Are you trying to make me feel better about this?” 
 
    His mouth tingled at the spot. “Yes. Is it working?” 
 
    “Perhaps a little. Are we friends, Gabriel?” 
 
    She looked somber again. That wouldn’t do. Hoping to tease her back into smiling, he asked, “Would you forgive me if, while having a bullet dug out of my leg, I accidentally swung at you?” 
 
    “I… Well…” She lowered her hand. “How hard?” 
 
    He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “I wasn’t in earnest—”  
 
    “You could hit me hard enough to do lasting harm, I should think. What if I lost teeth?” 
 
    “Goodness.” What had been a ridiculous question only a moment ago was now a perfectly disturbing image in his head. “I would never hit you, Jane, not under those or any other circumstances.”  
 
    “Do you have better self-control than Samuel?” 
 
    “Samuel would have found the control he needed if Renderwell had been a woman. The question was meant to make you laugh. I didn’t think you’d take it seriously.” 
 
    “But I asked you if we were friends, and that was your response.” She tipped her head at him, a furrow across her brow. “Did you think my question was meant to be funny?” 
 
    “No, I just…” He’d just wanted to make her smile. He stifled a sigh. “Very well. No, you would not lose teeth.” 
 
    “Then, yes, I would forgive you.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’d forgive you for it as well. So there you are.” 
 
    “That makes us friends?”  
 
    “It’s as good a yardstick as any. Unless you’d care to get drunk and fight over a woman?” 
 
    “No, thank you. Do you know,” she began thoughtfully, “I believe I would forgive you even if you did knock out a tooth.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice to know one of us would.”  
 
    “You are helping me, after all.” 
 
    “The cost of that help is not one or more of your molars. Besides, I told you, it’s not help exactly. It’s—” 
 
    “Responsibility, yes,” she said dismissively and then grew quiet again for a long time. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Jane?” 
 
    “What you said about youth being an excuse for everything.” Her amber eyes settled on his, searching. “Are you really not ashamed of anything you did as a child?” 
 
    “I…” He hadn’t said that. He would never say that. He’d said only that a good friend would forgive a mistake that caused no lasting harm. “On the contrary, I am soundly embarrassed by any number of things I did in my childhood.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, as if they had both agreed on something very important. Only he wasn’t entirely sure what that might be.  
 
    “So am I,” she whispered. 
 
    There was a wealth of sadness and regret in those three words. He wondered if she realized it, if she knew how much of herself she’d given away.  
 
    And he wondered what a young Jane could possibly have done to earn the censure of her adult self. 
 
    If he pressed, he could have the answers. He had years of experience interrogating people. He knew how to draw information out of uncooperative suspects and unwilling witnesses alike. 
 
    Instead, and to his own surprise, he brushed a kiss over her hair and said nothing. 
 
    She would tell him when she was ready. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Jane wished there were something she could say to Gabriel besides, “Sorry.” It seemed completely insufficient for what she had done. 
 
    She didn’t want to look at him. And yet she couldn’t seem to stop herself, and every time she saw his reddened lip, she felt utterly ashamed. 
 
    Not that he seemed to mind the injury. She supposed it was a relatively minor wound for him. But it was significant to her. 
 
    She hadn’t hit a person in years. She hadn’t lost control of herself since she’d been a child, when the frustration of always being wrong, constantly being misunderstood, would build and build until it finally tripped over the line into anger. The smallest thing would set her off—a single insult, a challenging lesson, a snappish tone. There was a reason she’d had so many governesses over the years, and why many of them had been perfectly happy to lock her in the nursery after dinner and leave her alone. No one liked to care for a child who not only failed at her lessons but also routinely left bruises. 
 
    It could be argued that some of them had more than deserved her temper. A few of them had been nothing short of completely vile human beings. But the shameful behavior of others did not excuse her own. She was better than that. She had been better for a long time. She never wanted to go back to the frightened, furious little girl she’d been. 
 
    Not even in her dreams. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    As the day wore on, they stopped to rest periodically, but only once did Gabriel leave to visit a small farm, and that was for a fresh horse, not to leave a trail for Kray’s men. 
 
    “We’re too far from our original starting point to leave any sort of trail for those men,” he explained as they made their way back into the woods. “We need to be seen in a town. And soon.” 
 
    “Well, there must be one nearby. What did the people at the farm tell you?” 
 
    “That the nearest village by road is six miles in the wrong direction.” He shrugged at her grimace. “We’ll find something.”  
 
    Two hours later, Gabriel was rethinking his decision not to head in the wrong direction. They were finding nothing.  
 
    The forest had grown steadily denser, until it became nearly impossible to see past the next stand of trees, let alone rooftops or even chimney smoke in the distance. 
 
    Behind him, Jane shifted for a better look over his shoulder. “We could be quite near a town and never know it.” 
 
    He brought the horse to a stop, dismounted, and helped Jane do the same. “We need higher ground or an open view. Wait here a moment.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I won’t be gone long. Walk about. Stretch your legs. But don’t go far,” he tossed over his shoulder as he strode away. “Stay where I can find you.” 
 
    He pushed a little farther into the woods, where the trees looked to be thinning out a bit. As he’d hoped, they soon opened into a small clearing. Unfortunately, it offered no better view of the horizon. But it did have something Gabriel had been dreaming about for the past twelve hours—water. Fresh water in the form of a small, clean pond that looked deep and felt invitingly cool to the touch. 
 
    He ached to strip down on the spot, dive in, and soak himself until every last speck of dust and grime floated away. He needed to be clean again, so much so that it was starting to become a distraction. Old memories were popping into his mind unannounced and with increasing frequency. For now, he could still push them away or ignore them, but the dirtier he became, the harder that was going to be. The memories would stay, and nag, and remind him of that day he’d stood in his grandparents’ parlor, covered in filth from head to toe, and told Mr. and Mrs. Arkwright one dirty lie right after another.  
 
    Just to save his own skin. 
 
    “We were traveling. Mother wanted to travel while the captain was at sea, and then—” 
 
    “For three years? Without telling anyone? And all alone?! Your mother ran off with you…all by herself?” 
 
    No, there had been a man. A big man with a grand smile, booming laugh, and eyes the exact same shape and shade as Gabriel’s. 
 
    That man had taught him how to dance, how to shoot a rifle, how to play with other children. He’d shown Gabriel the value of kindness, affection, and courage. He’d shown him how to carve out a bit of joy from every day, and how to fit love into every second of it. 
 
    “Gabriel?” 
 
    That man had been the most admirable human being Gabriel had ever known. He’d been the greatest father a boy could have possibly hoped for. And he had loved his son unconditionally, without a moment’s restraint or reserve. 
 
    But that incredible man had not been his mother’s husband, the illustrious Captain Arkwright.   
 
    And that man was dead. He couldn’t help his son now. 
 
    “Gabriel, you must answer your grandmother—” 
 
    “Yes. By herself. We were alone.” 
 
    Suddenly, the dirt and grime accumulated over months of living in the cheapest boarding houses, as well as weeks spent on the road, seemed to seep into his skin and sink down into his blood. He imagined his insides turning dark and thick as mud. 
 
    He was a filthy liar. A black-hearted coward. He’d never deserved his father. Nor the Arkwrights. Not even the captain. He wasn’t fit to… 
 
    “Stop it.” Next to the pond, Gabriel said the words aloud.  
 
    He wasn’t in the habit of talking to himself, but he didn’t want to remember that day. Reliving it served no purpose. The chance for him to do the right thing had come and gone, and he had squandered it. There was no getting that opportunity back again, no way for him to undo the damage his lies had caused. So what was the point of dwelling on it? It was far better forgotten, or at least tucked far, far away in the back of his mind where he didn’t have to think about it, or the guilt, or the perpetual fear that someday, somehow, someone was going to discover the truth.  
 
    Shaking off both memory and fear, he indulged himself with a quick wash of his face, neck, and arms.  
 
    Then he pulled out the folded sheets of paper in his pocket and stared at the contents.  
 
    With Jane at his side, he’d had little chance to study Edgar Ballenger’s list of informants. But the few times he’d managed to sneak away and look it over, he’d been struck by the feeling that there was something off about it. Something that niggled at him, but which he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    That particular puzzle, however, would have to wait until Jane and the Harmons were out of danger. 
 
    He refolded the papers, tucked them back in his pocket, and headed back to Jane. 
 
     “You see?” He called out as he neared the spot where he’d left her. “Wasn’t gone but a—” He came to an abrupt stop. She wasn’t there. “ Jane?” 
 
    Slowly, he turned in a circle, eyes scanning the woods. “Jane?” She couldn’t be far. He’d told her to stay close. “Jane!” 
 
    “Up here!” 
 
    Gabriel’s gaze shot up at the sound of Jane’s disembodied voice, coming from far over his head. When he found her, he took two full steps back. “Goodness.” She was halfway up an enormous tree. “What the devil are you doing?” 
 
    “What? Oh! Isn’t it obvious?” She glanced up at the higher branches, then back down at him again. “I’m climbing a tree.” 
 
    “Yes, very helpful, thank you. Come down. You’ll break your neck.” 
 
    “I told you…” She swung a leg over the next branch and hauled herself up. “I’m not clumsy.” 
 
    She was agile as a cat from the looks of it. He watched her as she clambered from one branch to the next with the speed and skill of an acrobat. “That’s high enough. There’s no need—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said that’s high enough!” 
 
    She shook her head at him and reached for the next branch. “Stop talking. I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “Jane—” 
 
    “Hush!” 
 
    Hush?Surprise warred with amusement. He was a Thief Taker. A national hero. A knight. One did nothush a Thief Taker. 
 
    Only one could, evidently, because Gabriel kept his mouth firmly shut for the next ten minutes while Jane made her way up the tree. Oddly enough, the higher she climbed, the more his concern for her abated. She was uncommonly skilled. She reached for branch after branch, never faltering, never hesitating. Until, at last, the tree began to significantly narrow, and she halted her progress. 
 
    “There!” She called out and pointed northeast. “Rooftops. A village. I think. Could be a large estate.” 
 
    “Good. Excellent. Come down now, please.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but she did begin the laborious journey back down. 
 
    At last, she reached the bottommost branch which, for the life of him, Gabriel couldn’t imagine how she’d manage to climb atop in the first place. It was a good six feet off the ground. 
 
    “Did you pull yourself up there?” he asked once she’d safely settled herself on the branch. Her feet dangled in front of him. He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out and catching one small boot. 
 
    “Yes, a bit.” 
 
    “A bit?”  
 
    “I pulled up with my arms and climbed the trunk with my feet. Haven’t you ever climbed a tree?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” Not that long ago, in fact, but for very different reasons. He’d needed to shoot a man through a set of balcony doors. “But I’m a head taller than you, and quite a bit stronger.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we climb trees differently. It’s easier to jump down this last part rather than climb,” she added, motioning him aside. “If you would, please?” 
 
    Relinquishing her foot, he backed up a few feet, then immediately stepped forward again when she dropped from the branch. He hadn’t meant to do it. There was no good reason he should have reached for her. She was perfectly capable of managing the short jump on her own. But he’d caught her around the waist anyway, simply out of reflex. 
 
    And when she gripped his shoulders and leaned back to look up at him, he decided he wasn’t the least bit sorry he’d done it.  
 
    She looked positively exhilarated. She’d lost her hat, and her hair had gone quite fuzzy again. There were two leaves and a twig stuck to the left side of her head. Dirt and bark clung to her ill-fitting clothing. Her amber eyes were bright with laughter. Her cheeks were flushed from the exercise, and her full mouth was spread wide in a joyful smile. 
 
    She was a terrific mess. And absolutely, stunningly beautiful. 
 
    “Enjoyed that, did you?” he murmured. 
 
    “Very,very much. I’ve not done that in weeks.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t know it to watch…Weeks?”  
 
    “It can’t be done in skirts. Not safely. And I can’t go about climbing trees every day. Mrs. Harmon would be appalled.” 
 
    “You make a regular habit of climbing trees?” he asked, undecided if he was more charmed or unnerved by the idea. 
 
    “I try to. But again…skirts and Mrs. Harmon.” She tilted her head at him. “Have I shocked you?” 
 
    “In the best possible way.” 
 
    She smiled that wide, joyful grin again. And he decided he was charmed. Most definitely charmed. 
 
    At present, he was also decidedly self-conscious, all too aware of where his arms were, of her form pressing against his own. He was holding very, very still, unwilling to break the spell. Also, he had the vague and admittedly suspect notion that if he didn’t move, if he didn’tdo anything, then it didn’t count as seduction, which, by its very nature, took some effort.  
 
    Jane stiffened a little, and her gaze jumped to where her hands were gripping the lapels of his coat. Her smile faltered, turning uncertain. Slowly, and to his considerable regret, she released her hold on him and stepped out of his arms. “You… Um… You saw where I pointed, did you? To the village?” 
 
    “I did. How far, do you think?” 
 
    “Oh,  perhaps a mile or two?” She sounded more hopeful than certain. “I’m not a good judge of distance, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Did it occur to you that I might have already seen the village?” 
 
    “Did it occur to you to tell me you were going to look for one?” she returned. “I assumed you did, but these woods are so thick. I figured there was a fair chance you wouldn’t succeed. Was I right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Am I to wait behind again?” she inquired, glancing in the general direction of the town. 
 
    He shook his head. “We need to be seen together again. Which means…” He fetched the satchel from the saddle and handed it to her. “You need to change back into your gown.” 
 
    She smiled as she pulled out her own clothes. “Did you fold these?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s a fair amount of brush over there.” He pointed to a spot behind her. “Off with you.” 
 
    She gave him a skeptical look before turning away. She’d taken no more than a handful of steps before she turned round again. “Gabriel? When I made you promise not to use seduction…” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. “Yes?” 
 
    A thoughtful furrow appeared across her brow. “There can be romance without seduction. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes.” There certainly could be, and had he been standing alone with another woman at another time, he might have thought,but why bother?—all the while quietly planning his retreat. But not with Jane. For quite possibly the first time in his life, Gabriel found the idea of romancing a woman simply for the sake of romance enormously appealing. 
 
    “Well,” Jane said, then cleared her throat nervously. “I’m glad we agree.” 
 
    And with that, she promptly turned on her heel and hurried off to disappear behind the brush. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane managed to put her corset back on without assistance, but she had no choice but to ask Gabriel for help with the buttons on her gown.  
 
    He made very quick work of it. She barely had time to register the sensation of his fingers moving against her back before he’d finished and stepped away. 
 
    Pity, that. He had lovely hands. She’d not really paid much attention to them before. When he’d kissed her, she’d been overwhelmed by the feel of his arms, the sensation of his mouth moving over hers. When he’d helped with her buttons before, she’d been overwhelmed by just the nearness of him, and the mere idea that a gentleman was helping her dress. Seated in the saddle with him, she’d been keenly aware of his muscled physique. 
 
    But when she’d jumped from the tree and he’d reached for her… 
 
    She’d taken proper notice of his hands then. The gentle strength of them as he’d pulled her close. Their warmth pressing against her back. He’d brushed his thumb against her hip. Twice. She was certain he’d not been aware of it at the time. Every other part of him had been still and— 
 
    “Here,” Gabriel said suddenly, pulling her from her musings. “I have something for you.”  
 
    He reached into a saddle bag and, to her shock, pulled out a small, slightly squashed straw bonnet trimmed with green ribbons.  
 
    She took it from him with a baffled laugh. “Where on earth did you acquire a bonnet?”  
 
    “From that last farm I visited.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “The usual way. I bought it.” 
 
    “They didn’t think it odd, your asking to buy a bonnet?” 
 
    “I imagine they did. But for the price I was offering, they were willing to suffer the pain of unsatisfied curiosity. Here…” He took the bonnet back and set it on her head. Then he tugged it forward over her brow. 
 
    “It’s not supposed to sit like that.” 
 
    “It is if you’re trying to hide your face,” he replied and adjusted the bonnet to his liking. 
 
    “I thought we were trying to be seen.” 
 
    “Yes, but not seem as if we’retrying to be seen.” 
 
    “You had me try at the station. Waving at poor George. Obliterating my good name.”  
 
    “I said I’d fix that. As for why you’re not trying today… Naturally, after your spot of foolery at the station, we had a discussion,” he explained. “It was very heated. I was quite stern.” He gave the bonnet ribbon a gentle tug. “Now you know better.” 
 
    “Are such details really necessary?” 
 
    “They are. If you continue to act recklessly, Kray will wonder why I choose to travel with you. He’ll grow suspicious.” 
 
    “You put quite a lot of thought into this sort of thing, don’t you?” 
 
    “No point in doing something half measure.” 
 
    “Even lying?” 
 
    “Especially lying.” He finished tying the ribbons at her chin, then stepped back to study his work. “There now, you look a very suspicious character.” 
 
    “Ifeel suspicious. Conspicuously so.” 
 
    He gave her an odd look. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I said…” Oh, dear. Whathad she said? Had she jumbled something? Suspicious? Conspicuously? It had to be conspicuously. There were too many cursed syllables. And now that she thought about it, it was possible she’d actually said consistently. “I just meant that I feel silly.”  
 
    He nodded in understanding, but said, “It’s better than afraid.” 
 
    She was more than a little of that as well. And her uneasiness only grew as they neared the village. It was, Jane discovered as they reached the edge of town, somewhat larger than it had appeared from her distant treetop. But it was still smaller than Ardbaile, with only a few short rows of shops and a small rail station. One could stand on the edge of town, look down the street, and see the other edge.  
 
    Their presence drew very little attention. Jane assumed that was the result of the railway. Even small towns had grown accustomed to visiting strangers.  
 
    Gabriel, however, seemed determined not to go unnoticed. Jane accompanied him into several shops where he spoke just a hair too loudly and engaged in odd, uncomfortable exchanges with the shopkeepers—including one in which he offered to trade his watch for goods, only to change his mind at the last second and walk out of the store empty-handed. 
 
    “Did you show him the watch because Mr. Kray has seen it?” Jane asked as they strolled down the street. 
 
    “I did. It’s a detail the shopkeeper will remember and pass along if anyone should ask.” 
 
    “Half the shopkeepers here will remember you, and not all of them fondly. You’re not really thinking of selling your father’s watch, are you?” 
 
    “It’s not the Captain’s watch. He gave his favorite watch to a cousin. This one was a gift from one of my first clients.” 
 
    “Why did Mr. Kray assume it belonged to your father?” 
 
    “No idea. Old gossip, maybe. There used to be all sorts of rubbish printed in the papers about the Thief Takers. Any enterprising soul with a gift for storytelling could sell a bit of fiction to some of the less discerning papers. I can’t tell you how many times it was reported that I’d secretly wed someone. Three times in one week alone. I stopped paying attention after that.” He gave a careless shrug. “However Kray came by the misinformation, I saw no reason not to use it to my advantage.” They reached the telegraph office, and he glanced inside. “I need you to wait out here.” 
 
    “I’d rather go with you.” 
 
    His brows winged up. “And have you overhear the message I send to my man in London?” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” she asked with a combination of disappointment and bemusement. Who on earth was she going to tell? 
 
    “I was jesting, Jane. It’s not something Kray would expect me to do, that’s all.” 
 
    “Oh.” Because she was the chastised fool to his brilliant strategist, she remembered glumly. “Right.” 
 
    “Aunt May will arrive in York on Tuesday.” 
 
    “Beg your pardon?”  
 
    “That’s the message I’ll be sending to Renderwell’s townhouse—Aunt May will arrive in York on Tuesday. If the men searching by train haven’t already bribed someone in the office to keep an eye out for us, the men tracking us by horse certainly will.” 
 
    “What if the men in the office can’t be bribed?” 
 
    “The message will still almost certainly be intercepted in London. Whatever the case, Kray will learn we’ve been here.” 
 
    “And assume we’re traveling to York?” Uncertain she’d heard any part of his comment completely, she was relieved when he nodded in response. Still, she decided not to venture a guess about Aunt May. “Won’t Lord Renderwell be confused to receive such a telegram?” 
 
    “No. It’s a coded message. He’ll know what it means.” He stepped away to leave, then abruptly turned back again. “It means I want a rendezvous with him. I thought you might want to know.” 
 
    “I did. Thank you.” She’d been on the verge of asking him to explain the details of his plans yet again. But he’d beaten her to it. It might have taken him a moment, but he remembered. He was trying, she thought. Because she’d asked it of him. That counted for something. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he replied, his lips curving slightly at the corners. He scanned the nearest alleyway, then nodded in apparent satisfaction. “Kray’s men are well ahead of us and far behind us. You’ll be safe enough waiting here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Jane watched him leave, then sidled down the sidewalk to make room for a small group of chattering young women. 
 
    The villagers who strolled past ignored her, by and large. A few cast curious glances in her direction, but Jane could only assume it was because she was a woman in an odd hat standing alone outside the telegraph office, and looking distinctly uncomfortable about it. 
 
    It was a foreign experience, being amongst people who were completely indifferent to her presence. 
 
    She was nobody here. Absolutely nobody. She had no history with this town or its people. As far as those who walked by were concerned, she didn’t have so much as a name. It was strange to think about, but also rather liberating. She felt neither the need to hide away, nor the pressure to greet and speak with anyone. She could just stand there and watch, an anonymous observer.  
 
    A young lady strolled by with a small child in hand. Jane couldn’t stop herself from smiling at the little girl dressed in pale blue ruffles and matching hair ribbons. 
 
    The little girl caught her eye, slowed her steps, and smiled back, showcasing a wide smile with several missing teeth. Her mother followed her gaze, and Jane tensed, anticipating a look of censure or mistrust, but the lady merely smiled in a vague but polite sort of way and gave the little girl’s hand a gentle tug to get her moving again. 
 
    “Stay where you are, Miss Ballenger.” The gravelly, unfamiliar voice was loud in her ear, every word clear as day. “Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    Jane went absolutely still as she felt the unmistakable prick of a knife in her back.  
 
    Her heart jumped in her chest, and for a moment her thoughts scattered. Where had he come from? Out of a shop? She’d not seen him approaching. Was he alone? Were there others?  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the child and mother moving out of sight.  
 
    She opened her mouth to call for help, then sucked in an involuntary breath when the knife dug a little deeper.  
 
     “If you scream, I’ll plant my blade in your back. Quick and silent. Then I’ll introduce myself to that little girl and her pretty mother. Understood?” 
 
    Jane snapped her mouth shut as her stomach rolled. She managed one shaky nod. 
 
    “Good. Now, you and me, we’re going to take a little walk. Go to your left.”  
 
    He nudged her shoulder with his free hand, but Jane resisted.  
 
    “Move,” he hissed. “And smile. Smile like you know me.Now, Miss Ballenger, or I’ll gut you here on the street and… That’s better. Keep smiling. We’re not going far.” 
 
    Jane’s legs felt leaden as she shuffled away from the telegraph office. Her lips trembled as she forced an unnatural smile directed at absolutely no one. The street was empty for the moment. But there were people in the shops and rooms above. Someone might be watching. If she could just signal to someone without giving herself away, without endangering the little girl. How long would it take for child and mother to move entirely out of harm’s way? How far away did they have to be? 
 
    Without warning, the man grabbed her arm and yanked her into a nearby alleyway. He dragged her the short distance to another path that ran behind the backs of the buildings, then promptly spun her about and shoved her hard against the wall. 
 
    Instinctively, she threw her hands up in defense, and immediately regretted the decision when she felt a solid thump against her hip. 
 
    The gun. She had a gun in her pocket. 
 
    She nearly reached for it, only stopping herself at the last second. She couldn’t try for it now when he was looming over her, pressing the tip of his knife to the center of her chest. He was inches from her face, his long, crooked nose level with hers. If she so much as let her hands dip lower, he’d know. He’d stop her, search her, and take the weapon. Then she’d have nothing. 
 
     “They say you’re mad,” the man mused aloud. When she didn’t reply, he hooked up one wide, bony shoulder. “Then again, they also said you were pretty, and if they were wrong about one…” He trailed off and sneered at her. 
 
    Jane gave a minute shake of her head. Did he expect a retort from her while he pressed a knife to her chest? “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “You know what I want.” 
 
    “I don’t have it. Sir Gabriel took it.” 
 
    “And where might he be?” 
 
    “He left. He left me here.” 
 
    “To go where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Idon’t,” she insisted when he pressed the knife a little harder. 
 
    “Liar. Where is he?” 
 
    “Idon’t know. He said he was going for supplies for the trip to the coast, but he didn’t come back.” The lie came blessedly quick. She could only hope her inexpert delivery of it was masked by her fear. 
 
    “How do you know he’s not coming back? You’ve not been here more than an hour. I would’ve known.” 
 
    “He said twenty minutes. He said he’d be back in twenty minutes, but he didn’t—” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean he’s left for good.” The man glanced over his shoulder then, and for the first time, Jane realized he was sweating profusely. His breath was short and choppy, and his eyes were darting about in the frantic manner of a trapped animal.  
 
    He was afraid. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said suddenly. He pushed away from her and used his knife to gesture down the alleyway. “Walk.” 
 
    She remained where she was. “Walk where?” 
 
    “To the station. We’re going to see Mr. Kray.” 
 
    “But I don’t have it. The list. It’s with—” 
 
    “I don’t give a frigging dang about some list,” he snarled. “And I’m sure not about to tangle with a Thief Taker over it. Kray wants Arkwright, but I suspect you’ll do well enough.” 
 
    “Well enough for what?” 
 
    “Bail. Nowmove.” 
 
    Jane flattened herself against the wall. Under no circumstances was she going anywhere else with the man. Their current spot was hidden from view but not from sound. If she screamed, someone would hear her. If she could get free, it was only a short, hard dash to the main street. If she could just get her hand to her pocket… 
 
    Without warning, the man yanked her away from the wall and gave her a hard shove.  
 
    It seemed to Jane in that moment as if the world both slowed down and sped up in equal measure. She exaggerated her forward stumble, gaining as much distance from him as she could, and used the distraction to reach for her gun. But the weapon had shifted in her pocket. When she reached inside, her fingers closed around the barrel. 
 
    It felt as if an eternity passed before she found the handle, pulled the gun free, and spun around to face her attacker. Mere seconds had elapsed, but that was all the man had needed to close the distance between them.  
 
    He was right in front of her, leaving her no room to maneuver or hide what she was trying to do. She managed to lift the gun up only so far as her hip before he swung out and caught her on the wrist, knocking the weapon from her hand. 
 
    Without thought, she spun round again, intent on bolting for the main street. The mother and child had to be long gone by now.  
 
    But the man caught her by the waist and dragged her backward.  
 
    Jane had never considered herself a fighter, not in a literal sense. But if there was one thing she’d learned in the two years she’d spent at the asylum, it was how toresist. She had resisted every day for months. When they’d come for her, she’d fought back. She had lost every time, but she’d learned from those failures. She’d discovered what worked and what didn’t. Which movements and positions were the most likely to gain her freedom, and which were certain to give her opponent an advantage. 
 
    It had been years since she’d had reason to employ those lessons, but they all came flooding back to her now. Before the man could get his arm around her throat and threaten her breathing, she dropped her chin down to her chest. It was an awkward position, and counter-intuitive to hunch over and expose the back of her neck, but it worked. The man’s forearm pressed against her mouth instead of her vulnerable throat.  
 
    She screamed and bit down on his arm at the same time, ignoring the repugnant taste of dirt and old wool. 
 
    Dimly, she was aware of his cursing in her ear.  
 
    She saw the glint of the knife in the corner of her eye, and she reached out to catch his forearm and shove it away. With her free hand, she lifted her skirts and delivered a hard, scraping kick to the side of his leg. Twice. 
 
    And then she was free of him, tripping forward out of his grasp and turning around to face him at the same time. 
 
    His face was red with fury. He pulled the knife back with the obvious intention of delivering a slashing blow. 
 
    She threw her hands up to shield her face and stumbled back. Her muscles tightened, anticipating the first awful sting of the blade. 
 
    But it never came. Nothing happened.  
 
    Cautiously, Jane lowered her arms to peek out through squinted eyes. What she saw astounded her. He was running away, bolting down the long alleyway behind the main street as if his life depended on it, as if the hounds of torture were nipping at his heels. 
 
    Caught between terrified and dumbstruck, she stared after him.  
 
    “Get behind me.” 
 
    If she’d had the air, she would have yelped at Gabriel’s sudden, sharp command. But her breath was coming too fast, catching loud in her throat. She didn’t manage much more than a startled jerk. 
 
    Gabriel shoved her back and lifted his gun to take aim at the retreating man. 
 
    “You can’t.” Her voice sounded thready to her own ears. “He’s too far away now.” 
 
    One would need a rifle to make a shot at such a distance. 
 
    Gabriel didn’t seem to hear her, and didn’t seem to be in any sort of hurry to pull the trigger. He just stood there, staring down the barrel as if he had all the time in the world. 
 
    “You’ll miss,” she breathed.  
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly. He took a breath in, then slowly let it out. 
 
    “I don’t miss.” 
 
    Jane jumped at the sharp crack that echoed through the alley. 
 
    The man crumpled to the ground with a howl. 
 
    Goodness, he’d hit him. In the leg, from the looks of it.  
 
    She could just make out her own babbling over the ringing in her ears. “Yes, that’s right. You’re the marksman, aren’t you? You’re the marksman in your group. The Thief Takers. I’d forgotten.” 
 
    Gabriel’s gaze raked over her in a quick but thorough inspection. Apparently satisfied, he grabbed her hand and pulled her down the alley toward her attacker. “Take deep breaths, Jane.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” she said. But she did take those deep breaths, and they did help. The ringing quieted to a muted whine, and the trembling began to subside. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” Gabriel ordered as they reached the prone man. 
 
    Jane could see he was still conscious. He was gripping his leg and rolling back and forth on the ground as a string of hissing noises and filth poured out of his mouth. “You rutting mongrel. Son of awhore.”  
 
    Gabriel didn’t react other than to bend down and press the muzzle of the gun against the man’s forehead. Cold as you please. “Where’s Kray gone?” 
 
    “You shot me in the back, you—” 
 
    “Skimmed the side of your calf, actually. My conscience will survive. Tell me where Kray is.” 
 
    The man only groaned and hissed and swore some more. 
 
    “If you won’t talk,” Gabriel said. “Then you’re of no use to me.” 
 
    He cocked the weapon. 
 
    “I tell you…” the man managed through gritted teeth. “You let me go.” 
 
    “You tell me. You live.” 
 
    “I’ll die before I go back. We all would.” 
 
    “Go back where?” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?!” 
 
    Jane started at the intrusion of a new voice. She whirled about and instinctively pressed herself up against the nearest brick wall. The new arrival was a middle-aged man with a rotund belly, balding pate, and a large gun in his hand. 
 
    “Here now,” the newcomer huffed at Gabriel’s back. “Turn about, you.” 
 
    Jane looked to Gabriel and saw him give his captive a private, perfectly terrifying smile. “Lucky man,” he whispered.  
 
    A second later, he was facing the newcomer with the same solicitous and slightly rakish grin he’d offered her on her doorstep the first day they’d met. 
 
    Chameleon, she thought. Always changing. Always someone new. 
 
    “My apologies for the disturbance.” 
 
    The newcomer took in Gabriel’s fine clothes and accent, along with the gun he was holding. “I have to ask you to put that down, sir,” he said in a notably modified tone. “Put it on the ground where I can see it, if you please.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Gabriel crouched and placed the gun by his feet. “I’m going to push it away, out of the reach of my friend, here.” 
 
    “Quite right.” 
 
    Gabriel sent the weapon skittering across the dirt alleyway, and rose just in time to plant a boot on the wounded man’s chest when he tried to roll away. “Don’t make the good man shoot you,” he chided. 
 
    The injured man’s struggles subsided with a pained grunt, and Gabriel returned his attention to the villager. “Again, I apologize for the commotion. I imagine that shot was heard in all four corners of town.” He pointed to his coat pocket. “If I might retrieve my card?” 
 
    A single nod. “Slowly now.” 
 
    “Here you are.” Gabriel retrieved a card and extended it in offering.  
 
    The gunman inched forward, slipped it from Gabriel’s fingers, and jumped back. 
 
    “Sir Gabriel…” The man trailed off, looked up from the card and blinked at Gabriel. “Arkwright,” he finished in a stunned voice. “By the heavens, itis you.” He lowered his weapon and gaped in astonishment. “Sir Gabriel Arkwright.”  
 
    “You have the advantage, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes. Yes. My apologies. Mr. Wallace, sir.” He offered a quick but low bow. “At your service.” 
 
    “Pleasure. Mr. Wallace, would you mind very much if I…?” He jerked his chin toward his gun. 
 
    “Not a bit, sir. Not a bit.” 
 
    “Most kind. Jane, if you would, please?” He nodded toward the gun and tapped his foot against the prone man. “I hate to leave him unattended.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Jane pried herself away from the wall and retrieved the weapon. It felt uncomfortably warm and heavy in her hand. She passed it to Gabriel just as a new voice intruded on the scene.  
 
    “Mr. Wallace?” 
 
    Mr. Wallace glanced behind him as two men came hurrying toward them, brandishing clubs. “It’s all right, Mr. Pentworth. All right, Jim. It’s Sir Gabriel Arkwright.” 
 
    Both men came to a stop and looked at Gabriel. Their jaws dropped in unison. 
 
    “My goodness.” 
 
    “As I live and breathe.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” Yet another voice called out. 
 
    Jane craned her neck for a look around Mr. Wallace. A least a dozen people stood at the end of the alleyway, gathered at the very edge of the building. 
 
    Well, they’d certainly been seen, hadn’t they? 
 
    “It’s Sir Gabriel Arkwright,” one of the new men called back. 
 
    A collective gasp followed, and the whole group surged forward, talking at once. 
 
    “The Sir Gabriel Arkwright?” 
 
    “Is it really?” 
 
    “It is, look at him.” 
 
    “Eliza, come and see! Sir Gabriel Arkwright!” 
 
    “I can scarce believe it.” 
 
    A young boy poked his head around someone’s waist. “Who’s Sir Gabriel Arkite?” 
 
    Jane had the most absurd urge to give the child a kiss on the cheek, and possibly a large bag of sweets. 
 
    He was promptly shoved to the back of the group. 
 
    “What’s a Thief Taker doing here?” someone asked. 
 
    “Never mind that, who’s he standing on?” 
 
    Mr. Wallace pointed at Kray’s man. “Who’s that you’ve got, sir?” 
 
    “Just a ruffian attempting to relieve a lady of her jewelry.” Gabriel explained with a nod in Jane’s direction. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing jewelry. Not so much as a paste brooch, but no one seemed to notice or care. They were all eyes for Gabriel. All tongues as well. The group chattered away like magpies. It was difficult for Jane to discern individual comments amongst the noise. When Mr. Wallace moved closer to Gabriel to speak over the din, however, she could make out snippets about ladies and sensibilities and discretion. 
 
    Mr. Wallace threw a glance in her direction and bobbed his head. “Quite right, sir. Quite right.” 
 
    She decided she was better off not guessing what sort of fantastic story Gabriel was concocting on her behalf.  
 
    “We’ll take care of him,” she heard Mr. Wallace say. He motioned for one of the other men to take Gabriel’s place. “Keep an eye on this one, Mr. Pentworth.” 
 
    As soon as Kray’s man was secured, Gabriel was at her side.  
 
    Mr. Wallace cleared his throat and made an impatient gesture at Kray’s man. “I hope this unfortunate incident won’t dissuade you from visiting our little village in the future. He’s not one of ours.” 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. “The railway brings in all sorts, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Quite dreadful,” someone else commented. 
 
    “Ghastly things,” an elderly man said. 
 
     “I like trains,” the young boy chimed in, and was once again roundly ignored by everyone but Jane, who managed a smile for him before Gabriel ushered her away.  
 
    “My gun,” she said as they made their way back up the alley. “He knocked it out my hand. It’s…” 
 
    “I see it.” Gabriel stooped and snagged the gun without breaking his stride. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Might as well take the train now.” 
 
    “What about that man? And our horse?” 
 
    “Mr. Wallace will see to both.” 
 
    As they neared the main street, he shifted closer to her, putting his arm around her waist. It wasn’t an embrace, but it was close. His fingers were firmly anchored above her hip.  
 
    There was no one about to see. Everyone within a two-block radius appeared to have abandoned their activities for the scene in the alleyway. Nevertheless… 
 
    “I don’t think it’s seemly for as to walk in this manner.”  
 
    “I don’t care.” His tone was low and hard, and when she studied his profile, she discovered that the bright, easy smile he’d shared with the villagers was gone.  
 
    “Are you angry?” she asked carefully. 
 
    “Not with you.” 
 
    She glanced back the way they’d come. “With the man you shot, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” He swore softly. “To start. He was hurting you.” 
 
    “A little.” And she was plenty furious about that herself. “But you shot him, so I suspect he’s angrier.” 
 
    His only response was to grip her a little tighter. 
 
    It was more than unseemly, really. It was out-and-out scandalous. And she didn’t care. She wanted him right where he was.  
 
    No, that wasn’t quite right… 
 
    She shifted closer, then closer still, until she could feel his hard form along the length of her side. And why not? If they were going to be scandalous, they might as well do the thing right—she might as well let the heat of him warm away the chill from the alley.  
 
    He kept her at his side as he purchased their tickets, but they didn’t speak again until it was time to board. Like the last train, this one had old-fashioned first-class carriages that were isolated from the rest of the train.  
 
    As Jane took her seat, Gabriel shut the door behind him, pulled the curtains shut, then pulled back just the corner to peer out the window. 
 
    “You’re certain they won’t be waiting for us at the next stop?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “Yes. We’re ahead of all of them. Evidently.” 
 
    “How did they find us so quickly?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well.” She searched for something reassuring to say. “At least we’ve been lucky with the timing of the trains. Two in a row.” 
 
    He nodded and let the curtain fall away as the train started out of the station. She expected him to relax then, to sit back against the cushions and let his guard down. Instead, he reached over and hauled her out of her seat and onto his lap.  
 
    Keeping one arm around her waist, he began running his free hand all over her. The touch was efficient, even impersonal, but it still lit a thousand little flames of excitement beneath her skin. 
 
    Jane gasped and reared back. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Checking for engines.” 
 
    Engines?No,injuries. “I’m not injured. I think I would know.” 
 
    “He had a knife.” 
 
    “It barely pricked.” 
 
    At the wordpricked, his arm tightened around her with near bruising force. “Where?” He demanded. “Where did it prick you?” 
 
    “My back, but—”  
 
    “You said you weren’t hurt.” He twisted her away from him and ran his hands from shoulder to waist before she could finish. “There’s no blood.” 
 
    “I told you. It barely pricked.” 
 
    His fingers found the spot where the blade had cut the fabric of her gown, and he swore ripely. “I should have gutted him when I had the chance.” 
 
    “With a gun? That seems an unlikely proposition.” 
 
    “I can be creative.” 
 
    She twisted back around to look at him. “I’m all right,” she promised, warmed by the obvious concern she saw on his face. She was no stranger to being fussed over. Mrs. Harmon was a champion fusser. But it was different with Gabriel. For some reason, it felt sweeter. “May I get up now?”  
 
    His only response was to settle her firmly against him, and tuck her head under his chin. He wrapped his arms around her like chains and simply held on. 
 
    Jane offered no resistance. She hadn’t really wanted to move. It just seemed the proper thing to do. 
 
    But this was so much better. He was warm and solid. And safe. She’d never felt so safe, so well protected as she sheltered in his embrace. Not even at Twillins. The little cottage was her sanctuary, a place for her to hide from the world. But Gabriel… Gabriel was afortress. She didn’t feel hidden away. She felt guarded, and that made her feel bold. Untouchable. As if she could thumb her nose at the world without a care, or stroll into battle without fear. She could do whatever she liked, go anywhere she pleased, so long as he was there.  
 
    They sat there for a long time, until she felt the tension ease from his frame, until her own muscles grew lax and her lids became heavy. 
 
    “They should have been at least a half day ahead of us,” Gabriel said at length, and Jane was relieved to find that she could hear him clearly, much as she had when they’d shared the horse. “They couldn’t have gone ahead and come back already. It’s too soon. There’s no tactical sense in… What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Well…” She thought back over the scene in the alleyway. “He wanted to know where the list was and where you’d gone. I claimed ignorance on both. I said you’d left me behind, but I don’t think he believed it. Then he wanted me to go with him so he could give me to Mr. Kray. He said I was enough for…bail?” She cleared her throat uneasily. “I may have misheard that. I’m sorry. I was quite nervous.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Don’t apologize.” 
 
    “He was quite keen on leaving. He didn’t want to meet with you. At all.” 
 
    “Because he’d rather die than go back,” he murmured thoughtfully. “They all would.” Then said something unintelligible under his breath, something foul by the sound of it. “They’re convicts. Maybe all of them. Fulberg recognized one of the men at Twillins as someone he’d seen in gaol, but I assumed he was a man Kray already knew, that he’d pulled some strings to release him for this job. But he bloody well pulled strings for all of them.” 
 
    “What does it matter if they’ve spent time in gaol?” They were clearly criminally minded individuals. It wasn’t exactly surprising.  
 
    “It matters if they’re men facing long sentences unless they do Kray’s bidding.” 
 
    “But…” Jane tried not think about what manner of crimes warranted long sentences. “That seems awfully shortsighted. Aside from the general havoc that might be caused by the sudden release of a small army of criminals on an unsuspicious pop…I mean unsuspecting population, what’s to stop the men from simply running off?”                
 
    “Fear, mostly. They’re afraid of being caught, of Kray, of losing what might be their only chance at freedom for heaven knows how long. If Kray was smart, he offered rewards as well. A financial boon, or the opportunity to be free of both prison and his employment. Bail, as you said. This complicates things.” 
 
    “In what manner?”  
 
    “Any or all of those men might decide to run at any time,” he explained. “Eventually, they’ll realize they can’t trust Kray, or conclude that I’m the greater threat, or convince themselves that no one will bother hunting down one or two deserters. They’ll hide, slip away, or stay behind in a small village along the way—where the two of us have a fair chance of running into them by accident.” He swore again. “I can’t predict the behavior of men whose goals and motivation might change at any given moment. There’s no way of knowing when or where any of them will decide to take their chances on the run, or where we might be in relation to them at the time. And now… Now I bloody well can’t be absolutely certain any of them are behind us.” 
 
    She sat up and pulled away a little to look at him. “Will we be all right at the next stop?”  
 
    “We should be. The train is full, we’ll slip away with the crowd. But how the devil did Kray get them all out? It couldn’t have been bribery alone. The amount of money it would take to secure the release of so many people…” He shook his head. “You could hire well-trained, experienced men for less. Then again, experienced, well-trained men are harder to find, and possibly less likely to do as they’re told without asking questions.” He paused briefly and looked at her with a curious expression she couldn’t quite read. “It’s been two days, now. We’ve given Fulberg and the Harmons a good head start.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re in safe in Edinburgh?” 
 
    “No, not yet. But as I said, they had a good head start.” 
 
    She gaped at him as realization dawned. “You want to stop the chase. You want to stop baiting Mr. Kray.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” She’d not come so far only to give up now.  
 
    “Jane—” 
 
    “It is not up for discussion.” 
 
    “On that point we agree. My decision will be final.” 
 
    She leveraged herself off his lap and resumed her seat across from him. “This can’t be the first time the plan of a Thief Taker hit a little snag. Surely things go awry from time to time.” 
 
    “They do. And from time to time we decide those snags warrant a change of course.” 
 
    “This is not one of those times.” When he didn’t respond to that, she swallowed down a rising flood of fear and tipped her chin up. “You may abandon the Harmons and Mr. Fulberg if you like. I intend to go on as I have been.” 
 
    When that produced no reaction, she folded her arms over her chest and glared at him defiantly. 
 
    Come hell, high water, or Sir Gabriel Arkwright’s final decision, she was going to keep the Harmons safe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel had no reservations about working with women. He’d had countless female clients, and when Samuel had suggested that his wife, Esther, train and begin working as one of the Thief Takers, Gabriel had agreed without hesitation. He had done so knowing full well that, yes, from time to time, things went awry.  
 
    In the past, however, he’d dealt with dangerous complications in a calm, rational manner. 
 
    At present, he felt a little unhinged.  
 
    It wasn’t merely anger he was experiencing. He knew anger. It burned bright and hot. A man could use it, bend it to his will like a carefully tended fire. 
 
    This was something different. This was new. It wasn’t red hot. It was black, thick, and sticky as tar. It clung to every inch of him, inside and out. He could feel the weight of it pressing down on his lungs, and a nauseating, slick coat of it in his stomach.  
 
    He didn’t know what to do with it, how to use it, or—currently more pressing—how to be bloody rid of it. 
 
    It had just sprung up. The second he’d turned the corner and spied Jane struggling with the man in the alleyway everything had gone…a bit dark. It had taken an enormous effort not to aim for the man’s head. Too much effort. He’d never experienced bloodlust of that magnitude before.  
 
    And that was nothing compared to the anger he felt toward himself. He shouldn’t have left Jane alone. He’d taken too long inside. He should have bribed the people ahead of him instead of waiting. He shouldn’t have made assumptions about where Kray’s men were to be found. 
 
    He should have aimed for the mongrel’s head. 
 
    Gabriel rolled the tension out of his shoulders. It was reasonable to assume that the feeling would soon ease. It was equally reasonable to believe that he could avoid experiencing it in the future by tucking Jane away someplace safe. 
 
    It was utterly asinine to believe she would ever agree to that. 
 
    Which left him with one of two options. He could force her to give up the game, earning her wrath and rebellion, and possibly endangering her loved ones in the process. Or he could find a way to keep this new, unwelcome, and volatile emotion under control. 
 
    “We go on as we were,” he agreed. “For now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Jane and Gabriel disembarked at the next stop, in a town which turned out to be significantly larger than the last. Jane couldn’t decide if that was to their benefit or not. One could blend and disappear into a crowd, as they did leaving the station. That was certainly helpful.  
 
    On the other hand,anyone could blend into a crowd. As they worked their way toward the center of town amongst a throng of people, Jane searched one face after another, wondering if any of them meant her and Gabriel harm. She had no way of knowing for sure because, with the exception of Mr. Kray, she didn’t know what any of the men chasing them looked like. She’d only seen them through the window of her parlor, and it had been a brief and distant view. 
 
    And then there was the noise. So many voices all talking at once. She couldn’t hope to make out what anyone was saying—not even Gabriel. Her gaze jumped to him repeatedly, but he remained stone-faced and tight-lipped until they broke away from the larger group and made their way toward the town’s inn.  
 
    Jane relaxed at the relatively peaceful environment, but she nearly groaned aloud when Gabriel immediately procured an enormous roan gelding for them. Sitting two to a saddle had seemed so romantic at first, but now the thought of it just made her legs ache. Assuming he had good reason for the arrangement, however, she kept quiet until they’d led the horse away to the privacy of a side street. 
 
    “Are we safe here?” 
 
    “It appears so, for the moment.” He turned away and bent down to adjust a strap just as a small group of boisterous young men leaving the inn briefly caught her attention. “If Kray’s men beard thespian what forest at the station.” 
 
    Her gaze shot back to Gabriel.Kray’s men…something…at the station.What something?Beard thespian what forest. That could be anything. Anything at all.  
 
    But it hadn’t been a question, had it? It hadn’t sounded like one, and he wasn’t looking at her. 
 
    “Well, all right,” she ventured in what she hoped was a natural tone of voice. When he didn’t look at her as if she’d lost her mind, she casually maneuvered around to the other side of him, where she could see his face. Then she promptly changed the subject. “Why can’t we take two?”  
 
    Gabriel paused in his work and glanced up at her. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better if we rode separately? We’d be more comfortable, I’m sure. And we’d be able to move quickly if need be.”  
 
    “You can’t ride.” 
 
    “Of course I can,” she replied, a little insulted that he’d simply assumed she wasn’t able to seat a horse. “Maybe not with any great skill, but I manage.” 
 
    She knew something was wrong almost immediately, because for several seconds he did nothing but stay exactly as he was, crouched over with the strap in his hand, and stare at her very much as if shehad lost her mind.  
 
    There had been no assumption, she realized. There had been a miscommunication.  
 
    Before she could think of a way to back out of her suggestion or minimize the damage, however, he pulled the strap tight, and straightened to look down at her with an awful, narrow-eyed suspicion. 
 
    “Jane, we discussed this.” 
 
    “Did we? I don’t recall.” She had no difficulty affecting an air of confusion. She really didn’t remember it. Over the last few days, there had been a number of comments and conversations she’d bluffed her way through. The subject of riding could have come up during any one of them. “Are you quite certain I—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh. Well…”Dang it. She had a terrible urge to swallow nervously and look away. The first she suppressed, but she couldn’t stop her eyes from dropping from his mouth to his collar. “Obviously there was some sort of misunderstanding. Was it first thing in the morning? I’m not always at my best straight upon waking.” 
 
    “You were fully awake. Look at me.” He caught her chin and held it steady. “Why are you lying to me about this?” 
 
    “I’m not, and I didn’t. Not intentionally. I don’t recall telling you I couldn’t ride. I suppose you must have asked me while I was woolgathering and I answered without thinking.”  
 
    “You weren’t woolgathering. This isn’t like when you were listening to the wind in the pines. We were in the middle of a conversation.” 
 
    “Obviously it didn’t have my full attention.” 
 
    “You were a full participant. You were looking right at me.” 
 
    Trying to decipher what he’d said, no doubt. “But evidently thinking of something else,” she replied and tried to add a hint of impatience to her voice. “I’m sorry for the offense, but honestly, it has been a trying few days. Anyone might find the current circumstances a trifle distracting. And it’s no good looking at me as if I contracted some great deceit on purpose. If I’d meant for you to believe I couldn’t ride, I’d not have just asked you why we have only one horse.” 
 
    “Concocted, I think,” he said quietly, and a little thoughtfully, as if puzzling something through. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think you meant concocted, not contracted.” 
 
    Had she saidcontracted?Dang it. Dang it. Dang it.  
 
    “I suppose I did,” she said coolly, and pushed his hand away. She desperately wanted to say more, to somehow turn things about so she was back on the offensive, but she couldn’t trust herself to speak without compounding the problem. She was often at her worst when her temper was high. The best she could do was pretend an air of slight annoyance. “May we leave now?”  
 
    He stared at her a moment longer, his expression unreadable, then finally nodded. “We’ll take two horses. You ride sidesaddle, I assume?” 
 
    “I can ride astride just as well. Mr. Harmon taught me.” 
 
    There was another extended silence as he studied her with unnerving intensity. “Two it is.” 
 
    A half hour later, Jane had changed back into trousers and was comfortably astride her own dapple-gray mare. Comfortable was a relative term, however. She was no longer traveling with a saddle digging into her middle and thighs, but the trail Gabriel chose through the woods was thick with brush and thorns that continuously caught at her clothes and skin. And the unintended consequence of being separated from Gabriel was silence. 
 
    She kept waiting for him to attempt conversation, but he was abnormally quiet. Under other circumstances, his reticence might have been welcomed, but Jane couldn’t help but worry over the direction of his thoughts. 
 
    Did he still believe she had purposely lied to him? Or was he thinking now of all the other past misunderstandings and awkward moments between them, and wondering if it all added up to more than a woman with a preference for solitude and a funny little quirk? 
 
    He’d looked at her so intently earlier. Was he coming close to guessing her secret?  The very idea made her palms itch to tug at the reins. She wanted to turn her mount round and head off in the direction of Ardbaile. 
 
    But retreat and isolation were no longer options. And neither was lying her way through the rest of their journey. It was time she accepted that. 
 
    Her affliction simply wasn’t something that could be kept hidden indefinitely. At some point, there would be too many jumbled words, too many misunderstandings, too many times she responded inappropriately, or not at all, or got tangled in the increasingly absurd lies she told to cover her mistakes.  
 
    Eventually, she thought with a heavy sense of dread and resignation, Gabriel was going to discover the truth. The only question now was whether he heard it from her, or figured it out for himself. The latter allowed for a bit of stalling. If she was very careful, and if he continued to eschew conversation, she might have another day, even two, before things came to a head. On the other hand, waiting would mean answering an accusation rather than explaining the situation on her own terms.  
 
    Also, it was quite cowardly.  
 
    It would be better, she decided,much better, if she told him herself. 
 
    Notnow, of course. Not while they were two yards apart on separate horses. She would tell him once they’d stopped for the day…or possibly first thing in the morning. That would leave her plenty of time to figure out exactly what she wanted to say. And howmuch she wanted to say. And how, exactly, she wanted to say it. And… 
 
    Oh, she didn’t want to do it. She didn’t want to risk seeing his eyes fill with disgust or fear or pity. 
 
    She didn’t know if shecould do it. She’d never had to explain herself to anyone, not even the Harmons. They’d known before she’d arrived at the cottage. 
 
    For as long as Jane had been aware there was something wrong with her, secrecy had been her one and only consideration. The need to be honest had never presented itself. She didn’t know how to go about it. Where did she even begin? Where did she stop? How honest, exactly, did she have to be? 
 
    Perhaps not too honest. She had a right to her privacy, after all. She had a responsibility to the Harmons as well. If the unthinkable occurred and she was sent away, what would happen to them? 
 
    There were so many things to consider, and Jane spent the next few hours lost in the seemingly impossible task of accounting for every conceivable risk and complication. She also spent considerable time convincing herself that simply building a new set of lies to cover the old ones was not a viable option.  
 
    It wasn’t until a cold wind blew in that she pulled herself from her thoughts, and finally noticed the thick bank of hulking clouds moving toward them at an unnerving speed. She watched the sky darken with growing trepidation. A night spent under the stars was one thing. A night spent under freezing rain was quite another. 
 
    She steered her mount around a group of weathered tree trunks to get closer to Gabriel. “I don’t suppose you have a tent in that bag of yours?” 
 
    “No.” He looked over his shoulder at the brewing storm. “We’ll need to shelter indoors.” 
 
    They would need to do it soon, Jane thought. The wind was picking up steadily and brought with it the scent of rain. 
 
    They made their way through a particularly thick section of woods and came out on a small road. A short time later, Gabriel led them off onto a narrow, rutted drive that brought them to a small stone cottage and matching stable. Jane was apprehensive about being a guest in a stranger’s home, but it quickly became apparent that the house was unoccupied. There was no movement on the grounds or in the windows, the small flower beds flanking the front doors looked overrun with weeds, and they soon discovered the stable empty of life. 
 
    They took care of their mounts quickly, then dashed to the house. 
 
    Jane was envisioning a warm fire and soft bed as Gabriel knocked on the front door. He didn’t wait long for an answer before he pulled something out of his bag and crouched down in front of the door handle. 
 
    Jane peered over his shoulder and watched him fit a small tool into the lock. “Are you trying to pick the lock?”  
 
    “No, I’ve succeeded in picking the lock,” he corrected, and demonstrated by straightening and opening the door with a flourish. 
 
    Gabriel stepped inside, but she hesitated at the threshold. This was someone’s home, she thought, and she didn’t have permission to be there. The moment she stepped inside, she became an intruder, a trespasser. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “This is illegal.” 
 
    “A bit, yes. But—” 
 
    “We’ve broken into someone’shome.” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear to be anyone’s home at present. And, strictly speaking, nothing’s been broken, but—” 
 
    “We don’t have permission to be here. Maybe we should look elsewhere for shelter.”  
 
    As if in response, or possibly in mockery of her hesitation, the storm chose that moment to let loose a great rumble of thunder and a heavy sheet of rain. The latter would have soaked her to the skin, but she was over the threshold and closing the door behind her in less than a second. 
 
    And then she just stood there in the modest front hall that reminded her a little of Twillins, and marveled at the fact that she was now, officially, a mad, idiot trollop,and a criminal. 
 
    Gabriel cleared his throat. “You can leave a note of apology if you like.” 
 
    If she hadn’t been staring right at him, she’d not have known he was grinning. “Don’t make fun. I’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “I’m not in the habit of picking front doors belonging to innocent people myself,” he replied and waited for another long crack of thunder to pass before adding, “but I find my conscience completely untroubled at the moment.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    “Would you begrudge a traveler taking shelter from the storm in Twillins tonight?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” she conceded. “Provided they were respectful about it.” 
 
    “Why assume the owners of this house are less generous and compassionate than yourself? You’re insulting them, really.” He tsked and shook his head. “And in their own home.” 
 
    “Stop it,” she chided, but couldn’t hold back a small laugh. “I think Iwill apologize to them, and I don’t…” She paused as a new idea occurred to her. “Would you write the note? They might find it more reassuring coming from a famous former police officer.” 
 
    He tipped his head at her, his grin turning thoughtful. “Is it that important to you, leaving a note?” 
 
    “Yes. I know you think it’s silly, but a person’s home is…” She trailed off, unable to find the right word to describe what a home meant. “Well, it’shome.” She gave a small shrug. “A home should always feel safe, and it’s frightening to think of people having been in one’s house while one is away. But if they left a note…” 
 
    “They’d seem a bit less like strangers and a little more like unexpected guests,” he finished for her, and she smiled, delighted that he should understand so perfectly. “I’ll write it,” he continued, “but you should know you’re wrong—” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    He cut her off by stepping close and pressing a single, chaste kiss to her cheek. “I don’t think it’s silly,” he said simply. “Come on, let’s see what our hosts have left for us.” 
 
    As the storm blustered outside, Jane and Gabriel made their way through the cottage. Had it not been for the sheets that covered most of the furnishings, and the dust that covered everything else, one might have assumed that the residents were expected home at any minute. Every room in the house was fully furnished. There were paintings on the walls, lamps and candles waiting to be lighted in every room, a stack of books sitting atop a desk in the largest bedroom, and just a general sense of life in the cottage having stopped rather suddenly.  
 
    “Strange, isn’t it?” Jane commented as they walked down the upstairs hall. “It’s as if they just threw sheets over everything and walked away. I wonder where they went. And why they left so much behind. Anyone might pick that front lock and make off with their things. Though I suppose the house is rather isolated, and perhaps there is someone nearby who keeps an eye on it.” 
 
    “Not this evening, he won’t,” Gabriel commented with a jerk of his chin toward the window at the end of the hall. Rain and wind lashed against the glass, rattling the panes. 
 
    “Maybe whoever lived here died,” Jane mused aloud. “And there is no one to claim the estate.” Her gaze landed on a small portrait of a pretty, young woman with a coy smile. “Or maybe someone set up house for his mistress and the affair ended badly. Maybe she broke his heart when she ran off with another man, and he can’t bring himself to come here again, nor to be rid of her things.” She made a face at the idea. “That’s all a bit tragic, isn’t it? Perhaps the owner just fancied a spot of travel and it’s lasted longer than he intended. Maybe he went to Rome and met the love of his life.”  
 
    “Well, let us hope. He deserves a nice girl after that unfortunate business with the mistress.” Gabriel opened a door and led them into a generously proportioned bedroom. “Any particular reason it has to be Rome?” 
 
    “Er… No, it just seems more romantic. I suppose they might have fallen in love in Manchester just as well.” 
 
    “You’re right, Rome sounds better.” He stepped over to the giant four-poster bed in the center of the room and carefully rolled down the top sheet. “You’d make a fair detective, you know.” 
 
    She stared at him, mouth agape. “Are you making fun of me?” He didn’t look as if he was poking fun. He looked quite sincere, but the idea was laughable. “I’d be dreadful.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t. You’re clever, inquisitive, compassionate, and courageous. Most of the essential requirements are there; the rest could be learned.” 
 
    She’d been warming to the list of compliments, until he’d reached the last. 
 
    “I’d not left Twillins Cottage in six years,” she reminded him quietly. She wasn’t courageous, and they both knew it.  
 
    “And I would very much like to know more about that,” he returned in an equally soft voice. “But setting that aside for the moment…” He straightened from the bed. “One is rarely as brave as one might hope. Most of us allow fear to guide our choices more often than we should. But whether or not one is brave when one wants to be is of less significance, I think, than whether or not one is courageous when one needs to be. You left Twillins when it became necessary, when your friends were counting on you. That’s what matters.”  
 
    She wasn’t entirely convinced of his logic, but it was such a lovely thing for him to say, she hadn’t the heart to argue. “Thank you.”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said simply, and went back to rolling down the blanket. 
 
    Jane eyed the bed with longing. A soft mattress and warm blankets sounded simply divine. But the thought of being found in it by their pursuers turned her stomach.  
 
    “Perhaps we should sleep in the stable,” she suggested, and shrugged at Gabriel’s questioning glance. “I know it’s unlikely Kray’s men will come looking for us in the storm, but if they did… They would expect to find us sleeping inside, wouldn’t they? They might peek in the stable and see our mounts, but I suspect they’d search the house for us straightaway. After all, why would we choose a mound of scratchy old hay on a stormy night when there are warm, soft beds to be had? Perhaps, with some luck, we’d be able to sneak away while they searched the house.” 
 
    Gabriel’s mouth curved in an appreciative smile. “You see? You’re a clever woman, Jane.” 
 
    She felt a smug little glow, until… “Oh. That’s why you’re taking the blankets, isn’t it?” That was disappointing.  
 
    “Great minds think alike.” He tipped his head once to the side. “Or fools seldom differ. You can let me know which it is when you’re picking straw out of your ear at two o’clock in the morning. In the meantime, see if you can’t ferret out some clean clothes for us.” 
 
    While Gabriel continued to gather the necessary supplies for their night in the stable, Jane found a change of clothes for both of them, then took advantage of the tub they’d found in the washroom at the back of the house. It took some time and effort to fill it, but at least it provided warm water once the small, attached furnace was lighted. 
 
    She scrubbed herself clean and donned her new trousers and shirt. They were even larger than the ones Gabriel had provided, and hung on her frame like shapeless sacks of flour. Gazing into a vanity mirror she’d uncovered, she made a face at the unattractive picture she made. Pity she’d not been able to unearth any gowns, but at least the new clothes were warm, clean, and dry.  
 
    Which was more than could be said for Gabriel. 
 
    She found him in the parlor downstairs, dripping puddles on the rug. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, glancing at her when she came in. “I thought I’d have another minute or two. Nearly done.” 
 
    “Good heavens, you’re sopping wet. Did you go back outside?” 
 
    “I needed something.” 
 
    “What could possibly be so important that you’d risk drowning or a lightning strike…” She trailed off as her eyes landed on the small table behind him. He’d pulled it in front of the fireplace and set it with what looked to be very fine china, silver flatware, and elegant crystal goblets. In the center of the table, a small vase that had been wiped clean of dust held a meager bouquet of sodden, yellow blooms.  
 
    She walked slowly to the table, the only sound in the room the cheerful crackle and snap of the logs in the fire.  
 
    “What is this?”  
 
    “This, Miss Ballenger, is romance.” 
 
    Her eyes lingered on the flowers. “Rather soggy.”  
 
    There was a short pause. “It’s raining.”  
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “If you don’t like them, I’ll remove them.” He reached around her and plucked the vase off the table. 
 
    “Do what?Remove them?” She snatched the vase out of his hand. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like them.” 
 
    “Of course I like them.” 
 
    “They’re wet.” 
 
    “Iknow,” she said, and couldn’t suppress a happy sigh. They were drenched and drooping pitifully. The saddest little blooms she’d ever seen. And he’d stood out in the rain and picked them. Just for her. “They’re perfect.” 
 
    Gabriel looked down at his wet shirt, then tugged uncomfortably at his collar. “I need a minute.” 
 
    He strode out of the room, but was back in short order in clean, dry clothes much like her own. Only his fit a good deal better. He’d only rolled the cuffs once by the look of it, while hers looked as fat as sausages. 
 
    He seated her at the table before reaching around her to take the lid off a large covered platter. There, sitting rather meekly atop the ornate silver, was a single block of cheese, one sliced apple, and half a loaf of bread. 
 
    She laughed at the sight of it.  
 
    “Peasant’s fare, I’m afraid,” Gabriel said.  
 
    She met his gaze and beamed at him. “But served at a table fit for a queen.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this nervous sitting across the table from a woman. He was, in fact, quite certain he’d never been this nervous.  
 
    He was usually good at this sort of thing. Then again, he’d always had nearly limitless resources at his disposal. He could offer his guest the richest dishes, the finest meats, the most decadent of desserts. He wore impeccably tailored suits of equally impeccable style and never was there a cuff or hem out of place. He set a pretty picture designed to please, impress, and, above all, distract the lady from looking too far beneath the surface. 
 
    Tonight, he had cheese and bread and wilted flowers. Worse, he was wearing another man’s clothes. Another man’s outdated, ill-fitting, wrinkled clothes.  
 
    He felt unkempt. Slovenly. Exposed. 
 
    While Jane looked… 
 
    Well, she looked a bit wild, actually. Her hair was drying into an outlandish mass of curls and frizz. The collar of her oversized shirt had slipped to the side, exposing a white shoulder that he was doing his best not to stare at too often. And she’d spilled a little something on the front of the linen. A drop or two of wine from the looks of it. Her cheeks were wind chapped from riding out of doors, and showing the beginnings of freckles from the sun.  
 
    God’s truth, she looked half-feral. Just as she had after climbing the tree. And now, as then, he thought her beautiful. Wild and messy suited her. There was no need for Jane to armor herself in starched gowns and sparkling jewels, or tame her hair with pins and ribbons and pomade. She was perfect just as she was. 
 
    Whereashe… 
 
    His gaze landed on the small vase.  
 
    He was a mongrel. 
 
    He may not have picked the flowers and set the table with manipulation in mind. He’d just thought she might like them. He’d wanted to see her smile, maybe even laugh the way she had when he’d caught her from the tree. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to stop him from using her obvious pleasure with them to his advantage. 
 
    Regardless of his initial intentions, hewas going to manipulate Jane into exposing her secrets. He didn’t have much choice. Neither of them did. 
 
    “What would I have to learn to become a detective?” Jane asked him, drawing his attention. “You said I had the essentials, but some things I would need to learn. What things?” 
 
     “Interested in applying for a position as a thief taker?” 
 
    “Not remotely.” She wrinkled her nose at the idea. “I’m certain I wouldn’t care for the position at all. But I am curious what sort of skills I’m lacking.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve quite a lot of natural talent as a fighter, as I’ve mentioned, but those skills would need to be honed. More important, you would need to learn how to lie properly.” 
 
    “Police officers are trained to lie?” 
 
    “No, though the ability to deceive can be useful in certain situations. But I was thinking of private work, as you’re a woman.” The police would never allow a female in their ranks. 
 
    “Oh, right. Would you work with a female investigator?” 
 
    He did work with one, but that wasn’t his secret to give away. “I would have nothing against it,” he replied instead. “If she had all the requisite skills.” 
 
    “Like the ability to lie.” She lifted a careless shoulder. “Perhaps I’m better at deception than you realize. How would you know?” 
 
    And here it was. The moment he ruined everything.  
 
    Can’t be helped. He caught and held her gaze. “Because I know you’re keeping secrets now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It took a substantial amount of willpower for Jane keep her hand steady as she reached for her wine. “Everyone has secrets.” 
 
    “Not the sort you’re hiding,” Gabriel said softly. “You didn’t avoid your village for six years because of awkward conversation, Jane, nor because you weren’t receiving the right invitations.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    He shook his head, cutting her off. “There’s something else. Something you don’t want the villagers to know, and something you very much don’t want me to learn. You’re hiding the truth and it clearly bothers you. You’re distracted and it shows. You’re not always paying attention when we’re talking, and it’s resulted in misunderstandings that could have endangered us. You’ve let your mind wander to the point that you’ve failed to hear me when I’ve called your name. My guess is that it’s wandering to that secret and your fear that it will be discovered. I don’t want to press you for an explanation, but under the circumstances…” He shook his head again, slowly. “It’s dangerous, Jane. I need you focused. I need you concentrating on the task at hand.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment, the sort that made her feel small and foolish. She’d been doing her best, her absolutebest, to stay focused and to listen, understand, and remember.  
 
    And, naturally, she had failed. She always did. 
 
    Concentrate, you stupid girl. 
 
    “I need you to tell me the truth,” Gabriel said in an odd tone. “Are you married?” 
 
    “What? No!” The notion was so absurd, so unexpected, it succeeded in pulling a breathless laugh out of her. “Good Lord. Why would you ask such a thing?” 
 
    “Because there are a limited number of reasons a woman will hide herself away from the world. An unwelcome spouse, a criminal past, an untimely pregnancy, and a catching or disfiguring illness generally top that list. You’re clearly not ill, and you’ve certainly not been with child for six years.” 
 
    “When on earth would I have gotten married?”  
 
    “You’ve not been entirely isolated at Twillins,” he pointed out. “You’ve visited Ardbaile in the past, and you’ve allowed visitors in the cottage. There are all sorts of ways people meet, fall in love, and carry out secret elopements they later regret.” 
 
    “I’ve no marriages to regret, thank you.”  
 
    “I find it hard to imagine you’re wanted for a crime,” he said thoughtfully. “But if that’s the case, you’ve nothing to fear from me. I’m not a police officer anymore.” 
 
    She lifted her brows at that. “Really? You’d not turn me in if I confessed to… I don’t know… having murdered a man and buried him in my turnip patch?” 
 
    “Oddly enough, I’d not considered that exact possibility.”  
 
    She was ninety…no,eighty percent certain that was sarcasm. “I’m in earnest. What would you do?” 
 
    “I would ask you why you’d done it, and then listen attentively as you explained what I have no doubt would be very good reasons.” 
 
    “But what if I didn’t have a good reason? What if I’d killed him accidentally and then panicked and—” 
 
    “Jane,” he cut in patiently. “Is there a man buried beneath your turnips?” 
 
    “No, of course not—”  
 
    “Of course not,” he echoed before she could continue. “Because regardless of whatever secret you’re hiding, you are not the sort of person who could kill a man, accidentally or otherwise, and use his corpse to fertilize your vegetable patch. Your conscience would never allow it. Neither would your stomach, for that matter,” he added, rather as an afterthought. “It’s fairly revolting.” 
 
    “Well, yes it is. And of course I’d not do it, but…” But theawfulness of it was the point. She didn’t want to know what Gabriel would think if he learned she’d once nicked a sweet as a child. What did that matter? She needed to know how he might react to something significant, something he was sure to find shocking, something he might even find revolting.  
 
    He didn’t understand. He couldn’t unless she explained— 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to do,” he said. “You’re attempting to gauge my reaction to a confession you imagine is equally appalling as the secret you’re keeping.” 
 
    Very well, he did understand. Perhaps, she thought with increasing alarm, he understood too well. She’d planned on telling him something in the morning, but not everything. She’d decided to appease his curiosity and any budding suspicion with a few vague admissions—from time to time, she had a spot of trouble with her hearing. It was nothing serious, just a mite embarrassing. And there was the business of jumbling her words. She was quite sensitive about it. Those confessions would suffice. He was already aware of the latter, and well on his way to guessing the former. 
 
    If she affected the proper attitude and chose her words with care, she could appease his curiosity while minimizing the risk to herself. But that plan would never work if their current conversation carried on in the same serious vein.  
 
    “It’s nothing so dreadful as murder,” she said, trying for a slightly amused tone. “I was merely curious as to how much a former police officer was willing to overlook. And you’re wrong, besides. I’ve not been distracted because of some terrible secret. My friends are in danger, you’ll recall. My mind does wander in their direction on occasion.” 
 
    “Jane—” 
 
    “But you’re right. There are reasons I avoid the village that I’ve not seen fit to share with you. Primarily,” she said carefully, “because they are embarrassing.” She poked absently at her cheese. “I had thought perhaps we could discuss them tomorrow morning.” 
 
    He looked genuinely surprised. “Had you?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not hiding a body or shameful love affair. There’s no need to fear the worst, I assure you.” Her gaze traveled over the table and landed on the flowers once more. “This is all so nice. Couldn’t we just…talk about embarrassing things later? Can’t it wait a few hours?” 
 
    Just a little while more, she thought. She just wanted a bit more time before she…gave up. And that was exactly how it felt to her—like a surrender. 
 
    Jane had long ago accepted that secrecy was her best hope for leading a free and normal life. Letting go of the pretense of normalcy felt like letting go of that hope. Once she told Gabriel the truth, even the measured portion of it she planned, there was no hiding it again. Her time of beingjust Jane would be gone, and she was afraid, very much afraid, that Gabriel would soon be gone as well. 
 
    Was it wrong to want a few extra hours? Would it be immoral to tailor her confession a little so that maybe, just maybe, if he wasn’t too put off by what he heard, Gabriel might stay one or two more days? 
 
    She sincerely hoped not, because she fully intended to follow that path.  
 
    Provided, of course, she could gain Gabriel’s cooperation. He didn’t look happy about it. He turned to frown at the closed drapes for a moment, and tapped his fork lightly against the table. 
 
    At length, he looked at her again, and when he spoke, his voice was gentle. “I’m sorry this frightens you. I know I’ve not earned your trust, but I can promise you…your secrets are safe with me.” 
 
    She wanted to believe him. There were so many reasonsto believe him. But there was no guarantee. There was always risk, and while her secrets might very well be safe with him, they were, without question, safer with her.  
 
    Besides, he could keep her confidence and still be put off by the truth. “Thank you, but I’d still rather wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    He glanced back at the windows once more, frowned again, then gave a single, grudging nod. “All right. We’ll wait until morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The trip to the stable was a mad dash through sheets of rain that left the blanket Gabriel held over their heads sopping wet, and their boots splattered with mud.  
 
    Jane was laughing as they climbed the ladder to the hayloft. She felt like a child who’d been caught playing in the rain. 
 
    Gabriel secured the lantern he’d brought along to a hook on the wall, then began to prepare a bed with the blankets and pillows they’d filched from the house. 
 
    Jane watched him as she unlaced her boots and set them aside. He’d thought of everything. The bedding, the light, food, drink. He’d even taken a book from the library for her. 
 
    And he’d written the note to the homeowners before they’d left. 
 
    Gabriel glanced over at her and smiled. It was brief, but it was that wonderful, slightly wicked, and inviting smile that made her feel singled out. It warmed her right down to her toes. She adored that smile, but she couldn’t help but wonder: Would he offer it tomorrow after they talked? Or would he forever look at her differently? If he looked at her at all.  
 
    She couldn’t bear the thought of it. Couldn’t stand the idea of losing him not because of something she’d done, but simply because of whom she was.  
 
    She didn’t want to risk it yet. She wanted to drag the night out as long as possible, put the inevitable off for as long as she could. But the lamp would need to be extinguished soon, and then there would be no more smiles, no more talking or laughter. There would be only the familiar sound of silence and a long night of fearing what was to come. 
 
    Not yet, she thought as Gabriel straightened from laying the last blanket and turned toward the lamp. 
 
    She wasn’t ready yet. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    He looked at her, a question on his face.  
 
    And she took a risk. A risk that would make even Mrs. Harmon blush. She closed the distance between them, stood on tiptoe, rested her hands against his chest, and pressed her mouth to his.  
 
    It was a kiss to remember later. A moment she’d stolen from fear and uncertainty to keep for herself, and she held on to it for as long as she could. Every second she pilfered was a second she could relive later, long after his smile was gone. 
 
    She stayed on tiptoe, her eyes shut and her lips laid lightly against his as she soaked in each and every detail. The taste of him. The scent of his skin. The soft brush of his breath. The feel of linen beneath her palms, and the hard muscle beneath. 
 
    The very hard, very tight muscle she realized. Gabriel had gone perfectly, eerily still.  
 
    And it occurred to her suddenly that perhaps gentlemen did not appreciate having uninvited attentions thrust upon them for selfish reasons any more than ladies did. 
 
    Mortified, she drew away, her cheeks burning. “I beg your pardon. I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    He seemed to snap then, like a cord that had been pulled too tight. Before she’d taken a single step backward, his arms wrapped around her and yanked her against him, and his mouth descended on hers in ardent demand. 
 
    It was nothing at all like the kiss on the train. That had been practiced and smooth, rendering her breathless. 
 
    This was… Oh, it was so much better. It was wild and frantic and glorious. It didn’t leave her breathless; it left her mindless. It eclipsed everything else. The fear, the storm, the secrets and lies. There was only Gabriel, his mouth moving over hers roughly, his hands roving possessively over her back, her hips, her waist. As if he couldn’t help himself, couldn’t stop. 
 
    His tongue delved into her mouth, a long, wicked glide that made her gasp.  
 
    He pulled away with a shudder to rasp something against her mouth she couldn’t properly hear. She wanted to ask him what he’d said. Now more than ever, she wanted to understand the words he offered. But she couldn’t focus long enough to form the question. His lips were traveling along her jaw, sending her thoughts scattering before they’d completely formed. 
 
    She shivered as he reached her ear, and couldn’t suppress a helpless moan when he found a spot on her throat just above her shoulder. An ache of pleasure shot through every nerve in her body. Her fingers dove into the thick, silken hair at the back of his head. And then his mouth was on hers again, exploring, devouring… 
 
    He wrenched away suddenly, leaving her off balance and disoriented. It took several seconds to orient herself, to force her mind clear of the drugging effects of the kiss. 
 
    She found Gabriel standing several feet away, his breath coming fast and hard, and his frosty blue eyes staring at her with such intensity that she felt rather like prey caught in the sights of a wolf. 
 
    “Gabriel?” she whispered, and was surprised by how pleasantly tender and swollen her mouth felt forming his name. She licked her bottom lip, fascinated by the curious sensation.  
 
    His eyed darted to the movement. His hands curled and uncurled into fists at his side. “God, you tempt me, Jane.” 
 
    That was good, wasn’t it? It felt good hearing it, but he didn’t seem at all pleased to be saying it, which left her in something of a quandary. She struggled to find an appropriate response before finally landing on the truth. 
 
    She lifted her hands in defeat. “I don’t know what to say to that.” 
 
    “No,” he said flatly, then exhaled a long, ragged breath and briefly scrubbed his hands over his face. “No. How could you? Bloody heck, that should not have been your second kiss.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That shouldn’t have been in the first two dozen. I apologize.” 
 
    “You’resorry?” She had some idea what to say tothat.  
 
    “That I kissed you, no. That I was careless with you, yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Of its own volition, her hand came back up to touch her swollen lips. “It didn’t feel careless.”  
 
    “It was, love. Believe me.” His mouth curved in a rueful smile. “A man can do better.” 
 
    “Did you do better on the train?” 
 
    The question seemed to surprise him. “I was careful.” 
 
    Yes, that’s what she’d thought. “If that’s the case, I prefer careless. I liked this kiss. Very much.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed on her mouth again. “It’s unfair, Jane, to demand a promise of a man, and then tempt him to break it.” 
 
    “I…” She floundered a moment. He was right. Absolutely right. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—” 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry. I said it was unfair. I didn’t say you had to stop.” 
 
    Before she could respond to that peculiar statement, he jerked his chin toward the bed. “Go to sleep. It’s late, and we’ll need to leave before dawn tomorrow.” 
 
    “But where are you going?” she asked as he headed for the ladder. 
 
    He muttered something she didn’t understand. Something about a cough, cool weather, and a bet, or possibly a rock, cold otters, and his head. It scarcely mattered which. He was already gone. 
 
    With a sigh, she settled down into the bedding, pulling the woolen blanket up to her ears. A minute later, she heard the distinctive sound of water splashing in the center-aisle trough.  
 
    The trough. Water. 
 
    A trough, cold water, and his head. That was it. 
 
    She grinned against her pillow. 
 
    It was hardly a well-crafted compliment. It wasn’t a sonnet of pretty verse written and recited in her honor. It was just a man soaking his head. 
 
    Nevertheless, Jane had never felt so flattered in her life. 
 
    She fell asleep smiling, and dreamed of Gabriel’s voice and deliciously careless kisses. 
 
    She woke with a hand over her mouth and a heavy weight pressing on her chest.  
 
    Shock came first, chased closely by a rush of terror, but before she could do more than blink, Gabriel’s voice sounded in her ear, a low, urgent whisper. 
 
    “Stay still.” 
 
    It took a moment for her to shake off the dregs of sleep and orient herself to her surroundings. She was in the stable loft. It was Gabriel half-lying on top of her, pressing down. 
 
    Her eyes flicked toward the edge of the loft. She couldn’t see beyond the pile of hay that blocked them from view, but there was a golden light emanating from below. It danced about, casting long, eerie shadows far up the walls and onto the ceiling. 
 
    They weren’t alone.  
 
    Her gaze tracked back to Gabriel and she gave a subtle nod. She heard the voices then, too muted for her to understand, but there were at least two men, maybe more. They moved toward the stable door, then disappeared into the night. But the glow of the lamp remained, moving along the wall in the opposite direction. There’d been at leastthree men, she realized. And they’d separated.  
 
    Gabriel breathed into her ear. “Wait until I call for you. Don’t. Move.” 
 
    She nodded again and he eased away. Raising himself up into a crouching position, he edged slowly toward the side of the loft. 
 
    She held her breath, waiting to hear the crunch of stale hay beneath his boots, but if he made any sound at all, it was lost in the mix of shuffling horses and the creaks and groans of old wood buffeted by the wind. 
 
    He peered over the edge of the loft, and shifted slightly as if lining himself up for something. Then he quite suddenly dropped over the edge. There was a startled grunt below that ended abruptly with the sickening sound of bone connecting with flesh. 
 
    “Jane.” Gabriel’s voice rose clear and calm from below. “Quickly.” 
 
    Throwing off the blanket, she scrambled to the edge of the loft, then all but slid down the ladder. The second her feet touched the ground, she spun about and caught sight of a man lying still as death on the ground, his body bent awkwardly against the far stall wall. 
 
    “Is he… He’s not…?” 
 
    “Just unconscious,” Gabriel replied. He pulled a large blade out from somewhere beneath his coat, handed it to her, and pointed at the three new mounts in the stable. “Cut the reins. I’ll get the girths.” 
 
    “Right. Yes.” She dashed to the first horse and set to work. There was just enough light to allow her to use the knife without injuring herself or the animal. But her hands shook terribly, slowing her down, and she couldn’t stop looking toward the stable door, certain that the rest of Kray’s men would come rushing back inside at any second. 
 
    She wanted to run. Making sure Kray’s men couldn’t follow made sense, but the short-term danger of being caught standing about in the stable felt far more pressing at the moment than the long-term risk of being chased. She wanted to runnow. 
 
    Jane sliced through the final rein at last, turned around, and discovered Gabriel waiting for her in the center aisle, her own horse in hand.  
 
    “Keep low in the saddle,” he said as they mounted and headed out the far end of the stable. He led them away from the drive, across the small lawn toward the woods.  
 
    The storm had died down during the night, but a steady drizzle and cold wind persisted. Jane was obliged to repeatedly wipe water and windswept strands of hair out of her eyes. 
 
    When they reached the edge of the forest, she pulled up on the reins. She could make out only the front line of trees; everything beyond was a black void. “We can’t,” she whispered. “It’s too dark. We’ll not be able to see what’s in front of us.”  
 
    “We’ll follow the edge, then keep to the road hunting dog.” 
 
    “I…”Hunting dog had to be wrong, but following the line of woods instead of the drive made sense, as did keeping to the road in the dark. That much had to be correct. “The road. Right.” 
 
    Gabriel took up position beside her, placing himself between her and the house. 
 
    Their progress felt unbearably sluggish to Jane. They kept to a walk over the uneven ground, and it seemed to her as if they were traveling by mere inches. She still wanted to run. The urge to dart to the road or even into the trees despite the danger was nearly overwhelming. Even after they moved out of sight of the house, the fear of sudden discovery didn’t abate. 
 
    She spoke without thinking, desperate to take her mind off the terrible tension. “Are you sure they’re after us?” she asked in as loud a whisper as she dared. “Maybe they’re running away, like the man in town.” 
 
    “The man who held a knife to you,” he reminded her. “And no, they’re not running. We were tracked.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    At least part of his answer was lost in a particularly strong gust of wind, but Jane thought she heard the wordsinn,bribery,road, andbad luck.  
 
    Even if she’d had the courage to ask him to explain, she wasn’t given the chance. A shout rose from the direction of the stable, and then another. 
 
    She threw a terrified look over her shoulder but saw nothing but darkness. “Gabriel—” 
 
    “Nearly there.”  
 
    He sounded exceedingly calm. Jane wished she felt just as composed, but her heart raced until they finally reached the smooth ground of the road. 
 
     “Jane, go.”  
 
    She didn’t need to be told twice. Jane urged her horse into a gallop, and Gabriel followed close behind. They rode without speaking; the only sound was the pounding of hooves against wet earth. A minute passed, then five, ten. And with every second that ticked by, every inch of ground they put between themselves and Kray’s men, Jane felt a little of the gnawing fear slip away. Until, at last, she knew they had gone far enough that Kray’s men couldn’t hope to reach them.  
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel kept them to the road until the first rays of dawn appeared. The moment the light arrived, he led Jane off into the woods and allowed himself to relax, just a little. 
 
    He was exhausted. Right down to the bone. He’d had little sleep the previous two nights, and none the night before. 
 
    Rest had not been an option. He’d known there was a chance Kray’s men, who had the advantage of being able to travel on the nearby road when it was dark, might find them during the night. Between the scene in the village, taking the train, and purchasing the horses, they’d left a trail a child could follow. He’d hoped to push on farther from the town with the inn before they stopped, or at least have the chance to alter direction to throw off their pursuers. But the storm had come on fast, and with no idea when the next shelter might present itself, he’d thought it best to stay at the abandoned cottage. 
 
    The worst of the weather had blown itself out halfway through the night. He’d considered waking Jane then so that they could take to the road, but ultimately decided that riding in the open while Kray’s men still had mounts was a greater risk than staying put. 
 
    He’d been wrong.  
 
    Mistakes were hardly an anomaly in his work. Much of what the Thief Takers did was guesswork, taking risks, hoping for the best and preparing for the worst. 
 
    That had never bothered him before. In fact, he quite liked it. He was good at quickly amending his plans as needed, at making things up as he went along. He enjoyed the danger of his work, the unpredictability of it, the mad chases and last-second escapes. If it had been Samuel or Renderwell in the stable with him, they would be laughing about their run-in with Kray’s men as they rode through the woods. 
 
    No, actually, they would have stormed the house after subduing the first man, and be laughing about it in the relative comfort of the parlor. But, either way, it would have been fun. 
 
    He dang well wasn’t enjoying this. He wanted Jane safe. Not running and hiding, not afraid, and sure not fighting off armed men in an alleyway.  
 
    He was frustrated at himself and the circumstances, angry that he’d not foreseen the possible complications, furious that he’d not kept her out of harm’s way as he’d planned.  
 
    And he was… He glanced over at Jane, watched the early morning sun bring out strands of dark gold in her hair… God help him, he was afraid. Absolutely, bloody terrified that he would fail her completely.  
 
    “This ends today, Jane.” Devil take the list, the Foreign Office and, God forgive him, but even the Harmons. He was getting her to safety. 
 
    Jane looked over at him and blinked twice. “I’m sorry, I was woolgathering—” 
 
    “I said this is over. We’re done baiting Kray’s men.” 
 
    “But you said we’d go on as we have been.” 
 
    “And we did, for nearly another twelve hours. We don’t need to do it anymore.” He hoped that was true. “The plan was for Fulberg and the Harmons to reach their destination this morning. Even with delays, they’ll arrive no later than tomorrow morning. We won’t be far behind them.” 
 
    “You’re certain they’ll be safe?” 
 
    “Yes.” No, but he was certain Jane would be safer if she believed it. And at the moment, nothing was more important. 
 
    “All right,” she agreed with a nod. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    For the first time since the chase had begun, Gabriel turned them due south. He would avoid houses and towns until they were far away from their eastbound path. He would leave no trail for Kray’s men to follow. 
 
    The game of cat and mouse was over. 
 
      
 
     
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Gabriel hadn’t mentioned the conversation. 
 
    As Jane steered her mount through an open meadow, her gaze routinely sought out Gabriel’s silent form. He’d not said a word about her promise to tell him her secret. Not a sound. Not a hint. 
 
    She kept expecting him to bring it up. In fact, she almost wished he would. She still didn’t want to tell him, but she’d resigned herself to the inevitability of it, and now she found herself eager to simply get it over and done with so she could stop dreading the consequences. Instead she was caught on a terrible seesaw of waiting for him to say something, and fearing that he would. 
 
    Eager to take her mind off her worries, Jane turned her attention to a battered stone turret in the distance. She noticed as they drew closer that it was the highest of two towers connected by a crumbling wall. All that remained of what had once been a mighty medieval fortress.  
 
    It looked…strangely familiar to her. The tallest tower in particular. The way the sun glinted off the white stone. The uneven weathering and wear. Had she seen a picture of it? Was its history chronicled in a book she’d long ago read and forgotten? Had that history been particularly dark? It must have been, because she felt an awful sense of foreboding at the very sight of it. And the closer they got, the stronger the sensation became. 
 
    Where had she seen it? 
 
    On the far side of the old fortress, the unmistakable clatter and roar of a train filtered through the woods. Jane dragged her eyes away from the ruins to stare at a plume of smoke that rose above the treetops. 
 
    And that was when she remembered. She’d not read about the ruins in a history book. She’d seen them with her own eyes. Only last time, her view had been from the other side. She’d caught glimpses through the trees as she’d stared out the window of her train. 
 
    The memory of that day turned her stomach. 
 
    The sea air will be good for you. It will make you better. 
 
    That’s what her father had told her.  
 
    What an adventure it will be, he’d said.There’s nothing to fear. 
 
    Jane hadn’t been afraid. She’d been excited, overflowing with anticipation of her first glimpse of the ocean. She’d been thrilled at the prospect of spending a summer at the shore. She’d been hopeful, albeit still doubtful, that her newest governess would prove kinder than the last. 
 
    She’d been lied to. 
 
    They’d never reached the ocean. Her governess had taken her off the train at the next stop, bundled her into a carriage, and dropped her off a half mile outside of town at Brackmer’s Asylum for the Imbecile, Feeble-minded, and Morally Defective Child. 
 
    Where she had remained for two nightmarish years. 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of the train seemed enormously loud in Jane’s ears. The rhythmicchug-chug-chug of the engine became an echo of her own painfully pounding heart.  
 
    Chug-chug-chug. 
 
    She could imagine the feel and sound of the wheels beneath her feet, grinding against the rails, taking her ever closer to the asylum. To the dark and loneliness. To the muted sobs that filtered through the walls of her room.  
 
    To the ever-present fear of the water cure. Her skin grew cold at the memory of that first sharp sting of ice water, the painful clatter of teeth, the bite of hands holding her down, the burning that started at her toes and spread up her skin like wildfire. 
 
    Don’t fight, girl. It’s for your own good. 
 
    Chug-chug-chug. 
 
    They were so close, only a few more miles to town, and the asylum was but a short walk beyond. She would be there in a matter of minutes.  
 
    And then what? Could she simply ride through the village, act as if she’d never been there before? Never seen it?  
 
    She couldn’t. She couldn’t do that. She couldn’t go there at all.  
 
    What if people recognized her? What if they said something to Gabriel?  She hadn’t told him anything yet. She’dnever planned to tell him about this. 
 
    The villagers might leave her no choice. What if they took her away? Took her back? 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and shoved down the panic that threatened to wash away all common sense. No one was going to drag her back—certainly not to Brackmer’s. It was closed. It had shut down years ago.  
 
    Shecould go into town. She had to. They had a plan. 
 
    Besides, there was no reason to assume she’d be recognized there. There had been very little interaction between the inmates at the asylum and the villagers. Nearly all the staff had lived on-site. 
 
    Nearly, she thought, but not all.  
 
    Chug-chug-Jane-chug. 
 
    There had been a few day laborers, and men and women who brought in supplies. And what had happened to all the staff at the asylum after it had closed its doors? They may have taken positions in town. Was it possible she might encounter Mr. Clemens? Or worse, Mrs. Fitz? She’d had nails that dug into the skin.  
 
    Chug-Jane-chug-chug. 
 
    Would they recognize the woman she was now as the child they had tormented all those years ago?  
 
    Something bumped her leg. “Jane!” 
 
    She whipped her gaze away from the ruins and billowing smoke of the railway to discover Gabriel riding right alongside her. His face was a mask of confusion and no small amount of worry.  
 
    “What?” She asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I should like to know. I called your name three times just now.” 
 
    “Did you?” She tried to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. “I… I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “I’m riding three feet from you.” 
 
    “I was preoccupied.” 
 
    “You were breathing hard enough to wake the dead. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She felt frozen solid. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    “You are the worst liar I have ever met,” he muttered, then snagged the reins from her hands and brought them both to a quick halt. “What is wrong?” 
 
    She wracked her brain for an excuse, preferably one that would also save her from going into the town ahead, but nothing came to her. “I don’t want to go this way,” she finally admitted. “I don’t want to go into Lansville.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I just don’t.” 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that.” 
 
    “I’ve been there before.” 
 
    “Yes, I gathered, as you already know the name of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “I reasoned that out as well.” He glanced in the direction of town and back again, then studied her for a long, quiet moment. “Why don’t you want to go, Jane?” he asked gently. “What happened in Lansville?” 
 
    “I don’t wish to discuss it.” 
 
    It wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. She had little faith in her ability to detect subtle changes of mood, but she’d noticed over the last few days that Gabriel had a tendency to tense his jaw and tighten his mouth a little when he was annoyed or frustrated. He looked especially frustrated at the moment.  
 
    “Will you tell me how long it’s been?”  
 
    “I was a child. My governess brought me. We were on our way to the coast.” It was always easier to handpick truths than craft a clever lie.  
 
    “All right.” He shifted in his saddle, looked behind him, then toward the woods. “We’ll head farther southwest and go around to the next town.” 
 
    The sudden announcement surprised her. She’d been waiting for him to question her further, demand more information before agreeing to alter his plans. “I… Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. Justyes.  
 
    Ordinarily, Jane found Gabriel’s distaste for explanations distinctly aggravating. But just now… She felt a peculiar warmth steal over her, a blend of gratitude and tenderness that soothed away the sharpest edges of her fear. Right now she found his reticence quite the sweetest thing. He would change their plans because she had asked it of him. No further discussion was required. 
 
    “Thank you, Gabriel.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he returned with a small, albeit slightly lopsided, smile. “This way, then.” 
 
    “Wait.” She held up a hand. “This new plan. Tell me the truth. Is it as good as the original plan?” 
 
    “The truth?” he repeated, his lips curving down thoughtfully. “No. The sooner we get to a train station, the better, and this will delay us. But it will do well enough for—” 
 
    “Well enough is not sufficient.” She swallowed back the ball of fear in her throat and nodded toward the chimney smoke she could see in the distance. “We’ll go into Lansville. We’ll go on as we were.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Yes.” Not at all. What she wanted was to go southwest to another town. Had she been traveling alone, she would have diverted her course by miles and miles to avoid Lansville. But she wasn’t alone. Her decision affected not only her, but Gabriel as well. She’d not let the shame of the past endanger him. 
 
    To press her point, she urged her mount forward toward town. 
 
    He didn’t say anything else, but he brought his horse up next to hers, and stayed close. 
 
    A half hour later, Jane was back in her gown and staring at the buildings of Lansville with confusion. She’d had little chance to study the town on her first visit—her governess had been quick to sweep her off to the asylum—but she could have sworn it looked completely different. The buildings closest to the station had been made of timber, not the brick she saw now. They’d been worn and decrepit for the most part, but there had been one little shop with bright blue shutters that seemed almost cheerful.  
 
    That shop was nowhere to be seen. None of the buildings looked remotely like what she remembered. They were new, their brick and mortar still bright, as if the entire street had been built in one go sometime in the last few years.  
 
    Maybe it was a different town. Maybe she’d only imagined that the ruins looked the same as the ones in her childhood memory.  
 
    It had all been so long ago. She’d only caught glimpses of the tower before. She could have been mistaken. 
 
    Slowly, as they made their way toward a nearby inn at the edge of town, her nerves began to dissipate.  
 
    “It’s different,” she murmured to herself as they dismounted in front of the inn. “It’s not the same. I might have been mistaken about…” 
 
    She trailed off as she glanced up at the sign over the door. 
 
    The Silver Mare.  
 
    And her mouth went dry as dust. It wasn’t different. The buildings might be new, but the town was not. She stared at the sign, barely noticing when a young boy took the reins out of her hand. 
 
     Without a doubt, she was standing in Lansville. 
 
    “I remember this inn.” At least, she remembered the sign, but that was close enough. 
 
    Gabriel looked down at her, a line of concern across his brow. “You’re certain?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, and pointed at the sign. “It’s the same.” The same name, the same broad, silver lettering and painted image of a rearing horse with a flowing mane and short, cropped tail. “I wasn’t mistaken.” 
 
     “All right.” His hand came up to settle lightly on her back. “We won’t be here long. I promise.” 
 
    But they were herenow, she thought. And all the fear came rushing back, worse this time because she’d been feeling so much better, almost giddy with relief. It was further to fall, and there was no easing into it like she had on the way in. There was no talking herself into coming; she’d already arrived. She was surrounded by the past. It was all around her. There was no escaping it.  
 
    Jane followed Gabriel into the inn as if she were walking through a terrible dream. They found the innkeeper inside the tavern—a loud, busy room on the ground floor. Jane barely followed the ensuing conversation, but she heard Gabriel ask after the history of the town, and the innkeeper mentioned something about a fire. Which certainly explained the new construction, she thought. The timber buildings had burned away and been replaced by brick. 
 
    But the old sign must have survived.  
 
    “It did, missus,” the innkeeper said suddenly, and Jane realized with a start that she’d spoken aloud.  
 
    The elderly man turned clouded blue eyes toward her and displayed an obvious set of false teeth. “Found it near untouched amongst the rubble. Cursedest thing. Begging your pardon.” 
 
    “Quite all right.” She wished it had burned with the rest. She wished the entire town had gone to ash and blown away in the wind, never to be seen again. “I’m sure you were pleased with the discovery.” 
 
    She was also sure that the man was old enough to have been running the inn all those years ago when she’d passed through town. Hoping he would take her quietness for shyness, she dipped her chin nearly to her chest, took a small step back behind Gabriel, and let him finish the transaction without further input from her.  
 
    She kept her face hidden as they passed through the tavern, only looking up once they reached the bottom of a narrow staircase. Gabriel pressed a key into her hand and gave her directions to the room. She listened closely, all too aware that she was distracted by both nerves and noise.  
 
    He would go and buy rail tickets, but it might be a while before it was time to leave. They would wait in the relative safety of the inn until then. She was to go to their room, lock the door, close the drapes, and not open the door for anyone but him. 
 
    “Yes, all right.” It was better than all right, she thought, stifling a sigh of relief. Hiding away in a room soundedlovely. It might not be particularly courageous of her, but she’d faced any number of fears over the last few days. She could be forgiven a brief bout of cowardice. 
 
    She hurried up the stairs, paused at the first landing, and turned around to find Gabriel watching her from the bottom step. 
 
    She waved back down at him, which, for some reason, seemed to please him enormously. 
 
    “No one but me, Jane.” 
 
    “No one but you,” she agreed. 
 
    He smiled at her then, that wonderful, inviting, and rakish smile that she quite simply adored. 
 
    Her lips curved up as she turned around again and started for the next flight of stairs. She wasn’t a coward. She’d come into town, hadn’t she? It was simply good sense to stay in the room while… 
 
    She paused with her foot on the second step. 
 
    Wait… Where was the room? Had Gabriel said the second door on the right on the first floor, or the first door on the right on the second floor?  
 
    She looked back to where he’d been standing, but he was gone. 
 
    He’d said… He…said… 
 
    No. No, no, no, no.What had he said?  
 
    Second…floor.  
 
    No, door.  
 
    No… 
 
    Yes. Door. It was definitely door.  
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    She wasn’t sure. Why wasn’t she sure? She’d listened so carefully. Why couldn’t she remember? 
 
    She tried to find the memory, walk through it in her mind moment by moment. She could see it. She could recall every second. He had talked, and she had listened and understood. And yet… 
 
    Dang it,whathad she understood? Was itfloorordoor? 
 
    She couldn’t be sure.  
 
    Suddenly, she felt like a child. For a moment, it felt as if all the hateful things her governesses and the specialist and her father had said about her were true.  
 
    Idiot girl. 
 
    With a skill born of entirely too much practice, Jane shoved the self-doubt away. Those people had been wrong. She was not an idiot. She had never been an idiot. She’d made a mistake, that was all, and now she would fix it. It was as simple as that. 
 
    Taking a deep, calming breath, she looked about her and considered her options. She couldn’t go knocking about on the doors of strangers. It was too late to chase after Gabriel.  
 
    Could she ask the innkeeper? That might work. Unless he told her where to go and she didn’t understand him, or he suddenly recognized her as a former inmate of the asylum. 
 
    She should ask someone else. No, she should find someone else and request that she beshown to her room. She’d speak to a maid, or someone working in the tavern. Yes, that was it. 
 
    Slowly, she made her way back downstairs. To her dismay, she discovered that the tavern had grown even more crowded during the brief time she’d been on the stairs. At least a half dozen new patrons had arrived, and now nearly every table and chair in sight was filled with people talking, laughing, and clanging flatware and goblets. The noise was overwhelming, slicing through her already frayed nerves. 
 
    A middle-aged man delivering ale to a table caught her eye, set down his drinks, and headed straight for her. Did he look familiar? Could she have known him?  
 
    He offered a polite smile, showing oversized teeth beneath an equally oversized mustache. “A relativee up man?”               
 
    “I... Er… I’d like to be shown to my room, please.” 
 
    “Wooden ice obscene tea…?” The rest of his question, such as it was, faded into oblivion when a particularly raucous group of young men in the corner let loose with a sudden round of boisterous laughter. 
 
    The man before her, on the other hand, was silent. He was waiting for an answer, and she hadn’t the faintest idea what he’d asked.  
 
    “I… Um…” 
 
    He repeated the question, but it was nonsense to her. Utter nonsense. 
 
    Dear God. Not here. Please, please, anywhere but here. 
 
    She didn’t know what to say to him. What if he was asking her name, or inquiring where her husband had gone? She couldn’t respond with another request to be shown to her room. That wouldn’t make sense. 
 
    She was going to give herself away. They would know. Someone would recognize her as the stupid little girl who belonged in the asylum. She’d…  
 
    “Do you know, I believe I’ve changed my mind,” she announced. “I’m hungry.” It was the first, and only, response that managed to push its way through the morass of fear. “I should like to dine. Here.” She waved a stiff arm to indicate the tavern. “But privately,” she added quickly. “Please.” 
 
    There was a long, terrifying pause. 
 
    Had she said that correctly? Had she jumbled the words? Had it been a completely inappropriate response? 
 
    He nodded once. “Aye, missus. Fish day.” 
 
    Oh, thank goodness. She wasn’t sure what fish day was, but he’d nodded and pointed to a door at the far end of the room. That had to be a good sign. 
 
    She followed him to a small, private dining room that was blissfully quiet compared to the tavern. Before he could ask her another question, she took a seat and requested bread and stew, knowing full well she’d not be able to choke down a single mouthful. 
 
    “Straightaway, missus,” he replied and hurried off, shutting the door behind him. 
 
    As Jane looked around the sparse little room, all she could think was that there must have been a better solution than this. She was sitting quite alone in front of an enormous window that provided anyone walking past with a perfectly clear view of her. 
 
    She searched for drapes or shutters but, finding none, settled for moving to the other side of the table so that her back faced the window. The new position left her feeling slightly less on display, but far more vulnerable and exposed. Kray’s men could be three feet away, pressed against the glass, and she’d not know it until they opened the window and reached for her. And now she had the terrible urge to look over her shoulder every other second, which completely ruined the point of having moved at all. 
 
    She should have tried to sneak a look at the registry to see what name Gabriel had used. Maybe she should have looked for a maid upstairs. Therehad to have been a better solution. 
 
    But she had panicked. She’d let the noise and old memories get the better of her. She’d let fear guide her actions. 
 
    And she’d forgotten where her room was. 
 
    Imbecile. 
 
    She shoved the insult aside, and for the next ten minutes tried not to think of the window, the asylum, or the taunts of her childhood. She concentrated instead on the daunting challenge of explaining to Gabriel upon his return how it was that she had come to be in the dining room. 
 
    But not a single, plausible excuse came to her.  
 
    She’d misplaced the key…somewhere between the bottom and top steps of a single, small, enclosed stairwell. 
 
    She’d locked herself out of the room…even though she’d promised not to leave in the first place. 
 
    She’d been faint with hunger. Someone else had been in the room. The lock was stuck. 
 
    They were terrible lies, every one of them.  
 
    I have a spot of trouble with my hearing… 
 
    Even that half-truth wasn’t going to work. She’d taken the key, agreed to his instructions, gone upstairs, promised not to open the door to anyone else, and then waved him off. 
 
    Gabriel would never believe she’d not heard him. The only possible way out of the mess she’d created was to find her way to the room before he returned. 
 
    If only she knew what name Gabriel had used, what he had told the innkeeper, then… 
 
    She nearly jumped out of her chair when the door opened and a maid hurried inside, carrying a tray she set on the table. “Here you are, ma’am. Stew and—” 
 
    “I believe my wife would prefer to take her meal in our room.” 
 
    Jane didn’t jump at the sound of Gabriel’s voice. Instead, she went stiff and tense all over. She forced her gaze back to the door and found him leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest and a perfectly pleasant smile on his face. Almost as if he were pleased to see her. 
 
    He wasn’t, of course. He was furious. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “Hello,” she said, and wondered if it was possible to kick oneself in the shin. She’d run out of time, luck, and lies, and the best she could do wasperditiono. 
 
    He lifted his brows expectantly. “Jane?” 
 
    “Yes. Right.” She rose from her seat on legs that had gone to pudding, and managed a nod and wobbly smile for the maid. “My… Er… Our room, if you please.” 
 
   
  
 

 The maid retrieved the tray without complaint and led the way upstairs. 
 
    Jane followed in silence…all the way to the second door on the first floor.  
 
    Of course it had been the first floor. She’d been standing mere feet away from it when she’d waved Gabriel off. No doubt he’d left with the assumption she could manage the remaining fifty-two inches on her own. 
 
    And why shouldn’t he have assumed? Most peoplecouldmanage it. Just nother, she thought dully as she stepped inside. 
 
    Her first, useless thought upon entering was that the room looked rather cozy. It had a large bed on one wall, a table and chairs set before a window that looked out onto the street, and a pair of comfortably worn armchairs facing the fireplace. She shuffled closer to the beckoning glow of coals smoldering on the grate, but if it delivered on the heat it promised, she didn’t notice. Her fingers felt like ice, and they shook when she held her hands out to warm them. 
 
    She was dimly aware of Gabriel talking to the maid behind her. 
 
    There was a scuffle of feet, the sweep of skirts, the jingle of coins. It figured that now, when she didn’t need to hear them, every sound seemed amplified. 
 
    When the door shut, it sounded like canon fire. And the silence that followed was deafening.  
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel stared at Jane’s rigid back and, quite possibly for the first time in his life, found himself entirely too angry to speak. 
 
    And everything had been going so well. 
 
    During his quick visit to the station, he’d learned that Kray’s men had arrived by rail the day before, but had disembarked only long enough to speak with the young man at the ticket office. They’d offered him a reward in exchange for sending word to the town of Surcombe should anyone fitting Gabriel and Jane’s description appear at the station. 
 
    In explaining this, the young man had been quick to mention that he had not been made aware that it was Sir Gabriel Arkwright of the Thief Takers that he was being bribed to betray. He’d been more than eager to make up for the near mistake, agreeing to wire the address in Surcombe the next morning with the news that he’d seen Gabriel come through town on a train headed southeast. 
 
    Gabriel had returned to the inn feeling satisfied with the current state of affairs. As Kray’s men had come through only the day before, they were unlikely to check back during the six hours he and Jane had to wait for their train.  
 
    The only remaining threat was the possibility of one or two deserters in town, but Jane would be safe hidden in the hotel.  
 
    All
    
      
    in
    
      
    all, things looked promising. 
 
    He’d been imagining a hot bath with an entire bucket of soap if he could manage it, a change of clothes, and a nice long nap. 
 
    But first he would head up to the room and check on Jane.  
 
    Only he’d not had to go up to their room. He’d seen her through the window.  
 
    Every bloody soul walking down the street could see her, sitting all alone three feet from the glass and framed in like a darn portrait. A pretty picture she’d made, too. Even in his hurry to get inside, he’d noticed more than one man pause to take a second look. Any one of them might have been a straggler from Kray’s group. 
 
    “What happened, Jane?” He was surprised by how calm his voice sounded when there was so much anger boiling beneath the surface.  
 
    Still, she jumped a little at the sound of it and turned only halfway round to look at him. She’d taken a small candlestick from the mantle, and was nervously rubbing her thumbs over the brass. “I… Um…” 
 
    “Peckish, were you?”  
 
    “No, but…” She trailed off and shook her head. 
 
    “Butwhat?” he demanded, his temper breaking through. He couldn’t help it. She could have been taken. She might have been killed. “For goodness sake, what thehell were you thinking? Of all the foolish, idiotic—” 
 
    She turned to face him fully. “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    “Don’t…?” He swore and jabbed a finger in the general direction of the tavern. “The windows in that room looked out onto the street. We don’t know where all of Kray’s men are now, and you were sitting alone and exposed for everyone to see. What am I supposed to call—” 
 
    “There were no drapes or shutters. I couldn’t hide. I tried—” 
 
    “You should have tried coming to the room. I explicitly told you to come upstairs and lock yourself in this room. Any particular reason you decided to ignore me?” 
 
    “I didn’t ignore you.” 
 
    “Then what the devil were you doing, because I could have sworn I made my instructions simple and clear. Go upstairs and stay there. How bloody hard was that?!” 
 
    “Stop yelling at me,” she snapped. 
 
    “Explain why you didn’t do as you were told,” he shot back. 
 
    “I am not required to follow your orders, Gabriel. I’m not a child—” 
 
    “Youagreed to follow them. You promised to stay in the room. I watched you walk up here. Are you telling me you lied to me—” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    “—the way you lied to me about being able to seat a horse? What else have you been dishonest about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she cried and went from rubbing the candlestick to twisting it in her hands as if she were wringing a handkerchief. “I’m not lying to you. Not—” 
 
    “We both knowthat’s a lie.”  
 
    “It’s not! Not the way you mean,” she insisted, her voice catching. “I don’t want to receive you. I just—” 
 
    “Receive me?”  
 
    “What? No… I… Did I say…?” Suddenly, she scrunched up her face in acute frustration and made a sound that was half growl and half groan. “Dang it! I’m not trying to receive you! I didn’t hear you properly.” 
 
    Deceive, he realized, notreceive. “Didn’t hear me? You answered me. You answered a direct question.” 
 
    “I know, but—”  
 
    “I asked you if you were comfortable waiting in the room, and you saidyes.” 
 
    “Idid, but—”  
 
    “So what is wrong with your hearing that you can answer my question, make a promise to me, and then completely fail to—” 
 
    “I don’t know!” She all but screamed at him. All at once, she lost all composure. Like a lit powder keg, she simply…exploded. “Idon’t knowwhat’s wrong with it! I don’t know why I can’t always hear you, or understand you, or remember what you said! I don’t know why I forgot where I was supposed to go! I don’t know what’s wrong with me, and I don’t know why I can’t fix it! I don’t know why I can’t have a life like everyone else! Idon’t know—” 
 
    He rushed forward and caught her wrist before she could hurl the candlestick across the room. “Jane, stop. Stop.” 
 
    She was pale and trembling, her breath came in gasps, and, to his everlasting horror, there were tears brimming in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s all right. Take a deep breath now. Why don’t you—”  
 
    “Don’t patronize me. Don’t talk to me as if I’m stupid.”  
 
    “No. I mean yes.No, I won’t.Please don’t cry.” 
 
    “I’m not.” She sniffled then and shoved the candlestick at him. “Fine, I am. There’s nothing wrong with it.” 
 
    “There’s not. Nothing at all.” He just really, really didn’t want her to do it. “Please stop anyway.” 
 
    She produced a small, watery laugh. “At last, something that frightensthe Sir Gabriel Arkwright besides teeth.” 
 
    He let that pass. He wasn’t afraid of tears. He simply wasn’t any good at making them go away. That was Samuel’s forte. His friend had a knack for comforting or soothing or…what have you. Gabriel, on the other hand, always felt like a blind bull in a china shop, stumbling about, frightening people, and generally just making everything worse. 
 
    Still, he had to try something. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper,” he said gently. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.” 
 
    Jane opened her mouth, clearly intent on delivering a scathing retort. But then all the fight seemed to just drain out of her. Her shoulders sagged, and she let out a long, shuddering breath. “I shouldn’t have yelled back,” she said at length. “I apologize.” 
 
    “There’s no need. I did yell first.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and her gaze tracked to the candlestick in his hand. “I wasn’t going to throw that at you. I meant to throw it at the wall.” 
 
    “I know. But I’ve seen your aim. It could use improvement.” Her lips curved up in a weak, obligatory smile. It wasn’t much, but it gave him the courage to reach out and wipe away a tear. “It’s all right, Jane.”  
 
    When she gave a small nod, he set the candlestick aside, then began to untie the ribbons of her bonnet. 
 
    Jane blinked at him as he lifted the bit of straw and satin away. “I forgot I was wearing it.” 
 
    He tossed it on a chair, then cupped her face with both hands. “Will you tell me what that was all about?” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “I know.” He brushed his thumbs along her cheeks. “But will you?” 
 
    She worked her bottom lip with her teeth for a long time. “I was going to tell you some of it. I said I would, but then Kray’s men came to the stable…” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “I’m not insane,” she said firmly. “And I am not stupid.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought otherwise.” He’d thought her delightfully odd and mysterious, but there was no question she was sane and, her decision to sit in the dining room notwithstanding, quite clever.  
 
    “But other people do, and youknow they do. Haven’t you wondered why?” 
 
    “You’re referring to the villagers in Ardbaile,” he said and dropped his hands to her shoulders. “And no, strictly speaking, I haven’t wondered why. What Ihave wondered is why you’ve isolated yourself at Twillins, leading the villagers to form inaccurate assumptions about you out of ignorance. Assumptions that would be corrected if they had the chance to know you.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re inaccurate? How—” 
 
    “Because I know you, Jane. Even if I don’t know all your secrets, I know you.” 
 
    “You say that now.” 
 
    “And I’ll say it again.” He couldn’t stop himself from leaning down and pressing a kiss to her temple. “Give me the chance to say it again. When it matters.”  
 
    He pulled back a little and watched her close her eyes. 
 
    “Come here,” he murmured. Taking her hand, he led her to the foot of the bed. “Sit down.”  
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    He took a seat and tugged gently on her hand. “Sit with me. Please.” She complied with a sigh, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Do you really have trouble hearing?” 
 
    She stiffened again, and there was a long pause before she replied. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “And you jumble your words,” he pressed. “But not, I think, the way Eliza does.” 
 
    “No, not like Eliza. It’s not a quirk. It’s not a matter of speaking too quickly. I might confuse words at any speed. I mean to say one word but use another. I know the difference. I do. But it’s the wrong word that comes out. Sometimes I’m aware I’ve done it, but not always.”  
 
    In his estimation, it was still just a quirk, only of a different sort. But his opinion on the matter was irrelevant. Jane obviously considered it a significant problem. That was what mattered. 
 
    “You heard a bee in your parlor window,” he said, letting the subject of mixing words go for the moment. “And the nightingale in the woods.” Those had been soft, distant sounds. “How could you hear those, but not me when I’m standing right beside you?” 
 
    “It’s…” She briefly pressed the heels of her hands against her eyelids. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s not that I can’t hear soft sounds, though that can happen. The trouble is that I don’t hearcorrectly. That is… Oh, this is impossible,” she groaned. “I don’t know why I thought I could tell you part of this and not all.” 
 
    He didn’t know why she’d felt shecouldn’t tell him all of it, but he kept that question to himself as well. “Why don’t you try telling me from the beginning.” 
 
    “The beginning. Right.” She nodded, twisted her skirts in her hands, opened and closed her mouth several times, but didn’t manage to produce another word. 
 
    “Jane—” 
 
    “This is very hard. I…” Her gaze flicked in his direction and away again. “It’s hard. I wish we had some whiskey.” 
 
    “Whiskey?” 
 
    “Mr. Harmon keeps it in the house. I find it soothing when I’ve had a nightmare.” One shoulder jerked up slightly. “And other times.” 
 
    He rose from the bed. “Wait here.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to—” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he promised.  
 
    He fetched a bottle from the tavern and returned in short order. Jane hadn’t moved from her seat in his absence, but she appeared a little more settled. Her hands were still gripping her skirts, but the knuckles were no longer white, and her cheeks had regained some of their color. 
 
    “I can’t answer to the quality of it,” he told her as he poured a finger of drink into a glass and handed it to her. “But it should get the job done.” 
 
    “Like a good lie,” she mumbled, staring down at the amber liquid. She took a sip as he resumed his seat next to her. Then she took another and sighed heavily. “You asked me why I was sent to Twillins Cottage. Do you remember?”  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    She gave a jerky nod. “When I was eight, I snatched a cane away from my governess, Mrs. Lineker, and struck her with it. Right across the cheek.” She released her skirts to draw a finger above her jawline. “It did her no permanent damage, but it was a perfectly horrid thing to do.” 
 
    Eight was a bit too old, he thought, to be lashing out in temper. “Why did you strike her?” 
 
    “Because she kept asking me the same question over and over again. What is forty minus ten? And I would answer, and she would cane me across the knuckles for getting it wrong. I’m sure you know how that feels.” 
 
    “I took a few raps across the knuckles at school.”  
 
    “But never, I imagine, for giving the correct answer.” She shook her head, and a line formed across her brow. “She would say forty minus ten, and I would say thirty, and then the cane would come down. Again and again. Forty minus ten. Forty minus ten. She never wavered from her question, and I never wavered from my answer of thirty.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “Neither did I,” she said, a wealth of sadness in those three words. “I couldn’t figure out why all my governesses seemed to hate me. She was not the first I ran off. There had been a number before her. They all reported the same thing to my father—that I was a completely ungovernable child. They said I refused to listen, refused to follow instructions, and sometimes even refused to acknowledge them when they called my name. They told my father I failed at my lessons just to be contrary, that there was no reason I should struggle to sound out a word I had read quite well just that morning, or forget lessons I had learned only hours before. By the time Mrs. Lineker arrived, I was unbearably tired of it, of listening to them malign me in front of my father, of the names some of them would call me in private. And I was even angrier with myself. Every time I made a mistake, or forgot something, it felt unforgivable, as if I was proving all of them right. I couldn’t stand it anymore. The constant anger and frustration. My behavior became unpredictable, my temper more and more volatile. In the end, Mrs. Lineker’s insistence that forty minus ten was not thirty was the last straw. For everyone.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “My father sent for a specialist who concluded that I…” Her gaze skittered away, and she took another drink. The tips of her ears turned pink. “He said I was feebleminded and morally deficient. I needed to be removed from the home for my own benefit and the safety of others. At least that’s what I was told later.” 
 
    He swallowed a thousand curses, battled back the sudden, burning urge to hit something,anything. “You arenot—” 
 
    “Fourteen minus ten,” she cut in. “That’s what she’d been asking. Not forty.Fourteen. I’d been wrong all along. It took me years to figure that out.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear her correctly.” And for that she had been labeled feebleminded. It was grossly unjust.  
 
    “I often don’t hear things properly. I confuse words that sound similar. Occasionally some words, or even whole sentences, sound entirely nonsensical to me, and I can’t understand what’s being said no matter how many times it’s repeated. There are times noises seem too loud, even small ones like a bee in a window, or the breeze in the pines. When that happens I can’t hear anything else. I can’t even think about anything else. Loud noise is even worse. And sometimes—” 
 
    He took her free hand and gently unwound the stiff fingers from her skirts. She was breathing too fast again, her agitation all but palpable. “You don’t have to tell me everything at once.” 
 
     “I think it might be easier if I do.” 
 
    He brushed his thumb along her knuckles. “All right. But before you continue, let me be clear about something.” Bringing her hand to his lips, he pressed a kiss to her palm. “Nothing you’ve told me leads me to believe you are now, or have ever been, mad, feebleminded, or morally deficient.”  
 
    Her father, on the other hand, had obviously been all three. And a mongrel to boot. Who could do that to his own child? Any child? Who could do that toJane? 
 
    She gave him a look that somehow managed to be both sheepish and angry. “We have had entire conversations in which I’ve had no idea what you were saying.” 
 
    That gave him pause. “Entire conversations?” 
 
    “Maybe not entire,” she admitted. “But parts. Important parts. I don’t remember telling you I can’t ride. When you asked I must not have understood, so I just…pretended otherwise.” 
 
    “Ah. So your mind hasn’t been wandering to a lost husband or a dead man in your garden.” Her lips trembled briefly at the small joke. It wasn’t much, but he’d take it. “Is that what happened today? Is that why you went to the tavern? You didn’t hear me?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I did hear you, and I understood what you were saying at the time. It’s just…” She winced, and her voice grew soft again. “It was so loud downstairs and… Sometimes I concentrate so hard on hearing and understanding what’s being said that I…I forget to remember it. I know that sounds mad, but—” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. “You’re not mad.”  
 
    “I couldn’t remember if you’d said the first door on the second floor or the second door on the first floor. I listened, but I wasn’t sure afterward. I tried to ask a man in the tavern to show me to my room, but then he asked me something in return that I couldn’t understand, and everything just sort of spun out of control. If I had just written it down, or even repeated it once or twice to help me remember, everything would have been fine, but—” 
 
    “It’s all right.” 
 
    “It’s not. It’s…” She let out a short breath, finished the last of her drink and set the empty glass on the mattress beside her. “Earlier, at Twillins, you said I should relocate somewhere I wasn’t welcome. Thatanimosity was liberating?” 
 
    “I’m certain I didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, of course you didn’t,” she said, throwing up a hand. “That’s the point. But it’s what I heard. Animosity. I don’t know what you meant by that.” 
 
    “I don’t either. I… Oh, yes. I remember.Anonymity can be liberating.” He shook his head. “I don’t know about the welcomed bit.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed again. “Anonymity. That makes more sense.” 
 
    “If you didn’t understand me, why not ask me to repeat myself?” 
 
    “Because repeating the same thing doesn’t help me to hear it. I did try, you’ll recall. All I heard was animosity.” 
 
    “But you heard me correctly now.” 
 
    “Yes. But not the first two times.” She pressed the heel of her hand against one eye. “What sort of idiot needs the same word repeated three times?” 
 
    He captured her wrist and brought it down. “You’re not an idiot.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, but it is difficult to convince others of that when I respond inappropriately, or not at all, or ask them to repeat the same thing over and over again. And I still get it wrong.” 
 
    “That’s why you stay away from the village.” 
 
    She nodded and looked away. “I tried to visit a few times. It didn’t go well, and then I felt so guilty because I’d broken my promise to Edgar to stay away from Ardbaile.” 
 
    “Hang Edgar.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped back to him. “What?” 
 
    “I said…” He paused as realization dawned on him. “It helps you to watch me speak, doesn’t it?”That was why she stared so intently. When she nodded, he gave her a rueful smile. “You’ve dealt my vanity a significant blow.” 
 
    “Yes, well, imagine how mine feels at the moment,” she muttered. 
 
    Hecould imagine it, and it squeezed his heart tight. “Can I say it now?” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “That I know you.” He released her hands and took her by the shoulders, turning her to face him fully. “I know you, Jane. I know you to be a clever, loyal, loving, kind, and courageous woman. I know you are neither mad nor dimwitted. I knew all of that ten minutes ago, and I know all of that now.” 
 
    She studied him for a long time, her expression both hopeful and suspicious. He let her look her fill, willing her to see the truth. 
 
    “I think you mean that,” she said softly.  
 
    “Of course I mean it.” 
 
    “I hope so, because—” Her throat worked in a difficult swallow. “The reason I didn’t want to come into Lansville is… There was an asylum here once, just outside of town. Brackmer’s. That’s where the specialist…” 
 
    “Your father sent you to anasylum?” He’d assumed Jane had been exiled to the coast, not locked away in a bloody asylum. He brought her closer and pressed a kiss to her temple. “I’m sorry.” God, how insufficient that word was. How ineffectual. And still he couldn’t stop himself from offering it. He moved his lips to her brow, kissed her again. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s closed now,” she said, as if that somehow made it better. “It could have been worse. I’ve heard of far worse places than Brackmer’s. And I think, in their way, they were trying to help.” She shook her head. “They didn’t, of course. It was the Harmons who really helped me.” 
 
    “Will you tell me about it?” 
 
    “Have you ever taken the water cure?” 
 
    “No, but I understand that if it’s properly done, it can alleviate a great many ills.” 
 
    “Is there a proper way to douse a terrified child with ice water? Or wrap her in freezing, wet sheets and tie her to a bed, or—” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly. “None.” And the thought of Jane young, afraid, and hurting turned his stomach. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She took a shaky breath and shook her head. “It wasn’t all bad. It was usually only in the mornings for me. I was almost always locked back in my room before eleven.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then I ate, if I was still hungry. The staff left food in my room for the day. Books, too, if I’d behaved. Despite my trouble with words, I do like to read.”  
 
    “You stayed in the room all day?” 
 
    “It was certainly better than the alternative.” 
 
    “Did you not have any company?” He brushed his thumb along the very edge of her hairline. “Staff? Other residents?” 
 
    “No. We weren’t allowed to fraternize. I could hear the other girls sometimes. When they were being taken for the cure. And I could always tell when a new girl came in. They fought the hardest.” 
 
    She said it with both sympathy and the cold, deadened air of a veteran. And suddenly he remembered how long Jane had been away at the coast for her health. Surely she hadn’t been at the asylum that whole time.  
 
    “How long were you there, Jane?” 
 
    Don’t say it. Don’t say it. 
 
    “Two years. More or less.” 
 
    More or less. As if an extra week hardly signified. As if every single day, every single minute wouldn’t have been an eternity. As if it didn’t matter. 
 
    It mattered. Gabriel remembered from his research exactly how long Jane had been away at the coast. “Two years, four months.” 
 
    Her brows lifted. “And two weeks, two days. And it was half past noon when Edgar came to fetch me. How did you know?” 
 
    “I looked into your past some, remember? That’s how long you were gone from Fourgate Hall for your health.” He hadn’t been aware of the exact weeks and days, however.  
 
    He was no longer confused as to why she’d become a recluse. He was amazed she was willing to step a foot out of her door. She’d spent two years afraid to leave a room, and seventeen more afraid to leave her home lest she be sent back to that same room. 
 
    At least in that, he could help.  
 
    “You’re not going back. I promise you.” He couldn’t go back and rescue a frightened, lonely, and abandoned child. Nor beat the men responsible for it into the ground. But he could do this for her. He could give her the security she’d been denied for far too long. 
 
    “You can’t promise that. It’s not under your—” 
 
    “I can,” he said firmly. “I’mtheSir Gabriel Arkwright.” He waited for the reminder, and the implications, to sink in. “I have influence that men like your father and his specialist couldn’t begin to imagine. So long as I live and breathe, you will not step foot in an asylum, or any variation of such an institution, ever again. And so long as I am still living and breathing, I’ll see to it you’re protected after I’m gone. You willnever go back.” 
 
    Her breathing quickened as she stared at him unblinking. “You promise?” 
 
    “I swear it.”  
 
    He felt a tremor go through her, and her lips trembled. “Never?”  
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “But what if I—”  
 
    “Never. No, please don’t cry.” 
 
    Still trembling, her mouth curved up at the corners. “Will you sign a contract stipulating your intentions and provide—” 
 
    Her laughter blended with his own, echoing in the small room. 
 
    “I’ll sign as many as you like,” he offered. In fact, he quite liked the idea of it. Trust was all well and good, but nothing stole fear away like the luxury of certainty. He brushed the backs of his fingers along her cheek. “I don’t think I could deny you anything, Jane Ballenger.” 
 
    A pretty blush crept over her skin, right under his fingers. “It feels strange to have told you this. I thought I would always keep that secret from everyone but the Harmons. I assumed I would simply hide or lie to everyone else for the rest of my life.” 
 
    God, he hated the thought of that, hated that she’d been forced to live with the deceit for so many years. He knew what that felt like. “Lies like that, old lies, they’ll eat at you over time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to now.” She lifted a hand and brushed the tips of her fingers along his jaw. “Because of you.” 
 
    The atmosphere shifted in the room, or maybe it just seemed that way to him. Her fingers were soft and warm, barely a whisper against his skin. But he felt the touch everywhere. 
 
    She leaned closer, her intention clear. 
 
    He held still, even as he told himself to pull away; he didn’t move a muscle except to say, “Jane, I promised not to—” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she whispered and pressed her lips to his. 
 
    He let himself sink into the kiss, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close.  
 
    It was sweet. Sweeter than any kiss he could remember ever sharing with a woman, even in his youth. He explored her mouth with gentle sweeps and brushes. He tasted her with slow, indulgent strokes of his tongue. Her arms twined around his neck, and he let himself enjoy the simple pleasure of holding Jane close, feeling the soft weight of her arms resting on his shoulders. 
 
    He kissed her the way he wished he had on the train. The way he should have in the stable. He kissed her without artifice or guile, without holding any part of himself back or pushing either of them for more.  
 
    It was a kiss for the sake of a kiss. Romance for the sake of romance. It was tender and selfless and genuine. It was perfection. From the second Jane touched his cheek to the moment he gently pulled away, it was the most perfect kiss he’d ever known. 
 
    “That should have been the one,” he whispered. 
 
    Her lids lifted slowly. “The one?” 
 
    “Your first kiss. That should have been it. I’m sorry it wasn’t.” 
 
    She made a noncommittal noise at the back of her throat, and her amber eyes dipped to his mouth. “Gabriel?”  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    She looked up at him again with a new, determined glint in her amber eyes. “I release you from your promise not to seduce me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane felt Gabriel stiffen against her. She might have taken offense at that if his arms hadn’t tightened around her at the same time. 
 
    She knew her decision might seem rash to him. And maybe it was. Maybe she was being reckless and foolish, setting herself up for terrible heartache down the road. But at that moment, she couldn’t bring herself to care. She never got to be reckless and foolish. She was always cautious, always careful, always afraid. She had denied herself both risk and its promised rewards for far too long, had been reconciled to a life half-lived for too many years. 
 
    Today, she would live fully. She would throw caution to the wind and do exactly as she pleased. Because she could.  
 
    And just then, nothing would please her more than to stay in Gabriel’s arms. 
 
    Gabriel lightly cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I don’t want it. Your promise. I’m sorry I asked for it. Initially, I thought that once everything was done, if I had the opportunity, I might try my hand at it. Seduction, that is.” Well, she’d indulged in a brief fantasy or two, but that was essentially the same thing. “And then I realized how foolish that would be—” 
 
    “I strenuously disagree.” 
 
    “But why ask an amateur when there’s a master on hand?” 
 
    “Master of seduction?” He laughed softly. “Is that what I am?” 
 
    “That’s what they say.” 
 
    “They being the papers a decade ago?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” she conceded. “I suppose the information is a bit out of date.” She hadn’t really thought about that. “If you’re out of practice…” 
 
    “I still manage to muddle my way through.” 
 
    Excellent. Battling back nerves, she gathered her courage and pressed a little closer. “Will you show me?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t, Jane. I promised.” 
 
    “But I released you from that promise.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” One hand left her waist and settled at the back of her head. “You’re under my care.” 
 
    “And that would change if we…?” Her eyes flicked to the pillows on the bed. 
 
    “No. I swear to you, no.” 
 
    “Then I fail to see the problem.” 
 
    He bent his head toward her protectively. “You’re not in a position to say no.”  
 
    “That’s not true.” She leaned in closer, narrowing the distance between them. “I would say no if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Then I’m not in a position to say yes.” 
 
    “Then I’ll say it for you.Yes.” She took his face in her hands and pressed her lips to his. “Gabriel, please. Say yes.” 
 
    And say it now, she thought, when she was feeling brave—freed by his promise that she would never return to the asylum, and emboldened by the knowledge that there were no more lies, no more secrets standing between them. 
 
    When he didn’t immediately respond, she wondered if she would be forced to make a stab at seduction after all. She hoped not. Her notions of what constituted seduction were vague at best. Her brief imaginings had involved nebulous images of music, dancing, a pretty dress, and candlelight. She may have batted her eyelashes and giggled behind a fan. 
 
    In retrospect, it seemed a little unrealistic. 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask once more, but he spoke before she could. 
 
    “There’s no great mystery to seduction,” he said softly, his voice a little rough. “All one needs is a little time, patience, some experience, and, most important, an understanding of one’s partner.” 
 
    “What sort of understanding?” 
 
    “Her likes and dislikes. Different people find pleasure in different things. For example…” He leaned down and softly touched his lips to the corner of her mouth. “Did you like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “Very much.” 
 
    “And this?” He brushed the tip of his tongue ever so lightly over her bottom lip. 
 
    She shivered from head to foot. “Yes.” 
 
    His lips curved up in a slow, and decidedly seductive, smile. He took her wrist, brought her arm up, and pressed a kiss on the inside of her elbow. “And that?” 
 
    She considered it. “Not as much, no.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She felt the rumble of laughter in his chest a second before he dipped his head and found the crook of her neck. “How about this?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.”Definitely, yes. 
 
    And so began Gabriel’s long, slow, and thorough exploration of Jane’s preferences. He kissed her everywhere, slowly and lightly, cataloguing her reactions one inch of skin at a time. His lips found her jaw, her ear, her shoulders. He tasted her bottom lip, her top lip, the corner of her mouth. His mouth brushed against each cheekbone, found a sensitive spot at her collarbone, another on the inside of her wrist. 
 
    At first, each feather-light touch of his lips elicited a single, discernible response. A flick of heat. A passing shiver. A lovely sense of warmth. And she waited with baited breath in anticipation of each new sensation.  
 
    But soon the pleasure from one began to bleed into the next. He wasn’t moving any faster, or touching her for any longer, and still the impressions blended into each other, one right over the other, covering her senses like a thickening fog.  
 
    She wasn’t certain when she’d closed her eyes, or when Gabriel’s clever fingers had found the buttons on the back of her gown. She wasn’t aware of either until she felt cool air seep through her chemise and chill her overheated skin. Her eyes fluttered open. Gabriel had removed his own coat and necktie. His shirt was open at the collar, and she reached up to touch the exposed skin. 
 
    He caught her hand and held it there, just above his heart. “I want to give you someplace better. Not an inn, under assumed names—” 
 
    She shook her head. “Stop talking, please.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” he said in a most seductive voice. “You’ll like the talking.” 
 
    Shedid like the talking.  
 
    He murmured to her as he finished undressing her—standing her up to let her loose gown slip down to the floor, unhooking her corset, sliding her chemise over her head, unlacing her boots, and unrolling her stockings. He whispered wicked promises in her ear, offered her lavish praise and naughty suggestions. Even when she didn’t understand him, when he spoke too softly for her to hear, just the sound of his roughened voice against her skin sent the most delicious waves of heat racing through her blood. 
 
    He lifted her into his arms and settled her on the bed, his long, hard form coming to rest on top of her. And with a courage she never realized she possessed, she ran her hands over him in blatant exploration.  
 
    Gabriel didn’t seem to mind. Dark lashes swept shut as her palms stroked down the expanse of his chest. It was fascinating, the male form. She wanted to learn every inch of him, every ridge of bone and curve of muscle. She discovered scars, old ones faded with age, and injuries so new they were still pink. She kissed the one she found on his shoulder, a jagged half loop, and let her fingers dance lightly over a straight, raised line at his waist. 
 
    He was more than fascinating. He was beautiful. Everything she’d dreamed… 
 
    He brushed his knuckles over the top of one breast and she sucked in a breath. Her eyes closed of their own volition. 
 
    Over her head, Gabriel’s voice was low and warm. “Like that, do you?” 
 
    Before she could answer, he bent his head and tasted her in the same spot, softly, just as he’d kissed her everywhere else. But he didn’t move on as he had before. He lingered, layering one kiss over another until she began to shift beneath him, drenched in pleasure but still desperate for something more. 
 
    She felt the wet flick of his tongue against her nipple and heard herself moan.That was what she wanted. Only more. She wanted more of everything. 
 
    His hands roamed over her, touching her everywhere, and she followed suit, wanting to feel him, eager to give him the same pleasure he offered her.  
 
    He shifted over her, and his hand glided down her belly and between her legs, discovering an incredibly sensitive spot. He played with her, toying and teasing until her hips lifted off the mattress of their own accord. She felt as if she were being wound tighter and tighter, and she didn’t know if she wanted it to keep going, or be released, or both, or…  
 
    “Gabriel, I—” 
 
    He hushed her with his mouth, even as he moved to settle more firmly between her thighs. One hand hooked beneath her knee, pulling it up to his hip. He pressed into her, and she stiffened against the sudden pressure and accompanying pain. For a brief moment, she considered informing him that she didnot, in fact, like that. 
 
    But the discomfort quickly faded, and she looked at him, hovering over her, his eyes closed and his jaw clenched. He was breathing hard through his nose. His arms were trembling beside her. And she felt herself go soft all over, even as a small, secret smile curved her lips. 
 
    She did that to him.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Gabriel rasped, his lids lifting. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I—” He blinked at her. “You’re smiling.” 
 
    She gave a small nod and brushed her hands down the hardened muscles of his back.  
 
    He closed his eyes again on a groan. Then he pulled back a little, and returned in a short, smooth glide.  
 
    “Oh.” Her own eyes fluttered shut. “Oh, I like that.” 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he whispered, and began to move. The strokes were gentle and slow at first, reviving the sweet, gripping sensation of earlier. She couldn’t stop her hips from lifting to meet each thrust, nor hold back the little gasps of pleasure slipping from her lips.  
 
    As she wound tighter and tighter, he altered the pace into something more purposeful, more demanding. She gasped his name, and his hand returned to that spot between her legs where they were joined. His fingers danced over her lightly, teasing her into ever-constricting coils. She struggled to somehow get closer to him, to reach whatever peak her body was so desperate to ascend. She hitched her knees up higher. Her fingers dug into the sinew of his shoulders. 
 
    “Gabriel.” 
 
    He muttered something she didn’t understand and pressed firmly against her core. His mouth descended on hers at the same time, and she cried out as the tension finally gave way to a blinding pleasure that rolled through her in swamping waves.  
 
    It was overwhelming, beautiful. Gabriel thrust once more and held still, a deep, masculine groan emanating from his throat, she knew he felt it, too.  
 
    And she thought, perhaps, she liked that best of all. 
 
    After a moment, Gabriel rolled to his side, bringing her along with him. He clasped her close, tucking her head beneath his chin. She listened to the hard pounding of his heart as his hand stroked leisurely over her hip. 
 
    A part of her wanted to say something, not to fill the silence, but to somehow draw out the moment, as if she could make the wondrous glow she felt last longer if she talked about it. But the rest of her was too exhausted, too content to even try. Instead, she closed her eyes and let Gabriel’s hand and heart lull her to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel left the inn again and brought back a change of clothes, including a pretty gown of deep blue for Jane. It was her first new gown in years, and by far, her most elaborate. It had dark satin trim, mother-of-pearl buttons, sweeping skirts, and a row of ruffles along the hem.  
 
    She’d always eschewed ornamentation and fripperies. A lady put on finery to be noticed, and she’d wanted to be ignored. 
 
    But not now. Not with Gabriel.  
 
    She glanced at the door and wondered how long he would be in the bath.  
 
    She’d watched him carefully for the last few hours. After she’d woken from her nap and found him dressing to go back out again, she’d felt a momentary niggling of doubt. She’d not given either of them very much time to think before…well, seducing him into seducing her. She’d been worried that once the heady glow of lovemaking had dimmed, he might begin to view her in a different light—as someone other thanjust Jane. 
 
    But she’d seen nothing in his demeanor to indicate that his opinion of her had altered.  
 
    Granted, he spent two hours sleeping, a half hour running errands, and what now seemed to her to be an inordinate amount of time in the bath, but in the moments in-between, she saw no change in him except a new—and much appreciated—tendency to make certain he was facing her when they spoke. 
 
    Also, he seemed fond of kissing her whenever he had the chance. Little pecks and tender kisses that made her toes curl in her shoes.  
 
    Grinning, Jane donned the new gown, fixed her hair with care, and took great pleasure in seeing Gabriel’s eyes widen when he returned already dressed in his own new clothes. 
 
    He crossed the room to press his lips to hers. “You look exquisite.” 
 
    The gown wasn’t tailored to her figure, and she’d been short on hair pins. At best, she looked quite nice. But she wasn’t going to argue with him.  
 
    Shefeltexquisite. Or perhaps a better description would be to say she feltalive. 
 
    Also, rather unexpectedly, a little bit shy. Not in an unpleasant sort of way. It was more like how she’d felt right after their walk in the woods when Gabriel had kissed her hand and promised to return the next day. She’d been happy, worried, excited, and fearful all at once. 
 
    That was how she felt now, only it was all intensified because what had been a daydream before suddenly had possibility. There was hope, and not thewouldn’t it be lovely if only things were different sort that came from an overactive imagination. It was real. It had potential.  
 
    With hope came a new set of risks, but she was willing to take them. In part because she could finally afford to take a few chances, but mostly because she knew they were worth it. 
 
    Gabriel was worth it. And so was she. 
 
    When it was time to go, she walked downstairs arm-in-arm with Gabriel. This time, however, she kept her head up as they passed through the tavern. She was tense and uncomfortable, but not afraid.  
 
    No one seemed to notice her. She was a stranger here, she realized, just as she’d been a stranger in the first town they’d visited. Nobody recognized her, and now that her mind was free of the terror clouding her judgment, she could acknowledge that it had been irrational to believe someone might expose her secret. Years ago, she had been but one child among many to pass through the town and asylum. Even Mrs. Fitz of the cutting nails, who’d seen her every day, had probably forgotten her completely within a week of her departure.  
 
    And even if that wasn’t the case, even if Mrs. Fitz suddenly popped up in front of her and exposed Jane’s past to everyone within earshot, the world would not end. She would be humiliated, but she would remain safe, and the Harmons would remain safe, and life would go on. 
 
    Because Gabriel promised she would never go back. 
 
    She took a deep, cleansing breath as they stepped outside, and slid a glance up at Gabriel’s profile. 
 
    Anonymity was lovely, she decided. 
 
    But a Thief Taker was better. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Jane boarded the train in Lansville under the impression that they would travel west only for a time to throw off Kray’s men, then change directions and head north to Edinburgh. 
 
    It was with some surprise, then, that she found herself ushered off the train two hours later and bustled into a waiting carriage.  
 
    “Where are we? Are we not going to Edinburgh by train?” 
 
    Gabriel took her hand in an absent manner and shook his head. “We’re going to one of Sir Samuel’s holdings for now.” 
 
    Jane wanted to argue, but the hour was growing late. The light would be gone soon, and the idea of sleeping in a real bed for a full night and traveling again tomorrow by day held considerable appeal. “How did Sir Samuel know to send a carriage for us? I thought he was out of the country.” 
 
    “He is. I sent a wire to his staff from Lansville.” 
 
    Accepting the explanation, she let her gaze travel back to the window. The small village was quickly left behind, giving way to open land spotted with clusters of wooded acreage. 
 
    In time, the carriage turned up a long drive leading to a stone house. It was a pleasantly short and squat structure, reminding Jane a little of Twillins. But only a little. Sir Samuel’s home was at least half a dozen times the size of her cottage, and it had lush gardens and a manicured lawn. She counted eight chimneys visible from the front alone, and spied a large stable and three smaller buildings around the side. This was a manor house, a proper estate, not a cottage in the woods.  
 
    As they drew closer, her eyes were drawn to the glowing front windows of the house. She saw movement there and swallowed hard at the reminder that, while the owner of the home might be away, there was still staff in residence. 
 
    Excluding the empty home from the previous night, she’d never been a guest in someone else’s house before. Not once. Not for a house party, a dinner, or even a cup of tea. What if she did something to embarrass herself? What if the staff reported back to Sir Samuel and his wife that their home had played host to a lunatic in their absence?  
 
    What if Sir Samuel demanded an explanation for this from Gabriel and expressed concern over his choice of company and… 
 
    All the what-ifs evaporated when they came to a stop at the front steps and Gabriel assisted her from the carriage. She could hear voices inside. They were muffled and distorted, but clearly excited. And much too loud to be staff. No servant would be so foolish or poorly trained to make such a racket upon the arrival of a guest.   
 
    She whirled on Gabriel. “There’s someone here, isn’t there? You said they were out of the country, but there are people here.” 
 
    “I sent for Renderwell.” 
 
    “Lord Renderwell?”  
 
    “I mentioned I asked for a rendezvous with him, remember? This is it. Also—” 
 
    Before he could finish, the front door flung open, and to Jane’s astonishment, the Harmons came rushing outside. 
 
    “Janey!” Mr. Harmon reached her first and caught her in a crushing embrace that lifted her off her feet.  
 
    Mrs. Harmon wasn’t far behind. Laughing gaily, she swatted at Mr. Harmon’s arm. “Oh, put her down, put her down.” She swept Jane into her own arms the second Mr. Harmon complied.  
 
    Jane returned the embrace, patting Mrs. Harmon’s back dazedly while the older woman sniffled. “You’re safe,” she heard herself say. “You’re here. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Of course we’re here. And so are you.” 
 
    Jane pulled away, but couldn’t quite make herself let go. “Butwhat are you doing here? You should be in Edinburgh.” She looked to Gabriel. “They’re supposed to be safe in Edinburgh.” 
 
    “Change of plans.” He cleared his throat. “As it were.” 
 
    “Edinburgh?” Mrs. Harmon echoed, pulling back. “I’m sure you misunderstood, dear.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” Not this time. Gabriel had said Edinburgh. More than once.  
 
    “Well, it hardly signifies,” Mrs. Harmon said, accepting a handkerchief from her husband. “We’re all here now, aren’t we? All together again.” She wiped her eyes and beamed at Jane. “And where safer than the home of a Thief Taker?” 
 
    Before Jane could respond that it did, in fact, matter that she had once again not been made aware of a change in plans, Mrs. Harmon took her by the hand and led her inside.  
 
    A perfectly enormous, bearded man with a friendly smile and a pretty blond woman with sharp blue eyes greeted her in the front hall. 
 
    Jane threw Gabriel a startled look when he introduced the couple as Sir Samuel and Lady Brass. Feeling disoriented, she watched him greet his friend with a jovial slap on the back. Her eyes narrowed when he greeted his friend’s wife by bending over her gloved hand and kissing the back of it like an old-fashioned gentleman. Or rogue, as Jane thought was rather more the case.  
 
    “Lady Brass,” he murmured. “I didn’t think to find you here.”  
 
    “We live here,” Sir Samuel reminded him. 
 
    “You were in France.” 
 
    “Esther was homesick.” 
 
    Lady Brass shot her husband a look that was either annoyance or affection. Jane couldn’t quite tell which. “That’s a dirty lie.” She looked back to Gabriel and smiled pleasantly. “Lottie missed me.” 
 
    “I’m sure she did. And how is your sister?” 
 
    “She’s—”  Lady Brass broke off as an attractive dark-haired couple strolled into the front hall. “See for yourself.” 
 
    She’d stumbled into a house party, Jane realized as she was introduced to Lord and Lady Renderwell. Gabriel had brought her to a darn party—with a viscount and a knight, and their very pretty wives. 
 
    Lord and Lady Renderwell greeted her politely before falling into conversation with the rest of the group.Everyone was having a conversation. The noise of words buzzed all around her, making her nerves jump. She caught snippets here and there, enough to follow at least part of what was being said. The Harmons had arrived only that morning. Mr. Fulberg had remained in the local village to keep an eye on the roads and railway. 
 
    At some point, it was decided that the ladies and Mr. Harmon would take refreshments in the parlor while Lord Renderwell, Sir Samuel, and Gabriel would adjourn to the study for a glass of brandy. 
 
    Gabriel settled a light hand on her arm. “I’ll be there in a minute,” he informed his friends. “I need a word with Miss Ballenger.” 
 
    Jane smiled pleasantly at the group until they’d split up and moved out of earshot. Then she whirled on Gabriel. “You saidEdinburgh. And you saidout of the country. Iknow I heard you correctly.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting Samuel and Esther. I believed them to be out of the country.” 
 
    Esther? He called his partner’s very pretty wife by her given name? Not that it should matter at that moment, when there were so many other problems to consider, but it irked her anyway.  
 
    “The Harmons were supposed to be safely hidden away in Edinburgh,” she said. “Why did you lie to me?” 
 
    “For their own safety, and yours. The fewer people aware of their ultimate destination, the better.” 
 
    “Whom did you imagine I would tell?” 
 
    “No one, if you could help it. Limiting the spread of information is just procedure. There was no insult intended. I held information from Fulberg as well, and he kept information from me. I was aware the Harmons were coming here, but I had no idea of the path Fulberg meant to take. It was better that way.” 
 
    Somehow, the knowledge that she’d been treated no differently than a man with whom he worked was both mollifyingand insulting. “I thought we were done deceiving each other.” 
 
    “This wasn’t a deception, Jane. Not like—” He glanced over his shoulder at the sound of laughter in the parlor. “Why don’t we continue this discussion later?” 
 
    Jane followed his gaze and felt her stomach tighten into knots. Lady Brass was giving instructions to a maid, and Mr. and Mrs. Harmon appeared to be engaged in a lively discussion with Lady Renderwell. There were too many people, too much noise. She’d not been in a room with that much activity since…well, since the tavern several hours ago. And that had not gone altogether well.  
 
    “There’s too many people,” she told Gabriel. “And they’re all talking at once. I won’t be able to understand them.” 
 
    “You don’t have to understand. Not if they do. Why not tell them the truth?” 
 
    A fine bit of advice coming from him, she thought sullenly. “I can’t just…tell them.” 
 
    “The Bales sisters are in no position to pass judgment on someone else’s eccentricities. Believe me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “That’s not my secret to give away. But I can promise you, you’re not the most unusual character they’ve met, and they’d not think less of you if you were.” Stepping closer, he lifted a hand and gently stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “You’ve nothing to be ashamed of, Jane. Tell them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think I can. I’ve never tried to explain it to anyone but you before, and I don’t… I don’t want to…” 
 
    “Perhaps the Harmons have already explained?” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t. They’d not presume.” And if for some reason they’d had to, Mrs. Harmon would have mentioned it straightaway. 
 
    “Would you like me to do it?” 
 
    “I don’t think that would be any easier, listening to someone else describe my affliction.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this. It’s not an affliction. It’s a quirk.” 
 
    “One can be afflicted with a quirk,” she muttered.  
 
    “That’s an argument for another time. I know these ladies well, Jane. Trust me?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Sometimes?” 
 
    “Well you don’t always make it easy, do you?” She gave him a hard look. “Edinburgh?” 
 
    There was a pause before he asked, with a clear hint of worry, “You do trust me to keep the promise I made to you at the inn?”  
 
    “Yes, of course I do.”  
 
    “Good.” He nodded once. “That’s good. We’ll talk about the rest tonight. For now, trust me to handle my friends.” 
 
    “Are they particularly good friends of yours?”  
 
    “I suppose they are. I’ve known Lady Brass since she was fifteen.”  
 
    Since she was a child? Good heavens. “You’ve known me for considerably less time.” 
 
    “And yet I know you better and like you more than either of them.” 
 
    “Really?” How lovely. 
 
    “Really,” he affirmed, and then bobbed his head once to the side. “Although, to be fair, there was an eight-year period when the Bales family wouldn’t speak to us.” 
 
    “I… You’re being funny. That’s not helpful.” She took another look at the group in the parlor. “What if the ladies say something funny and I don’t realize it? What if I offend them?” And embarrass herself, the Harmons, and Gabriel? 
 
    “These women can’t hurt you, Jane. And after this is done, if you wish to never see them again, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “But they’re your friends.” 
 
    He reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “It doesn’t follow that they have to be yours. I have a number of friends that don’t get on. I enjoy their company separately, simple as that.” 
 
    She considered that, and the fact that she had precious few options at present. She could stand in the hallway indefinitely, or try to bluff her way through the evening. 
 
    Or she could try honesty.  
 
    She swallowed hard. “All right. You can tell them.” 
 
    And tell them Gabriel did. In four quick, concise sentences. 
 
    “Jane has some trouble with her hearing,” he announced after ushering her into the room and into a large leather chair. “Don’t repeat things if she asks for clarification. It won’t help. Just reword them.” 
 
    That was it. That was all he offered.  
 
    Jane stared at him, aghast. Some trouble with her hearing? That wasn’t an explanation. How could Lady Brass and Lady Renderwell possibly understand if that was all the information they were given? How could he sound so dismissive? As if it were nothing, really.  
 
    Jane glanced about the room. Mr. Harmon’s bushy brows were raised, but he didn’t appear displeased. Mrs. Harmon’s expression was one of guarded curiosity, as if she were reserving judgment. And the ladies appeared…curious. 
 
    “She mixes up her words on occasion, as well,” Gabriel added.  
 
    Five sentences. A veritable speech. 
 
    “Like Eliza?” Lady Brass inquired. 
 
    “A bit like Eliza, yes.” 
 
    If Lady Brass had a response to that, Jane never heard it. Lord Renderwell’s head popped in the doorway. “Arkwright.” 
 
    “In a minute,” Gabriel replied without bothering to look at him. He kept his gaze focused on Jane. “All right, Jane?” 
 
    “Er… Yes,” she returned, because what else could she say when every eye in the room was focused on her?  
 
    Gabriel’s hand settled on her shoulder for a moment, then he turned and left. Jane wanted to watch him go, if for no other reason than to stare daggers at his back, but she couldn’t risk taking her eyes off the ladies. 
 
    “You have trouble hearing?” Lady Renderwell inquired. 
 
    Jane blinked at the woman’s casual tone and wondered if perhaps Gabriel’s tack hadn’t been theabsolute worst he might have chosen. Maybe starting out with a simple, straightforward announcement was preferable to a long, drawn-out explanation. Better a molehill than a mountain, she thought. And one could always fill in the details as needed. 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid I do, but it’s…” Out of habit, she looked to Mrs. Harmon for assistance. But before the woman could intervene, Jane gave a slight shake of her head, turned her attention back to Lady Renderwell, and answered for herself. “It’s not quite as simple a matter as Sir Gabriel indicated.” 
 
    “Does it help if we speak up?” Lady Brass asked. 
 
    “No. Well, sometimes. It can be difficult to hear someone in a noisy environment.”  
 
    Lady Brass nodded at her sister. “Like your mother-in-law.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with the dowager’s hearing. She just likes to ignore people who displease her.” 
 
    “Really?” Lady Brass’s mouth fell open. “That horrible woman. I’ve been repeating myself all this time.” 
 
    “I know,” Lady Renderwell replied with a rather wicked smile that made Jane want to laugh despite her terrible nerves. 
 
    Lady Brass gave her sister a good-natured scowl before returning her attention to Jane. Only she didn’t return it quickly enough. Her face was still half turned away when she said, “A magician you tackle intrepid.” 
 
    “I…” Jane’s first instinct was to try to decipher what she’d heard, rearrange the sounds and words into something that had meaning. But she ignored the impulse. She wasn’t going to find sense in that statement. More important, there was no point in telling the truth if she was just going to lie right after it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.” 
 
    “I said a magician you tackle intrepid.” 
 
    She wanted to swallow, but her mouth had gone dry. “I’m sorry, I—” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon looked to Jane and opened her mouth, clearly intending to reword the comment for her. But at the last second, she seemed to think better of it, and turned back to Lady Brass. “Repeating doesn’t help. I’m sorry. If you would be so kind—”  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. I apologize, Miss Bales. I asked…” Lady Brass paused briefly. “I assume an ear trumpet is something you’ve tried in the past.” 
 
    Jane nodded, relieved. “Thank you. Yes, I did for a time. They’re not consistently helpful, and not always practical.” They worked somewhat like sitting close to Gabriel on the horse had worked. The amplification of the speaker’s voice helped to minimize other distractions. But in her experience, it also had a tendency to distort sound a little, increasing the likelihood she would hear words incorrectly. She found being able to watch an individual’s mouth more useful. 
 
    “Some of them do look as if they would be unwieldy to carry about,” Lady Renderwell commented. “But quite interesting to look at. We had a neighbor once who used a trumpet made with the likeness of her favorite poodle carved into the side.”  
 
    “Mr. Stanway,” Lady Brass laughed. “Lovely, peculiar woman. She had animal heads carved into everything. I think you would have liked her immensely, Mrs. Harmon. She adored a well-told story.”  
 
    Mrs. Harmon blushed at the praise and neatly complimented Lady Brass in turn.  
 
    And that, it would seem, was that. Jane consciously loosened the death grip she had on the arms of her chair. She was fine. Everyone seemed to be fine. She had stumbled in front of strangers and righted herself again with no one the worse off because of it. At least not as far as she could see. 
 
    As the conversation progressed to other topics, Jane kept alert for signs of annoyance or derision from the ladies, but she found nothing of the sort. If Lady Brass was put out by having to repeat herself, it didn’t show. And if Jane confused her words on occasion, no one made mention of it.  
 
    It became evident very quickly that the sisters were not typical ladies. They were unusually bold in their speech, liberal with their opinions, and took an interest in topics that even Jane knew were considered by many to be too vulgar for well-bred women to discuss. Also, they didn’t seem particularly perturbed that they were hosting a family of strangers running from a murderous spy.  
 
    In fact, Lady Brass appeared to relish the idea. 
 
    “He made you jump off a moving train?” She rubbed her hands together in glee. “Oh, I should like to try that.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” Lady Renderwell demanded. 
 
    “To say I have, of course.” She looked back to Jane. “What was it like?” 
 
    “It was terrifying.” 
 
    “Well, yes, naturally it was that. But wasn’t it exciting as well?” 
 
    “Not at the time, but…” Jane gave it some thought. She’d leapt from a moving train. Surely there were very few people who could say the same. It wasn’t exactly an achievement, but it certainly held an element of adventure. The sort she’d only read about in books. “I suppose, looking back, itwas a little exciting.”  
 
    “Iknew it.” 
 
    Yes, definitely not typical, well-bred ladies. But ladies nonetheless. And she wasconversing with them.  
 
    It was a difficult reality for her to accept. Jane had always assumed that, somewhere in the world, there had to be more people like the Harmons. People who were not so quick to judge and condemn those who were different from themselves.  
 
    But she’d never thought to actually meet them. It had always been too great a risk to seek them out. 
 
    But then Gabriel had come, and now here were the ladies Brass and Renderwell. And she would hazard to guess that their husbands were much the same in temperament, else they’d not be such good friends of Gabriel’s. 
 
    This afternoon she had shared her darkest secret. Then she had slept with Gabriel. Now she was taking refreshments with a pair of actual ladies in a strange parlor an unknown number of miles from her home. And she was enjoying herself. 
 
    It was astonishing. It was liberating. 
 
    It was life, Jane thought, and she had to bite back the sudden urge to grin like a fool.  
 
    Jane Ballenger, the recluse of Twillins Cottage, was living in the world.  
 
    And it feltglorious. 
 
    *** 
 
    The atmosphere in the study was somewhat less festive. 
 
    Renderwell finished pouring drinks at the sideboard and handed one to Gabriel with a scowl. “You took a risk, sending Fulberg and the Harmons here. They might have recognized Lottie and Esther.” 
 
    Gabriel used his free hand to point at Samuel. “You, I didn’t expect to be home, and you—” he pointed at Renderwell. “I expected to come alone.” 
 
    “Change of plans,” Samuel said simply. 
 
    Gabriel threw a look over his shoulder in the direction of the front parlor. “I’d not have brought any of them here if I’d known Lottie and Esther were in residence. You know that. Why the devil did you bring Lottie along?” 
 
    “I didn’t. She heard Esther had returned and came of her own accord.” 
 
    “Couldn’t either of you be bothered to find biddable wives?” Gabriel inquired. 
 
    “Someone like your Miss Ballenger?” Renderwell asked. “She’s a shy one, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Not once you get to know her.” 
 
    “And have you…” Renderwell took a sip of his drink and looked over the rim of his glass. “Known her?” 
 
    “I fail to see how that’s any of your—” 
 
    “Man.” Renderwell’s face took on the hard-bitten expression Gabriel imagined he once used to cow the soldiers under his command. “She’s under your care.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Lieutenant Hypocrite.” 
 
    “That was different,” he snapped. “My intentions toward Lottie were honorable. I wouldn’t have…” He trailed off, his eyes narrowing in speculation. “Whatare your intentions toward Miss Ballenger?” 
 
    “Good of you to ask,” Gabriel said dryly. “I’m—” 
 
    “He’s smitten,” Samuel answered for him. 
 
    “I am not bloody smitten.” 
 
    “Besotted, then. Enamored. Gone over.” 
 
    He was all those things and more. But a man did have his pride. “Do you know what I’m enamored of right now, Brass? The prospect of breaking your teeth.”  
 
    Samuel merely grinned at him. “The only question is: marriage or mistress?” 
 
    Gabriel opened his mouth to issue a scathing reply, then snapped it shut, gave up, and sagged back in his seat. If he couldn’t talk to his friends about a woman, what was the point of them? 
 
    “Yes,” he said simply. 
 
    “Yes to which?” Samuel asked. 
 
    “Either. Both. However I can have her.” 
 
    Renderwell set down his drink. “Youare besotted.” 
 
    “What of it?” Gabriel snapped. 
 
    “You mean to offer for her?” Renderwell pressed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When?”  
 
    He resisted the urge to shift in his chair. “Soon.” 
 
    “Any particular reason to wait?” Renderwell inquired. 
 
    Samuel’s grin broadened. “He’s afraid she’ll say no.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to regret coming here,” he muttered, and was roundly ignored. 
 
    Renderwell took another sip of his drink. “Any particular reason she would?” 
 
    “There are some obstacles,” Gabriel admitted. She was fairly put out with him, for one. And there was her attachment to Twillins. But the reasons Jane might refuse him worried him less than the reasons sheshould. He would be asking her to spend her life with him, to share his world. Which would be all well and good if that life, and that world, had not been built on a lie. 
 
    Samuel shrugged. “You’ll find a way around them.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gabriel drawled. “That’s exceedingly helpful.” 
 
    “Did you help me with Esther? Or did you enjoy watching me squirm like a landed trout?” 
 
    Gabriel barked out a laugh at the memory. He’d not spent a good deal of time with them, but the little he had… “God, that was fun.” 
 
    “Arse.” 
 
    Gabriel raised his glass to him. “Vindictive mongrel.” 
 
    “If you’re done,” Renderwell cut in. “Perhaps we should proceed to the business of not being murdered in our sleep by an army of convicts and their deranged keeper.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Gabriel replied, though he was in no hurry to alter the course of the conversation, such as it was. Nothing relaxed him quite so well as the familiar exchange of barbs and threats with his closest friends. 
 
    Nonetheless, he nodded and pulled the list Kray was after from his pocket and handed it to Renderwell. He spent the next quarter hour explaining what he knew of the situation, which wasn’t a great deal more than what Fulberg had been able to tell them, except for the fact that Kray had taken to conscripting prisoners. 
 
    Renderwell swore at that bit of news. “What was the Foreign Office thinking, allowing Kray to bring in men like that?” 
 
    “Do you know Mr. Jones well?” Gabriel asked.  
 
    “No one knows Mr. Jones well,” Renderwell replied, before his expression took on a hard edge. “But I know the men to whom he answers. I can wire them tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you trust them?” 
 
    “With this? I’m not certain. There’s no telling how far the treachery extends. It might be best if we focus on Kray and Mr. Jones first and move up from there.” 
 
    “We need to fetch Esther before we begin making any decisions,” Samuel said, setting down his drink.  
 
    Renderwell stayed him with a hand. “I’ll do it. Lottie will want to help as well.” 
 
    “Jane, too,” Gabriel said after a moment’s hesitation. Jane would no doubt prefer not to be dragged from one group discussion to another. On the other hand, she was unlikely to appreciate being excluded any better. He would keep an eye on her and, if need be, make excuses for both of them to leave. 
 
    Renderwell shook his head and strode from the room mumbling something about when there had been only three Thief Takers. 
 
    Gabriel turned to Samuel the moment their former commander was gone. “How did you know?”  
 
    “Know what? About your feelings for Miss Ballenger?” he asked when Gabriel gave him a pointed look. “How did I know that you’re smitten?” 
 
    He swallowed an oath at the word. Women were smitten. Young boys were smitten. Grown men were…something else. Captivated, maybe. 
 
    “Yes. Is it the way I look at her?” That’s how he’d known Renderwell and Samuel weregone over. They’d walked around with appallingly lovesick expressions on their faces. Like lost puppies. He sincerely hoped he didn’t look like that. 
 
    “No. Well, there is a bit of that. But mostly…” Samuel raised his glass to gesture. “Your shirt cuff is caught on your coat sleeve.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s been there since you walked into the house. You didn’t notice. And the only time I’ve ever seen you fail to notice something like that is after you’ve drowned your vanity in a vat of scotch.” 
 
    “I’ve been preoccupied.” 
 
    “Never made a difference before. Not without the scotch.” He waited for Gabriel to fix the problem. “There’s a spot on your shirt as well.” 
 
    Gabriel glanced down and swore at the small stain near his waistcoat. When the devil had he spilled…whatever that was. Its origins were a complete mystery to him.  
 
    “And your hair,” Samuel added, “is just an embarrassment. Honestly, I am ashamed to know you.” 
 
    “Go to perdition, Brass.” 
 
    Samuel was laughing when the ladies entered and took their seats. Jane looked a little confused as to why she was there, but while he saw the nerves in her eyes, he saw pleasure as well. The sight had him fighting back a smile. Things must have gone well in the parlor. 
 
    She said very little as the group settled in to discuss their next move. Renderwell was of the opinion that a trap should be set for Kray and Jones in London, but Esther argued against it. 
 
    “London is so chaotic, and there are too many unknown variables. The sheer number of people and level of activity creates challenges we could eliminate by bringing Mr. Jones here instead.” She scooted forward in her seat, apparently warming to the idea. “We’re not familiar with all the players in this scheme, are we? Or even how many players there might be. And there are so many people in London. We wouldn’t know if the well-heeled gentleman taking a stroll in front of your house is a neighbor’s guest or—” 
 
    “Or just pretending to be,” Lottie finished for her. 
 
    “Exactly. We’d have more control here.” 
 
    Samuel shook his head. “We’d lose the element of surprise. He’ll plan ahead, bring men along— ” 
 
    “We’ll do the same,” Esther returned. “Isn’t there anyone in London you can trust? Someone who can bring reinforcements of their own?” 
 
    Gabriel looked down at his drink thoughtfully. “I sent word to the handful of men I trust most before all of this began. Only Fulberg managed to make it to Twillins. Either the messages to the others were intercepted, or the men were.” 
 
    “So contact them again, or pick the next handful,” Esther responded with a shrug. “Surely there are more than a half dozen men in all of London we can be relatively certain aren’t traitors.” 
 
    “There may be one or two,” he replied dryly.  
 
    “Excellent. Bring them here. If Mr. Jones comes along and with good intentions, then no harm done. Plus, he can help us with Mr. Kray. If he doesn’t, or if Mr. Kray comes with his men, then we’ll be prepared.” 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. Bringing more men—inviting potentially dangerous men—to the house put Lottie and Esther at increased risk of being recognized. “There are other considerations…” 
 
    Renderwell threw him a meaningful glance. “They can be dealt with.” 
 
     Understanding that to mean they would discuss the problem later, Gabriel shrugged. “It’s a sound plan, then.”  
 
    He hated the idea of bringing danger right back to Jane, but there was no way to avoid it. He couldn’t very well send her off somewhere else while Kray was still searching for her.  
 
    “Agreed,” Samuel said, then looked to Renderwell, who gave a single nod. Lottie and Jane followed suit. 
 
    “Are we going to tell him we have the list?” Lottie enquired. “Or allow him to assume?” 
 
    “Are we tosee the infamous list?” Esther asked. “Finally?”  
 
    Gabriel tensed, waiting for Jane to ask why Esther had not been able to see it before. But she made no comment, perhaps assuming that Fulberg had kept the list to himself for the safety of the people on it. 
 
    He gestured to the papers, which Renderwell had left on the edge of his desk. Esther rose and picked them up. The rest of the group followed suit, gathering around her to stare quietly at the long list of names, numbers, and notes.  
 
    After a moment, Esther cocked her head to one side and said, “There’s something not quite…right about this.” 
 
    Gabriel nodded in agreement. “I thought so as well.” 
 
    “There’s no one on there of particular rank,” Jane offered, and shrugged a little nervously when all eyes in the room turned to her. “It seems odd, but I know little of espionage—” 
 
    “You’reright,” Esther cut in. “It is odd. Stable hands and valets and the like, and from the amount Edgar paid them, their secrets weren’t worth much.” She tapped the paper. “This is what Kray has gone to such lengths to obtain?” 
 
    “An informant is an informant,” Samuel said, “regardless of occupation or class.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Her eyes trailed down the list. “A baker? He’s not likely to be the keeper of significant state secrets, is he? And look, Mr. Ballenger rewarded him with a pittance. I can’t imagine anyone willing to pay a fortune for this. Not unlessthey were on the list.” 
 
    “Or someone important to them was.” 
 
    “There’s a mistress to a prince on the first page,” Samuel pointed out. “She might have been in a position to learn a secret or two.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s the only one of importance,” Lottie mused aloud. “Perhaps Kray knows her. He could be after blackmail.” 
 
    “Or he could be in love with her and trying to protect her,” Renderwell countered and threw his wife a pitying look. “Cynic.” 
 
    Gabriel shook his head. “A woman who could afford to pay the sort of money Kray seems to be after could just as easily book passage out of Russia. Kray could certainly afford to get her out.”  
 
    “She may not want to leave her home,” Jane said softly, causing a knot of tension to form between Gabriel’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “If staying means living with the constant threat of exposure…” Lottie said with a shrug. 
 
    Jane nodded just as Esther shook her head. “It still doesn’t fit. She’s just one woman ofpossible note. Her name might be worth something to someone, but how could she be worth enough to let loose a band of criminals and openly take on one of the Thief Takers?” 
 
    “The likely reward doesn’t match the risk and effort,” Gabriel ventured. “But onlyif we’re right in assuming the individuals on the list are of no great importance.” 
 
    “It’s not that much to assume. Although there are other explanations…” Esther turned to her sister. “Lottie, do you think there’s a chance—” 
 
    Lottie had already scooped up the pages for a closer look. “Could be. There are several possible encryptions he might have used…” She trailed off to study the pages in silence. 
 
    Jane glanced at Gabriel, looking entirely confused. 
 
    “Lady Renderwell has a rare talent for cryptology,” he explained. 
 
    “I…” She blinked twice and a faint blush crept across the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “She’s looking to see if there might be a code hidden in the list. She’s quite good with ciphers.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, visibly relaxing. “That’s—” 
 
    Ah!” Lady Renderwell said suddenly. 
 
    Renderwell’s face lit with a small but very proud smile. “You’ve found a pattern, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Possibly. Look.” She laid out the list on the desk, all three sheets in a row, and waited for the group to gather round. “See the left margin on the first column? It isn’t entirely even.” 
 
    Samuel frowned a little. “So he didn’t use a straightedge.” 
 
    “He was never all that tidy,” Jane commented. 
 
    “But he was. He did.” Lottie placed her finger on the first letter of the first entry in the column of names and quickly drew it down the page. “You see?” 
 
    To a man, they did not. 
 
    “Oh, for—” Lottie held her hand out and wiggled her fingers at her husband. “May I have a straightedge, please? And a pencil?” As her husband fished in the desk, she looked to Gabriel. “May I mark on this?” 
 
    “With pencil?” He shrugged. “If you think it will help.”  
 
    Gabriel handed her the straightedge, which she carefully set against the very edge of the first letter in the first entry of the column. Then she used the tool to draw a perfect line to the bottom of the page. 
 
    When she pulled away, Gabriel could see that most, but not all, of the entries in the column fell perfectly along the line. Every third or fourth entry, however, shifted just a hair to the left. At first glance, it looked quite natural, as if Edgar had simply not been habitual in his use of the straightedge. 
 
    Gabriel leaned closer, already beginning to see what Lottie had been talking about. Next to him, Jane gasped softly. She saw it, too. 
 
    Moving to the first name that fell to the left, Lottie placed the straight edge up to the first letter and drew another line to the bottom of the page. It immediately became clear that Edgar’s entries weren’t just uneven, they wereperfectly uneven. Every single entry on the list fell either directly on the first line, or on the second. Edgar had, in effect, created two columns in one. 
 
    “Now do you see?” Lottie asked, and the group nodded. 
 
    “The other pages look to be the same,” Renderwell said. “It couldn’t have been done by accident.” 
 
    “No,” Lottie agreed. “But the question remains,why was it done?” 
 
    Esther leaned around her sister and drew her own finger down the offset line, listing off the first letter of each name. “R. D. P. C.” She looked up from the page. “Is this meaning anything to anyone?” 
 
    “A puzzle within a puzzle,” Lottie murmured when everyone shook their head. She scooped up the pages again for a closer study. 
 
    “How long will it take you to decipher it?” Gabriel enquired, momentarily forgetting how much Lottie disliked being pressured for time. 
 
    “Well, if you had given Mr. Fulberg the list as you made him believe,” she said smartly, and Jane stiffened next to him, “I might have been done already. As it is, you’ll just have to wait. In the meantime, I suggest you send to London for your men. And Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “Gabriel and I will see to it,” Samuel announced. 
 
    Gabriel opened his mouth to argue. He didn’t want to see to it. He wanted to speak with Jane, but she’d already turned away from him to address Esther. 
 
    “If it’s not too much trouble, might I be shown to a room? It’s been a very long day, and—” 
 
    “Of course.” Esther took her arm and began leading her from the room with Lottie close behind. “You must be exhausted. The Harmons are already settled, and they’ve had all day to rest. If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen?”  
 
    Gabriel took a step toward their retreating backs. “Jane—” 
 
    Although both Lottie and Esther threw a questioning look over their shoulders, Jane didn’t respond. She didn’t even acknowledge him as she walked out the door. Possibly because she’d not heard him. But probably not. 
 
    Bloody heck. 
 
    “She didn’t know you kept the list,” he heard Renderwell say from behind him. 
 
    Gabriel turned and scowled. “No.” 
 
    “For the best, I’d say. But you’ll pay for the deceit.” 
 
    Because it was true, Gabriel shoved his hands in his pockets and said nothing. 
 
    “I’d suggest you wait until her temper cools before you attempt to explain yourself. In the meantime, I believe you have concerns about bringing the fight here rather than to London?” 
 
    Gabriel flicked one last glance at the empty doorway before forcing his attention back to the matter at hand. “I do. I can send for men we know have no connection to Lottie and Esther’s past, but that won’t completely mitigate the risk to them.  
 
    “They’ll stay out of sight.” 
 
    “Easy enough if everything goes well, but if Jones brings trouble, Esther won’t hesitate to jump in the middle of it. There’s no telling if he might recognize—” 
 
    Renderwell shared a look with Samuel. “Jones is fully aware of our wives’ identities. His help was instrumental in relocating the family after Will Walker died, and he’s been kept apprised of their whereabouts since.”  
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
    “I’ve required his assistance in the past, and trusted in his discretion. The man can keep a secret. Before this business with Kray, I’d have said Jones kept his mouth shut on principle, or at least out of a sense of duty to the Crown. But now…”  His expression darkened. “We need to know where his loyalties lie.”
 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Jane didn’t come down for dinner. Nor did Gabriel see her at breakfast the next morning. Nor did she respond when he finally managed to slip away from Samuel and Renderwell that afternoon to knock on her door. Loudly. 
 
    Her disappearance made him nervous. He’d always known it was only a matter of time before she learned how much he’d been keeping from her. But he had hoped her delight in seeing the Harmons safe and sound would dampen the worst of her anger. And he had planned to tell her about the list during a moment of privacy. He could apologize, explain, and reassure her. She would probably yell at him. Then he would apologize, explain, and reassure her some more. Eventually, she would come to forgive him. 
 
    It was a sound plan. Unfortunately, it was entirely dependent on Jane agreeing to speak with him to begin with. 
 
    He pounded on the door again, uncaring of the egregious breach of etiquette he was committing. Heneeded to speak with her. “Jane, I know you’re in there. You can’t—” 
 
    “She’s not, actually,” Esther interrupted, opening a door behind him. “She’s in the library with Mrs. Harmon.” 
 
    Dang it. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Not quite yet.” Esther waved him closer. “Come in. I wish to have a word with you.” 
 
    “I don’t have time—” 
 
    “It will only take a minute.” 
 
    He gave her a bland look. “If I step one foot in your bedchamber, your husband will eviscerate me.” 
 
    “It’s not my bedchamber, it’s my sitting room.” She swung the door open wide. “And Lottie will protect you.” 
 
    Esther’s sister gave a little wave from her seat by the window.  
 
    “Fine. A minute,” he grumbled and followed Esther into the room. He took a chair across from Lottie as Esther settled next to her sister.  
 
    “Any word from London?” Esther inquired. 
 
    “Nothing new.” The men he’d reached out to in London had arrived late that morning, and were now strategically placed about the grounds to guard the house. Mr. Jones had not replied to his telegram. 
 
    “Well, we’ll learn the truth of Mr. Jones one way or another.So—” Esther scooted forward in her chair, obviously eager to discuss something entirely different. “Your Miss Ballenger. Is she like you, or like us?” 
 
    What Esther wanted to know was whether or not Jane had a criminal past as she and Lottie did.  
 
    “She’s never broken the law.” Aside from briefly hiding national secrets, but she hadn’t really been aware of it at the time, so he didn’t think that counted. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “She’s not wanted for a crime.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you. She doesn’t have that”—Esther waved her hand around—“criminal air about her.” 
 
    “You don’t sound as if you believe me.” 
 
    Lottie shrugged. “We just think there’s more going on than what you’re telling us.” 
 
    “More what, exactly?” 
 
    Lottie cocked her head at him. “You’re taken with her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, for… Am I wearing a sign?” 
 
    “Near enough,” Lottie replied with a glance at his shirt, which he only then noticed was unforgivably wrinkled. “Also, our husbands are terrible gossips. Can she be trusted?” 
 
    “With your secrets? Yes.” He scowled down at his shirt for a second. When had he stopped noticing such flaws in his appearance? “Unequivocally, yes. You’ll not find a more loyal friend than Jane. But whether she learns of them or not is obviously up to you.” 
 
    “She’s not a friend yet,” Lottie said simply. 
 
    “I quite like her,” Esther commented. “She’s an interesting mix of traits, isn’t she? Shy and plainspoken, a little lost and rather bold all at once.” She tapped her finger against her leg and her expression turned sharp—much, much too sharp. “She has secrets of her own, I think. Something to do with her hearing, perhaps?” 
 
    “Esther,” Gabriel said coolly. “Take care.” 
 
    Something flashed in Esther’s blue eyes, though whether it was insult or challenge, he couldn’t say. But almost as quickly as it came, it was gone again. Her features softened into a mix of pity and humor. “Youare smitten, aren’t you? Poor lamb.” 
 
    “Esther—” 
 
    She held up a hand. “I mean her no harm. As I said, I quite like her. Miss Ballenger’s secrets are her own to keep. I’ll not go in search of them. I give you my word.”  
 
    Gabriel immediately relaxed. Esther could be a darn sneaky creature, but her word was good.  
 
    “Thank you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there is something I need to do in the library.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You can’t avoid Sir Gabriel forever, Jane.” 
 
    Settled in a comfortably oversized chair in the library, Jane stifled a sigh at Mrs. Harmon’s unwelcome, albeit not unexpected, comment. Her friend had been making similar remarks all day. 
 
    “I don’t wish to avoid him forever. I simply do not want to speak with him this very moment.” She carefully flipped to the next page of her book. “I am otherwise occupied.” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon huffed, reached over, and snatched the book right out of her hand. “Give me that.” 
 
    Jane made a grab for it but missed. The woman was cursed quick. “Mrs. Harmon—” 
 
    “You’ve not read a single word on these pages. You’re not occupied with anything other than a good self-indulgent pout.” 
 
    “I’m not…” Oh, what was the use, Jane thought, and slumped back into the chair. “Very well, I am, and I have every right to be. Gabriel lied to me. He’s lied to me a great deal. Do you know that the only reason I boarded the train in Ardbaile is because he led me to believe you were on it? The only reason I jumped off was because he lied again and told me Mr. Kray would be waiting for us at the next stop and he would use me against you.” She straightened up again, her mounting anger making her restless. “And he told me you were on your way to Edinburgh. I believed that until the moment I saw you here. And he made it look as if Mr. Fulberg had taken that blasted list with him. And he never told me he was expecting to see Lord Renderwell here. He slept in our stable that first night when he should have been at the inn, and I’m not actually angry about that, but it was another deception. And…” Her voice cracked, startling her. “And…” Her hand flew to her lips. “Oh, Mrs. Harmon, I’m afraid I may have made a terrible mistake.” 
 
    Her friend’s expression softened, and her voice turned gentle. “Love is rarely a mistake, dear. Even when it hurts.” 
 
    “I don’t… I’m not in…” Oh goodness,was she in love? She let her hand fall to her lap. “Maybe it’s not love. It could be infatuation. I’ve never experienced love before, so how can I be certain what it feels like?” 
 
    “You leapt from a moving train to keep Mr. Harmon and me safe. You know perfectly well what love feels like.” 
 
    Jane let out a long, heart-felt sigh. It was a different kind of love, but Mrs. Harmon was right. She knew how love felt, and she knew she was in love with Gabriel. Deeply, desperately, undeniably in love with him. She felt it every time she looked at him, every time he smiled at her, every time he touched her.  
 
    “Has he lied about himself?” Mrs. Harmon asked. 
 
    She threw her hands up in the air. “How should I know?”  
 
    “You might ask him.” 
 
    “Does it make a difference, thekind of lies a man tells a lady?” 
 
    “As a rule, I would have to say no. But you must admit that the circumstances have been unusual.” 
 
    She could admit it, but it didn’t make her feel appreciably better. 
 
    Mrs. Harmon tipped her head at her. “Is there one lie in that—I will concede, very extensive—list, that troubles you more than the others?” 
 
    “Well, no.” It was all of them put together. It was the fact that he’d pressured her into sharing her deepest, darkest secrets, while hoarding all manner of secrets himself. And not even big, life-changing secrets that might have been difficult for him to surrender. She could sympathize with that wholeheartedly. He’d kept relatively small things from her. Lots of them. And that made everything about their relationship feel terribly one-sided, as if she’d been taking all the chances, all the risks. As if he expected her to trust him with everything, while he would trust her with nothing. 
 
     “I’m very afraid I may have misjudged the extent of his feelings for me,” she admitted. “I’m so bad at reading people. I can never tell—” 
 
    “When it comes to this sort of thing, we are all novices. Even the most perceptive woman will find herself at sea when faced with the prospect of unrequited love. Believe me. I’ve been through this particular gauntlet six times.”  
 
    “Six? You’ve only been married four times.” 
 
    “Not every man I’ve loved returned my affection.” 
 
    “That’s not at all reassuring.” 
 
    Mrs. Harmon reached over and covered Jane’s hand with her own. “Six times, Jane. And I don’t regret a single one of them. I think you should talk to him.” 
 
    Jane nodded reluctantly. She wasn’t ashamed to have avoided Gabriel for the day. She’d needed time to think. But Mrs. Harmon was right. It couldn’t go on forever. “I’ll speak with Gabriel tonight.” 
 
    Or possibly right now, she amended when Gabriel appeared in the doorway. “I’d like a word, Miss Ballenger, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Jane briefly considered inviting him to sit with her and Mrs. Harmon, but her friend dashed that idea by leaping from her chair and spouting some nonsensical excuse before hurrying out of the room. 
 
    Gabriel gave her a small, cautious smile as she rose from her chair. “I’ve wanted to speak with you all day, Jane.” 
 
    “I didn’t wish to see you.” 
 
    “I understand.” He caught his hands behind his back. “I apologize for not telling you I held on to your brother’s list.” 
 
    “Are you sorry?” 
 
    There was a long pause before he answered. “I am sorry it had to be done.” 
 
    Her temper flared. “That is not the same thing.At all.” 
 
    “Jane—”  
 
    He moved toward her, but she sidled away, determined to keep some distance between them. “You lied about where we were headed, about where the Harmons were going, about the list. About so many things. You havedeliberately kept me in the dark this entire time, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I have kept you safe,” he said gently. “If Kray had captured you, he could have used what you knew against you, the Harmons, Lord Renderwell’s involvement—” 
 
    “Or I might have used it to my advantage.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have used the list,” he replied, his voice patient and tender. “Knowing of it would have done nothing but make you a target.” 
 
    “I was already a target,” she pointed out. “You made me an ignorant one. I should haveknown it was in our care. I should have been made aware of the respectability.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The…” She stammered a moment. “The respect… No, the…”  
 
    “Responsibility?” 
 
    “Yes. Dang it. The responsibility. It should have been mine as well as yours. You should not have lied to me. About any of it. At least, not after…” Not after they had come to know each other. After he had caught her from the tree, and picked flowers for her in the rain. Not after he had kissed her in the stable loft and made love to her in the inn. She wanted to say all that, but she didn’t know how to do it without giving away too much of herself.  
 
    “Not after I told you my own secrets,” she said instead. 
 
    “That wasn’t very long ago, Jane. And you kept your own secrets from me for most of our journey.” 
 
    “That was different.”  
 
    “I fail to see how.” 
 
    “I wasafraid. But I told you anyway. I could have made excuses or simply told you to mind your own business.” Not easily, and probably not well, but she could have done it. “I didn’t. I confessed everything to you while you told me nothing. You’ve let your lies carry until the very end. Until the job was done.” 
 
    “That job was to keep you safe. Sweetheart, we’re going in circles.” He moved closer to her, stopped again when she shook her head at him. “I know you’re angry, and I’m sorry for it. If—” 
 
    “But you’re not sorry you did it,” she cut in, and grimaced. Theywere going in circles. “Your intentions may have been good, Gabriel, but you’ve made me feel like a fool.” 
 
    He swore softly and reached for her before she could slip away. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her tight against him. “You’re not a fool. Nothing you’ve done—” 
 
    “Don’t.” She leaned back, needing to put some distance between them. “Don’t coddle me, or charm me, or try to cajole me into smiling. That’s not what I want. I don’t want words from you at all.” 
 
    He seemed to stumble with that, releasing her with a shake of his head. “Whatdo you want?” 
 
    “For you to trust me. The same way I’ve trusted you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gabriel opened his mouth, spread his hands, and…nothing. He had nothing.  
 
    He was a man of words, of charm if need be, wit and charisma if the situation called for it, and threats and dire warnings if it came to that.  
 
    It was what he did. It was how he navigated his way through the world. It was how he conquered it. 
 
    What the devil was he supposed to do without the words? How could he fix things if she wouldn’t let him apologize and explain? How could he make her feel better, make her understand? 
 
    At a loss, afraid of the distant look he saw in Jane’s eyes, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. 
 
    He put everything he had into that kiss, every promise of passion, every whisper of devotion, every word he had to swallow for her. If she wouldn’t let him speak them, then he would show her. He would show her everything.  
 
    He wanted the kiss to be enough. For the both of them. But even as he felt Jane lean against him in surrender, he knew it wouldn’t be. He wasn’t showing her anything new. She already trusted him with this. This was the wrong way. He knew it even before she pulled away. 
 
    Her amber eyes tracked over his face, still distant, and infinitely sad. “Perhaps…Perhaps a little time spent apart would—”   
 
    “My real father is Mr. Edward Mitcham,” he blurted out, shocking even himself. Releasing her, he took a full step back. “Christ, I’ve never told anyone that.” He hadn’t meant to tell her. The words had just popped out. “Not even Samuel.” 
 
    She looked as surprised by the sudden admission as he felt. “I don’t understand. Did you say—”  
 
    “Edward Mitcham was my father.” It was easier to say the second time, less jarring to hear. But it still jolted his heart into a painful rhythm. 
 
    She gave a small shake of her head. “But Captain Arkwright…”  
 
    “Captain Arkwright was my mother’s husband. She married him a month after meeting Edward at a country fair. According to both my mother and Edward, it was love at first sight. But he was a common laborer, and she was a well-bred young lady already engaged to the captain. They had a brief affair before her wedding.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.” A furrow appeared across her brow as she studied his face. “Are you afraid I’ll judge you for the circumstances of your birth? Gabriel, I would never—” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” He wished it could be that simple. 
 
    “Then what is it? I can see you’re afraid.” 
 
    “I don’t know where to start. I’m not sure why I—” 
 
    When he broke off, she hesitated a beat, then took his hand and led him to the settee. He followed her, feeling lost and stunned as she sat him down. 
 
    “Start at the beginning,” she suggested, just as he had the day before in the inn. 
 
    He nodded, but it was long time before he was able to talk. It was so strange, so unfamiliar to speak the truth.  
 
    “I barely knew the captain. When I was a young boy, he would be at sea for months at a time. During his brief trips home he was distant and aloof. He always seemed more like a stodgy old uncle who’d come to visit than he did a father. He provided well for us, I can’t say he didn’t, but eventually my mother decided that being the wife of a cold and absent sea captain was not enough for her. She wanted Edward Mitcham. And when I was seven, we ran off in the dead of night so she could be with him.” 
 
    “Seven years after they’d met?”  
 
    “After my mother passed, I found a stack of love letters exchanged between them over the years they were apart. They managed to see each other only twice, but the distance did nothing to stem their affection. They were extraordinary letters.” Watching them turn to ash in a fireplace had been one of the hardest things he’d ever done. 
 
    “What happened after you left?” 
 
    “At first I was dumbstruck by the sudden change in my life. One moment I’d been comfortably tucked up in bed, and the next thing I knew my mother was introducing me to this strange man at the railway station two villages over. She told me we were all going to Leeds where Mr. Mitcham, who was my new father, had just taken a position. I was to call myself Gabriel Mitcham from then on, and never mention my old life in Cornwall again.” 
 
    “GoodLord.” 
 
    He smiled a little at the shock in her voice. “She wasn’t as blunt as all that. They both took great care in explaining the situation to me during our journey. First her, then both of them together. Still, that first month was an adjustment. We sold our fine clothes, and used the funds my mother had saved to let rooms over a shop. I practiced calling myself Gabriel Mitcham, and I memorized the fictional story of our family’s past.” 
 
    Her hand tightened over his in sympathy. “That wasn’t fair to you.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but I have no complaints.” He looked up, caught and held her gaze. “Not one. The first few weeks might have been overwhelming, but it was worth it in the end. We were poor. There were no servants or tutors, no money for toys and games. But I never went cold or hungry. There was coal when we needed it, and new clothes and shoes when I outgrew my old ones. And there was love, Jane. Tremendous amounts of love. My father worked himself to the bone for a pittance. When he came home at night, exhaustion was etched into every line of his face. But he would smile and laugh and ask after my day at dinner. And at the end of every meal, he would pronounce my mother the finest cook in England, and she would blush like a schoolgirl. Every time. And then he would sing in this magnificent bass that would shake the rafters. About halfway through the song, he would leap from his chair, sweep my mother into his arms, and they would dance.” The memory brought on a bittersweet ache. “Every night, no matter how tired or worn, he found the energy to dance with his wife. He always found time for his family. When the other boys at school took exception to my fine speech and manners, he taught me how to mimic their accents, and how make a proper fist and use it. He taught me how to fish and how to shoot. We couldn’t afford a weapon, of course, but he convinced the factory foreman to loan us his rifle now and again. He found a way, my father.” 
 
    “He loved you,” Jane said softly. 
 
    “He’d always loved me. Those letters he sent to my mother? They weren’t just love letters to her. They were tous. For seven years he had asked after every detail of my life. He worried over my illnesses, rejoiced in my childhood accomplishments. No part of my life was too insignificant to interest him. There was more love in those letters than I’d ever known from the captain. And there was more love in those three years we spent in the little rooms over the shop than there had been in the seven I lived in the fine house in Cornwall. No one has ever loved me with the same fervor as my father. Not before, or since.” 
 
    She was quiet a moment, before asking, “Only three years?” 
 
    “My father was killed in an accident at the factory.” 
 
    She sucked in a small breath. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “My mother was lost without him. For a time, grief robbed her of her senses. She bought a headstone for him, an enormous, ghastly affair fit for a duke. We didn’t have the funds for it. Within a month, we’d lost our rooms and had to take up nightly lodgings in common boardinghouses. Filthy places with people packed in like cattle.” He’d learned quickly that there was a difference between a school yard brawl over insults, and a fight with a hungry man for the coin in one’s hand. “My mother died in a cholera outbreak that fall, but before she passed, she gave me the last of our money, scarcely enough to eat for another day, and instructed me to return to Cornwall. The captain was dead. He’d died at sea mere months after we’d left him, having never even known we were gone, but his parents, she was certain, would care for me.” 
 
    “They did, didn’t they? I remember reading of them in the papers.” 
 
    He gave a small nod. “They scarcely recognized me when I showed up on their doorstep. I was thin and dirty, my hair had grown long, my clothes had gone to rags. But I was bundled up in blankets and set before the fire. They plied me with warm broth and endless questions. They had no idea where I had been for the last three years, and…” And as he’d sat there in that immaculate little parlor, warming from the inside out, the most hideous fear had washed over him. “I didn’t know how to answer their questions. I wasn’t their grandson, Jane. The captain wasn’t my father. I was sure that if they so much as suspected the truth, they’d turn me out. And I had nowhere else to go. I knew I had other relations scattered about the country, but I had no idea where to even begin looking for them. So I lied. I concocted a fantastical story right on the spot. I told them my mother had left her husband on a whim. She’d wanted an adventure, and we’d had one. Just the two of us…until she’d died unexpectedly in Scotland. Her last act was to pay a local woman to see me home, but the woman had taken the money and left me to fend for myself. I’d sold my fine clothes to pay for passage partway to Cornwall, and begged rides along the road the rest of the way. Hence my ragged appearance.” 
 
    Her fingers moved over his, brushing lightly against his knuckles. “Did they believe you?” 
 
    “All too well, in fact. But my lie as their truth wouldn’t do. They couldn’t let it be known that their son’s wife had left him and gone traipsing about unattended. They created a fictional story to hidemy fictional story.” He laughed without humor. “Christ, what a farce. They decided my mother and I had gone to France at Captain Arkwright’s behest. We’d traveled in the company of some distant relative who’d since left for a new life in America. That was the story I brought with me to school a few months later. And that is the story that still stands today.”  
 
    “You sound so angry,” she whispered.  
 
    Anger was too easy, too tame for what he felt. “Edward Mitcham was the best man I’ve ever known. He was myfather. And I denied all knowledge of him. I stood in that fine parlor in my filthy rags and told a lie that completely, utterly eradicated his existence from my life. I can’t stand the memory of that day. I can’t stand being dirty because itreminds me of that day. Of that filthy, cowardly boy.”  
 
    “It wasn’t cowardice.” Jane’s hand tensed over his. Her voice was firm, but soft. “It was the act of a grieving, desperate child.” 
 
    He shook his head at her and would have pulled away if she’d let him. “I’ve been a grown man for some time now, and I’ve never fixed it. I meant to. I thought, after school, once I’d established my career and could fend for myself, I would fix it. But I couldn’t do it. By the time my education was over, I knew I couldn’t tell the people who had taken me in, paid for my education, cared for me like their own, that I wasn’t the child of their dead son. It felt selfish.” 
 
    “And so it would have been. You might have felt better for it, but it would have wounded them deeply.” 
 
    He nodded, grateful for her understanding. “I decided, out of respect, I would wait until they were gone. But then I helped rescue a kidnapped duchess, and suddenly, I was famous. Suddenly, every familial relation in England, no matter how distant, was touting their connection to me. They told their stories to the press. They used my reputation to secure business deals and invitations to the homes of some of England’s wealthiest families. Their sons were admitted to the best schools. Their daughters met peers. They built lives on my good name. My reputation was no longer my own. Tainting it would taint them all.”  
 
    She twisted her lips in annoyance. “It’s not your fault they chose to appropriate your reputation.” 
 
    “It’s not their fault they believed my lies, and I’ll not judge a parent for doing everything in their power to secure their child’s future, nor will I punish the child.” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “I felt I had no choice but to keep the lie going. When the press insisted on details of my time in France, I provided them. Vague ones, of course, nothing they could verify or refute. I’d been a child, after all. I couldn’t be expected to remember specifics. I offered anecdotes instead—silly little stories a child would remember. All of them fabricated. They were just lies built upon lies built upon lies. There have been so many now, so…” He ran his free hand through his hair. “The weight of them all is staggering. I don’t know how to rid myself of them. I don’t know how to fix it.” 
 
    “But youare fixing it.” 
 
    He paused with his fingers still in his hair. “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “You want to claim Edward Mitcham as your father, and so you just did.” 
 
    “Only to you,” he pointed out, dropping his arm. And he wasn’t yet sure if it had been a wise course of action. A part of him felt better for having told her, for having acknowledged Edward Mitcham aloud at long last. In doing so, it seemed as if some part of the weight he’d carried since that fateful day in the Arkwrights’ parlor had lifted. But the rest of him feared what his honesty would cost him. What did Jane really think of his lies, and the world he’d built upon them?  
 
    “I count,” Jane said evenly. “So, yesterday there was only one person in the world who knew what an extraordinary man your father was. Today, there are two. You trust Sir Samuel, don’t you?” She waited for his nod. “Perhaps, one day, you’ll tell him. And then there will be three.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “The truth can grow in the same manner as a lie, Gabriel. Slowly, over time. You might tell Lord Renderwell someday. And then there will be four. With their wives, it could be five or six. You could tell your father’s story to your children when they’re grown. And they can share it with their own. And so on, and so on. By the time your great-grandchildren hear the tale, who knows how far the truth will have already spread. Yesterday there was one. Today there is two. In the future, there will be more.” 
 
    “My great-grandchildren,” he echoed. “That is a long time for my father to wait for his due.”  
 
    “Edward Mitcham waited seven years to be with his only son and the woman he loved. I’d say he was a patient man. And he loved you. I think he would understand.” 
 
    “Do you?” He asked, his heart tripping his chest. “That is…doyou understand?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jane studied Gabriel’s face. She could see the worry in his blue eyes, see the tension in his jaw and in the way he held himself so stiffly. “Before I answer that, I have a question of my own. Why have you told me this?” 
 
    He frowned and fumbled a bit with an answer. “I… Because I could. Because you trusted me and I wanted to give something back. Because you were going to walk away, and if we’re demon-bent on being honest, I have to tell you that I would have said anything to make you stay. Because…” He came to a stammering stop and threw up a hand in frustration. “Devil take it, Jane, I don’t know. Because I wanted to. For the first time in my life I wanted someone to know the truth, and I wanted that someone to beyou. Only you.” 
 
    Jane wasn’t entirely sure what sort of answer she’d been expecting to hear, or even what she’d wanted to hear. She’d only hoped she would know if he said the right thing.  
 
    And he did. Oh, he did. “I’m glad you told me. Your secret is safe with me. I promise.” 
 
    “You don’t have to promise. I already know.” He leaned forward and lightly rested his forehead against her own. “Can you forgive me now, Jane? Please.” 
 
     “Do you mean to keep things from me going forward?” 
 
    He straightened. And rather quickly, too. “I’ll not apologize for doing what was needed to keep you safe. And I can’t promise not to do it again. But how’s this? In the future, if there is something I feel you would be safer not knowing, I will tell you that you are safer not knowing, and we’ll go from there.” 
 
    It wasn’t entirely what she wanted, but she was willing to compromise so long as he was being honest. “I will try to change your mind.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you’ve kept from me in the interest of my safety?” 
 
    “No. Nothing.” His lips twitched just a little. “Is there anything else you need to confess to me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and he started in surprise. “I want to tell you that you were wrong earlier, when you said no one had loved you as much as your father.” 
 
    He went still. So still and stiff she wondered if she was making a mistake. But he wasn’t looking away. People looked away when they were uncomfortable, didn’t they? When they didn’t want to hear what came next? Gabriel was staring at her as if the fate of the world rested on her next words. She didn’t know what that meant, but she was going to take it as a positive sign. 
 
    “I love you, Gabriel.” She said the words carefully and clearly. If ever there was a time when she couldn’t afford to jumble them, this was it. When he still didn’t react, a tiny bubble of nervous laughter escaped her. “I amin love with you.” And still he was silent and staring at her. She wet lips gone dry. “I’ve frightened you.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, and slowly but surely, a dazed smile began to spread across his face. “No, you have not.” 
 
    “You’re pleased, then?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Pleased does not begin to do justice to how I feel. Jane—” 
 
    Lord Renderwell’s head suddenly popped around the library door. “Arkwright.” 
 
    Gabriel didn’t move, didn’t take his eyes off Jane for a second. “Not. Now.” 
 
    “Fulberg says two of his men are missing. He’s making another sweep of the woods where they were stationed.” 
 
    Fear leapt, quick and sharp. Gabriel was off the settee and dragging Jane to her feet in the space of a heartbeat. 
 
    “Is it Mr. Kray?” Jane demanded as he pulled her toward the door. “Or Mr. Jones?”  
 
    “We expected Jones first, but there’s no telling for certain.”  
 
    “Could be either or both,” Renderwell agreed. “Or it might be two men who left their post for a drink. We’ll find out.”  
 
    When they reached the stairs, Gabriel threw a look over his shoulder at Renderwell, who stopped on the bottom step. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Lottie is upstairs with the list. Esther and Samuel are gathering the staff, then they’ll take guard here.” 
 
    “I’ll help search the woods.” 
 
    Gabriel kept a firm grip on Jane as he led her upstairs. With his free hand, he reached inside his coat and retrieved a pistol. 
 
    “Where is your gun?” he asked her. 
 
    “In my room. Upstairs.” 
 
    “I want you to grab it and go and wait with Lottie and the others in her bedroom.” 
 
    “Yes. All right.”  
 
    “We’ll meet at the kitchen door,” Renderwell called out to Gabriel. “Three minutes!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The upstairs hall was buzzing with activity as staff hurried toward Lottie’s bedroom.  
 
    Gabriel saw Jane to her door, then headed for his own room in search of extra weapons. He swung open the door, and found Kray standing in the shadowed far corner of the room, pointing a silver pistol at Gabriel’s head.  
 
    “Step inside. Quietly. And put your weapon on the ground, or I’ll put a hole through you and the next person who comes through that door.” 
 
    Gabriel considered the order. Kray had to know a gunshot would bring everyone running. If he were rational, he’d do everything he could to avoid drawing attention to his presence in the house. But a rational man wouldn’t have snuck into the house to begin with. It was a tactical error one step removed from suicide. 
 
    Kray might very well take the shot, Gabriel decided. And Jane might be the first person to reach the room. 
 
    Slowly, he set down the gun and straightened again.  
 
    “Kick it here,” Kray hissed. 
 
    “You know I won’t.” He sent it sliding across the carpet to disappear under the bed instead. “It’s a compromise,” he said easily when Kray snarled at him.  
 
    “Leave it,” Kray hissed when Gabriel turned to close the door. “Leave it open and step farther out of sight. Let’s not give anyone reason to be suspicious.” 
 
    Gabriel nodded but took his time walking to the side of the room. As he moved, he calculated how long he would have to keep Kray occupied before Renderwell came looking for him. He estimated that he had a minute left before he was due in the kitchen. Renderwell might assume he’d been briefly waylaid by someone in the hall and give him another thirty seconds or so. Then he’d be suspicious, make his way upstairs—quietly and carefully. He’d fetch Samuel first. Esther would want to come as well.  
 
    Two minutes, he decided. All he had to do was stall for two more minutes. 
 
    “I thought you were smarter than this, Kray.” He kept his voice low as someone raced by the door. The hallway was rapidly emptying, everyone making their way to safety. He had to believe Jane was already with Lottie and the others. That she was out of harm’s way. “You won’t get out of this house.” 
 
    “Got in, didn’t I?” He smiled smugly as a final, brisk set of footsteps passed by. A moment later, the door at the end of the hall shut decisively, and the house was still and quiet. Kray visibly relaxed and stepped out from the corner. “Did you really think a few hired police officers would stop me? I’m a spy, Arkwright. I’ve built a career working in the shadows. I can go anywhere, anytime, do anything, and disappear again without leaving a trace. No one sees me unless I will it.” 
 
    “That’s a very pretty way of saying you had your men create a diversion while you slunk inside like a thief.”  
 
    “And caught a Thief Taker. There’s a sort of justice in that. Where’s the list?” 
 
    Gabriel shrugged, saw no reason to lie. “In the house, guarded by at least a dozen people. You have no chance of getting to it.” 
 
    “Guarded by a dozen women and servants while the men are busy in the woods,” Kray scoffed. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “They’re armed.” He thought of Lottie and Esther. “They’ll kill you.” 
 
    “Over a list? I doubt it. Not if they’re given a peaceful alternative.” 
 
    “You mean to trade me for the list,” Gabriel guessed.  
 
    “I’ll admit, I’d hoped to find Miss Ballenger instead,” Kray said, sending a cold chill down Gabriel’s spine. “But you’ll do well enough. You should have kept our deal, Arkwright. You could have had the money, the girl, and your life.” 
 
    “There was never going to be any money. If I had taken the deal, you would have shot me the moment I put the list in your hand. You don’t want to sell it. You want to destroy it.” 
 
    Kray tipped his head to the side. “What do you know?” 
 
    “I know there’s no one on that list whose name is worth anything approaching a fortune. I know that by coming here you’ve lost any chance you may have had to hide, or at least deny, your involvement in treason. Which means you know someone on there, don’t you? Someone you’re willing to sacrifice your own freedom, even your life, to protect.” 
 
    “Think you’re clever, do you?” 
 
    He lifted his hands to indicate his current predicament. “Not at the moment.” 
 
    Kray smiled at that, baring all his oversized teeth. “You should have known I would find you.” 
 
    “I wanted you to find me. Why else would I have sent a wire to London that you could so easily intercept? What I don’t know is why you’ve not simply brought whomever you’re trying to save out of Russia.”  
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d care to share them with me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t suppose I would,” Kray replied almost genially. “You’re likely to die a curious man, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “No, he’s not.” 
 
    Gabriel’s blood turned to ice at the sound of Jane’s voice in the doorway. 
 
    Kray whipped around to face her, and Gabriel knew the memory of seeing Kray turn his gun on Jane would haunt him for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Jane,get out.” 
 
    She didn’t react to his barked order, didn’t spare him so much as a glance as she entered the room. The gun he had given her days before was clasped in her hands and pointed directly at Kray. “Put down your weapon.”  
 
    Kray let out a mocking laugh. “Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary. You forget, Miss Ballenger, I saw you in the alley in Ardbaile. You nearly fainted when Arkwright had you aim at Fulberg. Put your gun down before you embarrass yourself any further.” 
 
    “You forget…I had no quarrel with Mr. Fulberg.” 
 
    Kray’s laughter faded. “You won’t shoot me. It isn’t in you.” 
 
    “You threatened the people I love.” She braced her feet apart and took very careful aim. “I can shoot you. And I will.” 
 
    Her face was pale, her eyes unblinking. And her hands were shaking. But she meant what she said. He could see it.  
 
    Courageous, loving, unbendingly loyal woman. 
 
    He was going tostrangle her. 
 
    The first real signs of hesitation showed in Kray’s face. “There’s no real need for this, is there? No one has been hurt yet. No one needs to be. Just give me the list and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Gabriel took a step toward Jane, desperate to draw Kray’s attention from Jane. “Who the bloody heck is on that list?” 
 
    “He is,” Samuel announced, strolling into the room with Renderwell and Esther behind him. All of them were, naturally, armed to the teeth. 
 
    “About bloody time,” Gabriel snapped. “Jane, come here.” Without waiting for her to comply, he strode to her, plucked the gun from her hands and pushed her behind him.  
 
    “Mr. Kray isn’t protecting an English spy,” Esther said. “He’s protecting a Russian one.” She pointed the tip of the silver dagger she was holding at the man. “You’re a traitor, and Mr. Ballenger knew it. It’syour name hidden on the list—Oscar Kray.” She shot a quick glance at Gabriel. “Lottie figured it out. It was a simple substitution cipher.” 
 
    Panic flashed over Kray’s face, and a heartbeat later, turned to cold resolve. “So it is, and so I am.”  
 
     No, he wasn’t, Gabriel thought. He couldn’t be. A man didn’t attempt to cover treason by openly engaging in more treason. There was no logic in that. Either Lottie was wrong, or Esther was lying.  
 
    “You’re outmanned and outgunned,” Renderwell said calmly. “It’s time to surrender.” 
 
    “It would appear that way, wouldn’t it,” Kray replied. “But, no, I believe I’ll wait until the cavalry arrives.” 
 
    “Jones,” Gabriel guessed. The man was expecting the support of his superior at the Foreign Office, along with whatever men he was bringing.  
 
    “Not quite.” Kray tilted his head and gave him a pitying smile. “You didn’t think I’d be foolish enough to waste all my men, mybest men, on a simple distraction, did you? While my pawns are keeping yours occupied in the woods, and I’ve kept you occupied here—” He broke off at the sound of a gunshot close to the house. Much too close. “Ah, and here they come. Not quite as stealthily as one might hope, but what can one do? I do hope the lads you left to guard the eastern lawn weren’t particular friends of yours.” 
 
    Samuel’s hand clenched into a fist. “You son of a—” 
 
    A shout came from the direction of the front hall. Seconds later, three men Gabriel recognized from Ardbaile came crashing into the room. The red-headed man Fulberg had pointed out entered first, training his pistol on Renderwell. A second man, short and stocky, came in behind him, gripping a knife. The last man, who rivaled Samuel in size, carried a stout club at his side. 
 
    Gabriel tensed and automatically reached back to make certain Jane was well hidden behind him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Samuel do the same with Esther. Renderwell subtly shifted his weight in preparation for a fight. 
 
    It wasn’t the change in numbers that had all three men bracing for an attack—they’d faced worse odds—but the agitated state of Kray’s men. Breaching the house was a mistake and, from the looks of it, they knew it. They were breathing hard and sweating profusely. Their eyes jumped nervously around the room. The man with the gun was twitching. 
 
    They were wound too tight, teetering on the very edge of panic. One wrong move might set them off. 
 
    Gabriel eyed the distance to the door and calculated how long it would take to get Jane through it and out of harm’s way.  
 
    Too bloody long. 
 
    “Excellent timing,” Kray crowed. He looked around the group. “Well now, what a merry party we make. Where are the other two?” he asked the redhead. “Waiting outside, I presume?” 
 
    The man wiped a sleeve over his brow. “They ran.” 
 
    Kray’s expression darkened. He opened his mouth to respond. 
 
    But he never had the chance to make a sound. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the days and weeks to come, Jane would piece through her memory of the next few minutes in an ultimately vain attempt to make sense of it all.  
 
    She’d been aware of an awful stillness that had settled over the room as Kray’s men came inside.  
 
    Gabriel had reached for her and then… 
 
    A distant shot rent the air, followed by a shattering of glass.  
 
    And then all perdition broke loose. 
 
    Everyone moved at once. Gabriel shoved her to the ground behind an upholstered chair with enough force to knock the air from her lungs. Gunfire exploded around her. She heard shouting, the pounding of boots on the floor and thud of fists against flesh. Legs raced past her line of sight beneath the legs of the chair. She automatically followed them with her gaze and saw Gabriel aim and fire at a target on the other side of the room. 
 
    Terror ripped through that first moment of shock, and she dragged in her first full gasp of air. Scrambling up to her knees, she blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of the chaos in the room. She’d lost track of Gabriel. There was fighting all around her, figures lunging and grappling, while broken glass from the windows littered the floor and the tangy smoke of gunfire filled her nose. 
 
    Grabbing a sturdy brass candlestick that had been knocked to the floor, she launched to her feet with no clear plan except to find Gabriel and help any way she could. Her gaze shot across the room and landed on the gleam of a gun barrel aimed at Sir Samuel’s back. Without thought, Jane lunged, swinging her makeshift weapon at the gunman’s head with all her might just as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The man tumbled forward, his shot going wide of Samuel’s back, striking the edge of the fireplace instead. 
 
    “Jane!” 
 
    She whirled around at the sound of Gabriel’s voice. Even above the din and wild confusion, she could hear the fear in it.  
 
    She took two running steps toward him, then spun about again and dodged left when a dark shape leapt toward her from the side. She caught a flash of blade and heard her own abrupt cry of pain at the sharp, biting sting on the back of her arm. 
 
    And then Gabriel’s arm wrapped around her waist. He yanked her clear off her feet, hauling her backward, before spinning her around and crushing her to his chest with one arm. His hand wrapped protectively around her head just as another shot rang out, close to her ear. She felt the report reverberate through Gabriel and into her. 
 
    Jane tried to shove away from Gabriel, her instincts screaming at her to fight. But Gabriel only pulled her close again.  
 
    “It’s all right. It’s done. It’s done, Jane.” 
 
    She noticed it then—the stillness in the room. There was no more fighting or shouting, only the muted sounds of harsh breathing, muffled groans, and the roar of blood in her ears. Beneath her cheek, Gabriel’s heart pulsed strong and fast.  
 
    “First man to move will be the next man to die,” she heard him announce to the room at large. “Understood?” 
 
    She turned her head, looking out from the shelter of his arms, and saw that Mr. Kray and his men were on the ground, some of them groaning and twitching. Lord Renderwell was divesting them of any remaining weapons. He had a gash over his right eye, a rapidly swelling lip and a blackened tear on the edge of his coat that looked suspiciously like a near miss with a bullet. 
 
    Sir Samuel was equally bruised and bloody, but Lady Brass appeared to have escaped visible injury. Her gown was torn at the sleeve and hem, but there were no cuts or blood that Jane could see. Sir Samuel, however, appeared unconvinced as to her general health. He ran shaking hands over his wife, swearing all the while.  
 
    Jane looked back to Renderwell as he crouched next to Mr. Kray, then shook his head at Gabriel. 
 
    At Jane’s shiver, Gabriel shifted, placing himself between her and Mr. Kray’s body. He ran his hands up her arms in comfort. “You don’t need to be here. Let’s get you—” She flinched when he reached her shoulder, and his face paled when he snatched his hand away and saw the stain of blood on his fingers. “Christ, you’rebleeding. Where is it? How bad—” He spun her none-to-gently to get a better look at the injury on her upper arm. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “I forgot,” she murmured, twisting her neck for a better look. “It only hurt at first.” And even that first sting had been more surprising than painful. “That’s twice. That’stwice I’ve been pricked in two days.” 
 
    “It’s not a prick, Jane. You’ve been stabbed.” 
 
    “I have not.” She frowned at the injury as Gabriel quickly unknotted his tie. It was difficult to tell from her viewpoint, but it didn’t appear to be more than an inch in length, and it didn’t feel particularly deep. “It’s a slice at most.” 
 
    “By all means,” Gabriel ground out, “let’s be technical.” He tightened the makeshift bandage round the injury, then began to inspect her in the same manner Sir Samuel had his wife. “Where else are you injured? What hurts?” 
 
    “I’m not. Nothing hurts.” She was shaking, out of breath, and her knees felt weak, but she was certain at least half of her symptoms stemmed from sheer relief. “I’m all right. What happened? Who shot?”  
 
     “Mr. Jones happened,” a new voice offered from the doorway, and Jane turned to see Mr. Fulberg stride into the room. 
 
    “Bloody traitor,” Samuel snarled.   
 
    “No, he came to offer help. Such as it was. He brought a half dozen men of his own. We routed Kray’s little army quick enough, but one of Jones’s men saw the standoff through the window and either panicked or imagined himself a hero. He took a shot at Kray. And missed, the idiot.” 
 
    “Our men?” Gabriel asked. 
 
    “Perkins and Sizemore are injured, but they’ll recover. Knife wounds, mostly. Kray’s men were poorly armed, and trying for a sneak attack.” His eyes roamed over the men on the floor. “I’m sorry to say they were partially successful.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Renderwell replied. “Where is Jones?” 
 
    “On his way in.” 
 
    Mr. Jones arrived seconds later, timing his entrance with that of Lady Renderwell and the Harmons. As Lottie flew into her husband’s arms, Gabriel rounded on Mr. Jones, a middle-aged, diminutive man with thinning hair and round spectacles that sat loosely on a thin blade of nose. 
 
    “You set Kray on us.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Jones replied evenly. “I sent Mr. Kray to retrieve Mr. Ballenger’s effects from his sister’s cottage.” He spared one disinterested glance at Kray’s lifeless form. “Obviously, I was unaware Mr. Kray was familiar with the very traitor whose identity I’d hoped to discover by searching those items.” 
 
    Jane looked to Lady Brass. “You said it was Mr. Kray’s name on the list. But it couldn’t have been. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “It was his name,” Lottie replied. “And it wasn’t. Esther and Samuel left with Renderwell before I’d finished the last bit of deciphering. The name on the list is Oscar Kray the second.” She looked to Mr. Jones. “I assume he had a son?” 
 
    Mr. Jones blinked twice at the information, then gave a single nod. “He’ll be dealt with.” 
 
    Without thought, Jane found Gabriel’s hand and clasped it in her own. “He was protecting his child.” 
 
    “If you expect me to feel sympathy—” 
 
    “I don’t,” she replied softly. “It’s just sad, that’s all.” 
 
    “It was nearly disastrous for all of us. Why did you bring Kray in on this?” Gabriel demanded of Mr. Jones. 
 
    “He requested the assignment. I saw no reason not to oblige him.” 
 
    “You saw no reason to refuse his request to dismiss the men I’d chosen, and bring a small army of convicts to a lady’s isolated cottage?” 
 
    There was a slight, meaningful pause before Mr. Jones responded. “Mr. Kray never failed to perform the services requested of him in the past.” 
 
    “And you’re not in the habit of questioning the tactics of successful agents, is that it?” 
 
    “It is the nature of the work, I’m afraid. Miss Ballenger, you have my apologies. Had I known of Mr. Kray’s torn loyalties, this could have been avoided.” 
 
    Renderwell gave him a hard look. “You need to get your house in order, Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “And teach your men how to frigging aim,” Fulberg grumbled. 
 
    “Indeed.” He spared one more glance for the men on the floor. “In the meantime, I’ll have them deal with Kray and his lot.” 
 
    “I presume you’re still eager to have Mr. Ballenger’s list,” Lady Renderwell said. “It’s just down the hall, if you care to follow us.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jane called out when Jones moved to follow Samuel and the ladies from the room. She pulled away from Gabriel. “Mr. Jones, did Mr. Kray—either of them—kill my brother?” 
 
    For the first time, Mr. Jones’s expression and tone softened. Just a little. “No, Miss Ballenger. By all accounts, your brother died of influenza. I am sorry for your loss.” 
 
    She offered a stiff nod before Samuel led him from the room. 
 
    Lady Brass followed, but paused at the door frame. After the briefest hesitation, she turned around and took Jane’s uninjured arm in a firm grip. Her voice was urgent but quiet, meant for just the two of them. “I saw what you did for Samuel. I couldn’t get to him in time. But you did.” Leaning over, she kissed Jane on the cheek and gave her arm a quick squeeze. “I am in your debt, Miss Ballenger. I won’t forget.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In less than two hours, Mr. Kray, Mr. Jones, and all their men were gone from the house. Jane thought that were it not for the odd bang and scrape that arose from the repairs in Gabriel’s room, it might have seemed as if the violent events of that day never happened. Well,that,and the wound of her shoulder. And also the fact that Gabriel was standing in her room alternating between fussing over said wound and snapping at her for stepping between him and Mr. Kray in the first place. 
 
    “I was the last person in the hall,” she explained as she dropped onto the end of her mattress. “And I heard you and Mr. Kray. What else should I have done?” 
 
    Gabriel stopped in the act of pacing between the window and the fireplace to scowl at her. “You should have fetched Samuel.” 
 
    “And Mr. Kray might have shot you in the meantime.” 
 
    “He wasn’t going to shoot me that quickly. He needed me to get the list.” 
 
    “Well I didn’t know that, did I? Stop poking.” She slapped at his hand when he tried to reach for the bandage on her shoulder again. “It’s perfectly fine. Mrs. Harmon knows how to fasten a proper bandage. It’s little more than a scratch, at any rate. Look.” She waved her arm about, ignoring the slight twinge and pull of the cut. Unless she proved her arm wasn’t one soft breeze away from dropping off, he’d never stop fussing over her. 
 
    “Stop. For goodness sake, you’ll make it worse.” 
 
    “I’ll stop if you promise to cease your hovering and tell me what else you learned from Mr. Jones. Did you ask him about the lamp, and why Edgar—” 
 
    “I asked him about everything,” Gabriel cut in. “According to Mr. Jones, your brother meant to return to England and deliver the identity of the traitor in person, but in the days leading up to his trip, he began to suspect he was being followed. Fearing assassination, he created the list and had his man of business, who was familiar with his work, send it to you. Then he telegraphed Mr. Jones informing him of the lamp, but to be safe, he made no mention of its location. Edgar’s plan was to have his man tell Mr. Jones where to find the lamp only in the event of his death. After your brother’s passing, the man intended to disappear for a time, wait until things settled down, and then send the message. But first, he saw to it that you received your brother’s effects. Originally, he shipped them to the Foreign Office, as would be expected of him. But he used a personal contact along the way to secretly reroute the shipment to Twillins Cottage. When Edgar’s things failed to arrive in London, Mr. Jones began a search for them in the hope they might have been sent to the same individual who received the lamp.”  
 
    “And they were,” she murmured thoughtfully. “Mr. Jones told Mr. Kray of the lamp, I suppose.” 
 
    “He did, but it’s likely Kray was already aware of its existence. It wouldn’t have been particularly difficult for his son to have discovered the contents of that first telegram to Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “And this man of business, he must have been found if Mr. Jones knows all this—” 
 
    “He was, and is now safely on his way to London.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good.” She let out a long, slow breath. “It’s really done, then. All of it.” 
 
    “It’s over,” Gabriel agreed and reached up to tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. “You and the Harmons are out of danger.”  
 
    “We can return to Twillins.” 
 
    His hand hesitated a beat. “If that’s what you want.” He let his fingers linger on her cheek, stroking across her skin. “Is it what you want, Jane?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said carefully. “That depends…” She cleared her throat, and suddenly found something on the cuff of her robe intensely interesting. “That depends on you. I’ve told you how I feel. What do you want, Gabriel?” 
 
    He remained quiet until she finally found the courage to look at him again. “I’ll be honest. It’s not to live at Twillins. It’s a perfectly lovely home, and if you’re there, I’ll be happy. I’ll do everything in my power to see that you are as well. But I’d rather be happy with you someplace else.” 
 
    With her, Jane thought. He wanted to be someplacewith her. It wasn’t a declaration of love, not yet, but it gave her a thrilling jolt of hope. “Where?” 
 
    “Someplace warmer, to start.” 
 
    “And not so isolated, I imagine. You want to live in London.” 
 
    “I like London. I don’t need to live there. And I’m not sure I’d categorize it as warmer.” 
 
    “But you work there.” 
 
    “Most of my clients live there, but it isn’t necessary that I do. Commissions and contracts can be negotiated on visits and by telegram. It’s what Samuel and Esther do, and it works well enough for them.” 
 
    “I… The Harmons…” 
 
    “May wish to stay on at Twillins, but I rather doubt it.”  
 
    “They can live with us?” 
 
    “Whatever you like, Jane. Whatever makes you happy.”  
 
    “I’d like… Well, I’d like to know exactly what it is we’re discussing. Are you suggesting we—” 
 
    “Wait.” He threw a hand up quickly. “Don’t. Don’t ask.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I bungled our first kiss, and our second kiss, and made love to you for the first time above a tavern when I had no business putting my hands on you at all. I’ll be darned if I can’t muddle through this part in the proper fashion.” 
 
    He shuffled his feet for a moment and muttered something she didn’t catch. Looking as embarrassed as any fully grown man might, he finally dropped down to one knee in front of her.  
 
    “Jane Ballenger. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    In the past, when Jane had succumbed to the temptation to dream what a normal life might be like, she’d envisioned friends, parties, trips to town. Not even in her wildest dreams, her most romantic fantasies, had she imagined a future with a man she loved. Never had she hoped for a moment like this. “I’ll be of no help to you in society. Dinner parties and balls…”  
 
    He smiled at her. That wonderfully secret, rakish smile. “I don’t need help. I’m not interested in ascending the social ladder. I needyou. Marry me, Jane. Say you’ll be mine. And say it quickly because I feel like a prize idiot.” 
 
    “Iam yours.” 
 
    “Yes, but I want a contract.” 
 
    “And references?” she said on a laugh. “I think Lady Brass might oblige.” 
 
    “She thinks you hung the moon and stars now. And she’s right.” He took her hand and brought it to his lips to press a kiss to her palm. “God, I love you. Say yes, Jane. Say I can fall asleep every night with you in my arms, and wake up to your smile every morning. Tell me you’ll always be here to keep my secrets. Let me catch you when you jump from trees. Let me show you the world you’ve been missing. Let me protect you from it, too. Let me be your husband. Let me be yours.” 
 
    “Yes.” With tears filling her eyes, she pulled Gabriel to his feet and pressed her mouth to his. “Yes, please. Always.” 
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