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Trial lawyer Gen has managed to corral that randy colt His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, at least as far as anyone knows. In public, he seems to be behaving himself, but she’s kind of gotten involved with her client in a way that the Bar’s Ethics Committee would totally not approve of. With Arthur’s impending trial in the House of Lords and the constant backstabbing in her law office, the last thing Gen needs is for Arthur to whisk her off to Paris for the social wedding of the century to schmooze the people who will decide his fate.




Gen has broken all the rules, and she could very well end up with a broken heart.




She needs a stiff drink, and it had better be hard liquor.
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A Pupil Barrister in the Office







AT six o’clock in the dim morning, a wan, mid-March sunrise crawled over the crowded buildings of London outside Genevieve Ward’s office window. Her laptop hung off one side of her tiny desk, about the size of a TV tray, and one desk leg wobbled when she typed. Her coffee cup perched on a stack of law books beside her.

Bins of paperwork crowded the walls of the office because some solicitors insisted on sending over paper copies of documents even though Serle’s Court Barristers’ electronic document system was top-notch.

She was studying the court documents and other briefs that formed the convoluted case for her client, Arthur Finch-Hatten.

Ah, Arthur.

The sultry-hot, eye-poppingly ripped, outlandishly wealthy, very British nobleman, Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn.

The one who, when he took off his tailored suit, was inked with red and blue watercolor tattoos all over his strong, muscular back and shoulders.

The one who had a fetish for a woman sitting naked at his feet while he fed her sugared strawberries and champagne.

The one who had bought what must be thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth of dresses for Gen so she could attend charity events with him.

The one who was Gen’s client.

The one whom she was definitely involved with, despite the fact that she was his lawyer and would get hauled before the Bar Council for an ethics violation if anyone found out about them.

And the one who would lose everything, absolutely everything, if she lost his case.

His money.

His private airplane.

His London penthouse apartment.

His ancestral home, Spencer House, the five-centuries-old Tudor manor house that was stuffed with an incredible art collection.

Arthur might even lose his Jack Russell Terrier, Ruckus.

Gen reached down and scratched the dog, who was lying on her feet under her desk. He rolled over on his back. His white tail wagged limply, and his dark eyes closed.

Surely Arthur would be allowed to keep the dog. Ruckus had been a gift from a friend of Arthur’s, not purchased with the estate’s money. Gen had filed a notice to that effect.

The case wasn’t even going to be tried in a proper British court. Arthur had called up a friend of his—a friend with a single-digit succession number for the throne of Great Britain—and due to an obscure law, gotten the case assigned to a committee in the House of Lords.

So absolutely anything could happen at the hearing. It wouldn’t be an orderly trial with a judge and jury, but a committee hearing where anyone could ask questions, even committee members with absolutely no law education.

Gen got busy making sure every single, solitary word in the Finch-Hatten brief was perfect.

Because she had to save Arthur.

















Throwing It to the House of Lords







A few hours later, both Gen and Arthur were, predictably, seated in hard-back chairs in front of Octavia Hawkes’s desk. Octavia was Gen’s boss during her year-long pupillage, or internship, and Octavia’s imposing altar of a desk was commensurate with her status as a senior barrister in a prestigious London law firm. Morning sunlight streamed through the wide, clean windows across one wall.

Octavia was glowering at them, her red lips condensed down to a red dot of anger. Her forehead and eyes didn’t move, of course. Botox, fillers, and the occasional use of a scalpel on her face prevented that. She might have been anywhere from thirty-five to sixty years old, and she would never tell which.

She did demand, “Have you two lost the plot?”

Gen paused, trying to remember whether any of her cases had been about land purchases.

Arthur leaned toward her. “She’s asking if we’ve lost our minds.”

“Oh.” Gen was prepared for that question. “A jury is just as unpredictable as any committee in the House of Lords,” Gen started.

“We must resolve this case sooner than November,” Arthur added, “much sooner. The Committee for Privileges and Conduct can hear this case quickly, perhaps within the month, certainly by the end of spring.”

“And we’re all ready to go, case-wise. Everything has been written for months, if not years, and is ready for submission,” Gen said.

He said, “We need the element of surprise.”

“Surprises are never good news in legal cases,” Octavia said. “I’m not Atticus Finch, and neither are you, Genevieve. We want a nice, orderly trial. Arthur would do best with standard procedure. I don’t know how Buckingham Palace even discovered your case, let alone took it upon themselves to intervene.”

“I can’t imagine,” Arthur said.

Gen looked over at him, but he was calmly regarding Octavia as if he had no idea how the change had occurred.

Dang, he was pretty good at that when he had half an ounce of preparation. She should watch that.

Also, he hadn’t denied it, which would have been a lie. He’d only said that he couldn’t imagine how they found out.

Arthur didn’t have to imagine anything. He’d called them.

Gen turned back to Octavia. “And if we can find out who the committee members are, we can schmooze them before the hearing at all these events that Arthur goes to. We couldn’t do that with a jury. Plus, our opponent won’t have that luxury.”

“Or the committee could be composed of people whom you’ve pissed off in the past, couldn’t it, Arthur?” Octavia growled at him. “You’ve slept with half the wives and sisters of the members of the House of Lords.”

“There are seven hundred and sixty members who are eligible to take part in the work of the House of Lords. I doubt that I’ve gotten around to even a quarter of their wives and sisters. Most of my recent bedfellows have been of the common variety.”

Did he mean Gen? She would whup his rear.

Even though she was thoroughly common in the British sense of the word. Still, when Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, calls you common, it means something else.

Seriously, she would open up a jumbo-sized can of whup rear and rain despair down upon Arthur Finch-Hatten until he cowered before her.

Who would be the sub then, huh?

Arthur said, “And Genevieve is correct that this will throw my brother’s team into disarray. It’s a move they wouldn’t have expected.”

Octavia glowered at him. “It does make sense. ‘All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when able to attack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must seem inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near. Hold out baits to entice the enemy. Feign disorder, and crush him.’”

Gen nodded. That particular quote was one of Octavia’s favorite passages from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War.

Arthur glanced over at her, his silvery eyes so supremely confident, and he said, “Of course, since I have been in the hands of such a proficient minder for the last three months, I haven’t acquired any bedfellows at all.”

Gen fidgeted in her seat. Of course, he hadn’t been talking about her because they were only pretending to engage in a relationship for the gossip sites, and Octavia needed to keep believing that or Gen was in deep, deep trouble. “Oh, yeah. Of course.”

“You have been keeping him out of trouble,” Octavia grumbled. “At least that part of this impossible scheme has worked.”

“And they believe us more now, right?” Gen asked. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the websites. They haven’t said anything snarky about arranged marriages in a while.”

“Yes, that’s so,” Octavia said, still frowning as much as she was able to. The overpuffed corners of her lips pressed downward, anyway.

“And here’s something that will bolster our claim of a genuine relationship.” Arthur turned to Gen. “Would you care to attend a wedding with me next weekend?”

Octavia shrugged. “Attending a wedding together isn’t nearly as big a deal as it used to be.”

“It’s Pierre Grimaldi’s wedding.”

“Oh,” Octavia said, her stretched eyelids rising even farther. “My goodness, how did you get—Of course. Nevermind.”

Evidently, everyone in the room except Gen knew the importance of Pierre Grimaldi’s wedding. Gen nodded sagely instead of commenting.

Arthur said, “I’ve managed to find a list of the members of the House of Lords Committee for Privileges and Conduct.”

Managed. Gen almost snorted. The Countess of Cornwall had probably faxed it over to him.

Gen said, “I thought that committee was just to censure randy Lords who got caught peeing on prostitutes or something.”

Arthur chuckled. “While most of the cases that they decide are quite prurient, they are also traditionally the body that decides matters of inheritance. They haven’t done so for decades, but I rather imagine that they jumped at the chance to assert their traditional rights. All those rule changes that reduce the influence of hereditary peerages are distressing.”

Gen rolled her eyes at him, and Arthur laughed.

He continued, “There are sixteen members of the committee. It appears that I have not slept with the wife or first-degree relative of anyone who sits on the committee.”

“Halla-frigging-lujah,” Octavia muttered.

“We need at least nine of them to vote in my favor, preferably more. The committee may debate until it is unanimous.”

“Great, so this case may never be resolved,” Octavia said.

“Your clerk will be ecstatic,” Arthur told her.

Octavia shrugged.

Yeah, Arthur was paying their chambers a heck of a lot of money for this protracted case that had dragged on for years. Gen wasn’t sure that was ethical.

The lawyer who was sleeping with her own client should probably not be casting stones about ethics.

“Two committee members are old chums, personal friends, familial allies in the House, or close relatives of such whom I know well. I’m sure that I can count on their votes. I’ll contact them this week to be certain.”

Octavia nodded. “That’s a good start.”

“Four more are amenable to a social engagement at Spencer House. I’ve already made overtures. I’ll host a dinner there to work on them.”

“Good,” Octavia said.

“That makes six,” Gen said, because she could do math.

“Of the remaining,” Arthur said, “four will attend the Grimaldi wedding next weekend.”

Octavia scowled. “And of course, you’re invited.”

“Of course,” Arthur said, smiling at her like a rake in a Regency novel. His silvery eyes sparked with mirth.

“Is this wedding a big deal?” Gen asked.

Octavia grumbled, “The Grimaldi wedding in Paris is the high-society social event of the year.”

“So, it’s a great opportunity to schmooze them,” Gen said.

Arthur laughed. “Yes, we’ll ‘schmooze’ them. You can also meet Casimir and Maxence at the wedding.”

Gen sighed, mostly for comedic effect. “Because of course, they’ll be there, too. Are they all high-falutin’ like you? Earls or better to open?”

Arthur smiled. “Have you ever been to a royal wedding, Genevieve?”

“A royal wedding?” She stared at him. “Um, no. Obviously.”

“Should be quite an experience, then.”

















Graham on the Case







AFTER work, Gen ran out of the centuries-old building of Lincoln’s Inn, through the garden, and toward the street. The sun was setting over the buildings that crowded both sides of the street.

Pippa was waiting for her with the cloud-gray Mercedes idling at the curb. The heavy London traffic flowed by on the other side of the car.

Gen vaulted into the back seat. “Arthur called. I don’t know what he thought was so important—”

Graham the stylist/tailor was sitting in the front seat. He wrenched himself around and glared at her, his thin nose wrinkled in disgust. “I can’t believe that we’ve got four days to get you kitted up for a high-society wedding. I swear to heaven, I will have His Lordship’s rear for this. Other stylists have had months to prepare. And of course, His Lordship wants you to have something glamorous, something tasteful, something couture, all in four frigging days.”

“Um,” Gen said, grabbing the door handle to bail, but Pippa had already pulled the car into the dense London traffic.

Graham snarled at Gen. “How the heck am I supposed to bash out something original and custom for you in four days?”

Gen’s eyes felt stretched on her face. “I’m really sorry about this.”

“Sorry. She’s sorry.” He backhanded Pippa on the shoulder, who had been chuckling the whole time, and turned back to Gen. “We’re going to Harrods, all the way up to the top this time, Ms. Ward, up to where the rarified designers create bespoke fashions for the truly wealthy. I’ve called ahead. They’re expecting us.”

“Is this going to be worse than last time?” Gen asked him.

Graham snarled at her, “Brace yourself.”

















Spencer House #2







WHEN Gen got home from the consultation with Graham that evening, Arthur met her at the elevator entrance to his penthouse.

He was right there, waiting for her. The doors slid open, and he was pacing on the thick oriental carpet.

With a glance, Gen appraised Arthur’s day.

He had attended business meetings today because he was wearing suit trousers. He’d taken the jacket off and rolled up his sleeves, so he had been home for a bit. If he had been working from home all day in his locked room where no one was allowed in, he would have been wearing a tee shirt and khakis or jeans. The extra, frenetic energy in his pacing meant that he probably hadn’t had time for his usual run and gym time that day, so he might try to get it in before they went to a charity event that night. He might be a few minutes late because of it, so he would probably chase her down because struggling with his cufflinks took too much time. His hair was mussed on top, parts of it falling over his forehead, so he had been running his hands through it, which he did when he was upset.

The apartment was the same as always. The small entry hall opened on one side to a coat room and half-bath and the living room on the other end. Out there, the glass wall overlooked nighttime London, the city sparkling in the darkness. Hyde Park was an expanse of empty space across the street, cutting a black swath out of the glitter. Winking lights darting amongst the stars were airplanes taking off from the several airports on the outskirts of the metropolis.

Arthur said, “We need to go to Spencer House. We leave at nine tomorrow morning.”

“What! Without clearing it with me?” Gen dropped her purse on the table in the entry way. Red roses rattled in their vase on the table. “I have three important meetings tomorrow. I have to be in court with Octavia at two o’clock.”

“I’ve already cleared it with Octavia. She said one of the other pupil barristers would be tasked to cover everything for you when I said that you were needed at Spencer House.”

“Great. So James Knightly got my court date tomorrow.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“James is brilliant. He’s going to get the offer for tenancy. I know he is, and I won’t get the job offer. He gets all the good cases and closes them right out,” she fretted.

“And that matter about the ethics censure hasn’t hurt him?” Arthur asked.

“No, it hasn’t. Wait. What?” Gen grabbed Arthur’s arm. “What ethics censure?”

“The one at Oxford. You mean James Herbert Knightly, also of Trinity and your year, right?”

“Yeah.” Her voice quavered, shocked. Herbert was James’s actual middle name, even though everyone called him James Knightly.

Arthur said, “He was caught stealing exams from a professor’s office for the answers. He avoided being sent down because he snitched on his friends. His mates were all expelled. He received an ethics censure.”

An ethics violation like that? “Is it on his record? Anywhere?”

“Couched in vague terms, I’m sure, but I’m surprised that you don’t know about it. It should have been your last year of university. There was quite a ruckus about it.”

As if he had heard his name, Ruckus bounded around the corner with his leash in his mouth. The Jack Russell Terrier was mostly white except for a brown mask over his eyes and ears, and he was in that overgrown-puppy stage of his young life.

Gen looked down at her feet. “I kind of kept my head down that year.”

She had survived by not feeling anything at all that year.

Ruckus crawled beside her and laid his heavy head on her shoe.

“Oh,” Arthur said. He stepped toward her, trailing his fingers down her arm. When he reached her hand, his fingers twined in hers. “I’m sorry.”

She didn’t look up. She couldn’t. Her face burned and was all screwed up. “Tell me about the ethics violation. Why wasn’t it caught when James applied for the pupillage? No chambers would have taken him on.”

“Like I said, he snitched, so it was probably only vaguely referred to in his record, but there was a piece in the Cherwell,” the independent student newspaper.

“Because of course there was,” Gen said.

“I could check the archives for you, if you wanted. I know you’re terribly busy defending my case.”

“Oh, I couldn’t. That wouldn’t be fair, to bring it up after a couple of years have elapsed. It wouldn’t be sporting. Besides, I’m sure the senior partners know about it. All noteworthy gossip is widely known and endlessly discussed.”

“I’m sure they already know, then. Just thought I’d mention it.”

Gen sniffed and sucked it all up. The other thing was a long time ago, and she should act like it, not get all rattled at every tangential reference to the night she got too drunk and caught the attention of the wrong guy. She asked, “So why do we have to go to Spencer House?”

“We’re hosting a dinner party for several members of the House of Lords who are on the committee in question.”

“Dude, the only person hosting a party like that with you should be a wife. I’m nobody.”

Arthur took one step back and blinked several times, skittish as a colt. His dark eyelashes swept over his eyes. “No matter. I don’t have a countess, and you’re my barrister. My barrister would have more intimate knowledge than any wife. You should be there.”

“Countess? Is that what an earlette is called?” She didn’t know and had no reason to care.

“Yes, my wife will be the Countess of Severn.”

“Assuming you win your case.”

“Everything is predicated on whether I win my case.”

“Okay, true.” She should read over all those briefs again, just in case. “But we could leave tomorrow afternoon to get there in time for dinner, right?”

“We’ll need to go there tomorrow morning to select jewellry for the wedding.”

“I cannot skive off work to pick out jewelry. Besides, I can figure out what earrings I want to wear in five minutes.”

“Oh, Gen,” Arthur said, smiling. “The earldom holds an extensive jewelry collection. It might take hours to view even the most appropriate ones.”

She was still traumatized from shopping with Graham. “Can’t I just throw a dart into the vault or something?”

He laughed. “We’ll leave at nine.”

















The Finch-Hatten Jewelry Collection







PICKING out jewelry at Spencer House took three long hours.

Gen wasn’t sure why it was taking so long.

Hundreds of velvet cases were stacked on a long dining room table, one of the smaller dining rooms in the centuries-old Tudor mansion on the outskirts of London. Elaborate white wainscoting ringed the lower half of the room, while antique paintings were hung on the upper half of the silk-covered walls. The silver candelabra had been shoved down to the other end of the table, gleaming in the sun from the tall, thin windows, to make room for the jewelry boxes.

Lots of boxes.

So many boxes that it looked like Christmas morning at a shopaholic’s house.

Arthur sat in a dining table chair, fiddling with his phone and sneaking peeks.

They had a swatch of the deep blue silk that her dress was being made out of. Graham laid it over her shoulder like a scarf. Graham fussed around Gen, trying set after set after set of jewelry on her.

Set after set after set.

After set.

Sparkly things for her neck, for her ears, for her wrists and her bosom and her hair.

For her waist and her shoes.

So many diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires, opals, garnets, and pearls.

And all of those in gold or platinum settings.

Some of the sets, he slapped on her and whipped them off just as fast. No reason to linger over those.

Others, Graham wrapped around her, clasped, and studied the effect of the gems against the deep blue silk and her skin.

From the fortress of boxes, Graham winnowed it down to ten sets.

Then the real agonizing began.

While Graham wailed and bemoaned the jewelry selection, Arthur made one phone call to Ifan, the groundskeeper who was, as Gen had discovered over the months, the guy who oversaw all the maintenance at Spencer House. Arthur said, “The light switch to the rear of my bedroom isn’t working. We’ll have to have the historian and the curator come out along with the electrician, and then have them all stay for the master carpenter if there’s any damage. Yes, but we accept National Trust funds, so it all has to be spot on. Also, one of the cushions in the library has a seam coming loose. We’ll have to send that out for restoration. Thank you, Ifan.”

Twenty more minutes passed with Graham fussing and muttering over Gen.

She managed to catch Arthur’s eye when Graham had his back turned. She drew her finger across her throat and grimaced.

Arthur laughed and stood. “Graham! You’ve done such a splendid job. Let’s just pick one and be done with it, shall we?”

Gen nodded.

Graham glared at Arthur. “This is an impossible task. These sets are all at least twenty years old. Some, older. They’re all terribly unfashionable and out of style. You should have told me six months ago about this wedding and that you were going to need to dress a lady.”

“The diamond and sapphire set goes the best, don’t you think? It was my mother’s and is somewhat modern-looking.”

They stood on either side of Gen’s chair and argued over her head.

Graham said, “If you’re going to keep doing this, you need to have all of these sets redone.”

“But they’re traditional!” Arthur said. “These pieces have historical significance. Some are centuries old and belonged to important figures. They’re antiques.”

“They’re old-fashioned,” Graham fretted. “The sapphire piece is the best of them. I’ll give you that. You really should retain a jeweler and just remake the whole lot.”

Gen couldn’t believe that two guys were arguing about jewelry.

And so vehemently.

She tried, “Um, guys?”

Arthur snarled, “We will not destroy historically important pieces of jewelry. These are art. They are the history of England.”

“Fine,” Graham said. “So we’ve settled on the sapphire set. Fine.”

“Thank you for your services, Graham,” Arthur growled.

Day-umn.

















Dinner at Spencer House







GEN sucked in a deep breath as she settled herself at the foot of the long dining room table in yet another dining room at Spencer House.

Arthur sat at the head of the table, opposite her and far away.

Twenty noblemen and ladies lined the two long sides of the table in the smallest of Spencer House’s three formal dining rooms. The walls above the white wainscoting were painted mint green to set off the large portraits of Arthur’s ancestors: dukes, earls, lords, duchesses, countesses, and ladies. Some of the paintings were centuries old, a history of Britain in family pictures. The oversized portraits reached nearly to the ceiling two stories above them.

Silver candelabra stood high above the table, lit with small flames. The slender center stalks had been carefully placed not to obstruct conversation, and the branches were well above the guests’ line of sight. Melting beeswax scent floated in the air, stronger even than the floral perfumes, the woodsy colognes, and the steaming food.

Gen looked at the jewelry that the ladies in the paintings were wearing, and yep, she recognized some of the pieces from the marathon with Graham that afternoon.

Four of the dinner guests that evening were members of the House of Lords Committee for Privileges and Conduct, which meant that any one of them could be the deciding vote that would determine Arthur’s fate.

Lady Josceline Bazalgette, sitting on Gen’s right hand, was the most important of their guests. The svelte blonde was influential on the House of Lords committee, Arthur had told Gen. She was also a judge and had taken silk as a Queen’s Counsel barrister over a decade ago. Basically, Lady Josceline Bazalgette was a super-lawyer.

So Arthur had seated this paragon of the law and English society next to the American, poopy-butt pupil barrister.

What could go wrong?

Gen smiled at Lady Bazalgette. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Arthur has told me so much about you.”

“Has he?” Lady Bazalgette’s dry tone suggested that Arthur hadn’t told Gen everything, or perhaps the lady knew too much about him. “Word has it that you’re a pupil barrister.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m doing my pupillage at Serle’s Court Barristers.”

“Good chambers,” Lady Bazalgette commented.

“Thank you, ma’am. Everyone around there thinks so.”

Lady Bazalgette’s lips tightened in a smile. “Who’s your pupil master?”

“Horace Lindsey was for part of my first six.”

“A tragic loss.”

“Yes, ma’am. He was always very kind to me. I miss him a lot. For the rest of my first six, my pupil mistress is Octavia Hawkes.”

“And what do you think of her?” Lady Bazalgette purred.

“Ms. Hawkes is an excellent barrister. She wins more than her share of cases, far more, and she’s been generous with her time and explained a lot to me.”

Lady Bazalgette nodded. “She’s applied for silk.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Only people who had read her application should know that, which meant that Lady Bazalgette might very well be on the committee to decide who would be offered the Queen’s Counsel distinction, too. One wrong word from Gen would screw up Octavia’s chances of taking silk.

Oh, sweet baby Goodness. Gen considered bolting out of the room, lest she say one stupid syllable and mess up Octavia’s chances.

Lady Bazalgette asked, “Can you tell me what the word is around chambers?”

Gen tore a roll apart, stalling. “Octavia is well-respected.”

“Well-liked?”

Gen’s inner Texan popped up. “Better than most people in that pit of rattlers.”

Lady Bazalgette smirked. “Chambers can be contentious.”

“Octavia is a good person and an excellent barrister,” Gen told Lady Bazalgette, her voice pitched low. “She’s taught me a great deal, and she’s worked hard to excel. She’s sharp. She’s earned it. I think she’d make an excellent QC.”

Lady Bazalgette nodded. “Thank you. That helps a great deal.”

“Glad I could be of service.” Gen leaned toward her. “While I have you here, I was wondering if you had any advice for a pupil barrister just starting out? What do you wish you had known?”

Lady Bazalgette sat back, a dreamy expression coming over her face. She adjusted her reading glasses on her nose. “That it’s a long game. Each case is short, but being a barrister is a long game. Let me tell you—”

Gen leaned in as Lady Bazalgette briefed her on her long, fruitful career in the law.

Down at the other end of the table, however, Arthur was rattling the ice in his vodka tonic. Even though he was smiling and stating his comments with calm, flowing hand gestures, Gen could see that he was breathing deeply through his nose before each comment and continually jiggling his drink.

Uh-oh.

















Dinner at Spencer House #2







ARTHUR leaned back in his chair at the head of the table. The roasted meat and vegetables on his plate steamed, soaking in the herb gravy his chef knew that he liked.

The dishes that set the table—refined snow-white porcelain with platinum bands—were new because the historical pieces were all sequestered in the long, glass cases of the China Museum in the eastern wing of Spencer House. He could probably still recite the paragraph from his docent days leading tours, but even then he had been more interested in the portrait collection than the porcelain. The silver services also failed to hold his interest except for the ornate tea set originally crafted for Marie Antoinette upon the occasion of the birth of her son, the Dauphin.

He had eaten part of the meat for formality’s sake. No use offending the several members of the House of Lord’s committee clustered around him with his environmental politics, not if he wanted to keep the means to continue his work at those charities.

He had to admit, the seared, tender beef melted on his tongue and tasted fantastic.

The food was a pleasant distraction from the irritating company.

Lord Derek Humphreys, Earl of Coatham in the County of Cleveland, was being a jerk.

Lord Coatham sat at Arthur’s left hand, drinking heavily and expounding upon his softly racist theories of social class.

His blond head bobbed with each new, offensive revelation. His curls bounced with each bob, shining in the candlelight and the dimmed LEDs embedded in the ceiling. At twenty-eight, Coatham was too mature for such a precious hairstyle.

Lord Coatham spat another bit of thinly veiled bigotry.

All the insulting terms that Arthur should definitely not call him started running through his head.

Shitpouch.

Wazzock.

Cuntybollocks.

Arthur said to Lord Coatham, “All of your opinions are certainly at the forefront.”

The only thing restraining Arthur from putting the jerk in his place was the man on Arthur’s right hand, Lord Andrew Butterfield, the Earl of Newcastle-under-Lyme in the County of Staffordshire. The older man was subtly rolling his eyes every time Arthur turned to him. Lord Butterfield’s dark eyes flicked up toward his eyelids, wrinkled with age and nearly devoid of eyelashes, at each new, offensive promulgation by the jerk Lord Coatham.

Yes, the only thing.

Lord Jerk Coatham sat on the Committee for Privileges and Conduct and thus could be the deciding vote in Arthur’s case, but Arthur was just a bit too idealistic to allow that to sway his response, so it was the subtle reassurances from Lord Butterfield that allowed Arthur to remain serene.

Arthur was also too British to backhand the man at the dining table, so he settled for the occasional, scathing double entendre. “That’s a brave proposal.”

Unfortunately, Lord Jerk was too drunk to understand Arthur’s proper British sarcasm.

Perhaps that was fortunate.

Codswallop.

Idiotwit.

Twat.

The woman sitting just past Lord Jerk had chided the jerk a bit early on, trying to allow him to retreat from such prejudice, but he had scoffed at her as being a “special snowflake,” and his next comment had verged on virulent chauvinism.

At that, Lady Dorothy Hart, Countess of Ashill in the County of Somerset, had pointedly turned her back to Lord Jerk and conversed with Lady Cressida Alexander, Countess of Weedon, on her other side.

Lord Jerk asked Arthur, “Don’t you agree, Lord Severn?”

Lord Butterfield raised his gray eyebrows at Arthur, recognizing the impossible position he was in. Earlier, Butterfield had mentioned in passing that Arthur should have an easy time of it with the Committee for Privileges, thus assuring Arthur of his vote.

That was at least one vote in Arthur’s column.

Arthur shook the vodka in his glass, mixing the melting ice into the tonic water. He said to Lord Coatham, “I’m sure that someone of your capabilities might think so.”

Lord Butterfield snorted delicately into his double whiskey.

Lord Jerk Coatham only occasionally attended charity events. Arthur had seen him at several fund-raising endeavors, although now that he thought about it, they had always been for arts foundations like the symphony or the opera.

You know, white people’s charities.

Arthur’s jaw clenched harder. He stared at the crystals of ice in his glass. Only another hour or so, and then he could escape Coatham’s bigoted diatribes.

Spunktrumpet.

Wallaper.

Tosspot.

Bawbag.

Dobber.

From down at the foot of the table, Gen looked up at him. Her lovely mouth curved at him, smiling, and her dark eyes twinkled even across the room.

The emerald green cocktail dress she wore appeared to have been shrink-wrapped to her lush figure.

As beautiful as she was sitting at the foot of his table as his hostess, Arthur would have preferred her to be sitting on the floor at his feet as he fed her tidbits, and he would have liked her to be naked except for some small strips of leather or silk that he had wrapped her in.

The green dress was, however, more appropriate for the company they kept that evening.

Later.

Gen smiled a bit more at him, and then she bent her head to listen to Lady Bazalgette, who was by all appearances a much more pleasant dinner companion than Lord Jerk.

Lord Coatham managed to top himself, saying something so offensive in his deep baritone voice that Arthur was knocked back in his seat.

Was this the Britain that Arthur defended with his heart, soul, and body? Should he allow this to stand?

What would Gen think if she had heard such rubbish and seen him sitting idly by?

Rage erupted in Arthur’s head.

Arthur turned to Lord Coatham. He kept his tone impeccably conversational, cordial, and British. “By repeating such statements, you offend me and the history of my noble family. By allowing them to infest your mind, you offend every British ideal of equality, freedom, and justice. Leave my home, now. Please consider leaving Britain, as your prejudices are never welcome.”

He mentally added, you cockwomble.

Arthur motioned to the butler, Mr. Royston Fothergill, to show the man out.

Lord Jerk sputtered for a moment, but when Lord Butterfield refused to meet his eye and instead turned to converse with Arthur, he rose and followed the butler out of the dining room and, presumably, Spencer House.

Arthur reached under the table with his foot and pulled the chair in, indicating that the previous occupant would not return.

Down the table, Lady Dorothy Hart, Countess of Ashill in the County of Somerset, smiled slyly at Arthur over the empty seat. She said, “My sentiments, exactly.”

Lady Hart was on the Committee for Privileges, too.

Lord Butterfield raised one thick eyebrow at Arthur. “That’s one way to deal with the situation.”

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Arthur said.

Lord Butterfield shrugged. “I was a Lieutenant-Commander in the Royal Navy when I retired. I am always gratified to see the ideals of our nation defended by the next generation.”

















Not the Bed but the Chaise







ARTHUR stood in the opening of the front doors, framed by the light behind him and the imposing edifice of Spencer House, waving as the last guest’s car skidded on the tiled driveway around the fountain and drove off into the night. Exhaust from the cars fouled the spring breeze, but it blew out over the formal gardens and into the deer park within minutes, leaving only the stars, his estate, and his arm around the softness that was Gen.

“Come inside,” Arthur said. “You don’t want to catch a chill, pet.”

“Oh, is it ‘pet’ now?” Gen turned, brushing against his side, and walked ahead of him into the foyer.

When she turned back, the chandelier above was shining on her lustrous hair, her dark eyes were flirting with him, and that emerald silk dress had been poured over her curves.

Arthur lost his breath. “Gen.”

“Yes, sugar?” She was still smiling at him.

He slammed the door and was across the floor before he knew it and grabbed her.

“Arthur! There are people—”

“No, there aren’t.” The guests had all departed, and the staff would be cleaning up the dining room in the far wing of the house.

He lifted her in his arms, tossing her a little to show that he could indeed carry her wherever he wanted to, and strode up the stairs.

“Arthur, where are we—” She was giggling so hard that she couldn’t talk.

“Upstairs,” he said. He tried to make it light, amusing, but it came out like a growl. His voice felt deeper in his throat.

“What did that man say to you at dinner?”

“No matter.” He didn’t want to talk about Lord Jerk. “Tell me no if you don’t want this. Tell me no or amber or red.”

And it would rip him apart, but he would stop himself.

He whispered, “Tell me amber or red or put yourself in my hands.”

Gen wrapped her sweet arms around his neck, and she buried her face in his neck, kissing his skin above his collar.

Fire and testosterone raced through his veins.

She whispered, “I’m in your hands.”

Arthur walked faster, taking the stairs quickly.

Up the wide, dark wood stairs of the main hall, up to the second story, the portraits of his ancestors watched him carry the voluptuous American toward the blue guest room.

The old name for that room was the Duchess Mary room, after his great-grandmother.

Everything in Spencer House had a past.

Especially Arthur.

Through the long hallway, he carried her, a trembling, soft woman in his arms. The wainscoting and moulding were centuries old, hand-carved by craftsmen long since dead, but Arthur still cared for it all and knew every inch of the house.

He kicked open the door to the blue guest room and spied the chaise lounge that he had had delivered after their conversation in the deer park. Fothergill had come through again. Brilliant.

Arthur bypassed the couch and made for the bed.

He tossed her on it and shoved the curtains aside. His tie knot was stuck, and he pried at the band, trying to get the thing off.

Gen had pushed herself up on her hands and was staring at the cream duvet and curtains around her.

Arthur finally wrenched the tie off his neck and struggled, shedding his suit jacket. It flopped to the floor behind him, and he used his toes to kick off his shoes.

He scrambled onto the bed, reaching for her with his hands and finding her mouth with his own. She opened her lips, and he felt her tongue against his. He groaned against her, and her lush body filled his hands.

Her arms grabbed around his neck again. When he broke off the deep kiss to taste her skin, she bent her head back, stretching her neck for him.

He wanted every dang bit of her.

Her skin under his fingers was so soft, satiny, and he mouthed down her shoulder while he found the tiny zipper down her side. He would have gladly shredded that dress to get it off of her, but he didn’t want to terrify the woman.

Not unless she wanted him to.

The zipper opened in his hand, and he grabbed handfuls of the dress, shoved it down Gen’s body and legs, and tossed it on the floor.

My goodness. Her Myla lingerie was just silk triangles and ribbons, and she was still wearing the diamond necklace and earrings from the estate. Utterly brilliant.

Arthur fumbled at the buttons on his shirt and stripped it off over his head, along with the tee shirt underneath.

Gen stroked her fingers down the ragged tattoos over Arthur’s ribs, sending shivers through him. He sucked in a breath, light-headed, and used his teeth to tug the ribbons on her bra over her shoulders.

She laughed, but she sounded as breathless as he was.

Her arms were around him, but they felt too light. He needed to feel her touching him, holding him, and he pressed her arms around him.

She held him more tightly. He wanted to touch every inch of her.

He dragged the ribbons down her arms, freeing her breasts, and tongued her collarbone and down her cleavage to her tight nipples. The tips were dark rose, and he opened his mouth over one to suck hard.

He loved the way her breasts lifted when she gasped, and he slipped one arm under her back to keep her back bowed so that he could taste all of her. His fingers found the delicate ribbons, and he untied the ones at her neck, back, and hips and yanked the silk off of her skin.

Gen gasped, “Arthur!”

In case she was going to use a safe word, he stopped and chewed his way up her neck, still holding her body against his. “Yes, my love?”

She grabbed his hair and kissed his mouth hard.

Arthur jabbed his knee between her legs, parting her thighs, and drove his leg upward to tease her.

Gen gasped more under his mouth, rubbing her soft breasts against his bare chest and driving Arthur into a very un-British frenzy. He grabbed her breast with his other hand, running his thumb over her pebbled tip until she was moaning and shuddering.

Not quite shuddering.

She was shaking in his arms.

The bed.

Gen was shaking in his arms even while her mouth was open under his and her arms were around him. Her hips pushed at his, and he was nearly blind with wanting her.

But she was shaking.

He didn’t want her to be frightened. He didn’t want fear lacing her response. He wanted her to come so hard that she wouldn’t ever forget him.

Arthur slipped to the side, rolling off of her. Gen groaned and followed him, trying to slide back under him, but Arthur found the edge of the bed and stood.

She reached up to him, her arms wavering, her dark eyes glazed.

He gathered her up in his arms and cradled her against his chest, carrying her.

She whispered, “Arthur, what are you doing?” Her voice was deep in her throat, and his name on her lips made him draw a breath.

He carried her over to the chaise lounge, the one that he had covered with a blanket for her to sleep on, and sat down with her in his lap.

“Arthur?” she whispered.

“Like this,” he said, and turned her hips. “I’ll have you like this, astride me. I don’t want you to be afraid.”

She looked over at the bed, her hair tangled around her face. “I’m okay. We can go back—”

Arthur’s voice lowered. “Here.”

Her glance back at him was startled, and she paused. “I—all right.”

He struggled with his trousers, pushing them off while he sucked at her breasts, which were right at his mouth’s level, thank the stars. He dropped his trousers on the chaise lounge by his thigh. His hands kept rising to fill his palms and fingers with her sumptuous rear and thighs and press on her hips. Her waist was so small above her generous hips, and he ran his hands over every inch of her skin.

Dang, he could just knead her rear all night. Her soft flesh felt so right in his hands.

His cock was so hard that it bobbed between them in time with his rushing heartbeat. The shaft and knob of it ached.

She reached down and touched the sensitive head, and air rushed through Arthur’s lungs.

He picked up her hand, kissed her palm, and laid it on his shoulder. If she stroked him, he might not be able to hold back.

Arthur ran his hands up the insides of her luscious thighs, stroking them, until he slipped his fingers inside her folds.

Dang, she was already wet for him, and he slid his fingers inside her, painting her delicate skin with her cream.

Gen moaned, and her fingernails bit his shoulders.

Goodness, yes.

He massaged her until she was swaying above him, her head lolling back as she whimpered.

She cried out his name. “Arthur! Please!”

He was more than happy to oblige.

Arthur flailed for his trousers and the condom he had pocketed earlier and rolled the skin on his straining toe. Gen moaned his name again, and he guided her body over his cock, angled himself, and pressed her down on him.

Her heat slid over him. He was lost in her warmth and softness for the first time, and he arched up into her.

He rested his hands on her hips as she moved above him, her curvaceous body undulating as she slid over his cock.

Dang.

Her hands rose to her hair, her fingers sliding through the thick tresses as she held it back from her face. Her heavy breasts lifted as she moved, and her skin was soft under his hands.

Here, away from the bed, she wasn’t scared. She was engulfed in the moment. Whimpers escaped her lips as she ground her clit down on him.

In that moment, something changed for him.

Arthur liked to mess women, to make them cling to him and scream his name, to be left a used, sore bundle on the bed when he was finished with them, though with a smile on their faces. He took pride in their exhaustion. If they cried afterward, mortified that in the moment of passion they had agreed to and then deeply enjoyed something that, later, was beyond what they had thought of themselves, that was even better.

This, though, was different.

She was different.

Even though Arthur was physically in the act of having Gen, his cock inside her body, a greed for her was rising in him.

He adjusted the way he was lying on the chaise, raising his hips to dig deeper against her clit when she came down. She lowered herself and arched, gasping.

Yes. More.

He wanted her to be a strong, vibrant woman in the courtroom, a force to be reckoned with that would make other men and women tremble when they tried to fight her.

At social events, he wanted her wit to sparkle like he knew that it could, to be the center of attention and admiration, much like this evening.

He didn’t want to change her, not exactly. He wanted to release her, to cut the bonds of fear and nerves and restraint that were holding her back and unleash her on England.

And then he wanted to bring her back to his bedroom and vanquish her, to make her kneel before him and writhe and scream his name, to leave her a limp, trembling toy on his bed until the next time he took her.

Yes, Arthur had always had a kink about power. He wanted Gen to have all of hers, and then he wanted it all for himself.

Gen was shaking now, not from fear, but from the orgasm building in her.

He grasped her hips and pressed her down, grinding her against him, and felt her body pulse. The wave drove up her, a blast through her flesh that he could see, and she threw her head back. A wordless cry tore from her throat.

Like that, but his name.

Next time.

And the time after that.

Her body fluttered around him, and the scent of her perfume—flowers and vanilla—hung in the air and mixed with the seaside scent of their lovemaking.

He shoved her hips down on him harder, and this time, she let out a soft shriek as she came again. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as her body strained.

The pinpricks of her nails blew past his self-control. He grabbed her body, driving her down on his cock again and again and he arched under her, a shout hoarse in his throat as the orgasm took him first with the blast of pleasure and then to that white stillness, the quiet, before he collapsed in on himself, and his balls pumped into her.

When Arthur could breathe, when he could think, he realized that his arms were still wrapped around her, holding her, restraining her, exactly what she had said terrified her.

And she was holding him back, her arms grabbing him to her.

His forehead was pressed against her soft shoulder as he gasped.

















Darkness







IN the velvet- and silk-upholstered guest bedroom of Spencer House, Gen slept wrapped in Arthur’s arms and several blankets on the pillowy chaise lounge that night.

He didn’t even suggest that they move to the bed, a relief. Heavy curtains draped over the bed, enclosing it like a cage.

The chaise lounge was just barely big enough for the two of them, even though it was some kind of weird, mutant, mastodon-sized chaise.

Arthur had pulled blankets over and around them, wrapping them up securely.

Gen could barely open her eyes after that intense orgasm.

She wanted more and more of them, even if it meant being his sub.

Dang, Arthur was good at that.

Even when she had asked him to do some “desensitization therapy,” a suspicion had sneaked around her brain that maybe he wouldn’t be able to do it. Maybe she would be too scared, too wussy, or too damaged to get through it.

Her future might have been a cold, sexless, lonely one.

But instead, Arthur had driven every fear out of her head.

Even when they had been in the bed, she had been almost okay. Once he had carried her to the chaise lounge, his hard body and his masculine scent and his unrelenting touch had filled her entire mind and heart.

She still felt like she couldn’t get enough of him. Her leg curled around his muscular thigh, her arm rested on his burly chest, and her head was pillowed on his wide shoulder. Even with his arms wrapped around her, his cheek resting on the top of her head, and all his firm, naked flesh pressed against hers, Gen wanted to get closer to him, somehow.

Yeah, she wanted more sex.

Lots more.

Arthur twitched in his sleep, his arm jumping a little. His arms tightened around her like he had just found her in his arms. He stroked her arm, sighed, and settled. His breathing deepened and slowed.

Hmmm. Finding a naked woman in his arms in the middle of the night must be a common occurrence for him, since he had casually gone back to sleep.

That shouldn’t surprise her in the slightest.

Gen wanted to chuckle, but she didn’t want to wake him up again.

Instead, she closed her eyes that last little bit.

As she fell asleep, she didn’t even notice that Arthur’s arms were around her so firmly that she would have had to struggle to get away, and he was so strong that she might not have been able to escape at all.

















James Bond Was A Fictional Character







GEN rode in the passenger seat of the stormcloud gray Mercedes as Arthur drove them back to London. The expressway wound through the countryside and then the city, a long asphalt ant trail of British cars and trucks speeding along and politely allowing each other to pass.

She watched for cars following them through the rear view mirror on her side of the car, but couldn’t find any.

Finally, the suspense got too much for her, and she asked, “Are we being followed this time?”

Arthur glanced at the middle rear view mirror while he aimed the car toward the city. The morning sunlight reflected in his silvery eyes. “That private detective in the red Saab beater is back there, the one who works for my brother. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had been hiding in the bushes last night, photographing our guests as they entered and left the house.”

“Are you sure he’s working for your brother?”

“He’s certainly not been trained by a proper intelligence service,” Arthur scoffed.

“And what would you know about that?” Gen asked.

“I watch James Bond movies just like everyone else, and I’ve read a few John Le Carré novels. The BBC did a smashing version of The Night Manager.”

“Yeah,” Gen said. “Right.”

“What, you don’t believe me?” Arthur asked, laughing.

“You just answered a question with a question,” Gen said.

“Actually, I answered a passive-aggressive mutter with a question.”

“That’s deception. You taught me that.”

Arthur laughed. “Did I?”

“You just did it again.”

“You didn’t ask a question.”

“Arthur, are you a spy?”

“Of course not. How could I fit all my carousing and drunken debauchery around a government career?”

“James Bond seems to.”

“James Bond is a fictional character.”

“Written by a guy who was a real spy.”

“During the War.”

“Which was World War Two.”

“Of course. I’m British.”

“Are you as British as Ian Fleming and John Le Carré, though?”

“Certainly.”

“So you’re a spy.”

He was laughing as he drove, but he kept looking in the rear view mirror. “If I were a spy, I would know where you disappear to most mornings, so very early, and on weekend afternoons. I’ve begun to wonder if I’m your side dude.”

Gen cracked up. “Oh, my goodness, Arthur! Side dude. You almost managed a Californian accent.”

“I’ve been speaking with Casimir lately. He is slowly losing his Dutch and British accents, even when he speaks to me. I must be picking up his surfer accent. When you meet him, tell him that he sounds like a Californian surfer. He’ll love it. Trust me on this.”

Gen was laughing at that, too. “Oh, yeah. Even without meeting him, I’ll bet that he would swell up with rage like a bright red balloon.”

“You have met Caz!”

She laughed so hard that she almost missed when the faded red Saab changed lanes to stay one car behind them. “Arthur, that Saab is still back there.”

“I’ve been keeping an eye on it. He’s an amateur codswallop and doesn’t worry me at all. Now, the important point of this conversation is, where do you go in the mornings and afternoons? Are you religious? Do you go to Mass or to Buddhist meditation?”

“No.”

“Satanic goat sacrifice?”

“No!” she laughed.

“Tell me.”

“Oh, Arthur. You don’t want to know. It’ll kill the conversation.”

He reached over and took her hand. “I’m listening.”

“It’s my mother. She had a stroke.”

“How bad is it?”

Gen bit her lip, but bravery with Arthur beside her had seemed so easy lately. “You could come with me, if you wanted to.”

















Visiting Momma #2







AT the nursing home, Gen sat beside the bed and lifted her mother’s hand. The frailness of her skin-wrapped skeleton caught her in her stomach again. Her bones barely lifted the quilt that covered her, and Gen had the sudden idea that even the blanket might snap her fragile bones. Maybe even the weight of the sunlight might be too much for her.

She said, “Hi, Momma. I’m here.”

Her mother, lying in the hospital bed as she always was, stared at the ceiling. Antiseptic smell filled the air and itched Gen’s throat and nose. She felt like she needed to sneeze.

Gen said, “Momma? Shall we continue our book?”

Arthur leaned against the wall beside the door, watching them both. He asked, “What happened to her?”

“Massive hemorrhagic stroke,” Gen told him, the words bitter in her mouth. “It was a miracle she survived at all.”

“She doesn’t know who you are.”

She turned back to look at him. “Not at the top level, anyway, but I think she knows. I think she knows someone is here who loves her.”

Arthur’s arms were wound tightly over his chest, and his legs were crossed at the ankle. His body looked like he was being twisted into a knot. “Do you visit every day?”

Gen shook her head. “Work has always made it difficult, and now with maintaining our little charade, it’s even harder. I only got here three times last week. I usually manage more than that.”

“But she doesn’t know who you are.”

“I know who she is, and she’s less agitated when I’m here. That’s enough.”

“It’s fruitless, you know. Don’t people tell you that it’s a waste of your time?”

If Gen hadn’t known him quite well, she wouldn’t have heard the catch in his throat. “Arthur?”

He stared out the window, his burly arms wrapped around his chest.

Gen knew that the window overlooked an alley, and an apartment building across from the nursing home blocked any other view. He wasn’t looking at anything.

He repeated, “It’s fruitless.” His throat closed on his final word so that he sounded like he was choking on it.

Okay, this was weird. Arthur had two modes, the jovial, devil-may-care debauched drunk and the serious, intense man she had caught glimpses of when there was a threat.

At that moment, he was entirely different. His silvery eyes were narrowed, and he reached up and rubbed one of his eyes with the heel of his hand. Pain and suffering leaked from his every motion. He was shaking.

“Arthur, are you all right?”

“Why are you spending so much time with her? You know it’s not going to help matters, don’t you?” he whispered.

Gen might not have Arthur’s extensive knowledge of deception that he had displayed in the courtroom, but she had seen a lot of clients in their cells and the courtroom dock.

Distress came in many forms, and Arthur was in trouble. He was having a panic attack and almost about to break on some deep, primal level.

She stood and walked over to him. “What’s going on?”

He was leaning his head against the wall. “I shouldn’t be here.”

Gen grabbed his hand and tugged him outside the room and into the hallway. Her mother didn’t need to hear this, if her mother could hear anything. “I don’t expect that it will change anything for her. I expect that my presence keeps the staff on their toes. I expect that she will receive better care because I’m here.”

Arthur stared out the window on the other side of the hallway. Cold light touched his face. “Is her care a problem?”

“It’s why I moved her here.”

He was breathing more easily since they had diverted from the topic a bit. “What happened?”

“She was in a nursing home outside of London. It took me three hours to get there, and another three to get home. I could only get there once a week, and sometimes, I let two weeks go by. One Sunday, I found bruises on her wrists and ankles. Another time, on her shoulder. They said that it was normal because she’s old. They said that she banged herself.”

Arthur shook his head. “She’s too far gone for that.”

“She was even more lethargic, just sleeping and not even waking up. I think they were tying her down. I think they were giving her sleeping drugs all the time.” Her eyes burned. “I’m not sure what else might have happened because she can’t tell me.”

Arthur reached for her with his hand, his fingers searching for hers.

Gen twined her fingers in his. “Since she’s been here, since I can visit almost every day, nothing like that has happened. When the bruises faded, there weren’t any new ones. She’s okay. I mean, I don’t know if she is, but she’s more okay. It’s cleaner. The staff is around more, and they’re nicer. She doesn’t have bruises or sores.”

“That other nursing home should be reported.”

“It has been, a lot, but that’s where they put her.”

“Who put her there?” Arthur asked, turning his head a little.

“The NHS did some means-testing of her finances. They accused me of stealing from her because she paid the tens of thousands of pounds for my bar course before she had the stroke. They want me to pay that money back. They said that she should be able to contribute more, and if she can’t, then she has to stay somewhere that is covered by what they will allow her. That’s why she was in the other home.”

“But now she’s here.”

“I moved her here. I’m responsible to top up the payments and make up the difference.”

He looked around the hallway, his eyes slowing over the nice curtains on the windows, the desk farther down with bustling nurses, and the janitors constantly cleaning the place. “Your pupillage can’t be paying that much.”

“It doesn’t cover even half of what I’m expected to contribute. I’ve been dipping into our savings.” Which were now gone. She would have to negotiate with the home to delay payments until October, six months away, when she would hopefully start being paid as a member of chambers, if she were offered a position.

“But you’ll be offered tenancy soon,” Arthur said.

Her breath fluttered in her chest. “I have to be.”

“And I’m jeopardizing that by keeping you out of chambers for runs to try on jewelry and to attend charity balls.”

“Not really. If we win your case, I’ll have a good shot at it. Quite honestly, my clients are coming back. I don’t know if I’m better at dealing with the upper-crusties or maybe they’re just more comfortable with me now, but Octavia said that she’s pleased. I think you saved my chances.”

He nodded and rubbed one of his eyes again.

“What happened?” she asked him.

“What?” he asked, still not looking at her.

“Who was in a nursing home?”

He sighed. “It was a hospital, not a convalescent home. It smells the same.”

“It’s the disinfectant. They all smell alike. Who was it?”

Arthur sucked in a deep breath. “My mother.”

“I thought they both passed away in a car accident.”

He glanced back at her. “Oh, you Americans and your euphemisms for death. My father died at the scene. My mother lingered in hospital.”

“Oh goodness, Arthur.” She squeezed his hand. “You were how old?”

“Nine. I was nine.”

“You must have loved her very much.”

“I suppose so. It’s been so long that I don’t remember it. I remember missing her. I remember that she wasn’t there anymore, and I didn’t know how to deal with that.”

“Did they let you see her?”

“My dear, at the moment my father died, I was the Viscount Arthur Finch-Hatten, the heir to the Earl of Severn, and no one could tell me where I should be.”

“So where were you?”

“In her room, in her bed, sliding between all the tubes and lines, trying to wrap her arms around myself. They kept slipping off, you see. She was limp and lifeless already.”

A mental image of Arthur as a child trying to make his dying mother hug him slammed into her.

“Oh goodness.” Gen grabbed him and turned him around. “You were nine. Someone should have taken care of you.”

He looked over her head, still not meeting her eyes. “I was well cared for. She had a private room with a bathroom, so I showered there. The hospital made sure I ate three meals a day and all the chocolate biscuits the nurses could smuggle to me. Actually got a bit porky in only a month.”

“A month?”

“Whenever anyone suggested that I leave her room, the conversation always ended with, ‘Yes, your lordship.’”

“I’m so sorry.”

“At the end, my grandfather, the Earl, came and stayed near the hospital. He took my side. He must have known it wouldn’t be long at that point. Said that I was acting like an heir to an earldom should, that I knew my mind and wouldn’t take no for an answer, that I was a proper son of the Finch-Hatten family.”

“Where was Christopher?”

“He was so young. My uncle had already taken him.”

“But you stayed with your mother.”

“Her breathing got slower, and the breaths farther apart, and finally stopped. I wouldn’t let them take her away for over an hour after the last one. At that, my grandfather finally talked to me. He did it well, looking back.”

She slipped her arms around his waist.

He leaned into her embrace and laid his arms around her, too. He sagged in her arms. His hands roamed her arms, stroking her skin through her clothes. She rubbed his spine, rumpling his soft tee shirt.

After a moment, he released a long, slow breath, exhaling a suffering tension, a tight sound in his throat that Gen felt in her own heart.

She held him more closely, molding her body to his.

He pressed her arms around his waist with her elbows, and she held him more tightly. He didn’t relent, his arms still pressing hers, and so she squeezed him as hard as she could, and she cinched her arms around his waist and chest like tight belts.

Not like limp and lifeless arms, but as hard as she could hold him.

In seconds, his breathing deepened, calmed, and he rested his cheek against the top of her head.

His voice was breathy when he said, “I hate that disinfectant smell. It was a long time ago. I hadn’t thought about it in years.”

Gen would have bet her tenancy that was not true.

He said, “I feel like I should talk you out of this, like I should drag you back to life.”

“The way that no one did for you?”

“That’s a harsh way of looking at it.”

“I can’t, Arthur. I have to do what I can. There might be something of her still left in there. She might be frightened. She might be upset. She might be bored.”

He sighed. “I can’t refute that.”

















Being Followed







GEN read to her mother for half an hour.

Her mother’s hand flopped on the handmade quilt, first the blue-veined back showing, then her curling fingers and palm.

Back and forth.

A square of light from the window rested on the homemade quilt, down near her mother’s feet.

Arthur had opted to wait in the car with Pippa, saying that he had a book on his phone he was reading. He glanced back as he walked away from her mother’s room, and the haunted look in his silvery-blue eyes broke Gen’s heart.

So, after a half an hour, Gen told her mother good-bye, kissed her on the forehead, and walked down to the car.

The Mercedes was waiting in the parking lot—dang it, car park, Gen needed to start using the British words—just like Pippa had said she would be. It was facing away from Gen, with the trunk—boot—toward her.

Oh, whatever.

She walked toward the car.

As she passed a white delivery truck—lorry—Gen’s elbow jerked backward. “Hey!”

She stumbled three steps and was pulled behind the truck. A man stood there, still holding her arm. His gray-streaked beard crawled up his wind-slapped cheeks.

Gen’s krav maga lessons kicked in.

She yanked her arm away from the guy and punched him in the throat. His neck collapsed under her fist. She kicked his knee, and he crumpled.

“What the heck, you crazy groin!” he grated out.

Gen ran backward three paces, keeping her hands up and near her face. The guy stayed on the ground, kneeling on his other leg.

He panted, “What did you do that for? I just wanted to offer you money!”

“I don’t know you. There is no conceivable reason why you should offer me money or grab me like that.” She kept her fists up, ready to punch him again.

“My client would like you to drop the Finch-Hatten case, to rescuze yourself.”

“Why on Earth would I recuse myself?” Jerk couldn’t even pronounce words correctly.

“Because I’ll give you twenty thousand pounds, that’s why, you crazy jerk.”

Her brain did the math for how many months that would “top up” her mother’s care. “Forget you and the horse you rode in on, dipincredible.”

Bribery offended Gen’s inner Texan.

“Are you refusing outright, or are we haggling about price?” the guy asked, his ruddy cheeks blowing as he talked. “I’m authorized to offer more.”

Gen stepped forward to sock him again right in his ugly mouth in the middle of his stupid, graying beard. Her teeth ground in her mouth.

Arthur rounded the corner of the truck. He grabbed the guy by one arm, twisted it, and brought it up behind the guy’s back. He snarled, his voice low and dangerous, “I told you to leave her alone, or I would give you a good kicking.”

Recognition snapped through Gen’s brain.

Yes, this was the same stalker with the faded red Saab whom Arthur had grabbed outside of Lincoln’s Inn.

“It’s none of your business who I am,” the guy said to Arthur. “I have business with the lady.”

“Forget you,” Gen told the guy.

Arthur said, “The lady disagrees.”

“I have business,” the guy repeated.

“I should sort you out right proper,” Gen told that jerk.

Arthur grinned at her above the jerk’s head. “Now that’s the British way to say it. Slightly Cockney, but definitely British.”

Adrenaline seared her body. Jitters ran through her. She wanted to kick that guy’s rear so much. “I will kick the rubbish out of him.”

Arthur shook his head. “No back-peddling.”

“Still.”

The guy struggled, trying to break Arthur’s grip.

Arthur said, “Now, now. Can’t have that. Pippa is calling the police, and you can explain to them why you grabbed this young woman in a car park.”

“She punched me!”

“Self defense,” Gen sneered at him. “Besides, you going to advertise that you got punched by a girl? And got kicked in the nuts?” She drew her leg back to make good on that promise.

“Now, Gen,” Arthur said. “The bobbies will arrive in just a moment. It might look bad if I were restraining him while you dusted him up.”

Gen backed off. “Just giving him something to think about if he wants to insult me again.”

Arthur shoved the guy’s arm higher up his back. “You wouldn’t insult the lady again, would you?”

The guy growled in response.

The police arrived a few minutes later to take the guy into custody and record Gen’s complaint. She made an appointment to give her statement that afternoon.

Arthur escorted her to his car, his hand on her lower back, and watched the parking lot around them the whole way.

Inside the car, he gathered her into his arms and told Pippa to get them out of there.

















Serle's Court Barristers' Clients







AFTER visiting her mother, Gen and Arthur breezed into the chambers of Serle’s Court Barristers.

Though the building of Lincoln’s Inn was centuries old, older than Spencer House by almost a hundred years, the law chambers had been refurbished to look like every modern minimalist office space anywhere in the world. The Serle’s Court lobby had beige couches, cream chairs, and muted wood tables. The monochrome was sucking the color out of the one dying plant in the corner, its leaves browning on the edges.

Arthur walked Gen all the way to her tiny closet-office next to Octavia’s huge senior-barrister office, which he rarely did, and he squeezed her hand before he left. “See you tonight.”

“Yeah, tonight.” She needed to check that night’s schedule. Mr. Fothergill’s app would tell her what to wear.

Tomorrow afternoon, they would be flying to that wedding in Paris, and Arthur had mentioned something about meeting people later on the night they arrived for dinner, too.

Right after Arthur had gone, Octavia breezed into Gen’s office and chattered at her, “I’ve got three cases for you as soon as you finish the arguments in front of the House of Lords Committee. One asked for you by name. I’m spreading that around chambers. Bringing in work rather than being assigned cases looks good for your tenancy decision, and I think that it’s someone you met at one of those upscale events with Finch-Hatten. Baroness Phyllis Waddington said that Lady Dorothy Hart recommended you.”

Countess Dorothy Hart was on the House of Lords Committee, and she had been at the dinner at Spencer House the night before, sitting down near Arthur. She and Gen had chatted over cocktails after dinner. “I’m acquainted with Lady Hart.”

“Excellent. Baroness Waddington is just the sort of client we prefer, refined, compliant, and rich. Meeting in my office in fifteen minutes.”

In her tiny closet-office, Gen flipped open her laptop and went to her email. Rose and Lee, in separate emails, demanded lunch and details about where Gen had disappeared to the last few weeks.

Gen replied that lunch was on.

These times in the office seemed so normal, being guided by Octavia and going to lunch with the girls. Even the morning sun outside assumed its usual grayed appearance, a trace of London fog dampening even the spring sunshine.

Everything reverted to its normal, muted shade of gray when Arthur left.

But when Arthur was around, everything was so different.

Vibrant.

Alive.

Gen grabbed her files and ran to meet Octavia. They went over all the papers for the House of Lords Committee on Privileges one more time, smoothed out the language a little more, and discussed tactics.

“But you’re going to be in there with me, right?” Gen asked her. “I’m not going in alone, right?”

“I’ll be there, but you’ll do the speaking,” Octavia said.

Octavia might not be Atticus Finch, but she did have a strong streak of fairness in her. Other pupil masters might have let Gen take all the risks and then snatched the chance to argue the case in front of the House of Lords committee, but not Octavia.

Octavia said, “I shall shove notes and precedent at you, should you need it.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, don’t thank me yet. This is still the most risky maneuver that I’ve ever seen a pupil barrister try to pull off. Most of them just go around begging for extra work from all the senior barristers in chambers, trying to make themselves look frightfully efficient and ingratiating themselves. Arguing a case in front of the House of Lords that will surely be on the front page of every newspaper in the Empire is a dangerous tactic. I hope you win.”

Gen swallowed hard so she wouldn’t barf on Octavia’s imposing mahogany desk.

Octavia continued, “And you know this is going to come down soon, right? The House of Lords doesn’t mess around. They don’t put cases on dockets and hear them next season when they get around to them. They slap it right on the agenda for the next meeting. We could begin the hearings in a month, perhaps less. ‘What is essential in war is victory, not prolonged operations.’”

Gen swallowed hard, then harder, so that she wouldn’t bring up her breakfast because that was a distinct possibility. “Yeah, well, ‘Action is eloquence.’”

Octavia dipped one eyebrow at her, a little. “That’s not Sun Tzu or Machiavelli.”

“It’s Shakespeare, Coriolanus.”

Octavia sniffed. “I never read Shakespeare anymore. Everyone dies. Too defeatist. I read about winning.”

















Lunch with the Girls







SOON afterward, Lee and Rose arrived at Gen’s tiny office, shuffled in sideways to grab Gen by the arms, and hauled her into a cab to go to lunch. She allowed herself to be led away, laughing with them, even though she wanted to sprint to the cab, jump in without them, and ride back to Arthur.

Dang it, she missed that drunken degenerate. Lately, he’d been less drunk and more degenerate, and she sure hoped that he kept that up.

Lunch was quick, as always for three young, ambitious women, and they tucked in salads in the crowded cafe while catching up. Chattering clamor kicked around the concrete beams and plastic skylights, a sea of voices flavored with different accents and languages and music.

Gen ate her salad and watched the two other women, who were obviously plotting something.

Lee started the assault. “So you’re sleeping with The Earl of Sexy Arse of the county of Hotness, now, are you?”

Rose pursed her lips and straightened in her chair while picking at her salad. “Lee, she’s American. You know what prudes they are about,” she stage-whispered, “sexual intercourse.”

“I’m not a prude,” Gen insisted. Or at least, she suspected that she wouldn’t be after a few more weeks of hanging around Arthur.

Gen really shouldn’t tell them. She could trust her girls not to blab, she knew, but dang, you never knew what insinuations people could accidentally let slip. Admitting to them that she was shagging a client was a spectacularly bad idea. “Yeah, I banged him.”

“No way!” Lee yelled.

Rose looked around. “Keep your voice down.”

The restaurant that they were at wasn’t one of the usual ones that people from Lincoln’s Inn went to, but you never knew who was listening.

Lee whispered, “What’s he like? All the details, right now. All of them. Every single one. Is his rear as spectacular as it looks under those suits?”

“He’s a nice guy,” Gen told them.

“No, he’s not,” Lee said, grinning and wiggling in her chair. “He’s a bad boy. He’s a dirty, dirty boy. Tell me how dirty he is.”

“All right, I’m a prude,” Gen said.

Lee flopped back in her chair. “Bollocks. No deets?”

“I can tell you that he’s six-four and his shoes look like liferafts, but he’s not proportional.”

Lee smashed her face against the table, devastated. Rose allowed herself half a smile of her perfectly glossed lips.

“Nope,” Gen said. “Bigger.”

“No way!” Lee yelled. Rose shushed her.

Gen said, “Way.”

They were all giggling their heads off at this point.

“Does ‘e have a brother?” Lee asked.

“Just the one who’s suing him,” Gen said, forking her vegetarian curry Buddha bowl. “I can’t recommend Christopher. He’s married and yet tried to pick me up at a party.”

“Cheater. Shite. Does ‘e have any hot friends?” Lee asked.

“He keeps talking about these two guys, Caz and Max. I know Casimir is already married—”

“Happily?” Lee asked.

“I wouldn’t know, but let’s assume yes. He hasn’t said anything about Max, however.”

“Tell me about Max,” Lee pressed.

“I know his name is Max.”

“Seems legit. How soon can you set me up with him?”

“I’m having dinner with him tomorrow night, probably. I’ll send you a picture.”

“He’s coming into town?” Lee asked, sitting up straight and fluffing her scarlet hair.

Oh, sweet baby Goodness. Gen had opened up a big can of ugly, ugly worms. “Um, well, not exactly.”

“Then how are you going to meet this Max?”

“He’s not coming here. I think we’re going to Paris tomorrow—”

Lee and Rose stared at her, their eyes widening.

Rose asked, “What have you not told us?”

Gen cringed. “—for a wedding.”

Rose asked, “You’re attending a wedding with Arthur Finch-Hatten? An actual wedding? As his date at a wedding?”

“A high-society wedding,” Gen confessed.

Lee and Rose dropped their silverware, and it clattered to the table with a metallic klaxon. Rose exclaimed, “I beg your pardon!”

“—and he says that it’s kind of a big deal.”

Lee was scrolling on her phone. “It’s the Grimaldi wedding, isn’t it?”

“Um, yeah,” Gen said, confused at how Lee had found it.

“Not a high-society wedding. It’s a royal wedding. You’re going to the wedding of Pierre Grimaldi in Paris.”

Gen shrank in her chair. “Yeah, I think I am. Why is it royal?”

All of them were so engrossed in Gen’s revelation that she was boinking Arthur and the magnitude of a wedding date that they never did properly look around the restaurant.

















Dieter Schwarz, Commando-in-Chief







DIETER Schwarz’s phone vibrated in the thigh pocket on the side of his black fatigues.

His sidearm, a Beretta 92FS, lay in four pieces plus a scattering of parts on the hotel coffee table, and Dieter himself was planted on the couch, bending over as he finished wiping the blued steel extractor. The dirty cotton patches piled on the coffee table corner fumed sulfur and fouled oil, but the gun’s steel parts gleamed, perfectly clean.

Dieter clicked the pieces back together, reassembling the weapon in under half a minute.

The longer initial trigger pull of a Beretta was safer than something like a short-action Glock, so Dieter equipped the people he managed with Berettas. The double-action trigger pull for the first shot meant there would be fewer accidents due to operator error, adrenaline, or twitchy fingers. It meant that the operators had to be more familiar with the feel of their weapons, so they spent more time on the range and were better shots overall. Plus, the dark matte finish didn’t shine in the night.

His phone buzzed another time, and he dug it out of his pocket. It was probably that pain-in-the-arse Wulfram von Hannover calling yet again. Do we have snipers for the perimeter around the church? What are their scores? Have they been allowed access to the site to calibrate their tactical computers?

And, of course, What is the weather for Saturday?

Not because Wulfram was worried about rain on his younger sister’s wedding day, but because humidity and temperature affect bullet trajectory and would change the calculations for the sniper shots. Even though everyone used guntop tactical computers these days, Wulfram would want to check the math.

Without looking, Dieter answered his cell phone, “Ja, Durchlaucht?”

“I’m sorry,” the low, very British voice said in English on the phone, a voice that was not Wulfram von Hannover, who would have spoken Alemannic German with Dieter. “Is this Dieter Schwarz?”

Dieter switched to English. “Yes, sorry. Didn’t check the phone screen. How can I help you?”

“Wulfram von Hannover said that I should call you with a security problem for the weekend.”

Speak of the Devil.

Though Dieter had been running Wulfram von Hannover’s security operation for almost a decade, Wulfram had encouraged Dieter to begin contracting and managing small additional jobs in preparation for launching his private security company.

Dieter asked, “Name, please?”

“Arthur Finch-Hatten,” the man said.

“Nationality?”

“British.”

Dieter would ask Wulfram about Finch-Hatten later, maybe after the wedding. “And your concern is?”

“I’m having some problems with surveillance that I think may turn violent,” the man said.

Dieter swiped a notepad off the desk and a pen. The name of the hotel he was staying in was etched on the pen, King George V. He wrote the man’s name and nationality and asked, “Amateur surveillance or professional?”

“Both,” Finch-Hatten said.

He stopped writing. “You have more than one party following you?”

“It seems that way. The amateur one is getting quite aggressive. He’s a private investigator for an opponent in a lawsuit. The others have kept their distance.”

“Are the professionals state-sponsored?” Dieter asked.

“Probably.”

“Which states?”

“Could be any number of them.”

Dieter straightened and looked out of the window, past the balcony, and over the closely clustered buildings of Paris. “Why do you have several intelligence agencies watching you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“Yeah, you don’t. You could have contacted Scotland Yard.”

“I’d rather this was handled privately.”

“There are other British institutions.”

“Again, I would prefer to handle it privately. There may be other, friendly parties involved, but I’d like someone who answers to me in the mix.”

Yeah, Dieter would definitely talk to Wulfram about Finch-Hatten.

Dieter said, “Our current project requires extensive security. After this project has concluded, we can discuss whether I can spare a few operators for your case.”

“Conveniently,” Finch-Hatten said, “I’ll be attending Pierre Grimaldi’s reception Saturday evening. We’ll be arriving Friday.”

Elands. Amateur detectives and international intelligence services would be descending on von Hannover’s wedding in addition to the jackals and random political psychos Dieter had expected.

Dieter said, “We can pull you under our umbrella for that weekend if Mr. von Hannover approves it.”

Finch-Hatten said, “I’ll be traveling with Maxence Grimaldi. His security should be integrated with yours, too.”

Dieter winced. He didn’t like to speak badly of other people, especially other security services, but the Grimaldi team was unprofessional and nearly amateurs. “The Grimaldi security team is overextended. We’ll pick you up at the airport and pull you in for the weekend.”

















Staying In







AFTER Gen had given her statement to the police about the guy who had grabbed her that morning, she went back to Arthur’s penthouse apartment.

The elevator rose six floors, the lights blinking under the keycard slot. Pippa had stuck her card in there so Gen wouldn’t have to root around her purse for hers.

When the doors gracefully parted, Gen stepped out onto the thick carpet in the narrow entryway.

Pippa stayed in the elevator.

Gen set her purse on the little table with, once again, yet more fresh flowers in the vase, dark red dahlias and delicate Queen Anne’s Lace, today. She asked Pippa, “Aren’t you coming in?”

“Lord Severn gave everyone the night off.” Pippa pushed a button in the elevator, and the doors slid together. “Good night, Ms. Ward.”

So Arthur must have something special planned for the evening.

Awesome.

Maybe they were going out.

Gen hurried to her bedroom, showered, and did her hair and makeup. She’d gotten good at quickly twisting up her hair and slapping on full makeup.

When she was toweling off, she stood before her crammed-full closet, stumped. The plethora of dresses mocked her.

She had no clue what to wear.

That’s how crazy-busy she had been with work and all the cases and, especially, Arthur’s insane, convoluted whackjob of a case. Even checking Mr. Fothergill’s app had been too much for her.

So many brand-new dresses stuffed her closet, cocktail-length, formals, ball gowns, some in-between.

When she opened the closet door, sequins in every color glittered. The light from behind her glistened on the jewel tones and deep black fabrics.

So many dresses. Gen couldn’t imagine any situation where she would ever wear any of these dresses again.

What a waste.

Ruckus trotted out of her closet, his white paws flashing.

She asked him, “What are you doing in there?”

He yawned and rolled over on his back for a belly rub.

She obliged the dog and grabbed her phone.

Mr. Fothergill’s app had a big, black box through the night.

That was no dang help. Old Foggy Bottom, as some of the other staff called him, usually noted the level of formality that she would need to wear, assuming Graham hadn’t laid a dress on her bed.

Gen flipped her robe around herself and went off in search of Arthur so she could ask him what the dress code for the evening was.

He wasn’t in the rest of the apartment, so she tapped on his bedroom door. It seemed almost funny that a few weeks ago, she would have been afraid of walking in there or even standing in front of the door to his bedroom, waiting.

Arthur opened the door. He was wearing suit trousers and a white dress shirt, but his collar was unbuttoned. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, baring his strong forearms. Gen was around him so much that sometimes she forgot how muscular he was. Those business suits hid a lot.

Arthur looked Gen up and down, from her twisted-up hair, over her bathrobe, and to her pink-pedicured toes. “Perfect.”

“No, really. Where are we going tonight? What should I wear?”

“We’re staying in. Dinner and a movie, remember?”

She certainly remembered the last time they had watched a movie. “But I’m not dressed.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“But I’m not wearing anything at all under this robe,” she clarified.

“Now you’re catching on.”

“Wait. Nothing?”

“Yes.”

Oh.

She asked, “Shoes?”

“No.” Arthur leaned on his door jamb. “Dinner will be delivered in a few minutes. I’ll meet you in the dining room.”

“What, we’re not going to your secret sex room of pain and punishment?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”

“That room down past mine, the one with the locked door.”

He laughed. “That’s not a sex dungeon. Dining room, five minutes.”

Gen went back to her room to finish touching up. Lipstick might be good. Guys dug lipstick.

In the dining room, which was a long, narrow area that opened to the main living room and balcony, Arthur was unpacking several bags of food. The long table, which could have seated twelve people, had just one place set at one end. Four wine glasses surrounded the china plate and gleaming silverware.

Gen wasn’t sure what was going on. “Should I have grabbed some food before I got home?”

Arthur said, “No. You’ll sit at my feet.”

“Are you serious?” she blurted.

He raised one eyebrow. “Are you arguing?”

Oops. “Nope. Not arguing. Just making sure I understood.”

Gen glanced around. She hadn’t heard anyone moving around the apartment, but that didn’t mean no one was there. “Pippa mentioned that you gave everyone the night off.”

Arthur chuckled. “Yes, we’re alone.”

“And no one can see through those windows?” She gestured at the floor to ceiling glass that separated the living room from the balcony and the cold night air.

“Absolutely sure. Some very smart friends of mine made sure of it. You’ll sit on that side,” he gestured, “on the floor.”

She walked around his chair and started to crouch to sit down.

Arthur continued to unpack the food. “Take off the robe.”

Gen glanced around. “You’re sure no one’s here?”

“Absolutely.”

Gen pulled on the ends of the bow at her waist and started to shrug it off.

“Slower,” he said.

Okay, then.

Gen held the ends of the belt for a second before she let them drop. The robe parted down the middle, baring her belly button, the inner swells of her boobs, and the chub of her tummy.

Arthur stopped opening the boxes, sat down in the chair at the head of the table, and leaned back, watching her.

Gen shrugged the robe off of one of her shoulders and let gravity pull it down, but she held it close over her breasts and body.

Arthur crossed his legs and watched her. His silvery eyes didn’t waver.

She let the robe fall off her other shoulder, still holding it closed.

Arthur’s eyes heated as he watched her, and he rubbed one fingertip on the wooden arm of the chair.

Gen lowered the robe inch by inch, the fluffy fabric stroking her skin over her breasts and back as it dropped.

Arthur watched every second, his eyes growing hotter as she lowered the robe.

The robe fell around her ankles.

She crossed her arms in front of her, covering her boobs and her crotch as much as she could without looking like she was cringing.

Arthur said, “Hands at your sides. Face me.”

Gen moved her arms back and turned. All her flab was hanging out, from her floppy boobies to her pouchy tummy to her cankles. She couldn’t meet his eyes.

Arthur said, “Beautiful.” His voice sounded breathy.

She looked up.

He was smiling at her, a secret, intense smile as if he liked what he saw. Dang, with his silvery eyes hot with passion like that, sex vibes rolled off of him.

Confusion clouded her head.

Arthur said, “Kick it away.” His voice was lower in his throat, even more masculine than usual.

Gen did. The fluffy robe scooted away from her bare feet.

“Excellent. Now, sit.”

She lowered herself to her knees, then leaned over to rest on her hip.

“We’ll work on your stance later.” He leaned forward and busied himself with the food.

Gen couldn’t see above the table, but she heard Arthur clinking silverware on a plate and things moving around. He reached down toward her, holding a bite of something between his fingers.

She started to take it from him, grabbing it between her fingers, but Arthur pulled it back. “No, pet.”

Wow, the kinky was strong with this one tonight.

She craned her head to the side, trying to figure out how to get her mouth around there. The position was more awkward than when he had been feeding her strawberries.

Finally, she just opened her lips wider and delicately took the bite between her teeth like a prissy lap dog. She chewed the meat, and it released beefy juices into her mouth.

Oh, Lord. Prime rib. He knew what she liked.

Feeding her might be some kinky power thing for Arthur, but he had ordered what she liked from the restaurant.

The next bite he fed her was potato, and it was crisp and brown.

He held the wine glass for her, and she sipped. The red wine was light and sweet for red, which again, was what she liked. Arthur preferred drier wines.

Within a few bites, she got better at letting him feed her, and she began sucking the food from his fingers, even licking his fingertips while they were in her mouth.

Arthur cleared his throat and shifted in the chair.

Good.

She wanted to see that reaction of his again, so she licked his fingers, even nipped his wrist. She leaned on her arms and arched her back as she reached for the food, sticking her butt and boobs out. Arthur kept shifting in his seat, and once, after a really nice lick on his palm followed by sucking his whole thumb into her mouth, he growled in his throat.

Dang. She wondered just how riled up she could make him just by playing with his hand.

She got really good at drinking the wine from the cup in his hand. By the end, her head was a little buzzed. Not drunk. Not stupid. Just buzzing happily.

Supper went faster than she had expected, and by the end of it, she had become an expert at food-based fingertip foreplay.

Also, she was full.

Arthur wiped his hands on a napkin and smiled down at her. “Good, pet.”

He stood and held his hand down to help her up. Gen tucked her hand in his, and he pulled her to her feet.

Without her usual high heels on, Arthur was over four inches taller than she was, and standing in front of him made her feel naked and small.

But this was Arthur, who had never done anything to hurt her, who knew more about her than Lee and Rose did these days, so being naked and small around him felt good.

He said, “If we did submission training, that sort of thing would be common.”

“I think I liked it,” she admitted, looking up at him.

Arthur asked, “Did you?”

“Maybe.” Gen smiled at him. “Would every night be like that?”

“Some people do it that way. I think of it as a special occasion, usually before something interesting.”

“It would kind of take forever. You can’t send your staff out of the apartment every night, either.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t send my staff away,” he mused, looking out over the city lights.

So housekeepers and Mr. Royston Fothergill would be traipsing through while she was sitting on the floor naked, mouth-Arthur’s fingers.

Gen crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh, dude. I would so not be down with that.”

He laughed. “Have you given any more thought as to whether you would want to engage in dedicated submission training?”

“I’ve been kind of busy at work, you see. There’s this case where this crazy nobleman keeps running around and making my job harder.”

He laughed and touched her lips, shushing her. “We don’t talk about work during submission training. You don’t even think about work during submission training.”

Submission training sounded awesome. “What else would we do during submission training?”

Arthur stepped toward her and ran his hands from her shoulders down to her elbows. “It varies.”

“Like what?”

He trailed his fingers over her waist and settled his hands on her hips, holding her body. “Put yourself in my hands and find out.”

Too much. Too much. “Amber.”

Arthur dropped his hands and stepped backward. “What happened?”

She had started shaking, which was stupid. It was like a burp of fear had belched itself into her lungs. “Before we go any farther, I want to know what might happen tonight, if we did just one night.”

Arthur said, “If we were going to engage in desensitization therapy, I was going to touch you with my hands as much as you could handle all evening. If you wanted submission training, it would be that and more.”

Gen wanted the more. “More, how?”

One side of Arthur’s mouth inched up. “I meant to introduce you to toys tonight.”

“Toys?”

“I’ve always been interested in technology, gadgets, computers, code, and so on. I made something special for you a few days ago.”

“Special?” Dang it. Gen was just repeating what Arthur said.

He stepped forward and ran his fingers under her jaw line, lifting her chin up. “I have something special just for you.”

“Is it going to hurt?”

“Not today, no. If we were doing formal submission training, I would judge when you were ready to indulge in the more intense aspects, but not yet. You may never be ready for the heavier aspects of this lifestyle. Some people never are. That’s all right, too. That would be my job to determine if you were ever ready and when.”

“So what are we doing tonight?”

“Tonight, we’ll watch a movie.”

“Like the last time we watched a movie?”

“Something like that, but not an abject repeat. Perhaps another romantic comedy, though.” He walked ahead of her up the steps to the living room area. “Have I answered your questions?”

“Oh, yes.”

“And you’re all right now?”

“Yeah, I’m okay now. I can’t believe you seriously like chick flicks.”

“Of course. We’re all looking for love, aren’t we?”

Gen nearly stumbled up the steps leading to the living room. “You don’t hear guys say that much.”

“Most men don’t realize that they are.” In the living room, Arthur again summoned the television from the furniture and selected another movie with a cheesy title, Love in the Fast Lane.

He sat on the couch and started the movie. “At my feet, pet.”

When she sat down at his feet, still naked as a blind mole rat, the wooden floor was warmer under her bare leg than the marble in the dining room had been. Her shoulder rubbed the smooth fabric of his dress slacks, and she pressed her side against his leg. This time, Gen was less shy about leaning against his leg and massaging his calf up to his knee. His leg was strong under her fingertips, all the way from the meat of his calf to his sinewy runner’s ankles.

Arthur stroked her hair, but his fingers tangled in the complicated knot that she had twisted up in anticipation of going to yet another charity thing that night. He pulled the pins out of her plaits and twists. The heavy mass fell down her back and unraveled, lessening the strain at her temples.

Gen hadn’t even realized that she had a hair-ache.

Arthur ran his fingers through her hair, combing it away from her face, and played with strands, letting them fall through his fingers. He grabbed her hair gently a couple of times, gathering up or wrapping it entirely around his hand and then releasing it.

Shivers ran down her neck, and she forgot to stroke his legs for a few minutes. Last time, grabbing her hair like that had led to sugared strawberries, his thumb pushing into her mouth, and later, the rich taste of his cock in her throat. Her body heated, wanting him.

Arthur’s hand left her hair, and he caressed her naked shoulders and down her back. His fingers trailed down her spine, touching the skin over her backbone and shoulder blades. He pressed his hand all along her back almost to her rear and back up.

Gen’s breath caught as his hand came around her shoulder and cupped under her breast, his thumb running over the nipple before he leaned back.

Though Gen was sitting on the floor, Arthur bent and explored her body with his hand, running his hand across and down her arm, stroking under her jaw and her ears with his fingertips, and massaging her neck. His warm hand on her skin relaxed her, and she leaned more of her weight against his leg.

His touch felt so good, massaging her neck and shoulders and stroking her like a cat. Every time she became complacent and closed her eyes, enjoying it a little too platonically, he would slide his fingers around the heavy globes of her breasts and tease her nipple, pinching or rubbing his thumb over it until her skin tightened and she gasped.

The movie was playing on the television. Gen had no idea what it was about.

Arthur said, “Climb up here on the couch with me, pet.”

Gen did what she was told.

She scrambled onto the couch from her sitting position on the floor, which meant that she clambered up there like a big, ungainly hound.

Arthur said, “On your hands and knees, facing the television.”

Okay, this was new.

Everything about submission training was new. Hey, he wasn’t mashing her up against a wall and or holding her down on a bed. She was game for pretty much anything else he wanted.

Gen turned around and positioned herself, facing away from him on her hands and knees.

Her pussy and rear were fully open to him. He could just undo his pants and shove his cock right into her, if he wanted to.

Just the thought sent a tremble through her, and her pussy warmed. Her muscles squeezed, waiting for him. The pulse started from her clit.

Gen was facing the television, but again, she sure wasn’t paying attention to whatever the brunette girl and redheaded guy were doing on the screen.

Talking. They were talking.

Who the heck wanted to watch talking?

Arthur was behind her, and her pussy was open to his hands, his mouth, and his cock.

Arthur touched the sole of her foot. Gen jumped, not expecting that. He ran his fingers over the soles of her feet, massaging, and tugged at the skin of her toes.

Gen had been wearing heels at the office all day, as always. Her feet were constantly sore. She would gladly sit there on her hands and knees for hours if he would just keep doing that. The tension in her body was being sucked out through the tips of her toes and the soles of her feet.

His grip moved up, and he kneaded her ankles, one leg in each hand. His fingers rose up her legs, stroking over the thick muscles of her calves, draining all the stress and tension of her day and the weeks away.

He stroked the insides of her knees, almost tickling.

His fingers rested on her thighs, moving up her legs slowly. He was massaging, yet as he neared the apex of her legs, she wished he would continue rubbing her legs forever, and yet she was dying for him to touch her. Every time his fingers neared her center, her body responded, heating.

With one finger, he gently stroked her clit, a slow shiver of pleasure.

Her breath quickened in her chest.

Using his thumbs and fingers, he massaged her folds and all the sensitive tissues in between, sliding his fingers inside her, the tension building until her elbows gave out. She fell, her butt still in the air.

She heard him say, “You’re so beautiful. I desperately want to succumb to temptation and have you now, but I won’t.”

Gen turned her head away from the cushion. “Because you’re British and have proper self-control.”

“Because first, I want to do this to you.”

“Goodness, yes.” She wanted him to do it all to her.

Something smooth and cool slipped through the lips of her pussy, sliding over her several bumps and nubs of pleasure there.

Arthur said, “This is my little invention. I think I could patent it and make yet more millions.”

“You can never have enough millions,” she mumbled, her face still half-buried in the cushion.

“Now you’re speaking like a billionaire,” he said. “Good girl.”

He slid the cool thing inside her core, filling her all at once.

Gen arched her back and grabbed the couch cushions. The sudden fullness didn’t hurt, but the thing was ridged on the sides. It shuddered when he pushed it into her, the ridges stimulating her whole channel.

Arthur said, “It has a handle here, so I could forget you with it.” He pulled it back and slid it into her again. The friction inside her was almost unbearable, almost enough to send her over the edge in just those seconds. “But it gets better.”

Gen didn’t believe that. It couldn’t get better than that delicious, slidey feeling.

Arthur’s warm fingers descended toward her clit, slipping something softer, more pliable, between her folds.

He said, “Good girl. I love the way that looks in you. My goodness, you’re sexy.”

Gen was so open, so vulnerable and small, so utterly at his mercy, that she believed him.

Arthur said, “One more. Relax. I’m going to make you come like you’ve never come before, pet.”

After the last few weeks, she believed anything he said, even when he said something so absolutely impossible.

His fingers touched her jerk.

Her body clenched, and she jerked forward. Her pussy tightened around the thing in her vag, and it felt bigger, harder, inside her.

“No, pet. Don’t move. Do this for me. Let me watch you.”

She had really liked the last time he’d touched her there.

Gen forced herself to move back on her knees, to relax.

“Good girl.”

His hands kneaded the cheeks of her rear, massaging the large muscles, pushing them together and spreading her rear cheeks apart. As he palpated her rear, her pussy moved around the hard thing, and she could feel that heavy roughness deep inside.

She could feel that she was getting closer.

Gen moaned.

Arthur said, “Good girl. Show me you like it.”

She gasped, and she grabbed the cushions harder, pushing back against his hands.

He gripped the soft skin of her rear harder with his fingers. “Yes, pet.”

“More,” she said.

“Good girl.”

Something slick and wet touched her jerk.

“It’s a gel,” Arthur whispered, “on my finger. Push back.”

She was terrified it would hurt and so desperate to do anything he wanted to do to her to push herself over the edge.

Gen pushed back, and with a pinch, his finger slipped through the hard ring of her rear.

“Good, pet,” Arthur said, his voice so low and hoarse. “Phoo.”

She did, rocking back and forth on his finger, and the slick lube quenched the burn. Even his fingers were long and thick, but within seconds, the friction vibrated up her nerves and turned to pleasure.

Gen panted. Her jerk flexed around his finger, and she pushed back harder so that he harassed her rear deeper.

The friction amplified as he rotated his finger as she rocked onto him.

Every push back drove her closer, and her pussy began to pulse, gripping the hard thing inside her.

Goodness, if he would just rub his thumb on her clit, it would all break, but he didn’t.

He grabbed her hip with his other hand. “Stop.”

“I’m so close,” she panted. “I’m so close. Please.”

He paused. “Go back now. Take more.”

Gen pushed back, ready for the quick snap of pain, but something larger pushed at her jerk. She whimpered.

“Two fingers,” Arthur said.

Gen pushed back and gritted her teeth. She grabbed the cushion and pushed at the arm of the couch with her other hand to force her body backward. A sting this time as his fingers pushed inside her, and then the friction again, that grinding sensation of being deeply penetrated as his fingers rubbed inside her rear, and her pussy and core clenched around the hard thing.

In seconds, she was panting, sweating, and so close to coming.

“Good, pet,” Arthur said. His voice was as clenched as her core. “Slower. Wait. Not yet.”

She slowed, letting his fingers press inside her and pull back, again and again, pushing inside her and pulling back. She trembled, her body so tight around his fingers and the hardness inside her pussy.

A jolt of pleasure, and his fingers were gone. “No!”

“I have better for you,” he growled.

“My goodness, please!”

“Now, take this.”

She glanced behind herself, but Arthur was sitting back on the couch, his pants still fastened.

She was so starving for him, so close to an orgasm and dying for it, that even if he had been holding his enormous cock behind her jerk, she would have slammed herself backward. The pain would have made her come.

The look on Arthur’s face—the intense hunger and burning in his silvery eyes—that almost did the trick, too. Her core squeezed hard around the thing inside her.

“Back,” he said.

Gen did. She wanted everything.

More this time as she pushed back on something hard and wet, and with a sear of pleasure, it slipped inside her. “Oh!”

He didn’t harass her with it, though. Her body strained with it, the hardness and the fullness of it inside her rear and the other one inside her pussy.

“Good, pet,” Arthur cooed as he massaged her rear and thighs. “Goodness, you are so sexy with the plug in your rear and the dildo in your pussy. I could forget you all night with these.”

“Please,” Gen whimpered. Her body shook, oscillating between tension so close to tipping over into orgasm and overwhelming fullness that verged on pain.

“Good,” Arthur said. His hands left her rear, and he was standing beside her. He opened his hand near her face. “Off the couch. On your knees.”

“Wha-at? I can’t. Please, Arthur. Touch me.”

His voice lowered. “On your knees.”

Gen struggled, getting one knee off the couch and her foot on the floor. She grabbed Arthur’s hand and steadied herself, and he held her by her hand and shoulder until she was safely on her knees. He used her hand to lever her back so she was sitting on her heels.

She braced herself on her knees, panting. Her body was still shaking, and all her skin was so sensitive. Her breasts were swollen until they hurt. The soft thing between her folds rubbed her clit when she moved, almost stimulating, but it was too soft.

“Knees together,” Arthur said.

Gen adjusted her legs. Pulling her knees together forced the things higher in her rear and her pussy, and the soft thing nudged her clit every time she breathed.

Arthur reached down and took a handful of her hair, turning her face up to look at him. He took his phone from his pants pocket.

Dear God, he wasn’t going to make a phone call while she was waiting, trembling. Please, Goodness, no.

Gen was nearly crying, almost dying, her fingernails clawing her knees with need. Her body was a rope tangled in a massive knot, pulled tight and ready to snap. “Arthur—”

“New app,” he growled and turned the screen toward her. He let go of her hair.

Three white dots were visible on a sea of black on the phone screen.

Arthur brushed his finger over the top one.

The soft thing pressing against her clit buzzed, “Oh,” nearly striking the match of her orgasm.

He touched the middle one.

The hardness deep in her core vibrated, driving into her and tightening the knot. Goodness. So close.

Arthur pressed the last one, and the thing in her rear shivered deep in her bowels, shaking her body.

Gen cried out and fell forward onto her hands.

The vibration stopped.

Arthur said, “On your knees.”

She pushed herself back. “Please, Arthur, please.”

“Yes, pet,” he said. “Open your mouth.”

He had set his phone on the arm of the couch, easily within his reach, and he was unbuckling his belt.

My goodness, he meant to harass her mouth, too.

Gen stared up at him, shocked and too dazed to speak.

Arthur’s voice was more commanding, “Remember, your safe sign is to touch your ears with both hands. Open your mouth, pet.”

He unzipped his fly, and his long cock flopped out, hard and thick and ready.

He grabbed her hair, forcing her head back. “I said, open.”

Gen opened her lips.

Arthur pushed his cock into her mouth. The heady, earthy taste of his skin flooded her mouth and nose. His cologne lingered on his clothes—warm spices and wood—but his own masculine scent was darker. She pushed herself forward, opening her throat to take all of it that she could.

A strong buzz stroked from her clit to her pussy and rear.

Gen grabbed the couch for balance and brought her mouth down on him until he hit the back of her throat, and he swiped his phone screen again, sending another wave of pleasure through her from front to deep inside.

She went down on him, sucking his cock into her mouth and licking it, and he rubbed his hand over his phone. His touch lingered in places, pushed harder, deepening the vibrations in her pussy and rear until she was crying out around his cock.

Arthur grabbed her hair and harassed her face, hard, his cock sliding in her mouth and down her throat.

He brought his whole hand down on the screen, and all of the things tremored, an earthquake inside her body.

The thing crammed in her pussy shook her, the vibrations crescendoing and falling off, driving her closer and closer to the edge with each surge.

His hand fisted in her hair shoved her head forward in time with the peaks, ramming his cock far down her throat.

Arthur’s cock swelled in her mouth and spilled warm salt down her throat.

The thing throbbed faster in her pussy, harder against her clit, deeper in her rear, until she reached the edge and flew over.

Waves ran up her body, bliss and fire and the edge of unconsciousness.

Gen couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

She was gone.

Waves of pleasure coursed through her.

And subsided.

And fell away.

The world refocused.

Arthur was holding her in his arms, a blanket wrapped around her naked, shivering body, and he was rocking her. “There, pet. Good, pet.”

Gen reached her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. Shakes still ran through her, aftershocks so intense that they were almost painful. She could feel that the things were gone from her body, and she was empty and sore. Her stomach cramped from the intensity of it.

“Good girl,” Arthur murmured, his strong arms wrapped tightly around her.

Gen felt more than used. She was used up. She was devastated and destroyed. She wasn’t sure she could ever be the same blithe, scared woman who had met Arthur a few months ago. He had changed her, deepened her, harassed her until she was someone new.

“Good, pet,” he whispered.

She nuzzled closer to Arthur’s warmth and strength.

He rocked her for minutes, holding her and murmuring to her. He stroked her hair and told her she was safe.

“I can’t even fathom what just happened,” she said.

“It’s all right,” he said. “Good girl. You’re okay.”

“I think I died.”

“I don’t think so, but the intensity can be overwhelming.”

“I didn’t know it could be like that.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I don’t even recognize myself.” She held onto him as tightly as she could.

His arms wrapped more tightly around her body. “I’ve got you.”

“I don’t know whether to cry or scream or faint.”

“You’re safe with me.”

“I know. I know I’m safe with you. I wasn’t scared. You’re the only one I feel safe with. I wanted more the whole time. I was willing to do anything.”

“That can be frightening.”

“Is that what being a sub is like? Like tonight? To be destroyed like this?”

“As my submissive, you would be mine to feed, mine to use, and mine to mess any way I want to. Do you see how it would be now?”

“Yes,” Gen said. She saw. Oh goodness, she saw.

He asked, “Do you want to be my submissive?”

“Yes.”

















His Submissive Little Idiottoy







WHAT have I done?

That was Gen’s first thought when she woke up the next morning, lying on the soft chaise lounge in her bedroom. She snuggled down harder in the blankets, unwilling to get up.

The door to her closet was ajar, which was weird. She was sure she hadn’t left it like that.

And her rear was a little sore.

Not anything painful, not damaged-like, just a little sore.

For that matter, so were her boobs, her pussy, and her knees.

She wiggled her legs in the fuzzy blankets.

Goodness, her knees.

Gen hadn’t been on her knees that much since her Texan grandmother had taken her to a revival when she was twelve. Her mother had put a stop to that.

Okay, her knees were going to require a little aspirin.

She imagined her body would learn to adjust to that if she was going to be Arthur’s submissive, kind of like getting used to exercise. Her thighs and calves had been a little achy when she had started taking Ruckus for walks.

She would have to acclimate to it because that was what she agreed to, not to “training,” not to “playing around,” but to being his submissive.

She didn’t regret saying it one bit, but maybe he hadn’t meant it like that. Maybe he just meant three or six weeks of training or something.

Maybe he didn’t mean that he wanted her.

She should talk to him about that.

Gen wiggled on the chaise lounge, looking up above her head to where Arthur lay on a very long couch, pushed to rest perpendicular to her chaise. His fingers were entwined with hers, though he was still asleep. A blanket wrapped around him, though it was pushed down so that she could see his pale blue tee shirt. It looked sort of like the British posters for The War, with a crown of St. George on top and writing that read, KEEP CALM AND CODE ON.

That was geeky.

The way that the cotton stretched across his broad chest and rounded pecs and shoulders didn’t look geeky. When he breathed, the material and words over his chest stretched.

Gen watched the way his muscles moved while he breathed for far too long.

His tee shirt’s sleeves had ridden up above his strong biceps, and his arm muscles rounded under his skin. The wispy ends of the red and blue tattoo on his back peeked out of his sleeves.

One of his forearms had that tattoo of three shields surrounding the Celtic knot triangle: the blue shield with three crowns, the orange one with the white lion, and the one with the red diamond-checkerboard pattern.

She wanted to see him all-the-way buck naked, strutting for her, so she could see that ink on his glorious flesh. Even though she had been around him for months, he was still stunning. Looking at his square jaw and burly physique still felt like a solid whack to the frontal lobes of her brain.

She was craning her neck, and her fingers twitched.

Arthur’s eyes fluttered open. He squinted in the sunlight streaming in through the windows. “Morning, love.”

That must be a British thing. It had to be a British thing. Didn’t all the BBC shows have people calling each other love?

If he called her Guv’nuh, it wouldn’t mean that she was a police constable.

“G’morning,” she said.

Arthur stretched on the couch, his bare feet poking out from under the blankets at the far end.

He stroked her arm, pressing it harder against his stomach.

Gen squeezed him around the waist, reassuring him. Now that she knew why he tried to make her hold him more tightly—because he had been trying to make his dying mother hug him when he was a child—she realized that he did little things like it all the time.

He said, “We should pack. The plane for Paris leaves in—” He picked up his phone, which had been balancing on the back of the couch all night, evidently, and glanced at the screen. “Oh goodness. Three hours. Come on. We need to be in the car in an hour and a half.” He rolled off the couch. “Graham already has our clothes for the reception packed, but the rest of it has to be done. Goodness.”

He bounded off the couch, frowned at the half-open closet door, and pressed it closed. “These things are all defective.”

Gen struggled to get up, her legs snarled in the blankets.

Arthur held out his hand to her. “Let me know when you’re dressed so I can send in Fothergill or members of the army of staff who are doubtlessly waiting outside.”

She took his hand. He helped her up, but he kept pulling until she was tight up against him with his arm cinched around her waist.

Arthur whispered, “We should talk, but we have to make this flight. Refiling the flight plan paperwork will delay us for hours.”

Gen snuggled against his chest. “I thought you could hop into your earldom plane and fly anywhere you wanted at the drop of a hat, like to cavort with strippers in Paris?”

“Oh, that. Friends helped with the paperwork that time.”

“Can’t ‘friends’ help with the paperwork this time?”

“Afraid not. Different circumstances. I’ll have breakfast delivered to your room soon. Are you all right from last night?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Good.” One of his hands drifted down to her rear. “You have to take care of yourself. You’re mine, now.”

“Yeah, about that—” she said.

“Second thoughts?” His voice was cheerful, but his fingers clutched her rear cheek.

She asked, “Are you having second thoughts?”

“None.”

“Really?”

His fingers firmed on her butt. “Absolutely none. Stay with me. Be my submissive.”

That was his terminology from last night. He hadn’t said training or anything like that then, either. “For how long?”

“Until you leave me.” His hand released her butt and settled around her waist with his other one.

“What if I don’t want to leave you? What if I stayed for a year or more?”

“Brilliant,” Arthur said.

“Two years?”

“By that time, you’ll be a formidable opponent in the courtroom who will make other barristers quail before you, and you’ll be my submissive little idiottoy at home.”

“Three years?” she asked.

His voice dropped. “That thought makes me want to bend you over this chaise and forget you right now, but we have a reservation for dinner in Paris tonight.”

“What will you do when you’re done with me?”

“I’ll never be done with you.”

“That sounds ominous.”

He chuckled, but his arms were still locked around her waist.

“Why would you want me to be a submissive little idiottoy,” hey, his words, “for three long years? Or more? Wouldn’t you get tired of it?”

Of me?

“No.”

“Why not?” she demanded.

“Because when you are utterly under my control, when I have all of you right here with me, I know you’re safe. I know I can protect you for as long as I can hold onto you. But someday, you’ll leave.”

















The World Is A Cruel, Cruel Place







GEN held Arthur’s warm hand as Pippa sped through the dense London traffic. They arrived at London Luton Airport, navigated the people checking passports and paperwork, and jogged up the stairs in the morning sunlight to board the plane.

Gen had flown commercial often but had never flown on a private plane before. The Gulfstream jet was a slim, silver dart. The tail fin was painted with the same design as Arthur’s tattoo on his forearm, a blue shield with three crowns on it, and Gen was positive that was no accident.

Inside, white leather recliners were arranged around tables in groups of four instead of the usual tiny seats crammed together like pencils in a box. In a commercial plane of this size, Gen figured that about sixty seats could have been stuffed in four shoulder-bumping seats across and fifteen knee-bruising rows.

Arthur showed her in. “Sit anywhere.”

“Are we the only ones on the plane?” she asked, thinking what a waste it was to fly a whole jet just for themselves.

“A friend should be along in a few minutes,” Arthur said, “and we’ll be taking a few staff with us.”

Mr. Royston Fothergill boarded the plane as Arthur said this. He half-bowed and said, “Sir.”

“Fothergill,” Arthur said, smiling.

The butler strode to the back of the plane and took a seat. He had his reader out in seconds.

Pippa was the next one who boarded the plane. She grinned at Gen and wandered to the back, cracking a paperback as she sat beside Mr. Fothergill.

Gen sat in a large, wide chair at a table. She dropped her purse where the table abutted the wall right beneath the window, which was about ten times the size of the normal portholes on an airplane. The white leather of the armrest felt like pressed silk fibers under her fingertips.

Arthur had his phone out and was talking into it. “Max? Where are you? You said that you could get yourself to the plane.”

Max? The Max? The maybe-unmarried Max that Lee had called dibs on?

This could be interesting. Gen set her chin in her hands and watched Arthur.

“Hurry up,” Arthur said into the phone. “If we don’t push back on time, the airport will cancel our flight plan, and we’ll have to file another one. This isn’t Buttidiot, Egypt or wherever in Africa you were this time. How much security do you have with you? Yes, there’s room for all of you. One or two seats left over, I think. Get here, now.”

Arthur paced in the aisle between the table ends and the couches up against the wall on the other side of the airplane.

As he passed, Gen asked, “Everything okay?”

“Sure,” Arthur said and dropped an easy kiss on the top of her head. “Just had to light a fire under Max. He gets involved with things and doesn’t realize he’s causing a problem.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, he was probably feeding and counseling the destitute or attending church or something.”

“It’s Friday and almost noon,” Gen said.

“Yeah, well, that wouldn’t stop Maxence from going to church.”

“Is he very devout?”

“That’s the one-point-one billion euro question, isn’t it?”

“I don’t get it,” Gen said.

Footsteps clomped at the front of the plane like a phalanx of men marching in lockstep.

Gen turned to look.

Arthur stepped in front of her.

“Hey! Dude!” She leaned to the side, trying to see, but Arthur side-stepped and blocked her again.

More marching footsteps.

Arthur said quietly, “Gen, stay down.”

“Why? What’s happening?” She shrank back in her chair. Between Arthur’s trim waist and the side of the plane, she could see men wearing black enter the plane. Their black clothes weren’t the boxy, loose cut of business suits, that much she could see from where she peered at them. They were wearing black military fatigues, close-cut with square pockets and bulky belts. They weren’t carrying guns at the ready, but they wore sidearms in holsters with their hands touching them as they surveyed the plane.

Gen hadn’t seen that many guns since she had left Texas eight years before.

She looked up at Arthur and edged her foot out, ready to run or jump on the nearest one. “Arthur, what’s going on?”

Arthur’s shoulders sagged, and he strode down the aisle toward the front. He said over his shoulder to her, “Never mind. Everything’s fine.”

The commandoes spread through the plane, evaluating each person already there. One man with piercing blue eyes scanned Gen and evidently found nothing threatening because he moved past her toward the back of the plane, ducking to look under tables as he passed.

Gen wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or insulted. She could have been a threat if she had wanted to be.

One man who stayed at the front was wearing all black like the other men, but he wore a slim-cut suit with a black shirt. Two of the commandoes stayed at the front, one to guard the door and one right by the man’s side.

Arthur called out, “Max, you old devil! You didn’t tell me you were in the airport! Your contingent can be startling when they commandeer a plane.”

The man turned as Arthur approached. One commando stepped in, ready to intervene, but the man waved him off.

Gen got her first good look at the man in the suit and stopped breathing.

Okay, Arthur was stunning. She had experienced that firsthand and daily. His silvery eyes were astonishing, and his cheekbones and jawline were hard and perfect. His physique was both powerful and lean with more abs than should be allowed.

But the man at the front of the plane was devastatingly handsome. He was some ethereal result of God and man, and the universe was contained in his dark eyes. His black hair curled in loose spirals around his head, a dark halo, and his short beard was dark on his tanned skin.

Arthur spread his arms as he neared Max and wrapped them around the man, hugging him tightly.

Okay, Gen hadn’t thought of Arthur as a hugger around people other than her, but from the way Max was struggling up there, Arthur could evidently be an aggressive hugger when he felt like it.

Max may have wiggled for a minute, but he was laughing and clapped Arthur around the shoulders.

My goodness, Max was even more everything when he laughed.

Gen pushed herself back in the plane’s chair, trying to calm her wild mind, and closed her eyes.

Max was just a fantastically attractive man. That was all. Nothing more. He was just a man.

She opened her eyes, and Arthur and Max were leaning across the table, looking at her.

Any red-blooded woman would have handed them her panties, but Gen wasn’t wearing any.

Arthur said, “Gen, may I present my old school chum from the time we were six-year-olds adrift and alone in the world, Maxence Grimaldi. Max, this is my very dear friend, Ms. Genevieve Ward.”

Very dear, huh?

Gen extended her hand and hoped that Max wouldn’t notice that she was trembling like a nervous little dog. “How do you do, Mr. Grimaldi.”

Max shook her hand, and his large hand was warm and hard with deep calluses ridging his fingers and palm, not what she had expected from one of Arthur’s nobleman friends. He said, with a soft accent, “How do you do, Ms. Ward. Please call me Maxence.”

His eyes were so dark and large that Gen thought she was falling into the void of space, but he had thick, black eyelashes that blinked over his eyes just when she had forgotten how to breathe.

Arthur was suddenly beside her, with his hand on her shoulder.

She must have gotten lost in Max’s eyes and not noticed him move.

Arthur cleared his throat and said, “A very dear friend.”

“Right.” Max slid his hand from hers. “Nice to meet you.”

When he stood, Gen noticed the odd collar on Max’s shirt. He wasn’t wearing a white square in the middle, but his shirt definitely had a square, ecclesiastical collar.

My goodness. That man was a priest?

The world was a cruel, cruel place.

















Feeding Maxence







DURING the short flight to Paris, Arthur played host with far more dedication than Gen had ever seen before. Usually, he was thoughtful and pleasant with his guests, but evidently Maxence Grimaldi rated higher than Arthur’s usual company.

While they flew through the morning sunlight sparkling on the Atlantic ocean, every few minutes, Arthur would call for his butler.

“Fothergill, could we offer Maxence some lunch? Maybe a proper meal?”

Plates heaped with roast beef and mashed potatoes, gravy, corn, salad, and bread were on the table in under five minutes, almost as if they had been prepared ahead of time.

Maxence ate every bite of his, and Arthur pushed his half-finished plate toward him. “Eyes bigger than my stomach, old chum. Finish that for me like we were Cadets at Le Rosey, would you? Otherwise, dear old Granny will roll in her grave. The War, you know. We must all finish everything on our plates.” To Gen, Arthur said, “Emperor Maximum here started growing six months before the rest of us. His appetite was legendary.”

Maxence smirked at Arthur, but he kept eating.

Arthur kept them entertained by telling them about the dinner party at Spencer House and Lord Jerk who kept spouting nonsense. “I thought Lady Hart was going to throttle him or Lord Butterfield would flip the table. I think he could have done it, too. He was a tough old chap. Fought in the Royal Navy. First time I’ve had to throw someone out of Spencer House since, well, you know about that.”

A few minutes later, he called out, “Fothergill, do we have a spot of dessert on board? I might like a sweet.”

Gen clenched her jaw to keep it from dropping on the table. Arthur ate thin slices of fruit and cheese for dessert, sometimes.

More plates with selections of cakes and mousses appeared, though Arthur’s serving held apple, melon, and cheddar, too.

She watched him.

Arthur ate the fruit and one slice of cheese and then slid the plate across the table to Maxence, who scowled at him but finished Arthur’s dessert, too.

Twenty minutes later, Arthur called Fothergill over to prepare them a snack of nuts, crackers and cheese, vegetables and hummus, and fruit.

A huge platter was brought to the center of the table.

Why would anyone stock so much food for a two-hour flight?

















Charles de Gaulle Airport







ALL the terminals at Charles de Gaulle Airport were busy, even the VIP Terminal that was reserved for private planes. The crowd milled through walkways, among the leather couches in the lounge areas, and near the gates.

A football team of men juggling soccer balls was shoving each other and laughing while boarding a jumbo jet.

Politicians flanked by their security teams bustled through the private terminal, straight to their gates for liftoff.

Most of the doors opened to the ground because most private jets still used stairs to the tarmac, but a few of the gates had jetways for the larger jets.

In the Paris airport, Arthur saw four black-suited men marching toward his group.

Arthur stepped forward, gathering Gen and Maxence behind himself, even though they were chatting and didn’t notice he had moved.

The four men had homed in on Arthur and strode right toward him.

Arthur turned his head without taking his eyes off the encroaching men. “Guys, take a look at this.”

Maxence’s security detail didn’t notice until the four men in black suits were almost to them.

Then, too late, they fanned out with their hands in their jacket pockets.

The four men marched right up to Arthur and stopped in front of him.

The lead guy was almost as tall as Arthur himself. He said, “Lord Severn, Dieter Schwarz sent us. Mr. Schwarz apologizes for not meeting you in person, but he is coordinating another security operation.”

Arthur relaxed. “Of course. The Grimaldi wedding, right?”

“We do not comment on our other operations. I’m Magnus Jensen. These are my associates, Eirik Vang, Mael Chevalier, and Aiden Grier.”

“Pleased to meet you all.” Arthur shook hands all around.

Aiden Grier looked familiar. When he said, “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” with a Scottish accent, his wary eye contact lingered a little too long, too.

Interesting.

Arthur rounded up Gen and Maxence to go to the cars.

















I Love the Smell of Testosterone in the Morning







AFTER the flight-slash-smorgasbord, Gen was surprised that no food was served during the short car ride into Paris.

The security caravan of black limousines and SUVs meandered through the winding streets between sunrise-colored buildings. Window boxes overflowed with flowers that scented the air with their perfume, overpowering even the savory scents of French bread and croissants from the shops and cafes on the ground floors that lined the sidewalks.

Gen was sandwiched between Arthur and Maxence in the back seat of a limo. She swore that she could smell the testosterone in the car, a heady mix of caramel, wild forest fields, and dark musk. Just sniffing made Gen’s skin tingle, and she was buffeted by the air they displaced when either of them moved. Chilly streams from the air conditioner fluttered around her.

Seriously, for the first time in Gen’s life, if both those men had wanted to go to bed, she would have taken both of them by their hands and figured out the logistics later.

Yet she kept staring at Maxence’s collar. She was pretty sure that those square tabs weren’t a fashion thing.

The guys talked about friends over Gen’s head, catching up on people they knew and laughing. Maxence leaned toward her a couple of times and caught her eye. Every time, a small smile softened his mouth.

Gen inched closer to Arthur.

Arthur laid his arm along the back of the car seat, and his hand drooped. He touched Gen’s shoulder with his fingers, effectively fencing her off. It was a straight-up possessive move.

She wiggled closer to Arthur and leaned against his chest.

His warmth and the firm muscles of his chest soothed her, and Gen melted against him. Arthur’s arm curled around her. He stroked her arm with his thumb.

They talked, and Gen dozed in Arthur’s arms. It had been a short night.

When they went their separate ways at the hotel, Maxence offered his hand again to shake hers. When Gen took his hand this time, she wasn’t quite as mesmerized by Maxence’s dark, luminous eyes.

His hand in hers was too light under his hard calluses.

When she looked more closely at him, Maxence’s beard was hiding his hollow cheeks under his sharp cheekbones.

Maxence was so thin that he looked gaunt.

Either Maxence was sick with something serious like cancer, or there must be another reason for how underweight he was.

No wonder Arthur was taking care of him and pushing food.

Beside her, Arthur turned to briefly confer with the man in the black suit about the accommodations in Paris.

Maxence tugged her hand to pull Gen closer to him and whispered, “I need to talk to you about Arthur.”

By the time Arthur turned back, Maxence had moved her backward by her fingers as if he hadn’t said anything at all.

















Dinner with Three Young Gods







GEN fidgeted, wearing a dark red cocktail dress from some charity thing a couple of months ago.

Their dinner reservation in the restaurant downstairs was at eight o’clock.

Eight o’clock was scandalously early for this crowd, Arthur assured Gen. They were flaunting convention.

When Gen opened the door to leave the hotel suite, the four black-suited men who had met them at the airport were waiting in the hallway. They rode the elevator with Gen and Arthur and surrounded them as they entered the restaurant, watching the crowd with sharp glances and quick hand twitches. Gen wasn’t sure whether she felt like a movie star or a hostage at gunpoint. Probably the latter.

Arthur checked with the maître d’hôtel to claim their reservation, but Maxence was already seated at a square table and eating the bread basket.

At least the poor man had an appetite.

Around them, the restaurant was filling up with people also wearing suits and cocktail dresses. A couple walked in behind Gen and Arthur, and several people already at tables stood, waving discreetly to them. With a major wedding in town, old friends and distant relatives were finding each other. It was the upper-class, restrained version of a bar where people shouted your name when you walked in.

Arthur nodded to several people as they passed tables, walking toward Maxence. Many more raised their eyes and smiled at him, obviously recognizing him.

Gen was getting better at reading people’s expressions with Arthur’s tutoring. None had any tattletale signs of deception or animosity. They were pleased to see Arthur, and their outlook was more optimistic after they did. He was a harbinger of a good time, which made complete sense.

At the table, Gen sat across from Maxence, and Arthur sat on another side. Just as Arthur sat, he bounced up from his chair. “Caz!”

Here was Arthur’s other emergency contact, Casimir van Amsberg.

Gen turned in her seat, expecting someone normal-looking.

That was a stupid thought.

Casimir van Amsberg was every bit as tall and gorgeous as Arthur and Max. Again, he had perfect bone structure with hard cheekbones and a squared-off jaw, but he had brilliant emerald-green eyes. Even though he wore a conservative, dark suit, you could tell that Casimir did, indeed, lift.

The only flaw on him was a scar—slightly puckered, a little sunken—below one of his cheekbones. Maybe it was one of those Heidelberg dueling scars. If anything, that slightly pink scar on Casimir’s cheek highlighted his good looks and gave him a bit of ruggedness, a touch of danger.

Gen shook Casimir’s hand. She was pretty sure that she said, “How do you do?” but she might have garbled out a bunch of gibberish for all she knew.

The image of herself in the center of a naked pile of all three of them flashed through her head. Last night, Arthur had messed Gen simultaneously in her rear, her pussy, and her mouth.

Maybe he was preparing her for . . . something?

My Goodness, what was she even thinking? Beyond the fact that Casimir was supposed to be married and Maxence seemed to be wearing a priest’s clothes, what was she thinking?

It was like all three of these men exuded sex hormones that made her contemplate things that she would never, ever think of otherwise.

And yet, which one of them would go where on her?

She had to stop thinking about a group thing with these guys. Gen would never sleep with a married man and couldn’t imagine screwing a guy who had made his vows to heaven.

Nope. Stop. Nope.

What the heck kind of place was that boarding school that they had all gone to? Some sort of school for vat-grown supermen who were all six-four and frightfully good-looking with an irresistible animal magnetism that drove women to think previously unimaginable things? These men had to be mutants or aliens or half-incubi or something. That school had to be putting growth hormones in the food and have plastic surgeons on call for emergency acne and douse them all with bull ox musk.

That was not natural.

She should go on the Pill. She might get pregnant just sitting at the same table with this much blazing hot manflesh, just sniffing the testosterone in the air. Sitting there was like eating dinner on Olympus with three young gods, their radiances shining from their brows.

Arthur touched her hand as he was talking to Maxence, a quick brush of his fingertips on her hand and wrist.

Yeah, she only really wanted to go home with Arthur.

Besides, Arthur’s desensitization therapy must be working. Even a few months ago, she wouldn’t have been able to even think about a pile of men without freaking and running out of the room, sobbing.

She turned her hand over and entwined her fingers with his, and he glanced at her with a softness that he usually reserved for private moments.

Gen contributed to the conversation as much as her estrogen-thickened tongue would allow, but the guys talked first about people they knew, then world events and politics.

Arthur made sure she was included in the conversation, of course. To do otherwise would have been impolite and thoroughly un-British.

Once they hit global politics, Gen felt like she could add some stuff instead of sitting at the table like a bump on a log, so she chimed in more.

Turns out, Casimir was a lawyer, too, in California. He asked Gen’s opinion on anything verging on the law and nodded approvingly when she stumbled over answers that she managed to dredge out of her sexed-up brain.

When Arthur mentioned that his brother’s lawsuit for the earldom had been thrown to the House of Lords, Casimir raised an eyebrow but didn’t inquire further.

Arthur changed the subject.

Maxence had lived all over the world, it seemed, but he was quiet about it. He had lightning-quick responses to questions about conditions in African and South American countries and the devastating after-effects of dictatorships.

When Gen asked Maxence about his work, he clammed up, staring down at his hands on his lap, so she asked again. When he realized that she meant it, that her questions were really about his work, his dark eyes lit up.

His sexiness shifted to a different type of magnetism.

Gen found herself drawn to his stories about organizing communities to resist dictators and oppression, to save lives and build schools and wells for hundreds of people and for the families he was personally helping.

When Arthur touched her hand, Gen realized that she was leaning forward, her eyes wide and her arms stretching on the table toward Maxence.

She jumped back, startled. She didn’t even remember letting go of Arthur’s hand.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Arthur said, grinning at her. “Maxence has that effect on people, don’t you?” he asked Maxence.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Maxence mumbled, staring at the table again.

“He can’t help it,” Casimir added to her, but he said to Maxence, “but I’m pretty sure you know when you’re doing it.”

Maxence looked off into the sparkling crowd milling around the restaurant tables. “I say, isn’t that Christine? My cousin,” he added, for Gen.

Arthur looked up. “Where?”

“Over there. Say, I haven’t seen her in months. I’m just exhausted from all the travel, first from Khartoum to London, and then—”

“Right, right,” Arthur said. “I’ll just pop around and see if I can convince her to be social.” He left the table and wound through the crowds toward the far doorway.

Just as Arthur was out of earshot, Casimir and Maxence both swiveled toward Gen. They pinned her to her chair with just their eyes—striking emerald green and darkness incarnate—and started interrogating her.

Casimir asked, “What did you mean, his lawsuit has been thrown to the House of Lords? Is he going to lose his earldom?”

Maxence crossed his arms but still leaned toward her. “It will destroy him. He can’t lose it. He funnels everything through the earldom.”

Casimir insisted, “Gen, you need to tell us.”

Holy garbage, Maxence had played Arthur to get him to leave her alone with them.

“That’s attorney-client privilege,” she told them, professionalism finally breaking through her astonishment at their pre-meditated ambush. “I can’t go blabbing willy-nilly about Arthur’s case to a couple of random guys. Arthur hasn’t given me permission to discuss it.”

“We aren’t ‘random guys,’” Casimir said, starting to get angry. “We’re his friends from childhood. We’re the closest thing he has to brothers, dude.”

“Dude? You sound like a California surfer.”

Casimir’s striking green eyes narrowed, and his cheeks flushed pink. His voice lowered to a snarl, “Now, you see here—”

Maxence laid his hand on Casimir’s arm but spoke to Gen. “I’ve known Arthur since infancy. We’re distant cousins of a sort, and our parents ran with the same crowd. When we were six, we both arrived at Le Rosey terrified, but at least we knew each other. Casimir joined us a year later when we were seven. Casimir and I were there for Arthur when his parents were killed. We were the ones on the phone with him for hours every day while his mother was dying in hospital.”

Casimir took off his suit jacket and hung it on the chair behind him. He started rolling up the sleeve on his right arm. “This is how close we are.”

Maxence did the same thing, doffing his coat and rolling up his right sleeve.

As the white cotton fabric was rolled up over Casimir’s forearm and the black material was rolled up from Maxence’s, the tattoos emerged.

Gen knew what she was looking at before they had even halfway revealed their arms.

Both Casimir and Maxence had the same tattoo as Arthur did, three shields around a central triangle. While Arthur had the blue shield with three golden crowns pointing down toward his wrist, the other two men’s tattoos were rotated around the Celtic knot in the center. Casimir had the orange shield with the rearing white lion pointed down on his, while Maxence’s tattoo had the red and white checkerboard shield closest to his wrist.

All three of the tattoos were the same, just turned.

“Who designed those tattoos?” she asked Casimir.

“Arthur,” he said. “He designed all of our tattoos.”

“The one on his back?” Gen asked.

Maxence nodded. “We all had our tattoos done at the same time. First the shields, then the rest.”

Which meant that these two gorgeous men were also copiously inked.

Gen’s toes curled in her shoes. The sheer force of their hotness was wearing off, but dang, the pictures she could take of these guys.

Gen reached across the table and angled Maxence’s arm as if she was inspecting his tattoo. His wrist bones were knobby, and thick muscles stood out under the skin on his forearm. Though very muscular, his arm was far too thin for a man his height, and his skin clung to the sinews with absolutely no spare flesh.

Maxence drew his arm back and rolled his sleeve down, looking away from her.

“Look, guys,” she said in her most professional voice. “Unfortunately, matching tattoos does not fulfill the criteria required to allow me to breach attorney-client privilege.”

Casimir frowned and rolled down his sleeve.

Gen said, “And you should know better, Casimir. You’re a barrister, even if you are an American one.”

“It’s important,” Casimir said. “Arthur may seem flippant and devil-may-care, but he has certain interests that may get him into trouble.”

Oh, the kinky stuff. She said, “Yeah, well, he probably got himself into that quite willingly, didn’t he?”

“Yes, but he’s gone down the rabbit hole too far,” Casimir said. “In the beginning, he talked about it with us, but the last few years, he’s stopped talking. He won’t, even when pressed. I think he’s in some deep trash. He thought he was doing the right thing, but I’m not sure he knows what the right thing is anymore.”

“And he keeps getting in deeper,” Maxence said, dipping his head. “He’s done some odd things, and he’s falling in with the wrong sorts of people.”

Wrong sorts of people?

From their tone, they weren’t snarking about her. Maxence kept glancing at her and making eye contact. He seemed to be trying to enlist her help or convince her to talk about Arthur.

What did they mean by people in the plural?

Casimir shook his head. “I’m worried about what will happen to him if he continues on this path, and I’m worried about what will happen to him if he doesn’t have it anymore. Couldn’t he just do the computer end?” he asked Maxence.

Gen had no idea what “the computer end” of the kinky stuff might be.

Oh, maybe they meant the computerized thing with the app on Arthur’s phone that he had, indeed, put in her end.

Oh, dear God. Surely, they didn’t know about that.

She shrank in her seat.

Maxence shook his head. “The computer angle isn’t even half of it. He’s phenomenal at coding. Always has been. He’s an artist at whatever he does, but he’s better at the human part. He’s more valuable to them in that manner. They can find a dozen computer geeks, but he’s the only one who can walk among us.” Maxence gestured at the restaurant, now filled to the edges with royalty, nobility, and the celebrities, all in Paris for the royal wedding the next day. “He’s one of the very few people in Britain who could do this. Their royals can’t. The press scrutinizes every moment of their lives, and no one would talk to them, anyway. Most of Britain’s other nobility would quake at such a mission, or they’re inbred to the point of idiocy, or their motives would be questionable. Arthur is perhaps the only one who could do it and is willing to. Even if he wanted to get out, he couldn’t. They wouldn’t allow it.”

Gen tried to keep a confused expression off her face, but what kind of kinky lifestyle choices could they mean?

“Did he tell you all this?” Casimir asked Maxence.

“I’m his confessor,” Maxence said. “Sort of his confessor. He needed to talk to someone. He’s Church of England, of course. Not Catholic.”

“You’re not ordained yet.” Casimir’s dark green eyes widened. “Are you?”

Maxence looked down again, frowning. “No, and I won’t take Holy Orders until my uncle or my brother gives his permission, probably after Pierre and Friederike have at least one child, maybe two. I don’t think the Church would allow it without their permission, quite honestly.”

Gen had no idea what they were talking about, other than evidently Maxence wasn’t a full-fledged priest yet. It was weird that someone would have to give their permission for Maxence to become a priest if that was what he wanted to do. He was obviously far over eighteen years old. Maxence had even said that he and Arthur were six years old at the same time, so they had to be the same age, which was twenty-nine.

That just made it weirder.

“But about Arthur,” Casimir said, glancing at Gen.

“I can’t answer questions about his case,” she said.

“Answer this, then. What can we do to help?”

“Ah, now you’re asking questions that I can talk about.” She paused, thinking for a moment. Phrasing her answers would determine whether or not she crossed the ethics line. “The House of Lords Committee for Privileges is composed of sixteen members. Thus, nine would be a majority.”

“Right,” Maxence said, watching her.

Personal stuff wasn’t privileged. “Two of them are old family friends.”

Casimir nodded. “Two.”

“And four more were invited to a dinner at Spencer House. Looks like we did pretty well with three of them.”

“Three?” Casimir asked.

“Yeah, one of them was being stupid.” She told Maxence, “That was the Lord Jerk that Arthur was talking about on the plane.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Maxence said.

“But the important thing is that four members of the committee are supposed to be here at the wedding. I can get you their names. We need all four to hit the magic number of nine. If we don’t get all four, then we’ll be scrambling around London when we get home, trying to get one here or another there to get a clear majority.”

“But you’ll have time when you get back,” Maxence said. “Indeed, it sounds like a comfortable margin.”

“The hearing in the committee should begin soon, within a few weeks, probably. The House of Lords doesn’t dilly-dally with things like this. Luckily, we had all the briefs ready to file when it was thrown to the House.”

“As a multiplier,” Casimir said, “Perhaps we could influence people in our circles to prevail upon these four individuals.”

“That sounds good,” Gen said.

Casimir remarked, “In addition, Arthur’s other masters might be able to apply some leverage.”

Gen sat back in her chair and let her face fall into a perfectly smooth mask, just like Arthur had taught her during car rides, over lunches, and while waltzing at charity dinners.

That was an odd term, masters.

The only thing that Gen could think of was that Arthur might have some old, um, acquaintances that he might prevail upon.

But then Casimir would have said mistresses.

But masters? In the masculine sense?

That didn’t make sense at all. Not with anything she had ever heard from Arthur. He was so kinky that he was bent into several right angles, but nothing he had ever said suggested that he also swung toward men.

Or that any previous lovers, either masters or mistresses, were still in his life.

Hot jealousy rose in her throat.

Maxence asked her, “Has he determined what they can do? His other masters can be rather influential.”

Casimir chuckled.

Gen spread her hands on the table and braced herself. She wouldn’t put up with anyone cheating on her, not even His Hotness, the Earl of Givesnoidiots. “He’d better not have any other masters or mistresses. Arthur is with me, now.”

“I think this pre-dates you by many years.” Casimir frowned. “He was recruited when he was seventeen and still at school.”

“But he’s a grown man now, and he had better not be involved with anyone else.” Gen looked between the two of them, dread settling on her heart. “He isn’t. Is he?”

Maxence looked at Casimir, who returned his gaze. An understanding passed between them. 

Casimir said, “I’m absolutely sure he’s not seeing anyone else in a romantic sense. Arthur is loyal to a fault. Indeed, his loyalty may cause him trouble.”

“Then what are you two talking about?” Gen asked. She couldn’t fathom how else to put all that together. “He’s a drunken degenerate nobleman who is spending his earldom’s wealth as fast as he can, and his only redeeming value is that at least he’s dumping quite a bit of it on charities, but he’s not a cheater, right?”

Casimir and Maxence both leaned back in their chairs.

“Is he?” Gen asked them.

Maxence looked away.

Casimir said, “It is true that he would never cheat on you if you have a real relationship and not just, say, a distraction for the paparazzi cameras to rectify his sordid image. You’ll have to ask him about anything else.”

Unease infiltrated Gen, an acrid smoke of worry. Arthur had always been committed to making their relationship look real for the cameras. She wasn’t sure how far he would go to make it look real.

The Earl of Givesnoidiots was his nickname, a real nickname, he had assured her, one that he had earned.

He wouldn’t tell her that he wanted her if he were just acting for the cameras.

He wouldn’t say that he wanted her to be his sub if it were all still just a sham.

If everything were a lie.

If it were just to manipulate her to keep his earldom and a whole Heck of a lot of money.

He wouldn’t.

Would he?

The Earldom of Severn was worth billions of dollars in real estate and funds.

How far would anyone go to keep that much money?

At that moment, Arthur returned with a beautiful, dark-haired woman on his arm. She shook Arthur off immediately and threw herself at Maxence, who had pushed himself to stand when she arrived.

The woman laughed, “Maxence!” as she tumbled into his arms.

Maxence laughed as he hugged her, thumping her on the back until he pried her arms off of himself and set her away. “Christine, darling, you remember Casimir.”

Christine shook Casimir’s hand across the table. She said, “Casimir, how are you? You’ve been holed up in California far too long. Your wedding was lovely, too, if I hadn’t told you that. How’s Rox?”

“She’s doing fine, thank you. She had to stay back home to take care of the law office, plus she’s exhausted from ‘growing a lung,’ as she puts it.”

“Home?” Christine asked, grinning at him. “California is home?”

Casimir shrugged. “It is now.”

Maxence opened his hand toward Gen. “Gen, this is Christine Grimaldi, my cousin and dear friend, and this is Genevieve Ward, who goes by ‘Gen.’ She’s Arthur’s—”

“Very dear friend,” Arthur supplied.

Gen said, “How do you do?” and held her hand out to shake.

“Oh,” Christine said, her eyes widening as she grinned harder and shook Gen’s hand. “A very dear friend. First Casimir, now Arthur. Will wonders never cease?”

“I suppose not,” Maxence said.

“Does that mean you have met someone, Maxence?” Christine asked him.

“Oh, no,” Maxence said, staring over the crowd. “Of course not.”

















Other Masters







GEN was exhausted and trembling from meeting person after person after person when Arthur finally escorted her back to their hotel room.

Masters, Casimir had said.

The wrong sort of people, Maxence had said.

They wouldn’t allow Arthur to get out, Maxence had said.

Sometime during the evening, jealousy had ignited into rage, though Gen had smiled at everyone around her very Britishly.

As they left the restaurant, the four black-suited men surrounded them, the same four who had met them at the airport and shuttled them downstairs before dinner. The security team flanked them as they rode the elevator and walked the corridor to their hotel suite.

Arthur seemed to barely notice them except for a friendly head-tilt, but their presence unnerved Gen. The head guy, Magnus Jensen, had introduced himself to her earlier, but she still felt surrounded. He had brown hair and ice-blue eyes, startling in their brightness. The security guys looked ripped and bulky under their jackets.

Their suite’s balcony and wide, glass doors overlooked downtown Paris. Buildings crowded together shoulder to shoulder along the narrow streets, a forest of cubic trees in autumnal colors.

Creamy furniture filled the living room, a long couch and a generous chaise lounge, stark against the gold and brown patterned carpet. Ivory throw pillows studded every piece, lighter but still a warm tone.

Holding an electronic wand, Magnus swept the suite for devices again, just like he had when they had first arrived, while the other three checked the closets, bathroom, and in little nooks for anything else.

Gen didn’t want to speculate on what they were looking for.

She stood by the door with Arthur, who watched them as they moved around the living room and through the door to the bedroom.

They drew the thick curtains over the windows.

Pulling the drapes was probably a sensible security precaution, but Gen had never felt threatened by people looking into her windows before.

They nodded to Arthur as they left. Magnus gave Arthur a card and told him to alert them fifteen minutes before they planned to leave the suite, anytime day or night.

The door closed behind them, and Arthur flipped the locks.

Alone.

Fothergill and Pippa had their own rooms, of course.

Gen wandered through the suite, stroking her fingers over the silky couch and nudging the flat-screen television embedded in the wall that swiveled between the bedroom and the living room. It was somehow more upscale than having two televisions.

The bedroom had a white four-poster bed.

Gen paused in the doorway, tapping her fingers on the wooden trim around the door.

Everything Casimir and Maxence had been talking about spun in her head. “Arthur—”

“Yes,” he murmured in her ear.

“Oh, wow.” She hadn’t heard him sneaking up on her. The thick carpeting under her feet must have muffled his footsteps. “Um—”

He told her, “Casimir and Maxence like you.”

“They didn’t say that.”

“They didn’t have to. I can tell.”

“With your psychic ability to detect deception?” she asked.

“Because I’ve known them since we were young children. I could cite that they were leaning toward you and nodding, entirely at ease, but I know. What did you talk about while I was getting Christine?”

“They tried to get me to break attorney-client privilege about your lawsuit.”

“You could have told them anything.”

“Great. Now, you tell me.”

Arthur’s lips touched her neck. “If anything ever happens to me, tell them everything you know.”

He ran his fingers down her arms.

Gen leaned back against his chest, and his arms encircled her.

She knew that she was standing too stiffly, but she couldn’t seem to relax.

Masters.

The wrong sort of people.

They wouldn’t allow him to get out.

Other women and men.

“Arthur—”

He drew her closer to his body. His warmth passed through her thin dress and heated her back.

“What did they say to you?” he asked.

“I—nothing.”

His voice lowered. “Answer me, pet.”

That was kind of playing dirty.

She bit her lip, but she said, “They said that you had ‘other masters.’”

Arthur sighed.

That wasn’t a denial.

Gen’s heart crushed inward. She blurted, “Do you have someone else? Do you give a idiot about me at all, or was this all just a game for you, still, for the cameras? Am I just a piece of rear to you?”

“Gen, no!” Arthur flinched backward and sounded like he’d been punched.

“Who is it?”

Arthur stepped in front of her and grabbed her chin, forcing her head up. His silvery eyes were wide. “There’s no one else. I would never, ever do that to you.”

“Then what did they mean?”

He stroked under her jawline and gripped her shoulder, but he didn’t say anything.

“Arthur?” she begged.

His five seconds had ticked by. He was thinking too much about his answer, indicating deception. He had taught her to notice it too well.

She said, “Arthur, tell me.”

He sighed, but it wasn’t a little breath of frustration. His sigh was a deep, conflicted outpouring of wretchedness. “Gen, I can’t.”

She went after him. “What kind of ‘masters’ are they? Some kinky BDSM thing that you can’t talk about like Fight Club, except that it’s Idiot Club or something? Something with masks and back rooms?”

He stared at her, his silver-blue eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“These masters. Maxence and Casimir were talking about your ‘other masters.’ It’s a BDSM term, right? You call the dominant person ‘master’ or ‘sir?’”

Light dawned in his silvery eyes. “No. It’s a British term. You had a pupil master for your first six months of your barrister pupillage. Now you have a pupil mistress. Our school teachers and professors are called masters.”

Gen should have been able to figure that one out. She clasped her hands in front of her. “Oh, like the potions master.”

Arthur looked up, as if to heaven for fortitude. “Yes, like the potions master.”

“So you have other bosses who are telling you things that you can’t tell me.”

“Yes,” he said, leaning toward her with his arms reaching for her.

She crossed her arms over her chest, emotionally barricading herself. “You don’t have any masters. You don’t have a boss. You don’t have a job. You run your earldom from its accumulated wealth because you’re the Earl.”

“That’s not precisely true,” Arthur said.

“You’re the Earl of Severn,” she started, watching him closely.

He nodded. “Yes.”

That looked like a true statement. “And all the money that you stand to lose is from the estate.”

Arthur bobbled his head side to side and frowned.

“Whoa! Dude! You’re supposed to disclose all your sources of income in the lawsuit!” Gen told him. The inheritance dispute was much like a divorce in a lot of ways.

“Some of the money is from my mother. She had money of her own, and she split it evenly between Christopher and me. I invested my portion with a friend. Some of it plays along with his money. As for the rest of it, friends of mine have wanted investments to start businesses, and I use that pot for such follies. I wouldn’t be able to use the earldom’s estate for such larks. The risk would be too great, but the pittance from my mother is just the thing.”

“We need to get all that in the documentation,” she said. “Whether Christopher has any claim to it is immaterial. It all needs to be listed. Are there any other sources of income that you didn’t disclose?” she demanded.

“I can’t tell you,” he repeated. “Quite honestly, even telling you that I can’t tell you is telling you too much.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t get that at all.”

“Gen, you’re going to have to trust me on this one. I promise you that there is no one else in my life but you. I haven’t touched another woman in months, not since you moved in.”

“Since I moved in! But we were pretending to be involved before that!”

“In my defense, we agree that we were only pretending at that point, and you saw the pictures of the strippers in Paris. I didn’t sleep with any of them, though.”

Gen ground her teeth. “I feel so much better about that.”

“Look, the moment you moved in, even though we were merely pretending to be in a relationship, I stopped looking at other women. I can’t even fathom being with anyone else.”

She was still a little peevish. “You sure jumped up to go talk to Christine Grimaldi.”

Arthur’s shoulders relaxed, and he stepped closer to touch her shoulders. “I retrieved her for Max. She’s his cousin. He wanted to talk to her.”

“That was totally a ploy to get you away from the table so they could pimp me, you know.”

“I’ll talk to them about it. I won’t let it happen again.” Arthur wrapped his arms around her, and Gen let her arms drift up around his waist. “I don’t want anyone but you sitting naked at my feet, pet.”

Gen sucked in a breath and was horrified at how close to a sob it sounded. “I thought that’s what it meant when you asked me to be—to be your sub. I thought that it meant that we’re—that we—”

“It does mean that. It means you’re mine.”

She sucked in another deep breath. “And then they said that you had someone else.”

He stroked her hair. “There’s no one but you. I promise. I promise.”

“But you—” she said, still upset.

“It also means that I’m yours,” he said. “I think that should be rather obvious by now. You’ve had me for months. I am utterly yours.”

He picked her up and carried her to the long couch, where he held her in his arms until they both slept, exhausted.

















Shaving







THE next afternoon, Gen knocked on the door to the hotel suite’s main bathroom.

She’d never had to do that before. Back in London, she and Arthur each had their own bedroom and bathroom, plus the four other bathrooms in Arthur’s penthouse.

“Come in,” he said, his voice muffled by the door.

“You sure?”

“Of course.”

Gen nudged the door and caught sight of Arthur in the wide mirror that spanned the wall. Two sinks dotted the long counter. The glass shower stall and huge, stone-encased tub behind him reflected in the mirror beside Arthur’s image. White shaving foam covered the lower half of his face, and he was wearing a towel.

Just a towel.

His back was toward her, which meant that she had an excellent view of the way the towel clung to his sculpted butt. His lower back had those sexy dimples on both sides below his waist.

Across his broad back, tattoos of blue and red ribbons wrapped him. She hadn’t realized that one of them was almost vertical, a red stripe running from the crook of his neck and strong shoulder until it faded out in a ragged end right over his tailbone, just above the low-slung towel.

Swoon.

Arthur looked at her through the mirror and grinned. “You look lovely.”

Gen had been at the spa for hours, getting plucked, waxed, coiffed, and made up. “Thanks. Just saying hi.”

She’d totally forgotten why she’d come in there.

Shaving cream dripped off his chin and slithered down the deep channel between his abs, cresting over the washboard lumps on his torso.

“So, hi,” she said, backing out, her mouth wet with wanting him.

A half-hour later, she was dressed in the blue silk designer gown that Graham had labored to have made. It had taken her ten minutes to figure out how to put on all the sapphire and diamond jewelry.

She still needed to pee.

Arthur met her in the living room.

His silver eyes lit up. “My goodness, you’re beautiful.”

She said, “You say that like you’re surprised or something.”

He laughed and shook his head.

For the first time since she had known him, Arthur looked like a real, actual earl.

He was wearing a white-tie tuxedo, a real one. A red ribbon was tied around his neck under the white bow tie, and a four-pointed cross dangled below it. The four fleur-de-lis were enameled the same silver-blue color as Arthur’s eyes, and the circle in the center read, For God and the Empire. Medals and ribbons were stacked in a block over his left pectoral, and a big man-brooch was pinned below the ribbons. It had the same inscription about God and the Empire as the cross hanging at his throat.

She asked, “Is that some earl thing?”

“Of course,” he said, smiling, and he offered her his elbow. “Shall we go down?”

















Presentation







THEY stood in a small room at the top of a staircase in the glass pyramid entrance to the Louvre. From below, Gen could hear a string quartet playing and the crowd rumbling through the walls. Above them, stars sparkled in the darkness, visible past the white spotlight shining out of the top of the pyramid that pointed toward the sky.

A few months ago, Gen could not have fathomed what kind of person would rent out the Louvre Museum for their wedding reception.

Now? Yeah, sure. She could see that. It was big enough for a crowd of very wealthy people.

Arthur asked her, “Do you want to be presented, or do you want to slip in quietly?”

“I don’t even know what all that means,” Gen said.

Arthur motioned across the room, where a short line of couples stood. “There is a staircase with a person who will announce our presence. If you want to, we should get in line soon. It’s by order of precedence, so I’m quite early in the evening,” he smirked.

“I don’t know what I should answer,” she said. “It seems kind of pompous.”

He shrugged. “Most people go through with it. It’s expected, unless you don’t want to be seen with me. You may not. I don’t know.”

“Be seen with you? Oh, you’re kidding me.”

“Casimir and Maxence will slip in because they have no dates, for obvious reasons.”

Because Casimir’s pregnant wife was still in California, and because Maxence was a priest, sort of, or he would be, probably. “Oh. I see.”

She didn’t.

Arthur said, “So if you aren’t horribly embarrassed by my presence—”

Gen laughed.

“—we can descend the staircase together, looking dignified and thoroughly respectable, before we seek out the four members of the House of Lords committee and schmooze them.”

Gen was laughing at him. “Oh, all right. Anything for the cause.”

They waited in line with maybe a dozen other people all dressed up in tuxedoes and ball gowns.

At the head of the line, just before the staircase, a man waited for them. He wore a suit, just a nice suit, and was quite a bit shorter than Arthur.

When they reached the man, Arthur handed him a card. Gen glanced at it. Arthur’s neat, block writing filled the small piece of paper. He had been a good, prepared Boy Scout that day.

Gen stood at the top of the stairs, holding Arthur’s elbow and taking a gander at the steps to judge them so she could descend properly. Falling down the stairs arse over belly wouldn’t be dignified or thoroughly respectable at all.

The shorter guy beside Arthur sucked in a deep breath. His voice boomed across the lobby of the Louvre, startling Gen a little. “His Lordship Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, and—”

Gen expected her own lowly, commoner name to be read next. Whatevs.

“—Her Grace Genevieve Ward, the Duchess of Dover and Landsdown, QC.”

Gen choked, trying not to guffaw.

As they floated down the stairs, she snorted and asked, “Gave me a promotion, did you?”

He shrugged, “No one listens to these things. You should have heard some of the pranks we pulled when we were lads. When we were in school, Maxence was escorting Friederike von Hannover to a wedding or something, and he had them introduced as, ‘Lord Ben Dover, the Baron of Boggy Bottom, and the Countess Dixie Normous of Great Tosson.’”

Gen cracked up behind her hand. It was hard to imagine solemn Maxence pulling such a stupid prank. “Oh, my goodness, no.”

“She still talks about it. They’re great friends.”

“I can’t believe that he made some poor man say that out loud.”

“Teenagers are evil beasts.”

“Y’all certainly had more money than sense.”

“Yes, rather so.”

















Lord Richard Fane, the Earl of Devon







LORD Richard Fane, the Earl of Devon, was standing near the huge glass bowls of shrimp and ice and other hors d’oeuvres when Maxence Grimaldi, the son of an old friend of his, approached him.

Maxence was dressed in a black tuxedo with no honors or sashes, so he evidently hadn’t given up his pretensions of the priesthood yet, the poor sod. Well, the boy would learn soon enough.

“Hello, Richard!” Maxence called over the crowd, swimming his way through the press of humanity toward him. “I’d like you to meet two very good friends of mine, Genevieve Ward and Arthur Finch-Hatten.”

Richard shook hands all around. Maxence had always been a good lad, a little high-spirited, but good-hearted. He probably had decent friends, Richard hoped.

This Arthur was tall and good-looking, seemed polite. The girl, Gen, was absolutely gorgeous, and she seemed one of their sort, refined. He liked that.

Maxence held the new chap’s shoulder and chirped, “Arthur has a bit of a matter coming before the House of Lords committee that you sit on. I’d appreciate it if you’d hear him out.”

Richard sipped his drink and settled in. Maxence’s father had been an absolute gentleman, and Richard would keep an open mind for his son in honor of their long friendship.

In the end, it seemed like a very logical case of primogeniture. Richard wasn’t sure why it was even being tried, but he assured them of his vote.

Such traditions must be maintained, or else chaos would reign.

















The Baroness Hazel Honeycutt







THE Baroness Hazel Honeycutt, a life peer in the House of Lords as a Law Lord and Vice-President of the football club Arsenal, was sipping gin and bitters at the bar with a couple of friends when she saw Casimir van Amsberg shuffling through the crowd toward her.

This could turn out to be a pleasant evening after all. She smiled at him. He was only a few decades younger than herself, and they’d had pleasant dalliances whenever they’d met at these social events. It had been a few years since she’d last seen him, but what of it?

A woman was trailing behind him, dark-haired, dark-eyed, and voluptuous in a blue Marchesa couture gown and nice jewelry.

Good taste, there.

Well, even the most dedicated of manwhores eventually met their matches. How tragic. She’d enjoyed Cash immensely.

“Casimir!” she greeted him. “It’s been ages.”

“Indeed.” Casimir seized her offered hand and brushed his lips across her knuckles, probably for old times’ sake. That was polite of him. He turned to introduce the girl. “May I present Genevieve Ward, of Serle’s Court Barristers.”

A barrister, then? Hazel prided herself on giving Casimir a taste for the finer things in life, including intelligent women. She could certainly be content with that. “A pleasure to meet you, darling.”

Casimir introduced another fellow who had walked up with him, “And this is Arthur Finch-Hatten, a friend of mine from school.”

“How do you do,” Hazel said, shaking the new arrival’s hand. Finch-Hatten was tall, about as tall as Casimir, which had made for some interesting mountain climbing. His eyes were absolutely entrancing, a silvery shade of blue that made her think of steel and spirits, which was an apt comparison.

If Casimir was off the market with this Genevieve girl, perhaps this new gentleman would be an interesting diversion.

Finch-Hatten said, “How do you do.”

Casimir added, “Genevieve will argue Arthur’s case in front of your House of Lords committee next week.”

Ah, and the plot thickened. Hazel prompted him, “Do tell.”

As Genevieve and Arthur Finch-Hatten laid out their case, Hazel watched the way they interacted, little touches and magnetisms between them.

They were the couple, not the girl and Casimir.

Well, wasn’t that interesting?

Hazel listened to their very obvious case for a few more minutes until she asked Genevieve, the barrister, “Why has this case even been brought before any court or committee? It seems specious.”

“It is,” Gen said, “or it would be, if Arthur’s brother hadn’t built his case on character assassination.”

“And that has stuck because?”

“Well, Arthur’s been a bit of a rake,” the girl admitted.

“Pish.” Hazel waved the insipid argument out of the air like stale smoke. “If our indiscretions disqualified us from our inheritances, the House of Lords would have been empty for generations.”

















Tatiana Butorin of No Noble House Whatsoever







ARTHUR stood at the bar over to the side, sipping a strong vodka tonic and watching the crowd.

Crowds can tell you a lot if you can read them.

The crowd eddied and swirled around the lower lobby of the Louvre museum, as expected. The grand, spiral staircase that people descended after their presentation soared to the glass pyramid and night sky far above.

Wedding guests congregated around the open bars and the tables where the more illustrious members were sitting, paying their dues and being recognized. A white cake that looked inspired by a spun-sugar Gothic cathedral stood far over to one side. Round tables formed rows around the lobby and crowded the balconies above.

A string quartet played music that Arthur probably should know but didn’t.

A couple were making a small commotion as they moved through the crowd, someone unexpected, someone exciting or nefarious. He would keep an eye on that and decide whether they were important.

Arthur knew dozens of people here, perhaps hundreds. Some had greeted him whole-heartedly. Some others had caught his eye and turned away, lest they be linked socially or by certain others who were doubtlessly watching.

The crowd here held much of the world’s wealth, though quietly.

Gatherings like this always drew watchers. He idly wondered who else was there and watching.

A woman leaned against the bar beside him. Arthur waited a beat before he turned to see who it was.

The slim brunette woman smiled at him.

A chill ran down Arthur’s spine.

He grinned and spread his arms. “Tatiana! It’s been ages! How are you?”

Tatiana Butorin smiled a cold grimace that didn’t reach her eyes at all. She fluffed her brown curls. “So nice to see you, Arthur. You don’t visit us for months.”

Her English was unusually bad, but she spoke several other languages fluently and without an accent. “It’s been a trying time at home in London. My brother is suing me for the earldom because I am a drunken degenerate.”

“But you are my favorite drunken degenerate. Was your brother at Le Rosey?” she asked, meaning the boarding school that they had attended most of their childhoods.

“No, Christopher was educated in England.”

“I always liked you, Arthur. We could do something about this brother of yours.”

As much as Arthur would enjoy ending Christopher’s meddling, handing his brother over to the assassins of a Russian bratva, or mafia, was significantly farther than he was willing to go. “He’s not a concern, just a nuisance. Thank you, anyway.”

“If you change mind,” she said, “you know how to call me.”

He certainly did. “Thank you, again. It’s nice to have friends looking after you.”

“And nice to have friends like you, Arthur. Say, I would like introduction to friend of yours, Donovan Hamnet. He is here tonight, I think.”

Donovan Hamnet was the heir to an English dukedom and very senior in the British ministry that regulated the oil industry in the North Sea. “I saw him at the bar, earlier. Let’s see if we can find him, shall we?” He offered her his elbow.

Tatiana slid her hand under Arthur’s elbow, a cool, smooth motion like a snake coiling around his arm. “That would be lovely, Arthur. It is good favor. I knew I could count on you. Hot chocolate is thicker than water, da?”

Another reference to the Le Rosey boarding school. Tatiana was laying the loyalty on thick that evening.

“Pleased to be of service,” Arthur said. He dropped his voice and murmured near her ear, “You’ll refer to him as ‘your lordship’ or “my lord.’ He’s very proper about these things.”

“Oh, you Englishmen and your titles. Russia is better. I am Mrs. Tatiana Butorin of No Noble House Whatsoever.”

Arthur laughed. “Of course, you are.”

Tatiana Butorin was a Pakhan, a Godfather, so to speak, of the Moscow-based Russian mafia organization, the Solntsevskaya Bratva. She wielded far more power than any English nobleman. Her brother Dima had been the Pakhan before her, but when he had died, she had consolidated power in a breathtakingly violent spasm. Some people thought that Tatiana’s husband was the real mastermind, but they were wrong. He enforced Tatiana’s commands.

Tatiana winked at Arthur. The effect should have been impish if he didn’t know that her mercurial temper could flare at any moment about anything. She said, “And we keep it that way, don’t we, Arthur?”

“As you wish. Let’s go meet Donovan Hamnet.”

“After that, I heard Maxence Grimaldi is here, too. I remember him from school. It’s so nice that he wants to be a priest. I get his blessing.”

“He hasn’t been ordained yet.”

“We real Russians are devout Christians, even though we are Russian Orthodox, of course, not Roman Catholic. Only Communists were atheists, and we are not Communists.”

No, the Russian bratvas practiced a most brutal form of Ayn Rand-style capitalism where the strong consolidated their power by ransacking the weak or poor for as much as they could take. The bratvas surely weren’t anywhere near the left, socialist side of the political spectrum with its pity for the poor. “I know how very pious you are.”

“I so impressed with Maxence. I want his blessing even if he not a priest yet.”

“I’m sure he’d be happy to see you again. Ah, here’s Donovan Hamnet.”

Arthur would include this meeting of the head of a Russian bratva with one of Britain’s most influential regulators in his report for his masters that he would write tomorrow.

Any time Russian oligarchs met with members of Her Majesty’s government, it was cause for concern, and doubly so if it concerned oil.

















Lord Ewan Caine, the Baron of Dillington







LORD Ewan Caine, the Baron of Dillington and a life peer in the House of Lords for his distinguished service as CEO of the international banking firm Huntington, was shoving canapés in his mouth from a large, terraced banquet.

He hadn’t had more than a few grams of carbohydrate for months.

The crackers and pastries melted into sugar in his mouth. The glucose hit his bloodstream in a rush, and his head floated in the quiet music from the string quartet.

He gobbled another cracker, one topped with a slice of salmon, hoping that the protein from the fish would delay the inevitable blood sugar crash.

The crisp pastry underneath it shattered in his mouth, and he washed it down with champagne so sweet that he groaned. His doctor had also forbidden alcohol, and just one glass of champagne had set off this bubbly-fueled carb binge.

Beside him, someone cleared their throat.

He looked up, his head swimming in the air. “Yes?”

“Ewan,” a beautiful brunette said, smiling at him.

Her face shimmered and cleared in his vision, and he recognized Christine Grimaldi, always a vision of delight. He gently took her hand and tried to neither stumble nor spray crumbs at her. “Christine, my darling. What a lovely wedding this is, isn’t it?”

“I think it’s lovely.”

“Will I be attending one for you, soon?”

She laughed. “Oh, I don’t think so. Married to the violin and all that. Say, a friend of mine is having a spot of trouble in the House of Lords. Would you be so kind as to hear him out?”

Two people joined her, and Ewan worked hard to focus his eyes. The man seemed a few decades or so younger than himself, a big guy, pale eyes.

The tall Amazon of a woman, however, was curved in all the right places.

The sugar spun in Ewan’s head, and he nearly giggled at her perfection.

Ewan might listen to her for an hour or so, just out of politeness, of course. He glanced around for his lady wife, but she seemed to be off talking to some friends around the bar.

Christine introduced Genevieve Ward and Arthur Finch-Hatten, Lord Severn. Ewan settled in to cozy up to his new friends as Ms. Grimaldi floated off to discuss something with someone. “So what is this spot of trouble, hmmm?”

The woman, Genevieve, said, “It’s almost nothing that we should need to discuss, but Arthur’s younger brother is suing him for his inheritance.”

“Appalling.” Ewan had heard of the case and Lord Severn. He moved closer to Ms. Ward’s zaftig magnificence.

Her lovely brown eyes widened. “It is. I’m shocked that we even have to defend it and that it’s gone as far as the House of Lords Committee for Privileges.”

“Why, I’m on that committee,” Ewan said, picking up his cue.

She leaned toward him just a bit, her scrumptious cleavage just a bit more on display. “And we’ll be arguing in front of your committee sometime soon. I’d appreciate it if you could read our brief with an open mind.”

The man, Finch-Hatten, tugged on Genevieve Ward’s arm trying to pull her back from where she stood nearly bosom to nose with Ewan, who was positively entranced with her.

Finch-Hatten tried to pull her away again.

Miss Genevieve Ward shot Finch-Hatten a glare that would have peeled paint.

Ewan decided right then that he liked her. Feisty women were his favorites, even if they were taken. Flirting with her right in front of Finch-Hatten—who was taller, younger, better-looking, and richer than Ewan—was particularly flattering to his carb-stoned ego. He knew that he was being manipulated, but he didn’t have to hate it.

Ewan said to Miss Ward, “My dear, I will follow you anywhere. You can count on my vote in this matter.”

















Wulfram von Hannover and Ms. Rae Stone







“YOU didn’t need to do that,” Arthur muttered, handing Gen another glass of white wine at the bar over on the side of the packed wedding reception.

Gen chuckled at his scowl. “I’ve played the Trollop Card plenty of times at work. Octavia taught me everything I know.”

His voice dropped lower. “We’ll get the votes we need without such theatrics. It’s unseemly.”

“I think you didn’t like me flirting with him,” she said, glancing around the crowded ballroom to identify their next target.

“I didn’t,” Arthur growled. He looped his arm around her waist and pulled her tightly against his chest. He wrapped her free arm around his waist, too, and she clung to him, squeezing. He said, “I didn’t like it at all.”

A deep, male voice from behind them said, “Severn!”

Gen twisted in Arthur’s arms, careful with her wine glass and her elbow in the packed room.

Another tall, tall man was standing there. He was blond, and even in the dim light, Gen could see that his eyes were a deep sapphire blue.

Gen just bet that he was another mutant-alien-guy from that boarding school again.

The auburn-haired woman holding onto his arm was right around Gen’s height, plus or minus a bit depending on their shoes, and they stared straight into each other’s eyes. Her blue dress was about the color of the guy’s eyes, and her jewelry was magnificent, right down to the glittering tiara she wore in her hair.

Seriously, a tiara. Gen should have made Arthur and Graham find her a tiara in that mess of jewelry.

Arthur released Gen gently enough that she stepped backward without falling into anybody. He stuck out his hand to shake. “Wulfram!” 

“Arthur,” the blond guy said. “So good of you to come. May I present my very dear friend, Ms. Rae Stone. Rae, this is Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn.”

The redhead stuck out her hand to Gen. “Howdy.”

The woman’s Western American accent was like sweet, nourishing honey to Gen’s Texan ears.

She grabbed the woman’s hand and pulled her in for a hug. “Howdy!” Her Texas accent bloomed like the desert after rain. “Oh my Lawd! It’s so good to hear someone talk normal-like!”

The woman laughed a hearty, full-throated laugh and bobbled back and forth, hugging Gen. “Nice to meet-cha.”

Arthur laughed and said over the giggling, “Wulfram, may I present my very dear friend, Ms. Genevieve Ward. Gen, this is Wulfram von Hannover, the older brother of the bride and my old friend from school.”

See? They did know each other from that weirdo school that turned out the six-feet-four demi-gods. Yep.

Gen looked up at him. “Nice to meet-cha.”

He tilted his head. “The pleasure is all mine, Genevieve. Rae, can you breathe?”

“I’m fine,” she said. To Gen, “We have to keep in touch.”

“Oh goodness, yes.” They let each other go and talked for a few minutes, too few, before the guy motioned to someone else. “We should go pay our respects. Do stop by the place sometime. We have some financial matters to discuss.”

“Yes, I probably should,” Arthur said.

Wulfram Hannover and Rae Stone threaded into the crowd.

Arthur watched them go. “Well, that was fascinating.”

“She had a tiara,” Gen said to him. “I want a tiara. Do earls get tiaras?”

He laughed. “You noticed that, too, did you? Yes, the lady was certainly wearing one of his family’s tiaras, with all that entails. There is a tiara or two in the Finch-Hatten family. Perhaps next time.”

“Do you have a crown?” Gen asked him.

“A coronet,” Arthur said. “Earls wear coronets, silver with eight strawberry leaves and silver balls or pearls. They’re only worn when one is made an earl or at a sovereign’s coronation. It’s hideous. And heavy.”

Gen looked over the crowd. “Maxence’s brother is waving us over,” she said. “I think Pierre has found our next victim, I mean, the last member of the committee whom we ought to schmooze tonight.”

















Lord David Sumner, the Baron of Corwyn 







LORD David Sumner was the Earl of Corwyn, but he sat in the House of Lords as the Baron Sumner because he had been given a life peerage in recognition for his advances in cancer research that had saved thousands of lives in the UK alone.

At the moment, Lord Corwyn was huddling as far behind the starter buffet as he could manage.

So many people packed the ballroom. So many.

It had been a mistake to accept the invitation. When the formal wedding invitation had arrived, David had been a bit flattered to be invited. He was distantly related to Wulfram von Hannover through King Charles II, and he and Wulfram had been friendly at school in Switzerland.

David and Pierre didn’t speak, ever.

Evidently, Friederike had remembered him, and he had thought that a wedding might be a nice change from his daily pace from his home to his university laboratory at Cambridge.

He didn’t even like going to the House of Lords for votes and other business, but it was his duty.

Now that David had arrived at the wedding and was barricaded in the lobby area of the Louvre, it all seemed like such a spectacular mistake.

So many people. He had seen so few friends that he had known from school. He had been hoping for a Le Rosey reunion of sorts, someplace quieter.

The crowd clustered closer.

Pierre Grimaldi, the groom of the evening, stepped out of the scrum and waved to David.

David exhaled so hard that he wilted. He waved back. “Pierre! Good to see you!”

Pierre trotted over and shook his hand. “I say, David, splendid of you to come.”

Was it David’s imagination or longing, or did Pierre’s hand linger in his for a moment longer than was necessary?

It didn’t matter. Pierre had just married Friederike, the younger sister of their friend Wulfram von Hannover. Surely Pierre wouldn’t want to rekindle their old affair.

Right?

Not that David was looking to, either. He was carrying on a torrid relationship with a French tutor back at Cambridge.

After the way it had ended with Pierre, David wasn’t sure that his poor heart could handle another encounter with the notorious Rat Mongrel. “Thanks, old chum. It’s been years.”

“I say, do you remember Arthur Finch-Hatten, Lord Severn, from school? He is friends with my brother.”

“A bit,” David said.

A tall man, even taller than Pierre, stepped out of the crowd behind him and smiled at David.

His eyes were even more stunning than David remembered, that dark blue ring around his pupils that were such a light gray that they almost shone silver. Arthur had been several years behind them in school, so he must be twenty-nine or so now, a nice age for a man. He’d filled out since David had last seen him as a lanky teenager.

Arthur held out his hand to shake. “Lord Corwyn, so nice to see you again.”

“Arthur, call me David. We’re old friends.”

Arthur had held onto David’s hand even longer than Pierre had, a lingering touch before he let go. “I’m glad you remember me.”

“Likewise,” Arthur said, staring into David’s eyes.

Good Lord, was Pierre trying to set David up?

Perhaps Pierre felt bad after all these years and was trying to make amends, which spoke to David. It was a nice gesture.

As David was involved in that rather steamy relationship with his favorite Frenchman, he couldn’t act on anything with Arthur, of course, but it was nice to be paid attention to.

Arthur introduced a woman who had come up beside him. “This is Genevieve Ward, my barrister.”

David shook her hand. She was a pretty little thing with a nice smile.

Actually, she was a statuesque thing, as he looked up at her, but her eyes crinkled sweetly. David asked, “So why did you bring your barrister to a wedding, Arthur?”

Pierre said, “Genevieve is going everywhere with him these days, David. It seems that Arthur has a bit of a problem that you could help him with.”

Naughty answers sprang to mind, but David remembered who was waiting for him back home. He smiled at Arthur, though. “And what would that be?”

Arthur opened his plush lips and said, “Seems that my brother wants my inheritance.”

“That’s awful.”

“I would say so.” Arthur leaned toward David. “And the case is going to be tried in front of the House of Lords Committee for Privileges.”

So Arthur wasn’t after a piece of David’s rear, but stopping the flirtation now would be rude, wouldn’t it?

David would never be so gauche as to insult a fellow Englishman.

“Why, I sit on that committee,” David said. “Isn’t that a coincidence?”

Pierre laughed. “Oh, David. You always had a delightful sense of humor.”

David turned his back on Pierre Grimaldi, lest he become angry.

Instead, he ran his finger down Arthur’s strong biceps. The fine cloth of the tuxedo coat caught on David’s fingers. “But you were saying, Arthur?”

“That it’s a complicated case.” Arthur watched David’s hand curl around his elbow. “Gen? Would you care to explain the fine details of the case to Lord Corwyn?”

The woman’s dark eyes were flared open with laughter. “You’re doing smashing, Arthur. Doing your part for the cause.”

Arthur bit his lush lip.

David wanted to bite it, too.

Arthur blinked a few times and smiled at David, though not quite as flirtily as before. “And it’s important to discuss the case with the members of the committee so that they understand what’s at stake, nothing less than the inheritance laws of the United Kingdom.”

David smiled at Arthur. It was probably time to let the poor man off the hook.

He patted Arthur’s arm. “That sounds perfectly logical. It’s been lovely talking to you. You have my support. I’m sure you’ll charm your way through the rest of the committee, too.”

















About Arthur







IN the crowd at the wedding reception, near the towering cake, Dieter Schwarz bent toward Wulfram von Hannover, their blond heads almost touching.

Wulfram was behaving oddly, Dieter could see, though he doubted anyone else could. Wulfram kept looking over the crowd and stretching his shoulder.

Dieter scratched the bandage on his arm, a souvenir from that afternoon, and told Wulf in Alemannic, “Tell me what you know about Arthur Finch-Hatten.”

Wulfram stepped back and asked through clenched teeth. “Why?”

That was not the reaction Dieter had been expecting. He touched his ear, ready to circle his people if Wulfram told him that Finch-Hatten was a plant.

Asking for security at the wedding was a perfect way to get inside Wulfram’s perimeter and observe their operation.

Dieter said, “He’s inside the circle. Do I need to take him down?”

“No.” Wulfram frowned. “Probably not. Why is he inside the security cordon?”

“He called me yesterday, asking for security while here and using your name. I checked with Flicka. She vouched for him. Who is he?”

“Flicka only knows him from school and socially.” Wulfram looked over the crowd, scanning. “I can’t imagine why he would need extra security from us.”

“We’re the best.”

Wulfram glanced at him, his dark blue eyes barely squinted at the corners in amusement. “He has other resources, to put it mildly.”

They had been friends for over a decade, as close as brothers. Dieter could read between the lines of what Wulfram was saying better than anyone could. “Where’s his loyalty?”

“He’s British,” Wulfram said. “I’m quite sure of that. He’s perhaps the most loyal subject the Queen has, and if he’s not calling in that cavalry, something is terribly wrong.”

“He said he wanted someone who answers to him alone.”

Wulfram nodded. “Other people’s loyalties may be in question. That’s troubling.”

Great, so Dieter might have unfriendly national intelligence services in the room or even rogue units.

Rogue. Good word. Dieter made a mental note.

Dieter asked, “Do you think he’ll make a move for one of you?”

He meant one of the three primary security subjects: Wulfram, Rae Stone, and Wulfram’s sister Friederike.

Wulfram shook his head. “I can’t believe he would have any interest in us. Indeed, I hold a substantial amount of his money in my investment accounts.”

“So he’s entangled,” Dieter grumbled. “Just great.”

“I’d say he has problems of his own. Be very careful about him, though. Don’t let him have any access at all to your computer or your phone. Don’t let him use your phone to make a quick call because he’s forgotten his. Don’t click any links that come up on your phone screen or in an email while you’re on the same continent with him. Don’t use electronic billing with him, and don’t give him any sort of a network account for payments or anything else. If you do, you’ll never get your network back, even if you think you have.”

Dieter shrugged. “So he’s a hacker.”

Wulfram looked over the crowd. “He’s far more than that. Arthur Finch-Hatten is probably the most dangerous man you’ve ever met.”

















A Countess or a Spy? 







ARTHUR was standing over to the side of the enormous reception in the Louvre, drinking a vodka tonic and watching Gen as she chatted with the slim, blond Friederike von Hannover, the bride that evening. He had introduced them and slipped away when it had become obvious that they didn’t need him around at all.

He didn’t notice Elizabeth until she was right beside him.

“Hello, Arthur,” she said, tucking her hand under his arm.

He didn’t like it when she touched him, but he was too well-trained to recoil. He said, “I’m surprised to see you here.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Arthur could think of several answers that Elizabeth had told him over the years, but he wasn’t sure if any of them were true. “I couldn’t say.”

“Your little barrister has changed.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” he said.

“Look at her, wearing the Marchesa gown with the right bag and shoes and wearing your family jewelry. She’s chatting up the aristocracy as if she belongs here, and her clients are flocking back to her in droves. She’s pretty, successful, and is becoming quite well-connected. It’s almost as if you were grooming her to be a countess.”

Gen? His wife? “We’re helping each other,” Arthur said. “It’s quid pro quo.”

“We never taught you that. They—” She meant the agents that they ran during intelligence operations. “—give us what we need freely, for freedom and democracy, or for tokens of our affection, not for a fair exchange.”

It wasn’t inconceivable that Gen could be a countess. Nothing prevented her from being created a countess, certainly. “She’s a lawyer. Lawyers only do pro bono work for the needy. Everyone else is quid pro quo.”

“She’s had a great influence on you.”

Not that anything should prevent Gen from being created a countess, anyway. “Perhaps.”

“Maybe you are grooming her to be your wife.”

Maybe Gen would make a lovely countess, someday. “Perish the thought.”

Elizabeth lowered her voice. “Have you taught her tradecraft?”

“No.” But he had. Detecting deception. Noticing tails. Manipulating liars.

“Good. If you do marry that half-American lawyer, the deep cover of an unsuspecting spouse is even better than a partner in this life.”

“Your American husband knew about your work.” He didn’t mean Bentley. Bentley was just an associate from the office whom she tapped when she needed an escort for a cover. “Your husband was your partner for years.”

Elizabeth said, “And look where that got him.”

A shallow grave in Afghanistan and an unlabeled star on a wall in Langley, Virginia.

Arthur frowned. “Point taken.”

















Ditching Security 







NEAR midnight, Gen’s feet felt like raw hamburger stuffed in her shoes, and she collapsed on the overstuffed couch in their suite. She groaned, “That was fun.”

“I’ve just texted Pippa to get the car keys. Come on.” Arthur was digging in their luggage and came up with jeans and tee shirts. “Get dressed. We’ve only got a few minutes.”

Gen glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the living room. “It’s after midnight, and you just sent the security guys away.”

“We can’t take Magnus and his associates with us tonight. I want you to meet some of my friends. There’s a dive bar in downtown Paris that I’ve heard has great local beers.”

He tossed a black hoodie sweatshirt to her.

She asked, “Are you serious?”

This didn’t seem safe at all.

















Hoodies in Paris







GEN and Arthur stood on the corner of a small, dark street in Paris.

The cobblestoned avenue was pedestrians only, so they had parked several blocks away and walked over. Buildings stacked with apartments lined both sides of the narrow, winding street. Flowers in window boxes gave off their scent, which mixed with a few people smoking outside.

Gen waited while Arthur adjusted her hoodie sweatshirt. She said, “I feel like a freak.”

“It’s standard operating procedure.” Light from the faraway streetlamp ghosted on the straight line of his nose and one cheekbone under his hood.

He pulled her hood forward, tucking her hair entirely under it and making sure the edges of it stood out around her face like a sunbonnet. Gen had insisted her mother buy her a sunbonnet when she had been a little girl with a Laura Ingalls Wilder obsession.

She said, “We’re adults. We don’t wear hoodies.”

“Also,” he said, talking right over her protestations, “you mustn’t call me by my given name, not even once.”

“You said these guys are your friends.”

“I’ve known them since I was six. They’ll call me Blackjack. That’s not what I’m concerned about.” He turned and started walking.

Gen walked down the narrow street with him, her tennis shoes wobbling on the cobblestones. “You must be kidding me. You have aliases? Code names?”

“Screen names. Think of them as pen names.”

“So your screen name is Blackjack?”

He said, “I have this one, small vice—”

Gen snorted.

“—and that is playing blackjack. We used to count cards together. We still occasionally get a team together and take down a casino if they get sloppy.”

“Why couldn’t I have met them when we got back to London?”

“Everyone is dispersed. We live all over the world.”

“You can’t see them very often if you live all over the place.”

“Every day, usually for hours a day.”

“Whoa. So you play online poker with these guys?”

“We go to Las Vegas or Monaco sometimes.”

“You did not answer the question.”

He tweaked her nose. “And you are becoming much better at detecting evasive answers.”

And that was another non-answer. “So what do I call them?”

“We’ll meet Luftwaffe, Racehorse, and Vlogger One tonight.”

“Do I get a secret screen name?”

He turned toward her, but she still couldn’t see his face in her hood.“We can’t tell them you’re my lawyer. We’ll call you Lara Croft.”

“Doesn’t sound like a very cool nickname.”

“I think it suits you. It’s a character in a very popular computer game.”

“My goodness, Arthur. You’re a computer nerd.”

“Moi? Of course not. I’m the Earl of Severn and a peer of the realm, not to mention every gossip page’s favorite drunken degenerate nobleman.”

“All these code names are weird. Are these guys criminals or something?”

“No.”

“Superheroes,” she dead-panned.

“No!” Arthur kept walking while he laughed.

“Spies?”

“Oh, no, no. Heavens, why would I consort with intelligence officers?” He looked over her head and into the night air, his hands flicking floating dust motes and throwing off every sign of evasion he had taught her. “Don’t be absurd.”

Gen stopped and stared at him. “Are they spies?”

Arthur came back to her. Lamplight shone in his hood enough that she could see that he was frowning. “Don’t mention intelligence agencies. It makes them nervous. Wear these gloves and come on.”

She slipped the leather gloves on her shaking hands. They were thin leather like golf gloves, but black. The middle finger of her right hand felt a little stiff like the glove had some dried stuff on it.

Gen was too polite to mention it.

Arthur was wearing a similar pair of gloves.

She couldn’t figure out how to gracefully ask him what the heck was going on, and she didn’t want to make a scene.

Inside the bar, the very few lights were dimmed until they were only faint spirals in the dark. Blue light glowed on the shelves of bottles behind the bar, but even that was dim fairy light. The back corners of the room were as dark as the night outside.

Arthur scanned the room. “There they are. Come, Lara.”

It was going to take Gen a while to get used to that.

In an especially dark booth at the back of the bar, three people were draped in hoodies. Beer glasses stood in front of them.

They threaded through the bar to the back corner and scooted into the booth.

Arthur made the introductions. “Vlogger One, Racehorse, and Luftwaffe,” he said, pointing to the darknesses inside hoods. They might have been hackers or Sith Lords. “Gang, this is Lara Croft.”

They all chuckled and said their hellos.

So, definitely computer nerds.

Gen said, “Nice to meet y’all.”

Vlogger1 and Luftwaffe leaned forward.

Racehorse, who had been sitting in the darkest corner of the table, reached far across the table and shook Arthur’s hand, a firm, long grip.

“You’re American,” Vlogger1 said to Gen, her voice rising.

“Texan. I’ve lived in London for a couple of years, now.”

Vlogger1 extended her hand to Gen to shake. “No, yeah? Nice to know that Blackjack is honoring the special relationship.”

Even with those few words, Gen could hear that the woman’s accent was a weird mishmash of High Society London and the US West Coast.

“You betcha,” Gen said, shaking her hand. The woman was also wearing a thin leather glove.

Racehorse nodded from within his hood. He was wearing black leather gloves when he lifted his beer and sipped.

Could they be worried about fingerprints?

When Gen sat back, her hand felt different. She stretched her hands, figuring it out.

The dried stuff on her middle finger had evidently rubbed off on Vlogger1’s glove.

Oh how mortifying.

The last person, Luftwaffe, leaned forward but was too far across the table to shake her hand. His dark hood dipped as he said, “Pleasure to meet you.”

He had a British accent, but his vowels were just a little flat. Luftwaffe? Maybe he was German. Made sense.

Racehorse said to Arthur, “So I heard through friends that you’re working on something interesting.”

“Variations found in the wild of some most interesting objects,” he said. “Got them off a French stripper’s rear.”

Gen must be becoming more British because even a few months ago, she would have dropped her jaw and demanded an explanation.

“French?” Luftwaffe asked. “That’s unusual.”

French was the weirdest part of Arthur’s sentence? Really?

The group talked for a while, mostly about politics.

Arthur kept touching her and turning his empty hood toward her so she didn’t feel excluded, but she had no idea what to say. Unsaid undercurrents ran through every sentence.

“The special relationship is strained by current developments,” Racehorse said in a deep, deep voice. “The speech made things a lot worse. The stars were looking down on him.”

Arthur nodded. “The special relationship is under scrutiny at Vauxhall, too. The official channels are silent. We’re getting no guidance.”

Racehorse’s hood nodded.

Vlogger1 said, “At least we can still keep up the fight, even if it’s unofficially.”

Luftwaffe said, “The anciens always do.”

Arthur raised his beer. “To hot chocolate being thicker than water.”

They all laughed and clinked their beers together.

A lank of long, blue hair slipped out of Vlogger1’s hood. Gen tapped her own shoulder, and Vlogger1 tucked it back and then kept her head lower for the rest of the evening.

They didn’t chat long, just one beer, and then Arthur said, “Lara, shall we?”

Who was Lara?

Oh. Right. Gen was Lara Croft. “So nice to meet all of you.”

















What Arthur Hasn’t Told Her







AS they were driving back to their hotel, the Parisian streets only sparsely dotted with people or other cars’ headlights cutting through the late night, Gen considered what to say to Arthur and how to say it.

Everything that she thought of to say felt wrong.

All of it felt too American and un-British.

So, you’re totally a spy.

Who do you spy for?

Do you spy spyily for the spying spy-spies, spy?

So very wrong.

Arthur pulled over to the side of the road. He flipped on the dome light inside the car and, holding his hand down low between the two bucket seats, peeled something that looked like rubber cement off his glove near his wrist. He examined the flexible strip swaying in the breeze of the air conditioning vents, and then smoothed it onto a piece of paper. He folded that up and tucked it into his wallet.

Gen turned her right hand over and peered at the middle finger. Traces of something that looked like rubber cement or dried snot clung to the leather, but most of the stiff stuff was gone.

So that was how the spies passed spy things to each other, and Gen had given something to Vlogger1.

She peeled off the gloves.

Arthur reached overhead and clicked off the dome light.

The headlight beams shone down the road, skimming over the flat cobblestones and touching shop signs, but he hadn’t put the car in drive yet.

Now or never.

She asked Arthur, “What haven’t you told me?”

He had pushed back his hood. The wan reflections from the headlights and the car’s instrument panel lit up his face just enough that she could see him blink several times.

He reached over, took her hand, and rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb.

“I haven’t told you that I love you,” Arthur said, his voice hoarse in the dark, “but I do. I love you more than anything else in my life. These last few months, you’ve become everything to me. I don’t want to miss even a day with you. I’ve been skiving off work to have lunch with you for months. I’ve been pressuring charities for invitations to events that I’ve never attended before so that you would have to go with me and I could hold you in my arms for our one waltz. I’ve introduced you to everyone in my life who is important to me. I love you, and I can’t live without you anymore.”

Gen stared out the front windshield, dust motes and moths sparkling in the headlights.

She hadn’t expected that.

The darkness sheltered them, making the car a small haven of safety.

Gen turned her hand over under his and held on. A rock of fear lodged in her chest, but she pushed against it.

She did, God help her. She did love him. She’d been falling for him for months, although she had called it something else the whole time.

She drew a ragged breath in and said, “I love you, too.”

“Gen,” he breathed, the pale light shimmering on his face and in his eyes, “Genevieve, marry me.”

Tears burned under her eyelids. It was too sudden, but the Earl of Givesnoidiots wouldn’t do anything the conventional way.

Gen said, “Yes.”

Arthur leaned across the gear shift and kissed her.

He drove her back to the hotel as fast as was safe, dropped the car with the concierge, and when they were back in the suite, he carried her toward the couch, his arms under her back and knees.

“The bed,” Gen whispered to him.

“Are you sure?” he breathed, his forehead resting on the side of her head.

She tightened her arms around his neck. “I want to sleep next to you.”

“Amber,” he whispered, “and red.”

She nodded. She knew the safewords. She knew that she was in control and that he would stop if she said them.

He carried her to the bed and undressed her, stripping his clothes off in a rush but tugging her jeans and hoodie sweatshirt gently away from her skin. He was looking at her from her toes to her eyes like he couldn’t get enough of her.

“Gen,” he whispered as he slid onto the sheets beside her.

She touched his face, his cheek sandy even though he had shaved before they went down to the wedding reception. “Arthur.”

His hand slid from her shoulder, around her breast, and down her hip. His wide-open eyes were more vulnerable than she had ever seen them. “I love you. I’ve wanted to say it for so long.”

“I love you, too. I didn’t know how to say it.”

“I love you,” he murmured, his skin sliding on hers as he pressed inside her. He wrapped her arm more tightly around his neck. “I haven’t told you because I didn’t know how to say it. I’ve never said it before. I’ve never felt it before. I didn’t know how. I don’t know when to say it. I just know that I do.”

“I love you,” she gasped, as her body opened to him.

“My love,” he sighed as he flowed above and into her.

“I love you, always,” she whispered, arching to meet him.

“Gen,” he breathed as he moved in her, “Genevieve, my love. Marry me.”

“Yes, Arthur, yes,” she cried, clinging to him as the world slipped away and waves ran up her spine and over her skin.

His body pulsed inside her, and she hung on, holding him, with his arms around her, cradling her to his body.

















In Bed, Alone 







THE next morning, Gen woke up in the white expanse of the hotel bed alone.

She jumped, panicking.

The sheets grabbed her ankle, and she stumbled, staggering across the room.

There was a silver tray on the nightstand with a note that read, Saying good-bye to friends over breakfast. Didn’t want to wake you. Plane will leave for home in a few hours. Come down to the patisserie on the corner to meet us or order room service. Back soon.

It was only after she’d showered, eaten breakfast from room service, and drunk the entire carafe of coffee by herself that she realized the real problem.

The night before, Arthur had told her that he loved her and had proposed, but he hadn’t answered her question about what he hadn’t told her.

The following morning, it didn’t matter anymore.

She knew what Arthur hadn’t told her, and she wished to heaven that she didn’t know.

















Octavia’s Texts







A few hours later, Arthur’s silver dart of an airplane streaked over the English Channel toward London. Traces of clouds scratched the blue of the sky as they soared.

As Gen was leaning against Arthur on one of the couches along the side of the plane with his arms wrapped around her, Arthur whispered, asking her what kind of engagement ring she wanted, a wholly new one or something from the Spencer House collection?

Gen didn’t know. She couldn’t imagine.

She had never thought about it before.

He whispered, “We’ll go to Spencer House next weekend. We’ll look at the rings and the stones there, and if you don’t see something you like, we’ll fly back to Paris as soon as we can, next weekend. I know a jeweler there who is phenomenal. He’s an artist. He’ll make something as unique and beautiful as you are.”

Gen had snuggled in his arms the whole way back.

Maxence had watched them, smiling kindly. With that warm smile on his plush lips and peace in his dark eyes, Gen could see that Maxence might make a good priest. He had a flight scheduled from London back to Africa the next morning.

She basked in the warmth of Arthur’s body, a nuclear furnace under his clothes.

After they landed at Luton Airport in London, Gen stumbled down the staircase to the tarmac, tapping her phone to flip it back to regular mode. The sun shone down, a warm summer afternoon. The summer sun heated the top of her head.

Her phone connected to the cellular towers.

Notifications scrolled across the top of her phone.

None were from her mother’s nursing home, thank goodness. Gen would run right over there that afternoon. Sunday was a regular visiting day.

A text from Octavia popped up.

And another.

And another.

Oh shoot.

Gen thumbed them.

Octavia had texted:

Where the heck are you? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you! House of Lords hearing for the Finch-Hatten case will begin MONDAY MORNING at NINE SHARP.

THAT’S TOMORROW.

Where are you why aren’t you answering my texts or calls or emails or chats or PMs? Get your rear to the office right now!

Gen PUPIL Ward get your PUPIL rear to the office now!

Gen texted Octavia that she was on her way to the office and grabbed Arthur’s hand. “Come on. It’s tomorrow. The House of Lords has scheduled the hearing for tomorrow. We need to prepare. Sweet baby Goodness and all the angels in Heaven. We need to go, now.”

















Going to War







MONDAY morning at fifteen minutes before nine o’clock, Gen was hurrying to the committee chamber in the Palace of Westminster. The Palace was more commonly known as the Houses of Parliament, though the building housed much more than the House of Lords and the House of Commons.

She had dithered for an hour before she had left whether to wear a skirt suit or a pantsuit to the hearing in front of the very conservative lords and ladies of the committee. An hour. At three in the morning.

In the end, she opted for the pantsuit and held her head up high as she strode through the committee rooms building, toting a rolling file box stuffed full of evidence and pre-printed motions and anything else she thought might ever, conceivably, come up.

Gen and Octavia had packed the rolling cart that morning in a last-minute strategy meeting at five o’clock A.M.

The whole time, Octavia had chanted, “We must arrive early. ‘Whoever is first in the field and awaits the coming of the enemy, will be fresh for the fight; whoever is second in the field and has to hasten to battle will arrive exhausted.’ So we will arrive early.”

Gen arrived early.

They were dang ready for this.

She was going to war.

Pippa had driven her to the Palace of Westminster, and she had immediately consulted her phone for an interior map so she wouldn’t get lost. The Victoria Tower loomed at one end of the huge building, which was a fireproof behemoth that held the records of the Empire.

The Elizabeth Tower that housed Big Ben, the clock, stood at the other end of the palace.

Arthur was standing by the large, wooden door in the wide hallway, leaning against the wall, staring at his phone.

Gen raised her hand in greeting, stretching her legs to cover the thick carpet as she strode toward him. “Arthur! Good. I just saw Octavia. She’s two minutes behind me in a cab. We’re all here, and we’re all ready. This is going to be a total victory. It’s going to be a blasted slaughter. We’re going to go in there with our briefs and our mountains of evidence and argue the pants off those jerks.”

Arthur raised his head from where he looked at his phone. His face was perfectly impassive, but his stormcloud gray eyes were so stunned that they seemed blank.

He said, “We’ve had a problem.”

















Hide







ARTHUR walked out of the committee room into the hallway of the Palace of Westminster. Gen was walking ahead of him, pulling that file case behind her. The wheels left tracks on the plush carpeting.

His brother, Christopher Finch-Hatten, emerged from the committee chambers behind him.

Christopher called out, “Sorry that happened to you, old chap. Seems that someone found some naughty pictures. Such a shame.”

Arthur turned, grabbed Christopher’s suit jacket, and propelled him back against the wall, slamming him against the wood paneling that extended above even their heads.

To anyone looking on, it would appear that Arthur was threatening Christopher. That was for the best.

Arthur stared Christopher straight in his eyes and whispered, “You need to take your family and go to the US or Africa. Releasing those photographs was the most stupid thing you’ve ever done. Where the heck did you get them, anyway?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Christopher said, pushing at Arthur but unable to break his hold. “I didn’t have anything to do with those photographs.”

“Louder,” Arthur hissed at him and stepped back, giving Christopher room.

“I didn’t have anything to do with those photographs!” Christopher yelled at him.

“Good.” Arthur grappled Christopher, pulling him closer and practically putting him in a headlock with his arm around Christopher’s neck, holding Christopher’s ear close to his mouth. “With luck, some of them might believe you. Now take your wife and your daughters and go somewhere far away. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going. Get a new cell phone. Don’t access your email from wherever you are.”

“I can’t do that,” Christopher broke Arthur’s hold and shoved him backward. “I’m a doctor!”

“You’ve embarrassed all those people in those photographs,” Arthur said, keeping his voice low. “They’ll come after you for causing them to lose face. They’ll kill you and your family. The girls, Christopher. For the love of God, think of the girls. All the people in those photos, they know they were played. They know what I am.”

Christopher’s pale eyes widened, and he shook his fist, threatening violence. “Everyone knows what you are. You’re a rich jerk who uses England’s money to gallivant about with dictators and terrorists. You’re a traitor.”

Arthur growled, “They’re going to come after me, you jerk, and they’re going to come after you. I’m trying to save your life and your family’s. Run now. Go into hiding, you insufferable prat.”

















Treason 







GEN sat with Arthur on the living room couch in his penthouse apartment.

Outside the glass wall and over the balcony, Hyde Park rolled out far below them, turning green with new spring growth, and the city of London spread to the horizon.

Arthur had told the staff to go home, so they were alone in the sprawling apartment. Even Pippa and Mr. Fothergill were gone.

Arthur sat on the other end of the couch, his head in his hands, staring at the floor.

Curse him.

Ruckus lay at Arthur’s feet, his worried eyes twitching as he looked between the two of them.

When Arthur had shown her what was on his phone’s screen, Gen had marched into that committee room and asked for a continuance until the next week.

Some developments in the case, she had said. Some problems.

Understatement of the year.

The committee, all the people she had met over the last week—David Sumner, Hazel Honeycutt, Ewan Caine, Josceline Bazalgette, Andrew Butterfield, and the rest of them—had fidgeted in their office chairs at the long tables built in a square, looking at each other, confused.

They hadn’t seen the newspapers yet.

Not the gossip pages. The “problem” wasn’t way back in the gossip pages.

The front page of the newspapers had picked it up.

At the committee meeting, while Gen had begged for a continuance, Christopher and his barrister had sat at the other table and stared straight ahead at the art nailed ten feet up on the walls, smirking.

Christopher’s barrister had argued against the continuance, stating that they were ready to go and that Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten had cleared his busy calendar this week. It was an imposition and unfair for him to close his practice for weeks on end due to the defense not anticipating developments in the case. Patients’ lives might be endangered if Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten were not allowed to practice.

Gen pointed out that Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten was employed primarily by the National Health Service and many other plastic surgeons could cover his caseload of matrons and gents with dodgy moles or bags under their eyes.

Finally, the committee chairwoman, the Baroness Hazel Honeycutt, who was the Law Lord they had met at the wedding in Paris, had scowled and told everyone to meet back there on Wednesday to continue the case.

Not a week. Wednesday.

In less than forty-eight hours, the committee would reconvene to hear the case.

They needed a plan in place with documentation before that.

Gen punched a pillow on the couch. She said to Arthur, “Tell me they’re photoshopped.”

Arthur shook his head. He hadn’t said much since she’d found him assaulting Christopher outside the committee chamber and pulled him off.

She said, “Tell me they’re actors or comedians doing impersonations.”

He shook his head again.

“Tell me they’re old chums from school.” Although most of the other people in the photos were decades older than Arthur.

“No,” he croaked, his voice hoarse. “I got access to them through connections made at Le Rosey.”

Gen stared at the pictures on her phone.

The tabs showed twenty-three separate pictures. All of them had Arthur sitting with some of the most ruthless, evil people of the last decade, smiling and drinking.

In one photograph, Arthur was smoking a cigarette.

Gen said, “I didn’t know you smoked.”

He shrugged. “I don’t. You say yes. Whatever they offer, you always say yes.”

In another picture, Arthur was laughing with a terrorist mastermind whom Gen recognized from the TV news. He had been called the very personification of pure evil by the talking heads.

In yet another picture, Arthur was eating a meal with a South American dictator known for his brutality toward his own people. He had wiped out whole villages for their inconvenience when he wanted to build oil pipelines, and he had machine-gunned impoverished children to show that his administration was reducing the number of slums.

Arthur was posed with a glass of wine in his hand, saluting the horrible man and laughing.

Gen asked, “Can you explain this one?”

Arthur glanced at it. “It was necessary.”

“How could this be necessary?”

Arthur combed his hair away from his face with his fingers. “It’s not what I drank in his house, and it’s not what I said. It’s what I left behind.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There was new information about his activities after that picture was taken. He also allowed NGO aid groups into the country. Maxence went in with his group. It saved lives.”

“You need to tell me, right now, if you’re working for the CIA or MI6 or whatever.”

Arthur touched the skin below one silver-blue eye and then his ear. “Of course not. I’m just a drunken degenerate nobleman,” he gestured at the ceiling and walls, “who parties so heartily that it ends up in the tabloid pages. I’m absolutely nothing more.”

Gen got it. Other people might be looking through the windows or listening through hidden microphones.

She grabbed her phone and texted, Can we text?

Arthur flinched when his phone buzzed and read her text off the screen. He shook his head and said, “Worse.”

Dang it. She wasn’t good at this covert stuff.

“We have to talk about it,” she told him. “We have to plan for how to defend your case. Can I say that it’s all lies?”

“You could say that.”

Another non-answering answer, and he still wasn’t looking at her. No eye contact was a huge poker tell for him. He must know his silvery eyes were striking, and he used them whenever he wanted to flirt or influence people.

Gen said, “I’m detecting deception, here.”

Arthur smiled, but pain creased the skin between his eyebrows. “You learned that well.”

“This is isn’t just a lawsuit anymore, Arthur. They’re accusing you of treason.”

He nodded.

“They’ll arrest you and put you in prison for the rest of your life.”

He nodded again.

“These pictures show that you’re a traitor,” she said, trying to provoke him into an answer, any answer. “It looks like you betrayed Britain and the free world and democracy and everything that you said is important to you.”

He shook his head.

“What am I supposed to tell the House of Lords committee?”

“It doesn’t matter what you tell them. They can’t vote for our side. They can’t be seen voting for our side.”

So all that shmoozing at the wedding and the dinner at Spencer House was all for naught as far as the committee’s votes were concerned. Great. “But you didn’t do it.”

He shrugged.

“Tell me if you did it!”

He shrugged again, and his sigh sounded exhausted.

“I can’t defend you if you won’t talk to me!”

He said, “I understand.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I need to think about what to do, Gen.”

“Talk to me.”

He gestured to the windows, the ceiling, and the walls. “I can’t.”

Gen stood up and jammed her fists on her hips. “Fine. Then I have to go to the office. Maybe Octavia has some ideas on how to contain this fiasco. Come on, Ruckus.”

The dog followed her, his leash in his mouth, as Gen grabbed her briefcase and wished like mad there was some way to slam an elevator door.

In the elevator, she jabbed the ground floor button extra hard with her finger, but the doors slid closed like normal.

Dang it.

Treason.

Ruckus sat at her feet and whined. He liked his lead fastened just in case he lost his mind and tried to run off. She crouched to clip the leash on his collar.

Of all the possibilities—treason.

By having Gen wear those gloves with the sticky garbage on them, Arthur had used her to pass something to ostensibly American people in that dark bar in Paris. Using very clandestine methods, he had gotten something in return.

They had said they were American.

That didn’t mean trash.

They could have been Russian or Serbian or French or working for absolutely anyone, including terrorists or any other country or organization in the world.

Good thing that everything that had happened that whole night was probably covered under attorney-client privilege so she wouldn’t have to testify against Arthur for treason.

















Gossip







GEN strode into Serle’s Court Barristers with Ruckus trotting beside her and made a beeline for Octavia’s office. She put Ruckus in her office where she had a little blanket-bed for him because they usually took an office break during their long weekend walks.

“Octavia, I don’t know what to do,” Gen said as she pushed open the door. “My own dang client won’t talk to me.”

“No, but he’ll forget you, won’t he?” Octavia asked, her face immobile with rage. She was staring at the computer that perched on her enormous, ornate desk that looked like a church altar.

Okay, granted, Octavia’s immobile-with-rage face was dang close to her usual immobile-with-Botox face, but Gen could tell that Octavia was flaming mad.

Gen asked, “What’s going on?”

“Haven’t checked your intra-office email yet, have you?”

“Kind of busy with the my-client-committed-treason thing,” Gen said.

Octavia spun her laptop around. “One of the senior barristers found this on YouTube this morning. You were in public and had no expectation of privacy.”

Shaky cell-phone footage filled the laptop screen. From how pixelated it was, the footage appeared to be zoomed from across a room.

Actually, the footage had been filmed not in a room, but a restaurant.

Lee and Rose were sitting in chairs, and Gen was almost facing the person who had filmed them eating lunch.

Subtitles at the bottom read, Yeah, I banged him.

Panic flashed through Gen, blasting her face with fire. “I can explain.”

But she couldn’t explain, other than the obvious.

The subtitles changed to, I can tell you that he’s six-four and his shoes look like liferafts, but he’s not proportional.

Nope.

Bigger.

Octavia sneered, “How on Earth can you explain divulging the size of your client’s todger?”

Gen shrugged. “Well, it’s not slander.”

“Genevieve!”

This was the least of her worries right now. “And it’s not about the case. It’s not covered by attorney-client privilege. I’d have been in hot water if I’d have told them the size of his bank accounts, not his shoe size.”

“But it wasn’t his shoe size, was it? It was a personal matter that could only be explained if you were sleeping with him. Now, when I tell the other senior barristers that you aren’t him, they will rightly scoff at me.”

Gen sighed. “I’ll send a takedown notice to YouTube.”

“That will not begin to staunch the bleeding.”

“I know.”

“I’ll start asking around at other chambers for a third six-month pupillage. I had such high hopes for you, Gen, but third-sixers don’t take silk, and they aren’t named as judges.”

She would be a low-ranking ambulance-chaser for the rest of her days, if she even got a third six-month pupillage.

Gen sucked up the tears that threatened to burn her eyes. “I know.”

She knew too well.

Oh goodness.

She had done the math a thousand times. If she had to do a third six-month underpaid pupillage, her mother would have to be moved to a cheaper nursing home.

Asking Arthur for financial help would be fruitless and cruel. His finances were spelled out in her court documentation. Now that he was almost certainly going to lose the case, he was going to lose absolutely everything. That other “pittance” that he had finally divulged really was a pittance, though he didn’t know what its current value was. It wouldn’t support a middle-class lifestyle for even a year, and Arthur probably didn’t have any real skills or career.

She assumed their engagement was off. She couldn’t imagine a wedding at all anymore, not if he wouldn’t even talk to her about the pictures that appeared to show him committing treason.

No bank would loan Gen money for her mother’s healthcare expenses. Credit cards wouldn’t be enough. Her mother’s house was nearly upside-down in her mortgage, so selling that wouldn’t help.

Gen couldn’t keep her mother at home because Gen needed that third six-month pupillage desperately. If she didn’t become a barrister at all, thousands of pounds would be wasted between the bar course and her undergraduate education, and most of that had to be paid back to the government in loans or to her mother’s accounts.

Gen made it back to her office and closed her door before she wrapped her arms around Ruckus’s neck and sobbed into his white fur.

Ruckus licked her tears with his soft, doggie tongue and leaned against her shoulder.

















Settle It #1







ARTHUR sat in his computer cave, leaning back in his chair. The sheer curtains fluttered over the windows, even though those floor-to-ceiling panes were triple-glazed and coated with odd chemicals that the SIS had supplied.

The computer screens looming over the desk were dark. Even his phone was face-down.

Gen would break up with him at the first opportunity. Of course, she would. Who could stand beside a traitor, and a destitute traitor at that?

Nothing in England would keep him here. He could take Ruckus with him. That was a small comfort, but it was a comfort on an otherwise very cold day.

The next few days would be uncomfortable, and after the hearing Wednesday, Arthur would need to go into hiding, too.

Maybe Arthur should go to Africa and help Maxence build schools and dig wells. Grueling physical labor might take his mind off everything he was losing.

The way Arthur had chosen to make the world a better place.

His career.

His identity.

Gen.

Oh, Gen.

He wished he’d spent less time with her naked at his feet and more time with her in his arms, but as always, Arthur could see what people wanted. He knew to say yes so that they would do what he wanted.

And he had wanted her, so he had said yes.

If she hadn’t come to her senses yet, if her friends and pupil mistress hadn’t quite convinced her to throw him over yet, he might have one or two more nights with her.

He knew he should run now, that he should walk into that ugly faux Mayan temple in Vauxhall and demand relocation, but if he had one or two more nights with Genevieve, he wanted to wait.

His phone vibrated, nearly crawling across the table.

When Arthur turned it over, the number was one he didn’t recognize.

He answered it. “Yes.”

Elizabeth’s voice said, “You’re compromised.”

“Obviously,” he said. “Am I going to be arrested?”

“We’ve already contacted our counterparts and told them that we’ll relocate you instead. How did this happen?” Her accent was crisp and British with none of her old, soft Swiss slurs. She might be in the office, but phones are never secure.

Arthur said, “I can only imagine that my brother’s amateur sleuth stumbled upon someone with real information who wanted to blow my cover.”

“It’s bloody awful.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

“The extraction team is on their way.”

“No.” Arthur was on his feet in his small, dark office before he realized it. “No. I’m not leaving until Wednesday.”

“Your barrister can plead your case in your absence.”

“I can’t imagine that those loyal British lords and ladies would decide the case in my favor in any circumstance.”

“Then it truly doesn’t matter. We’ll relocate you this afternoon.”

Goodness, no. “Not until Wednesday after the hearing.”

“They’re coming after you. The chatter has already increased.”

“I will make my own security arrangements. I used them last weekend.” He would have to call that Dieter Schwarz and convince him to free up a few operators immediately.

“Von Hannover’s adjunct paramilitary force?”

“I assume they’re reliable?” he asked.

“We have people in there.”

Arthur took a slow breath to avoid stuttering or gasping in shock. “You’ve infiltrated a private mercenary force? Or it is a front?”

“It’s not a front. Some of their operators are former MI6 officers and UK Special Forces,” she said, laughing.

They both knew that there was no such thing as a “former” MI6 officer. No one gets out. “I think I met one of our people.”

Elizabeth said, “Fine, we’ll extract you Wednesday directly after the hearing, but you will settle this Wednesday without a breath of a suggestion about your involvement with any clandestine service or with any covert operations. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“Crystal,” he said, “but I need you to do something for me.”

“We don’t negotiate. There is no quid pro quo. You do this for the Queen and the Empire, no matter what that little lawyer of yours thinks.”

He ignored her protest. “You need to extract and resettle my brother, Christopher, and his family.”

“Why on Earth?”

“He had the photographs. He published them. They’ll know who has embarrassed them in this manner.”

Elizabeth asked, “Is he a British citizen?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I’ll call the counterparts.”

“He’ll take some convincing.”

“Of bloody course, he will. We could just drag him into a white van.”

Arthur considered the advantages of masked men shoving a black hood over his brother’s head and dragging him into a van. “It would scare the girls. Try to avoid it if you can.”

“Right.”

“Thank you.”

“Anything for my best boy. In return, settle this case. Don’t compromise yourself further. As matters stand, we can relocate you and protect you. If you’re truly blown, if it’s publicly known that you were working for us, St. George himself won’t be able to protect you.”

“I understand.” He understood that his whole life was over, and he was of no more use to his masters.

Or Gen.

















Personal Day







A few hours later, Gen had her head down, working hard and writing briefs on her computer. Her feet were stuffed under Ruckus’s warm belly, who was snoring under her desk.

Octavia Hawkes walked past her open door.

Twenty lever arch files, the first tranche of evidence in a fraud lawsuit, were piled on her desk and the floor. The briefs were tied up with red ribbons—the origin of the term red tape—indicating that they had come from private citizens. Briefs from the Crown were tied with white ribbons.

As Octavia saw her, Octavia’s body walked two more steps while her head stayed in place, and she nearly fell backward. She looked down, saw Ruckus and raised her eyebrows as much as she was capable. She said, “I thought your email said that you had taken a personal day.”

“I did. I am currently taking a personal day,” Gen said, still pounding the keyboard of her laptop.

“So what are you doing here?”

“Hiding in my office and not talking to anyone. Working on the brief for the Thompsett case.”

“On a personal day?”

“I brought the dog to the office. I would have never brought the dog into the office on a working day.”

Octavia shrugged. “All right, then. Carry on.”

Gen lowered her head to work again.

Horace’s handwriting looped across the back of the manila folder containing some of the documents. Come what come may, time and the hour runs through the roughest day, ~Macbeth.

Yes, this terrible day would come to an end, eventually. She just had to survive it.

Gen wondered how many days Horace had simply endured, waiting to spend later days with Basil in a cottage by the sea, instead of living them.

















Talking Sense







GEN worked hard in her shoebox-sized office that afternoon, getting ahead on anything she could without opening her door.

Outside the door, footsteps clomped and people talked.

She had flipped the shiny brass levers and locked it. Inside, she remained silent and didn’t turn on the light. With luck, no one would know that she was there at all.

Ruckus sighed, his warm breath rushing over her feet, and twitched while dreaming.

Gen worked, aggressively typing on her laptop that wobbled on the tiny desk.

Someone pounded on her door.

A woman’s Cockney-inflected voice yelled, “Genevieve Ward! We know you’re in there! You can’t dodge our phone calls all day! Open up!”

More pounding.

A more cultured British voice said, “Gen? Open the door. We must speak.”

Rose and Lee had found her. “Okay, I’m coming.”

She stood up to open the door for them, but Ruckus beat her to it. He stood up, barked a string of cuss words at the door, and then ran at it, full tilt.

Gen stumbled around the desk. “Ruckus, stop!”

The little white dog launched himself into the air and flew.

“Goodness!” She couldn’t reach him in time.

He bounced off the door, but his hind legs jumped on the knob. His polished claws found crenellations in the brass lock and doorknob and twisted them.

The door slammed open.

Ruckus leapt back, still barking furious accusations that rang off the antique plaster on the walls of Lincoln’s Inn.

Lee jumped behind Rose, who held her purse in front of her like a shield. Lee shouted, “What in the bloody heck is that?”

Gen turned back to the dog. “No. Sit. Lay down.”

Ruckus shut his mouth and flopped on the floor, but that little dog glared at them.

“That’s a dog,” Gen said.

“Since when do you have a dog?” Lee asked, peeking around Rose.

“He’s Arthur’s dog.”

“Speaking of which,” Rose kicked the door shut. “We need to speak about your client and how this affects you.”

Gen sat down at her tiny desk. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Rose pursed her lips, pressing her smooth, red lipstick into a straight line. “That’s not an option, seeing as how there’s a video of you on the internet telling us the size of his knob.”

“I already sent a takedown notice. It should be gone soon if it isn’t already,” Gen said.

Lee muttered, “And the problem that your bloke is going to be at Her Majesty’s pleasure any minute now.”

Gen glared at Lee. “He’s not going to sleep with the Queen.”

Lee shouted, “Prison. He’s going to be in prison. ‘At Her Majesty’s pleasure’ means going to prison.”

Rose gasped. “Don’t tell me that you haven’t seen the newspapers!”

Gen sighed, “Oh, you mean Arthur’s little treason problem.”

“Yes!” they both shouted.

Rose continued, “Gen, you must distance yourself from him as quickly as possible. None of this sentimental tosh. If you want a position in chambers, you’ll do it immediately.”

Lee said, “She’s talking sense. Listen to her.”

Gen stood. “I won’t throw him over as a client. I’ve seen him this far, and I will fight this case to the bitter end.”

“And personally?” Rose continued. “We’re your friends. We don’t want to see you lose everything that you’ve been working toward for so many years over a bloke who’s just a glorified one-night stand, anyway.”

“I don’t know what will happen after that,” Gen said. “We haven’t had time to talk. We got the continuance until Wednesday, and then I came into the office to get some work done.”

Rose took her hand. “Gen, you need the money more than most people.”

She blinked back tears. “I know.”

Lee asked her, “Are you going to do the smart thing?”

“I don’t know,” Gen admitted.

“He’s a traitor, Gen,” Lee said. “He’s Kim Philby.”

Gen jumped in her chair at Lee’s reference to the notorious mole who had been discovered selling MI6’s secrets to the Russians, but she tucked her hands in her lap. It was a generic reference, she was sure. Surely no one had said that Arthur was working for MI6. “No, he’s not.”

“How could you be so sure?”

“I asked him.”

“If he is a traitor, he wouldn’t hesitate to lie about it,” Rose said.

Gen said, “The most important thing is to get through the trial. After that, we’ll see what happens. I’m sorry, ladies. I have a very large trial to prepare for. We’ll catch up in a few days.”

















No Spare Mercenaries







ARTHUR held his mobile phone to his ear and waited while the signal clicked through the overseas exchanges and then rang.

He was still sitting in his computer cave, all the monitors dark. Outside the wide windows, afternoon sunlight showered down on the street and sidewalks below.

A man’s voice answered the phone, “Ja?”

“This is Arthur Finch-Hatten,” he began.

“Yes, sir. This is Dieter Schwarz. I must apologize, but we are not going to be able to spare any personnel for your situation. An incident in Paris has tied up our resources.”

Arthur closed his eyes and let his head drop. “I understand.”

“Again, I deeply apologize. Have you considered British resources?”

“Unfortunately, that’s currently not an option.” Because his name might be on a kill list.

“Are you on the run?” Schwarz asked.

“Not exactly.”

“I’m sorry that I can’t offer you further support.”

“I understand. Thank you for your time, Mr. Schwarz.”

“Thank you for understanding, Lord Severn.”

Arthur and Gen were on their own in a hostile world.

















Settle It #2







GEN went back to her closet of an office after tea, and her office phone rang.

At her feet, Ruckus shifted, disturbed from his sleep, and muffed a bark.

She ignored the phone and kept typing on her computer. The Thompsett brief was due on Friday. The rest of the week might be tied up with arguing Arthur’s futile case.

Her cell phone buzzed, and Ruckus growled in his sleep, his throat rumbling on her toes.

Dang it.

She flipped the phone over.

Arthur Finch-Hatten.

She denied the call and kept typing.

He’d had his chance to talk. She was working.

Her knees tapped the underside of her tiny desk as her legs tensed. She dropped her legs, trying to relax and concentrate on the brief.

Her office phone rang again.

She snatched up the receiver. “What!”

“You need to settle the Finch-Hatten case,” Octavia Hawkes’s growling voice said.

Oops. Just her boss. Gen said, “Sorry about that.”

“Our other clients have heard about Finch-Hatten and are very concerned. Very concerned clients find new barristers.”

“Has anyone fired us yet?”

“Two.”

Gen looked at her laptop screen. “Tell me it’s not the Thompsett case.”

“That’s one of them.”

Gen closed the document on her screen and looked around at the arch lever folders stacked around her tiny office.

Octavia continued, “I want his case settled Wednesday.”

“We estimated that it will be at least a three-day argument.”

“That was before Finch-Hatten turned out to be a traitor. This is an open and shut case. The brother’s case hinges on Arthur’s unsuitability as the Earl of Severn and a peer of the realm. The committee agreed to hear it under those circumstances. He is likely to be arrested for treason when he appears at the Palace of Westminster on Wednesday. He will lose everything. If you can prevail upon him to settle, he might keep something.”

Arthur would never give up Spencer House willingly. That estate was sacred to him. The look on his face when he had been telling her the house’s history had been a combination of love and reverence. He would die before he parted with an inch of it.

A terrible thought gripped her.

She flipped over her phone. The last text from Arthur read, I need to talk to you. I don’t have much time.

Goodness, no.

“Octavia, I have to go. I’ll confer with my client and present this option to him. I’ll argue everything I can with him, but I need to leave now.”

Gen hung up and slapped her laptop closed. “Come on, Ruckus. I’m worried about your daddy.”

She grabbed her phone and dialed him.

The phone went to voicemail, and she left a quick but incoherent message that meant don’t do anything desperate call me now.

Gen grabbed the handle to her filing cabinet and jerked it open. File folders spilled out. She swished her hands through them until she found one with Arthur’s name on it.

Inside, his data sheet with his emergency contacts on it was stapled to the left side of the folder. She dialed the top number, Casimir, and left a message slightly more coherent than the one she had left for Arthur.

She said, “Some pictures were published in the newspapers here that look like Arthur was committing treason. It’s pics of him with some enemies of Great Britain. He needs you to come now.”

She left a similar message on Maxence’s phone, begging him to come back to London.

Something warm tapped her foot.

When she looked down, Ruckus was staring at her and whimpering with his paw on her foot.

She looked at her phone.

The top text, a new one, was from Arthur, and it read, I’m waiting outside.

Gen ran. Ruckus galloped beside her.

















Spencer House, Again







GEN found Arthur sitting in the driver’s seat of his Mercedes that was pulled over at the curb.

She hauled Ruckus up from the sidewalk and dumped his wiggling butt in the back seat with the suitcases as she crawled over the front and grabbed Arthur around the neck. “Are you all right? Tell me you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” he said, reaching around where she was kneeling on the seat to hold her. “I’m fine.”

“Your text. Why would you not have time?”

Arthur set her back from himself and looked her in her eyes. “We need to talk.”

After she had called Casimir and Maxence, they had both texted back that there were flight plans and mandatory rests involved, and they wouldn’t be able to arrive until the next morning, Tuesday.

She said, “Please, we just have to wait until tomorrow. You can wait to do anything desperate until tomorrow.”

“Why tomorrow?” Arthur asked, frowning. “Tomorrow is Tuesday. The hearing is Wednesday.”

“Your text, and everything that’s been going on, and I thought—” Her breath caught in her throat. “I was afraid—” She started shaking. “You sounded so desperate, and I didn’t know what to do!”

And, horror of horrors, the big, bad lawyer started crying. Gen wasn’t British enough. Her eyes and nose burned and dripped. Her chest caved in, and she collapsed forward, falling against his shoulder.

Arthur gathered her to his chest, dragging her across the seats “No! No, Gen. I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t ever.”

“I’m worried,” she sobbed. “If you lose Spencer House—” She held him more tightly. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” he said.

She wondered if he meant it.

He said, “I just want to go back to Spencer House tonight one more time, just in case.”

Gen sat back on her heels, wiping her hands over her face. “Then what did you mean when you texted that you were going away?”

Arthur pulled his hands back and looked down. “Let’s go talk to the deer.”

“Really? Even the car?”

“Even the car,” he said.

















National Security Secrets







ARTHUR and Gen walked out into the deer park at Spencer House. His shoes crushed the late spring grass underfoot. The scent of sweet sap drifted into the late afternoon air. Summer wildflowers were beginning to bloom, scattering yellow and white over the pale green growth.

Arthur breathed in through his nose and exhaled through his mouth, calming himself. Repress the adrenal glands. Circumvent the fight-or-flight response. Keep everything British and nonchalant.

His gamekeeper and right hand, Ifan, had trundled up to them at the garage and taken possession of the car while Gen had ducked inside to change out of her work clothes and into jeans. Arthur assured him that they would talk later.

Ifan needed to be told that Christopher would be taking possession of Spencer House, probably on Wednesday.

Ruckus followed them out into the fields. The dog had sprinted out ahead of them and was now chasing deer in the wide meadow. Arthur and Ifan had both taught the dog not to get too close, so he was perfectly safe out there.

Arthur had made this hike thousands of times over his life, he estimated. He and Ifan’s grandson George had walked out so many times on foot or ridden out on horseback as boys. Even as an adult, when he’d needed to be alone, he’d hiked out there to think, even called it “communing with the deer” in his head.

What rubbish.

Since then, he’d walked out here with Elizabeth, Bentley, and other intelligence officers and his agents. If anywhere in the world was free of spying eyes, his deer park was surely safe.

Gen walked ahead of him, her body swaying in her jeans and trainers as she moved. Her chestnut hair twitched and flowed in the wind. The afternoon sunshine picked out highlights of honey and auburn. Most of the time, those colors blended into the thick mass. Those glimmers of blond and red stood out most when her hair was wrapped in a smooth rope around his fist.

He hiked behind her, stepping over fallen logs and parting the high, drying grass that smelled like hay and clean earth.

Out in the meadow beyond the trees, the deer were running, crashing through the brush and grass. The males barked, and the herd grunted as they thundered.

For centuries, his ancestors had safeguarded generations of these deer.

Christopher was still a Finch-Hatten, Arthur supposed. The earldom would still be in the family, just not in Arthur’s line.

Still, he’d always thought of these deer as his own, as much as Ruckus was his dog. Passing them off to someone else felt like a betrayal.

They reached the edge of the meadow but stayed in the trees.

Gen leaned against the trunk of a grand tree. From the size of the trunk and canopy, it must have survived the War.

She stared straight at Arthur and said, “All right. Fine. Now that only the deer can hear us, let me lay it out for you. Octavia is pressuring me to force you to settle the case or walk out on you. I don’t know what to make of the pictures in the newspapers that look like you’re committing treason. You took me with you to a bar to meet your ‘friends,’ who seem like they’re spies and that seemed like a covert operation to give them something, and it looked like you got something in return, quid pro quo. You asked me to marry you, and I don’t know whether that was just to distract me from asking about the spies we met. I need to know what is going on, and I need to know everything.”

Arthur’s heart caved in on itself. Her fears were spot on, even if her interpretation of the available data was mistaken. “I’ll tell you everything.”

“Good, and you’d better dang well hurry. I’m not British, so I don’t have infinite amounts of patience and politeness. I am liable to walk off and leave your sorry butt out here with the deer.”

Arthur said, “Let me tell you why I’ve never had a relationship with a woman that lasted more than a month.”

She frowned. “Really? We’re going to start with your emotional baggage? I think we should start with why you betrayed your country.”

He persevered. “Women leave me because they sense that there’s a part of my life that they aren’t privy to, that I’m holding back a large part of myself, and it’s true. They think it might be other women, like you did in Paris. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been unjustly accused of infidelity, but it was safer for everyone to agree that I was cheating than to tell the truth. So, here it is. I’ll tell you. I’ll lay bare all that I am.”

“That sounds good,” she said, even though she sounded like she didn’t believe it. “So this huge part of you that you can’t talk about is that—”

He sighed. “I’m a spy.”

Gen stood up and spread her hands in anger. “No kidding, Sherlock! The sneaking around. The secret room that isn’t for dirty sex games. Mysterious meetings in the middle of the night in Paris. Can’t talk because people might be listening. You drove an Aston Martin and crashed it. The only thing you need to do is drink shaken-not-stirred martinis.”

Arthur frowned. “I’m sure some spies other than me drink vodka tonics.”

“Just you, weirdo.”

He shrugged. “I like vodka better than gin.”

“So the big question is, Mr. Super Spy, whom are you spying for?” Gen was staring right at him, her brown eyes wide and direct.

Arthur’s jaw dropped. “Are you seriously asking me that?”

“The pictures in the newspaper showed you hanging out with the worst kind of dictators and terrorists, and the people we met in Paris weren’t British. What am I supposed to think?”

He gestured toward Spencer House—his home, the home of his family for generations, his family who had built Britain—that was just a few hundred yards away. “I can’t believe you would even suspect—”

“Tell me who your masters are, the ones who won’t let you go!”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me—”

“This is all deceptive!” Gen yelled at him, tears streaming from her eyes. “You taught me how to see it, and now I see it in you. Answering questions with questions or with outrage at being asked are key indicators. Tell me the truth!”

“It’s Britain!” Arthur said, his heart breaking that she had thought anything else. “It’s always been Britain. Generations of my family have served the Queen and the Empire, and I serve. I’ve given them my whole life.”

“Is it the SIS? Or MI6? Or whatever the heck you call it?”

“Yes! That’s Britain’s secret service.”

“Are you sure that you’re working for MI6? Maybe you’ve been tricked.”

“My identification card admits me to that great, horrid SIS building at Vauxhall Cross, where I go for meetings at least once a week, so I’m going to posit that it’s the real MI6.” The building looked like enormous gears of a terrible machine, painted teal and ivory.

“Do you really have a card? Don’t you have to put your eye up to some machine that measures the inside of your eyeball?”

“Biometrics such as retinal scanners would take too long at the checkpoints. We just swipe our ID and code in our PIN. It’s very low tech. Anyone who didn’t belong there would be lost. There are no signs on the doors, just blank floor plans on the walls in case of a fire.”

“And you get in just fine.”

“I’ll wave to you from the balcony if you wish.”

Gen sighed. “Yeah, that’s probably a pretty good indication.”

“Actually, I can’t wave to you from the balcony. The whole building is sealed. If there were a chemical attack, the SIS building would be safe. Heck, the anti-tank missile that was fired at it twenty years ago didn’t even scratch it. The missile disintegrated against the wall.”

“At least you’re safe.”

He had promised to tell her everything. “MI6 is not the only agency I work for.”

Gen rolled her eyes. “Here it comes.”

“I was recruited by MI6 when I was seventeen.”

She frowned and dug her toe into the earth under the tree. “I’m pretty sure that’s illegal.”

“You met Elizabeth. She ran me first as an asset.”

Gen’s frown deepened. “I knew I didn’t like that woman.”

“I was already working for her my last year at Le Rosey, sending human intelligence back to Vauxhall Cross through her.”

Her eyes widened. “You were narcing on your friends?”

“More like going home with friends to visit their Russian oligarch parents at their Sochi dachas and noting which terrorists came to dinner.”

“Oh.”

“But that’s not all I do. I split my time between MI6 and the Government Communications Headquarters.”

Gen leaned back against the tree again, her hands tucked behind her. She looked lost. “I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s like your NSA. The GCHQ is tasked with cryptography and computer intelligence. I take the plane out to Benhall in Gloucestershire a few times a month for meetings,” which he would no longer be able to do after Wednesday because the plane belonged to the estate, “but mostly I work from the locked office in my flat, the one that is not a sex dungeon.”

“Dang it,” Gen said. “I had really been hoping it was a sex dungeon.”

“We’ve got other rooms. We’ll set up a sex dungeon,” he joked.

But in a few days, he wouldn’t own that London apartment, either.

He continued, “Elizabeth wanted me to read modern languages at Oxford, and I did. However, from the time that I was in upper school, I found that I had a small talent for computers, and I was overly fond of the types of skills that are not taught in word processing classes.”

Gen was still so angry that she was squirming against the tree. “Again, in English this time. I mean, in American.”

Arthur enunciated very clearly, “I’m a hacker.”

Gen’s jaw dropped. “Seriously?”

“I’m one of Her Majesty’s tame hackers. I analyze software-based weapons, essentially militarized computer viruses.”

“Do you write malware?” she asked.

“Only for intelligence and military uses, not to wipe civilian hard drives.”

“But you do.”

“Yes.”

“That’s horrifying.”

“It’s to keep Britain free and a democracy and to keep the world from plunging into chaos. We’re fighting World War Three, right now.”

Gen glanced at the deer, which were gamboling out in the sun-drenched meadow. Ruckus jumped out of the grass like a breaching fish, chasing them. “Doesn’t look like World War Three.”

“People always prepare for the last war, not the next one. When I see people digging trenches or building bomb shelters, it infuriates me. I can’t even discuss it. You don’t need to stock your basement with canned goods. You need to put a password on your programmable thermostat and internet-connected baby monitor so foreign services can’t use them against us in an enormous distributed denial of service attack to disguise the fact that they’re hacking election machines to switch enough votes to change an election’s outcome.” He looked at Gen, who was leaning against the tree and watching him with wide eyes. “I’m ranting. I’m sorry. It’s a sore spot.”

She shrugged. “That’s okay, man. You should hear me when I get going about tort reform.”

“It angers me because this war is being fought with computers all over the world, with subtle incursions and stealing data. They influence other countries’ citizens to vote for politicians or for initiatives that are not in their best interests. They destroy or disable weapons facilities.”

Gen nodded, but she still looked grim. “My dad’s family in Texas looks like they were preparing for World War Three. My uncle has a wall in the back room covered with guns like a sword display in a museum.”

Arthur shook his head. “That was the last war, World War Two and the proxy wars. The next war, this war, will not be fought with guns, hiding in the forest and eating mushrooms and grubs as the Red Army invades. It is being fought in dark rooms from behind computers while drinking truly dangerous amounts of coffee.”

Gen shook her head. “I just never would have pegged you for a hacker. You have good skin and aren’t chubby.”

Arthur let himself smile. “I split my time. When I’m schmoozing Middle Eastern terrorists and South American dictators, I can’t look disreputable.”

“So that’s what the pictures were,” Gen said, “when you were gathering information about who had dinner with whom.”

“And planting listening devices, and infiltrating their wifi networks in their houses from my phone while in the bathroom and leaving behind surveillance software, and scanning their networks to see which other intelligence agencies have their software on there, and more.”

“And you didn’t tell me this,” she said.

“I haven’t told anyone this.”

“But all I have is your actions and the pictures. I don’t know what’s the truth.”

“You have my word.”

“Exactly what did we give to those guys in Paris?”

“Variations on malware that were found in various computers in the world, malware like Stuxnet, Gauss, and Flame, and my notes on what the code is doing at various steps. We’re trying to figure out who’s releasing them and why.”

“Those names sound stupid. Stuxnet. It sounds like a venereal disease.”

“Stuxnet was the first widely known weaponized malware. No one has taken responsibility for it, but most people think it was a collaboration between the NSA or CIA, us at the GCHQ, and the Israeli Mossad. It was completely harmless to most computers, unless those computers were connected to nuclear centrifuges with serial numbers that matched some centrifuges in Iran. Then, it caused those centrifuges to spin a little faster and then hid that from the monitoring systems. The nuclear centrifuges burned themselves out and set the Iranian nuclear program back five years. It was brilliant and utterly malevolent. Malware since then has been more prolific and less subtle.”

“Did you make it?”

“Before my time.”

“Was GCHQ involved?”

“Not to speak of.”

“Which means yes. That’s what we gave to those guys?”

“Variations of it that were found in other places, doing other things. The original Stuxnet did its job, curled up, and died. All the best malware does. When it works, you can’t find any trace of it afterward.”

“Why didn’t you just email them to those guys?” She rolled her huge, dark eyes. “Nevermind. That didn’t sound stupid when it was inside my head. But essentially, that’s treason, right? You gave computer viruses to non-British people?”

He shook his head. “Another friend passed it to me in Paris. It’s my network. My masters understand that one must feed one’s network.”

“How do you know that they aren’t Russian spies?”

“I’ve known these people since we were six years old. No one is secretly a Russian mole. Besides, I work for MI6. I checked them through my channels. I’m sure they’ve done the same.”

“You said you went home with people to dachas in Sochi. That’s in Russia.”

“Those were the Butorins. Everyone knew what the Butorins were. That’s why I was gathering intelligence on them, but the people we met in Paris were not associated with the Butorins. Vlogger One is from California. Her father is a Silicon Valley CEO. She was shipped off to Le Rosey because no one had time for her, much like the rest of us.”

Gen looked at her feet. “That’s heart-breaking, Arthur.”

He shoved his hands in his trouser pockets. “There are many reasons why people ended up at that particular boarding school, but that was among the most common.”

“But your parents, um, passed away.”

“I had already been there for three years at that point.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. The anger was diffusing out of her.

Good.

“It gives one an odd mindset, growing up like that,” Arthur said, musing as he looked into the darkness between the trees back in the forest. He stepped toward her. “I don’t believe in anything except that, ultimately, we’re all alone, every one of us, and that’s terrifying.”

Gen nodded. Her eyebrows twitched together as she thought. “Yeah, we are.”

“In the end, you’re just a soul riding a meat-covered skeleton, clinging to a rock that is hurtling through space.”

“Goodness, Arthur. The things that go on in your head.”

He stepped toward her and trailed his fingers over her upper arm. The thin fabric of her tee shirt dragged against his fingertips. “We can’t really touch each other. We can’t really feel each other. It’s a press against the skin, and the neurons in your skin send signals to the brain, which interprets the sparks. It’s like being a computer with an arm in another room, connected by wires.”

“I can feel you touching me,” she said.

He nodded and wrapped his fingers around her upper arm. “We talk, and we make vibrations in the air that the other person strives to interpret into something meaningful. Maybe it happens, sometimes.”

“That’s so nihilistic. It sounds like you think nothing is worth anything.”

He shook his head. “In the end, if people are a little more free, if people have a few more choices in their lives, and if dictators and evil people have a little less power, that’s good. That’s a good life. It’s a good reason to keep living. I try to make the world a little more free. And to do that, I work for Her Majesty’s government, and I’m a spy.” He chuckled. “I’ve never said that out loud before. It’s pretentious, don’t you think?”

She nodded, but her eyes were still frightened and haunted. “So, when you asked me to marry you, that was just to distract me that night, right? I asked you what was going on, and suddenly you were different. You were all, ‘I love you,’ and then proposed. That was just part of being a spy, right? To throw me off the scent?” She sighed. “I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

If he was nothing else, Arthur was British. Even though he was indeed a hugger when the situation called for it, he could take a gut-punch like that one without flinching.

But it was a brutal blow.

When Arthur had seen those pictures of himself with those dictators distributed all over the internet, he had known that his life as Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the Earl of Severn, was over. His extraction and resettlement were days or hours away, assuming that Elizabeth wasn’t planning to throw him to Scotland Yard as a token offering.

But he’d known that he must disappear.

Since then, Arthur had deliberated: Should he tell Gen the truth, or should he tell her that he had been manipulating her, using her, so that she would first be angry with him and then go on with her life, believing the worst of him?

Ultimately, which would be more kind?

Arthur took her into his arms and held her against his chest. He needed strength for the truth, and Gen was his strength now. “I love you with every fiber of my being and every breath in my body. I want to marry you and live with you forever, have children and grow old with you in Spencer House, but I can’t. Wednesday, after the hearing at Westminster, I’ll disappear.”

In his arms, he felt Gen’s breath jump inside her. “Are they going to kill you?”

It was a fair question, and he was somewhat confident that he was telling her the truth when he said, “I’ll be safe. It’s called resettlement.”

“Like the Witness Protection Program in America.”

“That’s accurate.”

“Can I come with you?” she asked.

“You could, if you wanted, but you wouldn’t be able to practice as a barrister, and you wouldn’t be able to visit your mother.”

Her body tightened with grief. “I can’t.”

And he wouldn’t have let her, especially before he was absolutely sure about whether or not Elizabeth was going to hand him to Scotland Yard as a body floating in the Thames. “I know. I wouldn’t ask you to give up everything you’ve worked for.”

She shoved her face into his shoulder. Warm dampness seeped through his shirt. She mumbled, “I’m sorry. I’m not being British.”

He tightened his arms around her. He wanted to tell her not to cry, but dang it. Repressing heartache was hard enough for him. “Don’t be British. You’re an American, and you’re brilliant just the way you are. I was mistaken, trying to British you up. Don’t let me or anyone twist you into something you’re not. Be Genevieve Ward. Be your beautiful, brilliant, vivacious Texan self.”

“I don’t want to let you go,” she said, hiccupping against his chest.

Arthur would have done anything to stay, anything except endanger her. “I don’t want to leave, but staying is not an option. We have two days. Let’s have these last two days together, pack a whole lifetime into those two days.”

“Until Wednesday, right? You can’t leave on Wednesday, anyway. I’ve cleared my calendar for the rest of the week to argue your case. It’ll take at least that long, maybe into next week.”

“No,” he sighed. “I am instructing you to settle the case. Give it all to Christopher, every last bit of it. The plane, the cars, the London apartment, the bank accounts—” He looked over the meadow, grass blowing in the wind, to the Tudor manor house and formal gardens where his ancestors had lived since the time of Queen Elizabeth I, “—and Spencer House. Give him all of it.”

“Arthur, you can’t!”

“I have to leave. It’s of no use to me, now. I would have had to turn it over to him in any case. I can’t take Spencer House with me into hiding. He’ll need to hide for a few months, too, but I think Elizabeth can make things safe for him to come back.”

“This breaks my heart,” Gen said. “Does he know everything about it like you do? The Tudor room, and that there used to be libraries? About the art collection?”

No, nothing. Arthur had listened to his grandfather ramble about honor and ancestors and history on many summer evenings and Christmas nights. Christopher had never cared about the history of Spencer House, just its market value. “He’ll learn, or his daughters will.”

Arthur wondered if Christopher was prevailing upon his wife to have another child. The estate wasn’t entailed, but the earldom could only be passed to a male heir. If not, the title would go to a distant cousin.

Assuming that Christopher and his family survived that long, which was unlikely if they didn’t go into hiding for at least a while.

Which meant that Christopher would not be able to enjoy Spencer House and his other ill-gotten gains, either. The thought almost made Arthur laugh, except that Christopher had a wife and two young daughters. If Elizabeth couldn’t convince Christopher to go into hiding, that distant cousin would inherit both the title and the estate, and sooner rather than later.

“You can’t give it to him,” Gen told him. “You have to fight.”

“I can’t stay, and I can’t take you with me. I’d give it all up to be able to stay with you.”

“That-there’s some pretty words, mister, but you love Spencer House.”

“We have two nights left here, so let’s enjoy it,” Arthur said. “Life lived for the moment, and all that pablum. I’ll tell you more about the estate, and there’s one other thing I want to do.” He’d promised Gen an engagement ring from the estate jewelry, and by the heavens, she was going to have it. He might not be able to make good on the promise implicit in the offering, but she was going to own a proper British ring. “Come with me. Be my love, tonight.”

















The Earl of Sandwich







GEN held Arthur’s strong hand as they walked across the fields back to Spencer House. The sun’s heat flowed through the air, drying the grass to sweet-smelling hay. Behind them, the deer were bawling and barking, and wind rushed in the trees.

Arthur wouldn’t have another summer at Spencer House after so many, and Gen wanted to crumple and weep for him again.

But she sure didn’t. Arthur had been comforting her when he was the one who was about to lose everything. That was backward. She had to suck it up for his sake.

For two more days.

Until he was gone forever.

Gen still suspected that his resettlement and witness protection program by MI6 was a metaphor for suicide, and by the heavens, she was going to keep him here on God’s green Earth if she had to tie him down to do it.

Or, alternatively, let him tie her down until he found something to live for.

Whatever worked.

Women often have a lot of reasons for agreeing to have sex, and Gen could list several of her reasons. More lurked in the back of her head.

Yes, she wanted to shore up Arthur’s emotional resources, maybe even give him something to stay for, even if that something was a submissive little sex toy.

And there were the esthetics. Arthur put a lot of time in at the gym and into running, and it all paid off with hard ripples and ridges in all the right places, plus those gorgeous tattoos. Gen could have just stood there and admired his naked body for hours, if he had let her.

Also, when a guy puts effort into making sure you have an Earth-shattering orgasm, it’s motivating.

When they walked into Spencer House, a housekeeper bustled up to them, asking if Arthur was staying for dinner and what he wished to have.

Arthur told the woman that just anything would do, and the woman seemed more flustered by this than by any impossible request he could have made.

Gen dawdled behind Arthur, dropping farther and farther behind, until she turned back and ran after the housekeeper. She whispered to the woman, “If you know of anything that he has a sentimental attachment to, serve that, if you can. You know, ‘comfort food?’ Maybe cookies or something for dessert?”

The housekeeper jetted off to make it happen.

After Ifan retrieved Ruckus from them and took him off for the evening, Arthur took Gen on a tour of the upper levels of the estate, telling her about the art hanging in three and four rows on the high walls. Thirty feet of stacked art like an enormous museum towered and stared down at her.

Arthur knew every painting: whom the portrait depicted, who had painted it, and the circumstances of how the Finch-Hatten family had acquired it.

He mentioned at one point, “I should write these down so that Christopher will know what they are.”

“Maybe you could mail it to him,” Gen said.

He shrugged. “Maybe I could do that.”

His unconvinced tone didn’t fool Gen.

They both went upstairs to shower and change. She changed into the black dress with the short, flirty skirt that Arthur liked. Evidently, she had left it at Spencer House last time, and it had been cleaned and was hanging in the closet.

When they got down to the formal dining room, plates heaped with bread, sliced roast beef and chicken, cheeses, and toppings had been stacked on the sideboard, a buffet of cold sandwiches, which Gen would have never anticipated.

Arthur’s silver-blue eyes lit up, and he grabbed a plate and started slathering mustard on a slice of bread.

Gen did likewise. “This seems to be a popular idea.”

Arthur licked mustard off his thumb and forked slices of meat onto his bread. “My grandparents used to have a sandwich buffet ready for us when we arrived for Christmas and when I came home from Le Rosey. We often arrived late,” he explained. “Sandwiches meant that I was home and could rest.” He grinned. “I used to call my grandfather the Earl of Severn, and he called me the Earl of Sandwich.”

“That’s cute.”

He was still smiling and lost in thought. “My grandmother used to make me clean my plate when we ate. She had survived the War, you know, and wasting food was anathema. She could not abide it. Someone had to eat all the leftovers before we could leave the table. She used to pass around half-full plates until someone obliged because, you know, the War.”

With that, Arthur stopped and stared at his plate. “I guess this will be the last time.”

Oh, no. Gen had miscalculated badly. She should have asked the housekeeper to serve something Arthur hated, something that would have been easy for him to leave.

He shook his head and grabbed a handful of pickles, dumping them on his plate, and laid a slice of cheddar cheese over the roast beef on his sandwich. “One last time, right? One last meal of sandwiches in Spencer House.”

“Right.” She rubbed his back. “One last time. It’s not vegetarian, though. We could ask for some hummus.”

“It’s fine,” he said. “We always had roast beef and chicken when I was a child. It’s traditional. I like meat, and one meal won’t matter in the greater scheme of things.”

He ran his hand down her back, so that they were almost hugging, except that his hand trailed down her spine to the curve of her rear, and his fingers gripped her through the dress.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“That’s my butt,” Gen said, glancing around to make sure that none of the staff was hanging around. They were alone at that moment, but Gen wasn’t sure that would have stopped him.

“Not what I meant.” His hand flipped under her dress, and he ran his fingers under the elastic leg band of the black lace panties she was wearing. “You’re mine for two more days. I told you I don’t like panties.”

“Oops.”

His fingers tangled in the black lace, the elastic creasing the delicate skin of her thighs and waist. “Take them off.”

“Here?”

Arthur set his plate on the sideboard. He yanked them down to her ankles, crouching at her feet. “Step out.”

Gen did. Stepping out of her panties was a step in the right direction for Arthur.

He stuffed the panties in his pocket, and he ran his hand up her bare leg to grab her naked rear again. He leaned in and whispered, “In a traditional submissive training situation, I would use this as an opportunity to punish you.”

Gen’s breath caught in her throat. “What would you do?”

His eyes lit up, and he smiled. “Would you like to find out?”

“Safe words?”

“Yes.”

She bit her lip. “All right.”

“Good.” His smile turned devilish. “I’ll let you wonder what your punishment will be all through dinner.”

And she would let him think about punishing her rather than about losing everything that was important to him, all through dinner.

They sat at the formal dining table, laid with priceless china and crystal, and ate sandwiches with their hands.

Arthur called a butler guy over. “Could you find a nice bottle of wine for tonight? Something we’ve been saving.” He glanced at Gen. “A white wine. A chardonnay, maybe, or a pinot gris.”

Something suitable for a last meal, or one of his last meals, anyway.

Gen almost choked on her sandwich, but she washed the sob down with the water already on the table.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Totally fine.” Gen stuffed the chicken sandwich in her mouth before her stupid brain could add anything else.

Arthur kept going back to the sandwich buffet. He ate six sandwiches and half of the pickle and vegetable trays.

When the serving people brought in the homemade cookies and hot chocolate, Arthur examined the cookies, muttering, “Biscuits,” under his breath and toying with them for minutes before he ate the entire plate except for the three that Gen ate, as if calories and sugar grams didn’t matter at all to him anymore.

Or maybe the comfort food was working.

“I wouldn’t have thought of you as a hot chocolate-kind of guy,” she said. “More like black coffee and whiskey.”

He was inhaling the aroma of the chocolate from the cup. “Le Rosey, the boarding school I attended most of my childhood, was in Switzerland. They served hot chocolate twice a day, at breakfast and at tea time. All anciens roséens, alumni of the school, either love or detest hot chocolate. There is no middle ground.”

When only two cookies remained, Arthur tried to give them to Gen, but she said that he should enjoy them.

They passed them back and forth, both of them trying to be polite, until Arthur broke both of them in half and distributed the halves to their plates.

Broken cookies, fewer calories, right?

After dinner, Arthur led her from the dining room back to the art gallery. He said, “Your punishment—”

“Yes?” she asked, still nervous about this whole concept of punishment.

“—will be—” he intoned, his voice deep in his throat.

“Oh my goodness, what?”

“—to listen to me prattle on about Spencer House’s art collection for another hour.” He turned, his eyebrows lowered ominously. “Or more.”

Gen laughed and followed him. “Oh, no. Someone save me.”

“A quick stop in my room first.”

“Oh?”

His grin turned menacing. “Don’t be so quick to agree.”

















Punishment







GEN followed Arthur up the wide, two-story staircase toward his room. She swung his hand the whole way, skipping behind him. Her shoes clicked on the marble steps.

Every time Arthur looked back, he was obviously trying to look glowery and dangerous and not to laugh at her.

He only succeeded in looking cute, so she laughed at him.

When they were in his bedroom, Arthur shut the door behind her and locked it.

“Oh, no,” she said, lounging on Arthur’s bed because she totally could.

The huge, king-sized monster hulked in the corner of the room. Carved enormous pillars were stained dark walnut, almost black, and held up the wooden canopy that soared nearly to the ceiling. It looked like something King Henry the Eighth might have slept in, and considering Arthur’s house and family, he might have.

A few months ago, she would have thought that it looked like a cage, a strongbox to imprison her, but now, it was architecture and history.

Dang. She could do anything.

Gen smiled at Arthur and asked, “What is the big, bad, dangerous man going to do to me?”

Gen said man instead of spy. She had totally wanted to say spy, but the ceiling or the windows might be listening.

Arthur removed a box from his dresser drawer and stripped crinkling plastic wrap off of it.

Another toy? Gen leaned to watch him.

The thing he took out looked like a skinny, chrome egg with a base to stand on. The egg part was squished, though, just kind of a bulge on the post. “What’s that?”

He smiled. “That’s your punishment.”

She squinted at it. “It’s kind of pretty.”

“You won’t be seeing much of it.”

“Oh?”

“Come here.”

Gen slid off the bed and vamped across the room, sliding her feet and wobbling her shoulders because she was trying to be sexy.

Arthur set the thing on the dresser and waited.

When she got close, Arthur grabbed her around the waist with one strong arm and spun her so that her back was to the dresser. He touched her sternum with two fingers and crowded her backward until she stumbled against the low chest. She sat on it heavily, thumping her butt. Her legs dangled off the side, and he parted her knees and stood between them.

When she was sitting down this way, Arthur was a lot taller than she was. Gen looked up when he lifted her chin with one finger. He bent, and she closed her eyes as his lips touched hers.

At first, he brushed her lips with his and was gentle, a transition from the long day to the night, where she belonged to him.

Gen moved, resting against him, leaning on his strength.

Arthur held her in his arms, and his arms tightened around her.

She wasn’t trapped. She was held.

His lips parted from hers. “Amber and red.”

“Amber and red,” she repeated, her lips almost touching his.

He said, “We should have done something about that,” and dove to kiss her harder.

His arms around her body loosened, but his hands gripped her shoulders. He grabbed her rear and scooted her forward, pulling her against him. One hand rose up her ribs to her breast, and he scooped her boob out of her dress and bra. He dragged her dress straps over her shoulders, almost tying her arms down, and released her other boob, too.

His thumb swiped across her nipple, then he rubbed it, and then he caught her peak between his strong fingers and held it until she was gasping and pushing against him while he pulled back and watched her with his burning silver-blue eyes.

When he let go, the blood rushing into her thin skin was a blast of pleasure so intense that she almost felt it as pain.

He brought his lips down on hers again, his tongue stroking hers in her mouth. His hands roamed her body, caressing and grasping her, until she was sure that he was going to take her right there on the dresser. Her panties were already in his pocket. All he had to do was unzip his pants.

His caresses got rougher, pinching her nipples and grasping her rear. She moaned and whispered his name against his lips, and his body bowed as he growled and caught her throat with his teeth.

He backed up a step, his teeth still grabbing her shoulder.

Gen stumbled off the dresser and fell against his chest. His arms were already there, around her, and he spun her so that she faced the dresser and the wall.

The wall didn’t even upset her. She bet that Arthur could shove her up against the wall and take her there and all she would be able to think about would be his huge body deep inside hers.

His hand touched her back, and he pushed, bending her over the dresser. The wood was cold under her bare boobs.

Gen reached across the wood and held on.

Arthur bent over and whispered in her ear, “Are you ready for your punishment?” His voice was rough, almost angry.

She nodded.

He flipped her skirt up over her rear and grabbed her rear cheek with his strong fingers, clutching her soft skin.

“Goodness, I love your rear,” he growled. “I love your curves and your softness. Since that first day, when you bent over that file cabinet in that tight skirt, I’ve wanted your rear. Tonight, that’s your punishment.”

Gen looked over her shoulder at him.

He reached over to a drawer beside her and pulled out what looked like a tube of toothpaste. With his thumb, he flipped the cap up and squeezed a bead of clear gel on the bulb of the thing.

Oh.

Gen laid her cheek against the wood of the dresser and closed her eyes.

He kicked her feet apart, his shoes clicking against the red soles of her Louboutin high heels.

“Let’s see if you like it,” he said, his voice still low in his throat.

He touched the entrance to her core, not her rear, and slowly pushed his thick finger inside her. It slipped in easily.

“So wet,” he said, stroking her inside. “My little pet likes it rough. Duly noted.”

Gen was pretty sure Arthur already knew that, but hearing him say it made her feel small and vulnerable like he might feel free to get even rougher.

Her pussy clenched around his finger, and she almost came at the thought.

He pulled his finger out of her—his rough skin dragging on hers—and rubbed his slippery finger over her clit. Waves shivered up her, and she pushed back against his finger, trying to make him stroke her inside again.

Instead, the wet and cool thing nudged her rear.

His thumb slipped underneath and slipped between her folds, near her clit.

Arthur whispered, “Push back, pet.”

She did, and the thing nudged into her rear. Her body resisted, tightening.

When she moved back, his thumb rubbed lower, nearer her clit.

Her core tightened.

His voice lowered and was harsher. “Take it.”

Gen pushed back farther, and the tip slipped inside her. Her rear ached, but his thumb rubbed lower, almost to her clit. Her core tightened, closer to orgasm.

“More,” he said.

Gen rocked forward a little, letting the thing withdraw a bit, then pushed back harder. The thing drove farther inside her, a slow burn, but his thumb dragged across her clit.

She gasped at the swift bolt of pleasure through the burn.

“Good, pet,” he said. “More.”

Gen rocked, taking more of the thing with each stroke, while his thumb rubbed her hard nub between her folds.

When the thing pressed into her rear, it burned, but each stroke when he pulled the thing out of her was a slow friction of bliss. Her body clenched, nearing orgasm, and she gasped.

Arthur took his thumb away from her clit and pushed her down on the dresser, pulsing the thing until it slid all the way in, her muscular ring catching the post.

Gen panted, holding onto the dresser because her legs wobbled. Her body thrummed, so close to release. “Arthur, please.”

“No, pet,” he murmured, bending over her and kissing her shoulder. “Not yet. You’re being punished.”

“What?”

“Stand up, pet.” She wasn’t sure how that was going to work because the thing was still in her butt, so she pushed off the dresser with her arms, gingerly letting her weak legs take her weight.

The base was soft, maybe silicone, and didn’t poke her buttcheeks. Outside, it just kind of felt like a panty wedgie.

But inside, she felt fullness, like if it would just move inside her, pump into her a little more, she could come.

“Walk to me, pet.”

Gen held onto the dresser, panting. “Arthur, I can’t.”

“Of course you can, pet,” he said, stepping away from her. “Turn around, and come with me.”

She held onto the dresser as she pivoted in her heels.

Arthur was only a few steps away, and he held out his hand to her, palm up, fingers stretching.

Gen took a step on trembling legs, and her rear rubbed around the thing as she walked, almost like she was being screwed but not enough. Her high heels shook under her feet.

She grabbed his hand in the air and stepped close to him.

“Good, pet,” he said, his blue-silver eyes blazing. He fixed her dress, straightening the straps and tucking her boobs back in with care as if she were his little doll. He brushed the hem of her skirt, straightening it over her rear, and smoothed her hair. “Come with me.”

Gen held onto his arm as they walked, slowly, from his bedroom. She caught a glance of herself in his mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were too bright. His bite on her shoulder was turning pale pink.

Outside, in the hallway, Arthur gestured to a painting of a stern woman wearing a dark blue dress. “This portrait of my several times-great aunt, the Countess Kate, is from the seventeen hundreds,” he began.

When he glanced at Gen, his dark pupils were expanded in his pale eyes, and his lips were soft and pink from kissing her.

Her body thrummed.

Gen leaned against his side, and he wrapped his arm around her. He whispered, “Good girl.”

Her pulse galloped at his breath on her shoulder.

Arthur detailed several paintings as they strolled by, discussing the historical significance of the person depicted or of the painting itself.

His hand stroked her side, his thumb bumping over her soft chub through the thin fabric of the dress.

People drifted by as they walked. Staff members were dusting the tops of the painting’s frames or sculpture they passed, but when they saw that he was giving her a tour of the art, they scurried off.

During a moment when no one was on the landing with them, Arthur crowded her back into a niche between hallways. He spun, bringing his own back against the wall, and his strong arm clamped around her waist, holding her to him. He kissed her, his mouth hot on hers.

She clung to him as Spencer House swung around her dizzy head.

When he broke it off, she whispered, “I think I’m okay.”

He said, “I want you to be good, pet. I want you to be wonderful.”

“No, I mean—” She stepped to the side, turning him like they were dancing. “—I think I’m okay with this.”

The wall was hard behind her own back, and he was standing in her only line of escape, far too big to push past.

Gen told him, “I’m okay.”

Arthur’s eyes flared, and he smiled a sultry, devilish smile. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Repeat your safewords.”

“Amber and red,” she said, a flush of control running through her. Amber and red.

He caught her wrists in one hand and pinned them above her head, stretching her against the wall. “Good?”

“Wonderful.” She was a little breathless, dying to know what he was going to do.

He kissed her, his mouth hard on hers and pulling at her lips.

His hand crept up her leg, first on her thigh, and then he grabbed her rear. His hand circled around to the front, and his fingers slipped against her clit.

He broke off the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers. “I wasn’t going to let you come for another hour or so, but you’ve been such a good girl, pet. How can I resist?”

He held her there, her wrists trapped above her head and his hand under her skirt, while his fingers rubbed over the tense point of her clit and back into her pussy. He stroked, back and forth, over her and into her.

Gen gasped, her head thrown back against the wall. She couldn’t make a sound, couldn’t whimper and couldn’t moan, because any of his staff might be just around the corner, dusting the picture frames.

Arthur pressed more deeply into her, slipping his fingers inside her and rubbing. The butt thing pushed against his fingers, and as he drove her closer to orgasm, the thing filled her up from behind. His fingers rubbed inside her, and the tension broke into a pulse that rocketed up her spine to her head.

She clenched her hands, still locked in his hand above her head, into fists so she wouldn’t scream as the waves ran up her body.

Arthur released her hands. She sagged against him, her arms falling over his shoulders, but he caught her up in his arms and held her against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder and panted as the waves ran through her.

She rolled her head and pressed her lips to his neck above his collar.

“Still all right?” he asked.

She whispered, “Oh, my goodness. Do it again.”

He adjusted his arms to hold her closer. “Good girl.”

When her legs would support her weight, Arthur peeked out of the niche, and they resumed the tour.

Dampness clung between her legs, and every step rubbed her excruciatingly sensitive folds together.

The thing in her butt rubbed her inside as she walked, sending little pulses through her.

When they reached the door to Arthur’s room again, he guided her inside because she was still reeling from his hands on her.

In there, he pushed her down over the dresser again, and Gen complied like the submissive little idiottoy that she was. She didn’t want to question him. She didn’t want to know what was going to happen. She just wanted to feel and to be this new, different, and unafraid thing she had become.

After all, toys aren’t afraid. Toys aren’t ashamed.

More plastic crinkled behind her, and a box popped open. Beside where her cheek was pressed to the dresser, Arthur’s hand picked up the tube with the gel in it.

He rubbed her back with his other hand, and Gen relaxed onto the dresser.

She closed her eyes.

Her rear was still in the air, perched high because her stiletto Louboutin pumps pushed her butt up.

The thing in her butt tugged and slid backward, a long, slow slide of pleasure, and it was gone.

She felt empty and collapsed, like after sex.

Arthur whispered, “Breathe.”

Gen relaxed further, willing her body to flop like a sex doll.

Again, cold wetness touched her butt. It slipped farther inside.

And it kept pushing inside her, farther, and bigger.

He pumped it gently, burn and pleasure over and over, until she was panting again, letting him have her body and her mind.

It was bigger and harder than the first one, a deeper penetration and bigger stretch, filling her.

Gen held onto the dresser as Arthur slid it until it finally popped inside, and the soft end touched her butt cheeks.

“It’s beautiful,” Arthur said, his voice breathy.

She looked back over her shoulder again. His silvery-blue eyes were bright, and he was breathing deeply.

Dang, Arthur really liked seeing that sliding into her rear.

Oh, she knew how this night was going to end.

Gen pushed herself up, sturdier on her feet this time, and tugged her skirt down. “Show me the art.”

Arthur offered her his elbow. “Right this way.”

He walked her around the other wing of the landing, pointing out paintings and pushing her into niches for scalding kisses.

His body was practically vibrating with energy, and when no one was around, he pushed her against a wall and reached under her skirt to stroke her clit and push the thing just a half an inch deeper inside her.

Her body was revving up again, and Gen began watching for the little alcoves Arthur was going to shove her into, anticipating it. She followed him like a wraith with no will of her own, letting him kiss her and harass her with his fingers. She was quivering, dying for the next moment when he would run his thumb across her clit or kiss her while he squeezed her nipple until the sting became hard pleasure.

His bedroom door rose in front of them again, and Arthur pulled her inside, kissed her hard, and told her, “Just one more. Just one more, larger one, then you’ll be ready.”

He bent her over the dresser again, shoving Gen down and pulling the thing out in one smooth slip that left her gasping.

Empty, too empty, and she wanted him to fill her up, harder.

Rustling plastic, the pop of a box opening, and he grabbed at the tube on the dresser.

The cold and hard thing again nudged her rear, and he whispered, “Relax and push against it.”

Gen was a nothing of nothing, a body to be done to, and she relaxed so he could push it into her.

The thing was tapered, so the invasion wasn’t startling. She was open and vulnerable to it. The thing kept going, pushing deeper and thicker inside her, and she panted.

Her fingers grappled at the edge of the dresser.

On and on, and he slid it out and in, deeper and harder and bigger, and it seated inside her.

He pulled her up by her shoulders, and his mouth came down on hers. He kissed her like he was starving, like he was almost out of control. He grabbed her thigh and wrapped her leg around his waist so he could run his fingers through her folds and almost bring her to the edge again.

He whispered, “Last one, then I can have you.”

Dang, that was sexy.

Arthur walked her outside to the paintings, and this turn of the extensive art collection within Spencer House involved only a few notes about paintings and sculpture.

They passed staff people cleaning and working, bustling around in the ancient manor house.

Her legs rubbed together, the dampness slicking her thighs and her sensitive folds. The butt thing filled her like Arthur was taking her right there.

She wasn’t walking around after having sex.

She was walking around in the middle of sex, while he was having her, walking around the house and among the staff while being messed but they didn’t know it.

It wasn’t humiliating.

It was the naughtiest, dirtiest thing ever, far more so than mere scruffing in a niche or a car in public. She was a submissive little idiottoy who didn’t have to ask and who didn’t have to worry, and nothing could ever be better.

Lots of alcoves jutted out off of the main corridor, and he shoved her into every one of them. His hands gripped her skin, tight on her arms and hips and thighs, and his mouth was hot on her neck. He scraped his teeth over her shoulders, marking her raw skin, and she leaned into his mouth. He slid his rough fingers inside her and against that fat thing filling her rear and pumped until she was gritting her teeth, teetering on the edge of orgasm, but he pulled his fingers out and left her trembling against his shoulder before he made her walk farther.

The tall, double door to his bedroom loomed ahead.

Three paintings separated them from the door, and Arthur pressed her to his side and walked past them.

Inside, he picked her up in his arms, kicked the door closed, and strode to the bed. He dumped her on the sheets and stripped off his clothes, hopping as he struggled to shove his shoes off.

Gen pushed herself up on her elbows. Submissive sextoy or not, naked-Arthur was always an impressive sight.

His shirt fell to the floor, baring the multiple bulges of his shoulders and arms and the ripples of his abs. The watercolor tattoo flowed blue and red over his back, down his arms, and under the waistband of his pants.

He unbuckled his belt and jerked open his pants, shoving them down his slim hips and long, muscular thighs.

One of the tendrils of ink wrapped around his waist and trickled down the deep vee of muscle over his groin. His cock was already hard and erect, tight and curving slightly back against his belly.

In seconds, he was naked and scrambling onto the bed at her.

Gen fell back, limp, and Arthur’s skin slipped over her as he grabbed her, shoving her underneath himself.

He kissed her hard, pushing his tongue into her mouth and grabbing at her flesh. Gen writhed under him, wrapping her legs and arms around him and trying to impale herself on his erection.

Arthur pulled away and grabbed her shoulder to flip her over on her stomach.

He struggled backward. Gen looked back. He found another tube and some other things in his nightstand drawer, and he turned back and grabbed her hips, yanking her into the air.

Gen crouched, her rear in the air and that thing still in there.

Arthur said, “If you want to use your safewords, do it now.”

She said, “I’m yours.”

Arthur groaned and eased the last, biggest plug out of her butt, stroking her rear with it as he did, getting her used to that, too.

The burn going in and the sweet relief and ecstasy pulling out spun her head again, and she moaned.

He pulled it out, and she was open and empty.

Her breath caught in her throat.

A wet sound, like skin slapping skin, flapped behind her. This time, the thing nudging her jerk was warm and wet.

Gen grabbed the sheets in her fists.

Arthur held her hips and pushed the head of his cock inside her, a pinch of pain as he slid inside, and a long, deep burn.

He was thicker than the plugs, and she stretched around him. Gen panted, taking him in like a submissive idiottoy.

Let him have her. Let him harass her hard.

He slid inside her rear, so long and deep inside her, and she ached inside.

His pelvis touched her butt cheeks, and he slowly pulled back.

Pleasure shivered up her spine with each inch that he pulled back, moments lengthening into long breaths.

He held her hips, pressing in slowly and pulling out even slower. She could hear Arthur’s deep breaths as he fought for control.

His hands left her hips. One strong arm wrapped her waist as he plunged into her, and he hauled her body up so she was kneeling in front of him. Gen reached behind her head, grabbing his shoulders to steady herself. His arm moved up, gripping across her chest and shoulder to pin her body to his chest.

He grabbed something off the bed and reached under her, between her legs.

Gen gave herself up to him.

He harassed her rear from behind, and he pushed a hard thing against her clit.

It roared against her, shivering against her skin and clit. Her body clenched, tightening until she was a shaking knot of need. The vibrator shoved harder. His cock pushed deeper into her rear and throbbed inside her, and the tension cracked.

Her whole body pulsed in a deep orgasm that blasted through her, every nerve singing. Pulses shivered in her core and drove outward, filling her. Long, deep rushes like soaring through the sky and drifting downward spun her, and she gasped and shook in his arms.

Behind her, Arthur jerked inside her and spent himself, falling on her but holding himself up so he wouldn’t crush her. He pulled out of her and stripped off the condom, knotting it and throwing it in a wastepaper basket.

Gen was shaking, a wretched mess, and she curled into his chest. He held her, his arms strong around her. Tears wet her eyes.

He asked, aghast, “Why didn’t you use your safeword?”

“I didn’t want to. Oh goodness, Arthur. Oh, my goodness. I never knew. I never knew to want it.”

Arthur cradled her in his arms, rocking her. “Good, pet. Good girl. You’re mine. You’re all mine.”

When she looked up, he was smiling.

















The Lump That Is Ms. Ward







GEN slept in Arthur’s bed that night with him curled around her. Every time she woke a little, one of his arms or legs was strewn across her.

To get away, she probably would have had to use a safe word.

They were still both nude in the sheets. He had washed her in the shower the night before like a passive little doll, toweled her dry, and carried her naked to bed. 

She cuddled down in the sheets and comforters. When she thought about the bed—the massive pillars and looming canopy above her—she held onto Arthur until the shaking stopped. His arms tightened around her whenever she moved in the slightest, cradling her.

By morning, the bed didn’t seem so scary anymore. It felt like a very wide couch.

Later that morning, the bedroom doors blew open. Sunlight poured in from the hallway.

Gen started scrambling, gathering the sheets and comforter to cover her naked butt.

Casimir and Maxence strode in.

She flipped the comforter entirely over her head.

Through the covers, she heard Casimir bellow, “What is wrong with you, Arthur?”

Maxence yelled, “Stand and deliver, Earl of Givesnoidiots.”

Light filtered through the white cloth and feathers over Gen’s head. The fluffy white comforter muffled their voices somewhat, and warmth from Arthur’s body drifted around her.

Arthur struggled to sit up beside her, his bare legs flailing under the down comforter.

Gen burrowed farther under the covers, trying to make herself look like a lump of sheets.

Somewhere outside the comforter, Arthur said, “What the devil are you two doing here?”

Casimir said, “Evidently, you’re in a bit of a mess, worse than we had known.”

Some bustling and thumping, and Mr. Fothergill, the upright and starched butler, said, “I say, there! Lord Severn, I tried to tell them that you were not yet available, but they barged upstairs.”

Wait, Fothergill should be at the London penthouse. He shouldn’t be out in the country at Spencer House.

Arthur said, “That’s all right, Mr. Fothergill. I’d like to know what they’re doing in England at all.”

A pause.

Casimir’s voice said, “I do hope that lump beside you is Ms. Ward.”

Arthur poked Gen in the ribs, right where he knew she was ticklish.

She contorted, trying not to laugh.

It didn’t work, and she let out a peal of giggles.

She clapped her hand over her mouth.

Arthur tickled her again.

“Stop it!” she whispered through the giggles.

Above the comforter, Arthur said, “It appears to be Ms. Ward.”

“Smashing,” Casimir said, his tone as dry as old wood. “Perhaps she should tell you.”

“Tell me what?” Arthur asked and poked her again.

She wiggled away from him, giggling. “Stop it!”

Arthur asked, “Did you call them?”

Gen swam to the top of the bed and poked her face out from under the comforter. She asked Arthur, “Can I talk to you privately?”

“Of course. Mr. Fothergill, it doesn’t matter why they’re here. They’ll need rooms for tonight, possibly longer. Wait.” He rolled his eyes. “Tomorrow is Wednesday. We’ll need to return to London tonight.”

Casimir and Maxence exchanged glances.

Mr. Fothergill asked Arthur, “Shall I have breakfast sent up?” He glanced at Gen as she peered up at him through her bedraggled hair. “For all of you?”

“Would you, please?” Arthur asked.

“Right away, sir.” Mr. Fothergill turned on his heel and walked out.

Casimir and Maxence both stayed in the doorway and crossed their arms, staring at her.

“All right,” Arthur looked down at her, frowning. “Why are Caz and Max here?”

Under the comforter, she slid her arm over his bare abdomen, feeling the muscular ridges under his skin. “Because you sounded desperate yesterday.”

“So?”

“So I was worried you were going to hurt yourself.”

Arthur’s startled and astonished glance was the best thing Gen had ever seen. “I told you I wouldn’t.”

“Everything you say sounds like you have an expiration date. And it seemed like a good idea to have them here because we don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

He shook his head. “They didn’t need to come back.”

Casimir and Maxence both rolled their eyes.

Gen didn’t answer. Arthur had a whole day ahead of him, and she had to go to the office all day to tweak the minutiae on the briefs because every word and comma had to be perfect.

Arthur said, “Guys, why don’t you let us freshen up for a few minutes before Mr. Fothergill brings up breakfast.”

“Nothing we haven’t seen before,” Casimir told him.

“All right, then.” Arthur scooted toward the edge of the bed, and his long, naked leg stuck out from under the comforter.

Maxence backpedaled to the door. “Come on, Caz. I’m sure they’ll want some privacy.”

Arthur said, “No, no. Stay, by all means. It’s nothing you two chaps haven’t seen before.” He grabbed the side of the comforter, ready to fling it back.

Casimir and Maxence fled, slamming the door behind them.

Arthur flipped the comforter back over his leg and flopped down in the bed. “Really? You thought I might commit suicide?”

“The way you were talking—” she said.

“Looking back, I can see where certain statements might have been alarming.” He adjusted the pillow under his head. “That said, I very well might be incommunicado after tomorrow.” He sighed and slid farther into the bed with her. “I’m glad they’re here. After you, they’re the only family I have in the world.”

Gen snuggled closer to him. “I’m here.”

“I know.” He grabbed her and held her tightly against him, his skin slipping on hers. “Let’s not get up quite yet.”

“Okay.” She snuggled closer, and she ducked her head under his chin. “When will breakfast get here?”

“I don’t know,” he muttered, his eyes closing. “I don’t care.”

The silence stretched.

Gen asked, “So what do you do with the panties you take off of me?”

My goodness. What was she even thinking?

He raised one eyebrow, even though his eyes were still closed. “I throw them in the laundry. They’re not supposed to be dry cleaned, are they?”

“No,” she said. “Regular laundry is fine.”

















Leaving Spencer House







AFTER breakfast, Gen and Arthur prepared to decamp and return to the London penthouse.

Gen packed a rollie bag with the few things she had at Spencer House, but she was careful to pick up all her stuff, every hairpin, every pair of underwear, every stick of makeup. Most likely, there would be no coming back next weekend, and probably no one would even have time to fetch anything. She took a few pictures on her phone of her bedroom and the Great Hall, including a selfie or two.

By the time Gen reached the top of the grand staircase that overlooked the entryway, a crowd had gathered near the front doors.

She blinked because everyone in the crowd was wearing black. It looked like a funeral down there, amid the bright white marble on the floor and the white flowers in the enormous vases in the entryway.

That, or else Gen had lost her ability to see colors.

Their somber faces and hushed voices felt like a funeral.

She glanced up. The people depicted in oil paintings above her head, Arthur’s ancestors, were still dressed in vibrant colors of red, blue, and green, so Gen could still see colors. You have to check these things out, though.

Down below, the black-clad crowd milled and muttered.

Gen blinked and examined them, separating them out.

Spencer House housekeepers and staff wore their typical black dresses or suits. That accounted for well over half the crowd.

Big, burly people stood on the perimeter, however, wearing black fatigues.

One man so dressed was standing at the bottom of the staircase. He looked up the stairs at Gen, his hand hovering near the holster on his belt. His ice-blue eyes looked her up and down, evaluating, and then he looked away and continued to survey for the room for actual threats.

Oh, that was the same guy who had dismissed her as a threat on the plane, so he was Maxence’s private mercenary.

Gen picked up her bag and descended the stairs toward the crowd.

As she reached the bottom, Arthur slid out of the crowd, handed her down, and then stood on the bottom step.

He cleared his throat. “May I have your attention, please?”

















Farewell 







ARTHUR stood on the bottom riser of the grand staircase. Above him, the portraits of his ancestors painted in dark, jewel tones stared down at him, and his black-clad staff looked up to him from below.

He had failed them all, every one of his foremothers and forefathers and certainly every one of the people who had protected him and Spencer House now and for centuries.

Arthur began, “I have sad news to convey and my apologies to make.”

He paused, swallowing, before he continued, “As many of you know, I have been embroiled in a lawsuit with my brother for control of the earldom and for Spencer House. At this time, it appears that his application may be successful, and I will be leaving Spencer House and relinquishing the earldom to him.”

Gasps, echoing his horror at the thought.

“I thank you for your exemplary service during my tenure as earl. Every one of you is part of the history of this manor house and of England. I hope that you will continue your employment and service at Spencer House, for I fear the new earl will be in desperate need of your help. It has been my absolute pleasure to make your acquaintance, and it has been an honor and a privilege to serve the earldom and Spencer House at your sides.”

Somehow, he managed to keep it British. His voice didn’t seize, nor did his eyes burn too much.

















Backstabbing James Knightly 







BLACK SUVs packed the roundabout in front of Spencer House like rush hour on a Houston freeway, but at least the British early-April sunlight was cool on Gen’s shoulders. The Texan sun broiled anything outdoors.

Pippa was waiting by the gray Mercedes, leaning against the car and holding a paperback. She grinned and waved at Gen. The spring breeze fluffed her gray hair.

Gen strolled over, dragging her bag.

Maxence grabbed Arthur’s arm. “Arthur, why don’t you get a lift with me?”

A man in black fatigues shook his head and muttered something to Maxence.

Maxence said, “I know what our standard operating procedures are, and Arthur will ride with me.”

Arthur looked between them. “I should stay with Genevieve.”

Gen was raising her hand to tell Arthur to ride with his buddy. It very well might be the last time he saw them, too.

Maxence told him, “She’ll be safer if you’re not riding with her.”

Arthur looked up at her, his silver eyes wide, horror-struck. “But, if something were to happen, I would be right there.”

“We’ll stay together,” Maxence said. “You’ll be better off in an SUV. Tinted windows.”

She glanced over at the SUV fleet. Yep, all the windows were tinted so darkly that the vehicles looked like hulking, black tanks. No one would be able to see in those windows.

Gen stopped herself from thinking about what kind of people might want to look in the windows to see Arthur.

Terrorists. Snipers. Spies.

Dang it. She’d told herself not to think about that.

Now her hands were shaking.

Beside Gen, Pippa called out, “Ruckus and Gen can ride with me. We’ll be fine.”

Arthur waved to her. “Gen, I think I’ll ride with Maxence.”

“Right,” Gen said.

“I’ll see you at the flat.”

“I need to show my face at the office,” Gen said. “We have quite a case scheduled for tomorrow, you know.”

Arthur nodded, his eyes still haunted. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“Tonight.” She stepped into the car.

The dog bounded in beside her and leapt upon her, a wiggling mass of licking.

Gen said, “No. Down.”

Ruckus’s wiggly butt dropped to the seat, and he sat, staring at her.

She said, “Good boy.”

But she wrapped her arms around him and held him, warm against her chest. His white fur smelled like lemons and clean doggie as he panted, his ribs heaving in her arms.

The convoy of black SUVs rolled out, and Pippa pulled the sedan into the middle of the cluster.

About halfway back, Pippa asked, her hand swirling in the air as if this were a sudden thought, “So, this treason business that’s in the newspapers. Is there anything to that?”

Ah, Gen was getting pimped for info. No wonder Pippa had been so intent on driving her back to the city, especially after Arthur had decided to ride with Maxence.

Gen set the papers she had been reading aside on the back seat. “Listen to me carefully. Listen to what I’m not saying because I can’t say it. No matter what you see in the papers, Arthur would never, ever betray Britain. Britain is in his DNA. He’s absolutely loyal.”

“He’s always been loyal to his staff. He kept everyone on after his grandfather died, and most people stay with him for years. I’ve been with him for eleven years.”

Gen continued, “Don’t listen to what the newspapers say. Think about what you know about him. He was pictured with all those people, world leaders and terrorists, because he has access to them. Very few people have access like he does, because of how he grew up. That access is very valuable to certain people, especially in someone who is ultimately loyal to Britain.”

Pippa glanced back at her through the rear view mirror, her eyes wide.

“He has a room in his apartment where the staff can’t go,” Gen said, “He has a government identification badge that he has left lying around sometimes. When he flies on his private plane, he gets clearance from the government a lot faster than he should be able to. He talks to people on the phone privately, asking you to step out of the car. He asks you to drop him off in Vauxhall, near a certain government building, and he flies to Benhall in Gloucestershire often. Even with all that, he is absolutely loyal to the UK. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Pippa said.

Gen sat back in her seat. “Then I think you do understand.”

Pippa settled into her seat. “That’s not what I thought, but I didn’t think he was a traitor. Royston was concerned.”

Royston Fothergill. “Is he going to ask Arthur about it?”

“Oh, no. Royston would never be so gauche as to ask. I’ll just text him discreetly that he needn’t pry when I drop you off at Serle’s Court.”

“Don’t text,” Gen said. “Texting isn’t secure.”

Pippa’s wide eyes flashed in the rear view mirror.

Gen worked for the rest of the drive, balancing her laptop on her knees. She packed it all up to walk into chambers. Pippa said that she would take Ruckus back to Arthur’s flat.

Describing that expansive penthouse as a “flat” was patently ridiculous, but Gen kept her expression British and said good-bye to Pippa until the evening.

Once inside, Gen managed to dodge everyone who would have wanted to talk to her. Octavia was in court, thank the stars.

She walked by the office bulletin board.

Amid the usual car-for-sale ads, lunch delivery menus, and a pathetic plea for people to take home their disgusting rubbish from the lunchroom fridge, a new sheet of paper was tacked to the very center of the notice board.

The paper caught her eye because it was oversized and had Cherwell written across the top. The Cherwell was the campus newspaper at Oxford, where Gen had gone to school, so the memory of it piqued her.

The headline was James Knightly Snitches on Mates, Not Sent Down for Stealing Exams.

Oh, Good Lord. James’s college mistake had come back to haunt him.

Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.

Gen was just reaching for the paper to tear it down because she would do that for any of her friends, when her hand stopped in mid-air.

How obligated was she to tear it down, really?

James Knightly wasn’t anyone’s friend. He wasn’t Gen’s friend—not after trying to sabotage her by posting that video of her at lunch on the internet—and he certainly had not been a loyal friend to his Oxford guys. He had sold them out so that he wouldn’t be expelled, but they all were.

His choice had not been a teenage indiscretion. James had made the deal to rat out his friends in exchange for escaping punishment only a few years before.

His crime hadn’t been a noble one like hiding political refugees. The group of them had stolen exam answers. They were cheating, they got caught, and James had narced on his friends to avoid the penalty they got slammed with.

Ethics were important within law chambers.

Loyalty, doubly so.

The senior barristers should know about James Knightly’s past poor judgment when they were making their decision about who should be offered tenancy, and she certainly hadn’t tacked it up there.

Blindsiding him with it seemed over the line.

Gen grasped the paper, wadded it up, and dropped it in the wastepaper basket near the board.

Gen went to her office and called Arthur. “Did you tack a copy of the Cherwell article about James Knightly on the bulletin board?”

“Oh, no, no, no,” Arthur said. “How would I get back into a law chambers and tack up a newspaper?”

Every bell and whistle for deception went off in her head. “Arthur!”

“I sent the link to Octavia. She must have done it.”

“That’s backstabbing. It’s unethical.”

“He’s doing it to everyone else. When I mentioned it to Octavia, she was very keen to have the link. Said that she suspected something sordid like that all along.”

“Still, I can’t expect to succeed just by tearing everyone else down.”

“You’re not,” Arthur said, “but James Knightly did something rather despicable, ratting out his mates after cheating and skiving out on their punishment. That’s the sort of thing that one would want to know about a chap before deciding to work with him for the next few decades or hand him sensitive material about your clients.”

“Yes, but—”

“Your pupil mistress might not like it if you tore down her notice.”

“Okay. Say, have you told Maxence and Casimir that this might very well be the last time you’ll see them yet?”

Rustling like static filled the phone. Arthur muttered, “Hasn’t come up yet.”

Gen dragged her feet, walking out to the bulletin board to tack the horrid thing back up, but someone else had beat her to the punch and nailed the thing back up. The creases were smoothed out like someone had worked hard to scrape them flat.

If anything, it looked worse now, like James Knightly had tried to dispose of evidence and been caught out again.

Well, that wasn’t her fault, either.

















Tea Time, Again







IN the largest conference room of the law chambers, Gen handed steaming cups of tea to Octavia Hawkes and David Trent while sucking chocolate cookie crumbs out from between her teeth. She had scarfed three cookies in a fit of stress eating and then tried to swish the crumbs out with tea, but the scalding tea had just melted the chocolate into her gums.

James Knightly sidled up to her. “Have you measured the willies of any of your other clients?”

Idiot him. “Wow, even you believed it. I guess I’m getting better at British things like making stuff up to cover what’s really going on,” Gen said.

James looked confused, his blond eyebrows dipping. David Trent and Octavia pretended to study their tea but didn’t walk away.

Gen continued, “That must be why I’m bringing new clients into chambers instead of merely being assigned clients.”

James stepped backward, holding a chocolate cookie halfway to his mouth.

“And I’ll bet you posted that video, James, selling out your mates again. Narcing on your friends at every opportunity seems to be quite a habit with you, doesn’t it?”

Gen was proud of how British that was: insulting a person and then asking them to agree with it.

Octavia raised one eyebrow as far as she was able, and David Trent lifted his teacup to his mouth to hide his grin.

















Saving the Booze from Christopher







GEN arrived home—

No, not home.

She breathed hard, leaning over, as she set her purse on the entryway table next to the fresh, dark red roses.

Not home.

Gen arrived back at the posh London penthouse that belonged to the estate of the Earldom of Severn. She walked to the living room overlooking Hyde Park treetops with Ruckus trotting at her heels.

Yes, that was accurate.

She hated it.

Gen snapped the lead off of the dog after their brisk after-work walk in the park. He bounded into the front room like a tiny, crazed, white deer.

Arthur, Casimir, and Maxence were lounging on chairs and couches, all holding cut-crystal highball glasses. From the glazed looks in their eyes—silvery-blue, emerald green, and darkness—they’d been drinking for a while. Even Arthur, who so rarely got even tipsy, looked like a film of ice had been poured over his silvery eyes.

She asked, “You guys okay?”

Arthur raised his glass. “No use letting Christopher get the good stuff. He wouldn’t appreciate it. He’d probably use it to make figgy pudding or something for the children.”

Maxence and Casimir chuckled.

Casimir was sitting upright in a chair, jiggling ice in his glass and looking like he might turn liquid and spill onto the floor.

Maxence was lying on the couch, his long legs hanging over the arm of it, holding a brandy snifter in his hand that dangled over the edge. He curled up to sip the brandy and then resumed staring at the ceiling.

He saw Gen standing in the entry and craned his neck to look at her from upside down. His black eyes raked her, and his voice was almost velvety in its darkness when he said, “Well, hello, beautiful.”

Arthur’s eyes cleared a bit. “Hey, Pope Phooall. Keep your eyes off of her.”

Maxence giggled and rolled up to sitting on the couch to pour more brandy into his glass. His aim was off, and he almost slopped some onto the coffee table but saved it at the last second.

“How much have you guys had?” she asked Arthur.

“Not sure.” He gestured to the coffee table, where probably thirty bottles stood half-full.

“Goodness, Arthur!”

“Ah-ah,” Maxence tut-tutted, but he was laughing.

“Have you guys eaten?” Gen asked him.

Arthur squinted at the other guys. “Did we?”

Casimir said, “Breakfast at Spencer House.”

“You guys haven’t eaten since breakfast? Holy cow!”

Maxence started tut-tutting again but must have realized that she had pulled back from blasphemy that time. He gestured to the bottles, spreading his arms in an almost affectionate gesture, and slurred, “Liquid lunch.”

“Where’s Miranda and Fothergill and the rest of the staff?” Gen asked. “Miranda usually takes better care of you than this, and Old Foggy Bottom would have sniffed and handed you guys food whether you wanted it or not.” Gen had picked up the nickname from some of the housekeepers that cleaned her room and liked to chat.

“Gave them all the night off,” Arthur said. “I’ll have to break it to everyone in the morning, anyway. Couldn’t stand to look at everyone tonight and know that I had to make a darn speech to them tomorrow before heading off to the House of Lords for my execution.”

“Now, now,” Maxence said, swirling his brandy and peering into its depths. “It’s not the worst thing that could happen to you, to give up all the troubles that worldly possessions cause. The striving, the worrying over them, the vanity of them, the lust for more. Avarice was Satan’s sin, you know.”

“That’s Milton, not Scripture,” Casimir told him. “Paradise Lost, and it was pride.”

“It was avarice for God’s position,” Maxence argued.

“No,” Arthur said over their quibbling. “No, I’ve never wanted to give up my family seat and my ancestors’ honor. But the most important thing is,” he turned to her, “Gen, no, we haven’t eaten, and it appears that we’re about to turn on each other. Do you know of any place that delivers?”

Gen smiled at them. “You boys like Indian?”

















Something to Remember 







MUMBAI Take-Away delivered bags upon greasy bags of food, enough for three starving men with their feeding inhibitions temporarily disabled by alcohol, plus Gen. She laid out the styrofoam clamshells while the guys sheepishly cleared the liquor bottles from the table.

After a moment of wavering, Arthur skipped the Chicken Tikka Masala and ate heartily of the Navratan Korma, Kashmiri Dum Aloo, Malai Kofta, and seven other vegetarian dishes that Gen had ordered. Indeed, the CTM was the only non-veg on the table.

Gen and the three guys talked long into the night, eating clove-scented rice with spicy, creamy sauces and crispy samosas, puff pastry filled with savory potatoes.

As much as Arthur had told Gen about how British he was, Maxence and Casimir told her school stories about him, about his escapades in sneaking off campus and back on again, about nearly killing himself and them a few times, and quite a few stories ended up with him naked in public.

Gen turned to him. “How many times have you been arrested for public indecency?”

Arthur shrugged. “Arrested? None. Never been caught. Too fast for the bobbies.” He grinned and ate a bite of rice topped with cream sauce.

They talked and drank until late. When Gen stood up to go to bed, Arthur said his good-nights to the guys and tugged her toward his bedroom.

Ruckus trotted ahead of them and walked toward the bathroom where he had extra food and water bowls, just in case he needed a midnight snack.

Arthur closed the door and locked it. “Not taking a chance on those two sods walking in again.”

“You can stay out there and talk with them.” Gen walked over and shut the half-open door to his closet. Those closet doors were always popping open, all day long.

“I’ve been talking to those two wankers all day. I have nothing left to say to them.”

From how fast they’d been talking during dinner, even talking over each other while the three of them were wasted, they did indeed have many things to say to each other.

She walked back to him and smiled. “You’re sweet.”

He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her close to his red tee shirt that read “GEEKS WILL CTRL+S THE WORLD.” His chest was even warmer than usual, like it always was when he drank. The heat permeated the thick cotton of his shirt and warmed her.

She slipped her arms around him and hung on.

At first, the hug was companionable, snuggly. He rubbed his hand up and down her spine.

Within a minute, he was exploring the shape of her back, the curves and dips of her body near her waist, and when she raised her head, he kissed her.

It was a long, slow kiss, not starving like when he had kissed her the night before at Spencer House, not calculated to dominate her like the nights she sat naked at his feet. She swore that she could feel the emotion in him, the determination to savor every second they had, every touch of their lips.

Arthur guided her to the bed like when they were waltzing, and he undressed her slowly, kissing her body as her falling business suit revealed each inch.

By her shoulder, his breath brushing her skin, he whispered, “I should have had you in my arms every night. I should have told you months ago that I was in love with you.”

“You were?” she whispered, stretching her neck as he lipped her skin, his strong arm cinched around her waist. Again, she felt held but not held down.

He said, “Ever since that night when I stared into your eyes.”

Gen drew back, startled. “I remember that night.”

“I felt like my life had come down to that one point of staring into your eyes. I felt revealed. A notion floated around my head that you knew everything about me, everything.”

“I wanted to come to your bedroom that night, but I was afraid. I hate that I was afraid for so long.”

He started ripping off his clothes, but Gen stopped him and undressed him herself, peeling his tee shirt off his strong chest and the jeans from his long legs.

Every curve of strong muscle thrilled her as she ran her hands over him, trickling her fingers over the bulges and crevices.

She whispered, “I want to look at you.”

She kissed his palm, and he shuddered, closing his eyes.

She kissed the tattoo of the three shields on his forearm, and he watched her, his eyes glassy again.

She crawled around behind him on the bed and ran her hands over the blue and red ribbon-like tattoos covering his back, the long blue strip that almost ran down his spine except that it was covered by the other tattered red and blue stripes. The ink was pale, watercolored instead of vibrant, and the ends of the stripes faded like they had been torn away or dove into his skin.

She kissed his spine where the blue ink was darkest. “What does this tattoo mean?”

Arthur whispered, his voice rough, “It’s the Union Jack, the national flag of the United Kingdom, deconstructed. The stripes and triangles are all there but rearranged. It took monthly sessions over almost a year. Casimir’s ink took longer. Maxence’s took quite a while, too.”

Gen ran her fingers over the haphazard blue stripes, and most did intersect near the center of his back, where the wings of his lats narrowed to his tight waist. Red triangles were scattered over the stripes. “I see it now. Why didn’t I see it before?”

“It’s sort of a puzzle. I couldn’t have the actual flag on my back, of course. Tends to be difficult to explain when one is encouraging a dictator to reveal his secrets to you because you have no loyalty to Britain.”

“Even then, you knew you wanted to be a spy?”

“Elizabeth recruited me into the clandestine service when I was seventeen.”

“You said that, but it’s so hard to believe. No one should be recruited to be a spy at seventeen. You were a baby.”

Baby echoed in her head.

He shrugged, and his inked skin slid over his muscles. “I rather imagine that’s why she chose me, because I wouldn’t be suspected. It was the only place I felt I belonged.” He turned and took her into his arms. “Until I found you.”

He rolled her underneath him, and his weight settled on her.

If Arthur did leave tomorrow, if he did go with other spies to be “resettled,” then this was it. This would be the last time she touched him, the last time his hands would be on her, the last time she would feel him inside her.

Even the last vestiges of his faint cologne—sweet spices and a hint of clean wood and musk—would float away.

And she would go back to her office and to sitting with her mother with only a few memories.

Too few.

It wasn’t enough. She was dying for him, for something solid and real about him, like he was already slipping through her fingers.

Gen kissed him, holding his face in her hands. She whispered, “Don’t use a condom.”

Arthur lifted his head. “You aren’t on the Pill.”

“I just want to feel your skin, just one time.”

His eyebrows drew together, more worried than frowning. “You might fall pregnant.”

“Yes.”

“Gen, I can’t. I wouldn’t be able to leave if you were pregnant.”

“You’re leaving tomorrow. I wouldn’t even know for two or three weeks. You’ll already be gone.”

He rolled away from her. “I couldn’t. We shouldn’t do that.” He propped himself up on one elbow. Confusion filled his silver eyes, and his dark hair flopped over his forehead. “Did you think you would—” he paused, “—trap me?”

“No,” she said. It wasn’t that. “It’s more like, I was thinking—” she sucked in a deep breath, “since I can’t have you, I wanted a piece of us.”

“A piece of us? Our child?”

She nodded.

“You want to fall pregnant?”

“Yes.” God help her, she did.

“But I have to go.”

“I know.”

“It’s too dangerous for you for me to stay.”

“I know.”

“Gen, I can’t. I couldn’t leave you if you were carrying our child. I couldn’t.”

She lied, “But, my biological clock. I have a biological clock. That’s why.”

“You’re twenty-five. Your biological clock isn’t fully wound yet, let alone ticking.”

“I’ve always wanted to be a mother. I want a child.”

“I’m not the type of man who could just be a sperm donor and walk away.”

“I’m grasping at smoke, here. I’m trying to hold onto something.” She pressed herself against his side. “I love you, and I’m losing you. I feel more alone than ever.”

“I do, too. I don’t want to go.”

“I’m going to be alone forever. I didn’t realize how much I wanted a family.”

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly to his skin. “I’ll come back. I’ll find you in ten years. You’ll be thirty-five. Then, if your biological clock is ticking, we’ll do something about it.”

“You won’t.”

“I will, if I can. I promise that I’ll try. In ten years, people will have forgotten about me, or you’ll be tired of being a lawyer and want to come hide with me.”

In ten years, her mother probably would have died, a horrifying thought, and yet it was more terrifying that she might live so long in such a terrible state.

Gen didn’t know which way to hope, and her world felt empty.

She tightened her arms around him and held on, feeling his heart beat against her skin. “Then I’ll wait. I’ll wait ten years until you can come back to me.”

“Don’t wait for me.” His voice sounded tight in his throat.

“I don’t want anyone else. I’m messed up. Maybe you’re the only man I can be with.”

“If I find you and you’re happy, if you have love and a family, I’ll go away quietly. I’ll stand somewhere you can see me for a moment, and I’ll fade into the crowd.”

“I don’t want you to fade away. I’ll want to see you. I’ll want to talk to you.”

“With your husband right there?”

“I’ll tell him that being your idiottoy was the best ten days of my life. It was when I gave everything to you and felt like me again. It was when I met the love of my life and had everything I’d ever wanted for only ten days.”

He wrapped her more tightly in his arms. “Me, too. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, and I’ve been waiting for you all my life.”

“You don’t have to go. You can hide in my basement or something.”

“You don’t have a basement.”

“I have an attic.” An attic bedroom, anyway.

“If my friends don’t relocate me, others will find me and kill me. If you’re there, they’ll kill you first, and they’ll kill you slowly, and they’ll kill you right in front of me. I can’t stay, Gen. I can’t.”

“I don’t want to lose you.”

“I don’t want to go, but I can’t stay.”

“I don’t have anything to remember you by, not really.”

“A closet full of dresses.”

“I thought those would belong to the estate because they were bought with estate money.”

“No one cares.”

“What would I do, put on one of those dresses and parade up and down the stairs of my mom’s little row house? How pathetic would that be?”

“You’ll have this.” He reached over to his dresser drawer. “In the morning, while you were busy, I ran over to the vault. We didn’t have time for you to choose, so I picked this up for you.”

In the dim light, Gen saw a glimmer of scarlet in a golden glow. “Is that—”

“There wasn’t time for us to select an engagement ring together. I wanted to marry you. I wanted to spend every minute of every day of my life with you.”

“I shouldn’t accept that.” Not if they weren’t getting married.

He caught her left hand in his and fit the ring on her finger. “Please. When you want to, move it to your right hand, or take it off, but take it.”

She clenched her fist. “I won’t take it off.”

He told her, “It’s from the Elizabethan era. Margaret Spencer, the Duchess of Somerset, my however-many-greats grandmother, had it made.”

“The one who was Queen Elizabeth’s special friend.”

He nodded. “The spymistress, the one who built the Finch-Hatten family and saved England several times over.”

Gen opened her hand to look at the ring.

Because the ring was centuries old, she had expected the gold band to be hammered smooth, maybe a cup of gold around a cabochon sphere-shaped stone or egg-like drop of red, and a loop for the finger. Most English jewelry from the Middle Ages looks plain like that.

This ring was exquisite.

The scarlet center stone, a ruby, was faceted, and it sparkled inside with scarlet fire. Golden filigree flanked the gemstone. Delicate white and blue enamel had been poured into the gold setting. It looked like a Faberge egg turned into a ring. “My goodness, Arthur.”

“That’s quite a step up from ‘my lord.’”

She backhanded him on the arm. “It’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“It’s Italian, which makes it exceedingly rare in Elizabethan England, considering how the Pope didn’t particularly care for the Tudors after that dust-up with Elizabeth’s father.”

Oh, history. “But it’s part of the estate. If you lose tomorrow, it will belong to Christopher.”

“Idiot him. Right now, it’s mine to dispose of as I please, and he won’t notice its absence. If he had given a whit about the history and holdings of Spencer House, he might have had a chance of noting that it is gone. His failure to notice will be the natural result of his willful ignorance of his own ancestry and place in British history.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I’m sorry that we didn’t get to Paris to have something bespoke made.”

“It’s perfect. It’s absolutely perfect.” She held her fist to her heart. “And I’ll never take it off.”

“I want you to take it off, eventually, when you want to. I want you to go on and have a good life, a life with a husband and a family and love all around you.”

“I want you. I don’t want anyone else.”

“This is hard enough as it is, but listen to me. If you find someone to love and have a family with, and if you can do that, then I’ve been a good friend to you. I’ve helped you. If you don’t, then I’ve hurt you. We agreed that no matter what happened, we were friends. So, if I was a good friend, if I helped you, have a good life and find someone who loves you to share it.”

Gen wrapped her arms around him. “I don’t want to let you go.”

“We must be British about this,” he said. “You have to speak in court tomorrow, and then I must walk into what will probably be a white van. It’s always a white van for some reason. We can’t make a scene. We can’t draw attention to it. You will go back to pretending that this was a sham relationship that you agreed to for the lawsuit, and your law chambers will thank you for it. I will quietly slip away so that no one hurts either one of us. Agreed?”

Gen nodded, even though she didn’t want to.

She really didn’t want to.

He kissed her. “We have tonight.”

“We only had ten days,” she said.

“Tonight will have to be enough for us.” He kissed her, slowly again, and his lips moved to her neck. “I’ll make tonight last forever.”

Gen wrapped her arms and her body around him as he shifted in her arms, kissing her again.

“How could you make it last forever?” she whispered.

He kissed her nose, then trailed his lips around her jawline to her ear. “By making you wait.”

Gen wished she had not asked.

For long minutes, then forever, he teased her, kissing her and moving above her, his long hardness rubbing against her stomach as he pressed her arms around his neck.

Too quickly, her body began to crave him, yearning for every brush of his fingertips on her breasts and his hands under her back, holding her to himself.

She was straining against him, trying to find an angle that caused him to slip inside her, when he braced his forearms around her head, kissed her softly, and spread her legs with his knees. He rolled a condom on and settled himself upon her.

The soft head of his cock nudged her entrance, and she squirmed, rocking her hips up, but he shushed her. “Quiet, my love. Look at me.”

Gen forced her eyes open. She was still breathing hard. “What?”

“Look at me.”

When she was gazing at him, he began to push inside her.

Every time, it was shocking, the pressure and then deep fullness of him. He made sure that she was ready, but his size and hardness spread her body inside.

He was so slow, pressing into her, as he watched her. Lamplight shone on him, glimmering on the dark blue ring around the silver in his eyes and the tattered ends of blue and red ribbons trailing over his shoulders. His body moved in hers, smooth undulations that sent deep friction through her.

Every time she began to lose herself in the pleasure of his lovemaking, Arthur whispered, “Look at me.”

She watched him, holding her palm to his cheek and the other on his shoulder, while he pulsed in her, every slow thrust closer and closer to sending her over the edge.

His eyes and his gaze stunned her.

For those moments, with their bodies connected and rippling together, with their gazes locked and their arms around each other, he saw farther into her than anyone else in her life. Her body and soul were open to him, penetrated by him, as he stared into her eyes.

She tightened, and her breath quickened.

He saw and plunged farther inside her.

Her body tangled around his, knotting inside and with her limbs around his, as he stroked inside her.

Her eyes fluttered even though she tried to keep them open, blackness flickering over his face and his eyes above her, intermittent gaps in his intent gaze on her.

Their connection was heart to heart, soul to soul. Even the break of her orgasm and pulsing roar through her body and mind didn’t break the cadence within her that was Arthur, Arthur, Arthur.

He whispered in her ear, “Remember, no matter where I am, no matter where I go, I will always love you. Always.”

















Enough







ARTHUR rocked into her as his response swept through him, a moment of blankness and bliss like the apex of flight before he fell into her body again, pumping his seed into her, even though he was wearing the condom.

His last time with Gen, and he might die tomorrow.

As a desolate lifetime without her loomed before him, he wondered if he would welcome a last view of darkness and the cold press of a pistol to the back of his neck instead.

He was still deep within Gen, her velvety skin cool against his hard flesh.

Her softness under his body comforted him, dulled that ache that drove him.

He must not tell her. He might frighten her.

Her hand stroked over his hair, soothing him.

Oh goodness. He was lost.

Her arms folded around him as he trembled.

He breathed, “I love you,” against her skin and heard it returned in her soft voice.

It had to be enough.

















Begging A Favor 







GEN was dozing in Arthur’s arms, asleep even though she had meant to stay awake so she didn’t miss a minute with him. The sheets were soft under her, and this open bed was even more okay than the canopied one.

In the dark, Arthur said, “I need to beg a favor of you.”

“Anything,” she said.

“Would you take Ruckus?”

She propped herself up on one elbow, trying to see him in the dark. A slim line of light ran over his face from the windows. His eyes were open and shining in the faint light.

Gen asked, “Why can’t you take him with you?”

“I don’t know where I’ll end up,” he said. “It’ll almost certainly be somewhere small.”

“That’ll be quite a change for you.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to a dog to take him someplace like that,” Arthur said. “You have a garden. He loves you. He would be happy with you.”

Gen reached down and scratched Ruckus, who was sleeping by Arthur’s feet on the bottom of the bed. His tail flapped on her foot as she scratched. “Yeah, I’ll take him.”

Arthur said, “I’m glad I won’t have to worry about him.”

















Betrayal







GEN arrived in the law chambers at six o’clock in the morning. She had dressed in a business trouser suit except that she was wearing running shoes. Her feet needed a break, so she would change into her chunky-heeled work pumps later.

Octavia was waiting for Gen in her office, her arms braced wide on her desk as she glared at the documents. Her mouth was contracted to the smallest red dot that Gen had ever seen, and anger rolled off her tense posture in waves.

Gen skidded to a stop. “Dear God, is there something else?”

“No,” Octavia said. “Nothing new, just the same problem as before, coupled with the several phone calls that we received yesterday from clients, expressing concern that our firm is associated with a known traitor.”

Gen said, “Well, it will be over with today, and it’s too late to do anything about that.”

“No, it’s not.” Octavia’s jaw didn’t move as she snarled. “Sun Tzu said, ‘He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.’”

“What on Earth are you—”

Octavia’s seething anger suddenly made sense to Gen. Before you can do something reprehensible to a person, you had to hate them, first.

Gen crumpled into a chair and let her face fall into her hands. “We can’t abandon Arthur just hours before his hearing. We can’t.”

“Yes, we can, and we should,” Octavia said.

“I won’t. I swear to heaven, I won’t.”

“That’s a brave proposal,” Octavia said, a British term that means My goodness, you’re being stupid. “You can be Atticus Finch if you want to, but I’m sure as idiot not.”

Surely Octavia wouldn’t—

Gen’s mind couldn’t complete that horrible thought. “I beg your pardon?”

“You won’t abandon him,” Octavia said, her lips sucked down to a red point. “But I sure can walk away from this train wreck.”

“Oh goodness, Octavia. I can’t go in there alone!”

“Yes, you can.” Her voice was steely with resolution. “It’s April. You’re now officially in your second six-month rotation for your pupillage, and you are qualified to accept cases and speak before the bar. This isn’t even a proper court, so anyone can speak, anyway. You’ve been adequately trained, I should think. You can defend Arthur Finch-Hatten, the traitor, all by yourself. If I stand down, chambers has some plausible deniability from the blow-back that will inevitably occur no matter what the outcome today.”

“So you’re not coming?” Gen asked. She tamped down the hysterical shriek at the end. “You’re not going to be there at all?”

“I shan’t sit at the table,” Octavia said. “I think it’s better for everyone if I maintain some professional distance. I’ll be in the gallery.”

Gen let her face drop forward into her hands and bent over.

Octavia sighed. “But we might go over your notes before you walk in. ‘The general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple ere the battle is fought,’ and all that Sun Tzu rot.”

















Final Battle







FOG prowled London on the morning of the hearing in the House of Lords.

Pippa drove Gen and Arthur through the traffic to the Palace of Westminster, the fortress of British law and law-making that housed Parliament and its law libraries and records. Towers rose from each end like medieval prisons, and thick walls enclosed the whole building.

This castle had been like a church to Gen, Rose, and Lee while they had been swotting at uni, the spring of their knowledge and the headwaters of their future.

Now, it felt like the gate to Perdition, where Arthur would fall away from her, maybe forever.

No, not forever. In ten years, he had said he would come back.

Pippa stopped the car, and Arthur hopped around to the trunk—boot—to lift out Gen’s rolling file box. He set it on the sidewalk and offered her the handle.

“Thanks,” Gen said.

Arthur’s blank expression looked as grim as she felt.

Black SUVs pulled up behind them. Men in black suits leapt out, followed by Maxence and Casimir. The moral support had arrived.

Casimir and Maxence stood beside Arthur like guards.

Maxence stood with his hands folded in front of him, a picture of somber studiousness and maybe suffering from a hangover. Casimir had poured water down him last night before they had stumbled off to the guest rooms down the hall from Gen’s old bedroom, but the dark hollows under his eyes looked like he had the dreaded lurgy.

Casimir’s dark green eyes flickered over the crowd, and he asked Arthur, “You ready?”

Arthur said, “Let’s go.”

They walked into Westminster with the crowd of tourists and MPs. The three exceedingly tall men plus Gen stuck out above the crowd.

Through the hallway for the committee meeting rooms, Gen strode with her head held high, toting the rolling bag stuffed with the briefs and exhibits that she and Octavia had prepared. The rollie bumped along the thick carpet behind her, making a fuzzy scraping sound audible even over the crowd muttering around them.

Gen would be arguing her first hearing alone to defend her lover’s lawsuit for everything that he revered in his life, for his very British soul, without even her pupil mistress to guide her.

A pupil defending such a high-profile case with such personal stakes for her very first solo outing seemed unfair. James Knightly had argued a traffic ticket for his first solo case a few days before, and he had lost because he didn’t cross-examine the police officer correctly.

Gen took firm hold of her rolling file case and her resolve. She was going to fight this case for Arthur like the pit bull attorney she was, no matter what Arthur thought. He wasn’t going to settle. Even if he did have to go into hiding for a few years, maybe ten years, everything would be waiting for him when he came back. He would walk right back into his life with Spencer House, his plane, and Gen herself. Small dogs like Jack Russell Terriers live around fifteen years. Ruckus would probably still be around, too.

The door to the committee room loomed ahead of them, and Gen lengthened her stride to meet the challenge.

The crowd parted, and as they reached the door, Lee and Rose stepped out of the crowd.

“Hey!” Gen said, raising her head. Awesome. She needed some emo support since she wasn’t getting any from her pupil mistress. “I really appreciate you being here.”

Rose asked, “May we speak with you privately?”

Uh oh. “Arthur, a second, please?”

He walked a few steps away and pulled out his phone, which was far enough for the three girls to speak privately in the noisy, shoving hallway.

Casimir and Maxence leaned against the wall beside him, also perusing their phones, and the security guys looked alert around them.

Lee eyed the three men but turned back to Gen. “You have to dump his arse.”

“What!” Gen stumbled backward a step.

Rose shook her head. “You’ve invested every cent that you and your mother have in this career. If you destroy it by defending a traitor, you’ll be left with nothing.”

“I won’t abandon him mere minutes before his hearing,” Gen whispered to them.

“You’re cocking it up,” Lee said. “This is business. You can’t let your quim make this decision for you.”

“My—Oh, my goodness,” Gen’s jaw dropped open. “You did not just say that.”

“She’s correct,” Rose said. “You’re thinking with your quim, and I don’t say that lightly.”

“I cannot believe you,” Gen said. “You’re supposed to my friends.”

“Friends want what’s best for you,” Rose said. “Friends won’t stand by while you destroy your career defending a traitor.”

Gen straightened, her spine filling with steel. “I appreciate that you want what’s best for me, and I understand your points. However, I am not thinking with my—my quim. I’m defending my client as I was contracted to do. I will not give up on him like Octavia has.”

Lee frowned harder, her little face creasing with consternation. “Your pupil mistress gave up on him?”

Dang it. Gen had given them ammunition. “Yes.”

Rose said, “So Octavia Hawkes won’t be your second?”

“No.”

“So you’re arguing ‘is case all by yourself? Are you pissed?” Lee asked.

“I’m doing the right thing,” Gen said.

“Oy, trust the American to think she’s doing the right thing,” Lee said to Rose.

“And I’m not going to walk out on him now,” Gen said. “I wouldn’t walk out on any other client, either, so you guys can both shut the heck up.”

Rose and Lee glanced at each other, and they both shrugged.

Rose said, “As your friends, it was our duty to try to dissuade you.”

“Yeah,” Gen said, still angry at them.

Lee said, “We figured you’d be mad as a bag of ferrets, but we did our jobs as mates. Now get in there and argue until those Law Lords lie down in utter defeat.”

“Really?” Gen asked. “You’re not going to drag me out of here kicking and screaming?”

Lee leaned in. “Do you want us to?”

Gen nearly hopped back from them. “No!”

Lee shrugged at Rose. “Then I suppose we’ll sit beside you at the table and hand you exhibits and briefs if Octavia is going to be derelict in her duty. Come on, then. Let’s go.” She grabbed Gen’s left hand. “What’s this?”

“Nothing,” Gen said.

“Looks like jewelry.”

Gen turned her hand over, showing them the ruby and enamel ring.

Rose’s eyes widened, and she looked at Gen. “Is that—”

“It’s nothing,” Gen insisted, her chest crushing inward.

It was nothing. It meant nothing because she couldn’t marry Arthur because he was leaving.

And yet she curled her fist around it and held it to her chest as they walked toward the committee chamber.

The girls followed Gen, and she motioned to Arthur to go with them into the conference room.

Arthur let them lead the way and followed them in. Casimir, Maxence, and the security guys followed.

At the table, Gen unpacked the bag and showed Lee and Rose where all of the exhibits were and how they were sorted. The committee room was the same one as before.

Above her head, the ceiling drifted three stories high, and the walls were painted blue above the dark wood wainscoting that stretched fifteen feet into the air. The conference tables, more like connected desks, were built on raised daises. The tables where Gen, her team, and Christopher’s team would stand stood on the floor, diminishing them before the literally lofty lords and ladies.

In the tall room, Gen felt teeny-tiny, an unusual occurrence.

Chairs were set up on risers behind their tables in a gallery area, so Casimir, Maxence, and the security detail settled themselves back there.

Arthur sat at the table with Gen and her girls, adjusting his chair and watching the three women. He didn’t look angry, but one of his dark eyebrows was lowered in concern. “Gen, what are you—”

She shushed him. “Don’t talk unless I ask you something, and then only answer exactly what I ask you in the quickest, easiest way possible with as little extra information given as possible.”

They had scheduled witness preparation, including practice for Arthur, for the last month before the trial, so they hadn’t gotten to it because they had thought that the trial wouldn’t be until November.

Necessity dictated.

Arthur said, “But we aren’t—”

“Shhh, here they come, stand up.” Gen hopped up from her chair, and the other two girls and Arthur did likewise as the committee strolled in.

The members of the House of Lords Committee for Privileges and Conduct wore business suits in differing shades of somber black and brown. One lady wore a shocking shade of medium blue.

Gen was disappointed that the lords and ladies weren’t wearing their hideous ermine-trimmed scarlet court robes, although she wasn’t wearing her scratchy black court robe, either.

Lady Josceline Bazalgette, QC, and the Baroness Hazel Honeycutt, one of the twelve Law Lords of Britain, sat in the two center seats. The other fourteen members of the committee seated themselves around three sides of the raised tables arranged in a square.

Gen, Arthur, Christopher, and the lawyers were sitting at the low tables at the base of the square.

The barristers bowed as they always did at the start of a court hearing, not to the judge but to the Queen’s coat of arms on the wall behind the assembled lords and ladies to show their respect for the Queen’s justice.

Arthur bowed almost exactly with Gen and the girls.

Over at the other conference table, Christopher’s barrister, Orval Ainsley, bowed, but Christopher was looking around, confused.

They all sat, and Arthur crossed his legs under the table.

In the oddest of moments, Gen noticed that Arthur’s socks were black to match the nobleman’s mood.

He stared straight at the committee with the utmost seriousness, not a hint of irony in his demeanor.

Baroness Honeycutt, as the person who had the most experience in the law on the Committee, called the meeting to order and read the reason for the meeting and background into a microphone protruding from her desk. Her low voice was clipped, formal, and rapid. Finally, she said, “Would the barristers for the claimant care to make an opening argument?”

Gen and Arthur stared straight ahead while the lawyers at the other table, mostly the prat Orval Ainsley, laid out a sketchy history of noble titles being stripped due to bad behavior on the part of the holders.

The lords and ladies on the committee listened with stoic expressions and raised eyebrows.

Baroness Honeycutt interrupted Christopher’s lawyer, “And now that he who is without sin has cast the first stone, would the defendant’s barristers care to submit an argument?”

The other barrister called out, “Please, my Lady, there’s more.”

“More than that?” she asked, one eyebrow rising farther up her forehead.

“Has your Ladyship seen the newspapers the last few days?”

“Quite,” Baroness Honeycutt said. “Unsubstantiated, possibly manufactured photographs that were placed as advertisements, and then their existence was reported upon without additional documentation but with wild rumors. It was substandard reporting, even for the Daily Mirror.”

“And yet,” the other lawyer said, “we would like to submit the photographs as evidence and read a statement into the record.”

“Very well,” she sighed.

He did. Orval Ainsley’s argument was brutal and horrifying and filled with words like “enemy agent” and “contemptible” and “treason” and lamented that the British Empire no longer shot traitors.

Gen took few notes. There was little she could offer in the way of a defense unless Arthur admitted to working for MI6.

Arthur sat stiffly in his chair, unmoving, unflinching, not even blinking his striking silver eyes.

Christopher stood and was interviewed about how, when Arthur was away at that Swiss boarding school, Christopher didn’t see Arthur for years at a time, that he should be considered a citizen of the EU and not a British subject.

Gen wrote a note in her spiky handwriting to draw attention to Arthur’s passport, which had been submitted as evidence.

The barrister spoke most of the morning, and every time Gen glanced over at Lee and Rose, they were sweating more and preparing rebuttal notes.

The man finally sat down and patted Christopher’s hand, as if comforting the man who had suffered so long from being born to a wealthy, upper-class family in the wrong order.

Baroness Honeycutt raised an eyebrow at Gen. “And your opening statement, Ms. Ward, perhaps waiting on witness testimony until the proper time?”

“Yes, my Lady. Thank you for this opportunity to address this august and learned committee—”

Beside Gen, Rose cleared her throat and muttered, “Get on with it.”

“—and we are prepared to rebut all of m’learned friend’s baseless accusations. Because this is the simplest, we refute that m’learned friend’s accusation that Arthur Finch-Hatten did not return to British soil in a timely fashion by submitting copies of his passport, which show that he indeed returned every year for months at a time. Next—”

Beside her, Arthur stood, standing even taller than she did. “We are not defending the case. We withdraw our defense.”

Chairs scuffled behind them.

“What? Arthur!” To the Baroness, she said, “No, we don’t withdraw our defense. This is a baseless case that contradicts the laws of our land and our tradition. It’s a clear case of primogeniture as specified in their parents’ legal will that was settled decades ago. There is no basis—”

“Gen, stop,” he said.

From behind them, Casimir and Maxence leaned in.

Casimir said, “Arthur, let the woman do her job.”

Gen whispered rapidly, “No, Arthur! You can’t give up that easily! You can’t give up Spencer House and England!”

“Gen, don’t. I told you not to argue the case.” Arthur turned to the committee. “We’re withdrawing our defense.”

Maxence grabbed his arm. “Have you lost your mind?”

Arthur shook him off.

Gen braced her hands on her hips. “Let me tell you about the British legal system, buddy. I’m a barrister. I take instructions from your solicitor, not you. Their instructions were crystal clear on fighting this case to the hilt. I can stand here and fight this case for you for the whole week.”

“I won’t be here after today,” he whispered.

She grabbed his hand, holding on. She didn’t care who saw it. “It doesn’t matter. You don’t need to be here. I can fight your case without you.”

Arthur didn’t answer, but his silvery eyes were despondent.

She said, “That’s why a lot of barristers don’t even meet their clients before cases. It keeps the law more pure.”

“Red,” he sighed.

Gen whispered, “What?”

“Red. The safe word. I am in your hands, here, so I have the ultimate power to stop. This must end. I can’t endure any more, and it doesn’t matter. I have to leave.”

“But you’re going to come back! It would all be waiting for you.” She would be waiting for him.

He whispered, “Gen, I won’t be coming back.”

She staggered backward and whispered, “But you said ten years.”

He lowered his voice. “We both know that I won’t be able to, and I pray that in ten years, you won’t want me to, either.”

Christopher’s lawyer stood up. “My lady, my learned friend has had months to confer with her client—”

Baroness Honeycutt snapped at him, “This is a committee, not a court, Mr. Ainsley. You will hold your tongue.”

Arthur’s silver eyes begged her. “Gen, it’s enough. End this.”

Gen stood straight and blinked to keep tears out of her eyes.

He wasn’t coming back.

Gen said, “My lady, the defendant withdraws his defense.” Gen’s knees folded, and she sat heavily in her chair.

Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see that Lee and Rose were staring at her, their eyes spread open in astonishment.

Arthur sat and returned to looking straight ahead, emotionless.

Casimir and Maxence stepped backward and returned to their chairs.

Baroness Honeycutt leaned forward in her chair. “We will deliberate and inform the barristers when we have reached a decision of which we will inform the sovereign.”

“But we withdrew our defense,” Arthur said, standing. “There’s nothing to deliberate.”

Orval Ainsley stood. “If they won’t defend against the complaint, then we win by default.”

The Baroness Honeycutt, a Law Lord and thus one of the ultimate legal authorities in the United Kingdom, looked down at all of them from her raised bench. “We will deliberate, and we may have more questions, which the claimant or the defendant will be required to answer. The Queen has referred this matter to this committee of the House of Lords. The Queen asked for our decision on this matter. This doesn’t concern you anymore. We answer only to the Queen.”

















A White Van







ARTHUR exited the Palace of Westminster with Gen at his side and surrounded by his two closest friends.

A white van waited at the curb, idling. Tinting blacked out the windows.

He nearly stumbled as pain slammed through his soul.

As a child, while he had clung to his dying mother, he had grieved and suffered.

As an adult, one time in Turkey, he had been beaten with steel rods on broken bones until his skin had swelled with blood.

The pain of leaving them, especially Gen, was excruciating.

Arthur walked, putting one foot in front of the other.

Still, his heart throbbed in his chest, each writhe feeling like it was tearing itself apart from the inside.

As he crossed the sidewalk, he reached out, touched Gen’s back at her waist, and felt her warmth and softness through her suit for the last time.

He almost closed his eyes to feel her warmth better, but it was time.

Arthur stepped aside, turning and walking toward the van.

The side door slid open, a grind of metal-on-metal in the morning sunlight.

An older man was inside, Bentley, and he stepped out to stand on the sidewalk beside the gaping maw of the door. The cloud-shrouded sun shone on the white van and Bentley’s white hair.

In a normal extraction and resettlement, Elizabeth would have sent anonymous muscle men to retrieve Arthur.

Sending Bentley meant that she wanted to reassure him that everything would be all right.

Such reassurances would be necessary only if they had made different decisions about his fate.

For one step, Arthur hesitated.

During Arthur’s charmed life, he had been fantastically wealthy, had been given a world-class education, had been employed in a manner that made the world a better place, and had found love.

He should not quibble that it was all over too soon.

At least it would be over, and he would not grieve, broken-hearted, in a solitary flat in Leeds or Swansea.

Arthur continued to walk toward Bentley.

The older man smiled kindly at him, another dead giveaway.

He lifted his chin and strode toward the van.

Arthur had resolved not to look back. Climbing into the white van was his only priority. It would ensure Gen’s safety and, possibly, his brother’s and his family’s safety.

Behind him, he heard Gen call his name, once in a question, then with more concern.

Then she screamed for him.

Maxence and Casimir would keep her from following him. He had already briefed them when he’d said goodbye that morning over breakfast, before he’d shaken the hands of each member of his London staff and wished them farewell.

Ruckus had been taken to Gen’s house and set loose in her garden.

At the van, Bentley held out his hand for Arthur to shake, and he did so.

Behind him, Gen called his name again, pleading with him.

As his hand met Bentley’s, Arthur glanced back.

Gen was standing in the center of a crowd. Casimir and Maxence had her by her arms and were frantically whispering to her. Tears streamed down her anguished face. He couldn’t hear her over the roar of the van’s engine and the blood rushing in his ears.

The black-suited men—Maxence’s security detail—were facing inward and watching the spectacle that Gen was making.

No one saw the larger man approach them, reaching inside his cheap suit at the waist.

His hand raised, pointing a gun at Gen.

Arthur yanked his hand back from Bentley and sprinted, digging with his feet at the pavement, and he leapt for the man.

The air slammed around him as the gun blew, a bullet drilling through the air.

The Grimaldi security men recoiled, reaching for their weapons and moving toward Maxence, leaving Gen and Casimir undefended.

Arthur barreled into the would-be assassin shoulder-first, slamming into the man’s stomach and knocking him flat.

The black handgun sailed through the air, a crow flapping in the sunlight.

Frustration and rage blasted through Arthur.

He punched the guy in the face before the gun landed on the sidewalk.

He hit the guy again before it stopped skittering over the cement, driving his fist into the guy’s eye with his weight behind it.

The skin over his knuckles burst.

Pain spun fire through his brain, and Arthur punched him again, smearing blood on the guy’s swelling face.

Arthur’s arms were grabbed, and people hauled him off the guy. More black-suited men fell on the guy, scrambling for his arms and legs on the pavement.

In Arthur’s ear, a man said, “It’s all right. We’ve got him. Let him go.”

When Arthur looked, Casimir was whispering in his ear, and Maxence was holding his arms.

A slam, and Gen was wrapped around his body. “Oh goodness. Arthur!”

He grabbed her, feeling her body for the horrible warmth of blood while he scanned for other attackers.

Over by the white van, Bentley was watching him. Two other men wearing dark suits had joined him.

“Casimir,” Arthur said. “Get us out of here.”

Casimir started shoving through the crowd that was thickening by the second at the disturbance, dragging them toward the street but away from the white van.

Maxence called out, “Allons-y! Maintenant!”

Black suits swarmed around them, spearheading a push toward the black SUVs waiting on the street.

















More Threats







ARTHUR sat in the second seat of the SUV next to the window with his arms wrapped tightly around Gen. The vehicle rocked as it sped through the city streets, winding between cars and careening down small, cobbled side streets that rumbled under the tires.

No blood was pouring out of her. She hadn’t been shot. She was all right.

He kept telling himself that, but he couldn’t make his arms loosen.

The SUV took another quick corner, nudging them to the side.

Arthur held her, and Gen’s arms squeezed his waist, too.

A few streets later, Arthur’s phone vibrated in his pocket.

When he fished it out, the screen was blank, no caller identification. He answered, “Yes.”

Gen looked up at him from where she was lying on his shoulder, her arm across his chest.

Over the phone, Elizabeth said, “You didn’t get in the van for relocation.”

The SUV whipped sideways, taking an entrance ramp onto the M1 expressway.

“There was a man with a gun,” he explained. “He went after Genevieve Ward.”

“It was no longer any of your concern.”

“Was he one of yours?”

“No, he wasn’t one of ours,” she replied, her voice clipped and testy. She would have answered in exactly that fashion whether she had sent the man or not. “Now we have to arrange another extraction. Where are you going?”

“I’m not sure,” Arthur said.

“We need to bring you in now.”

Arthur looked down at Gen, his Gen. She was still wrapped around him, her arms and one leg curled around his body. “I need more time.”

“We don’t have more time,” Elizabeth insisted.

“Nevertheless,” he said.

“We can’t guarantee your safety or the safety of anyone around you if you’re not in our custody.”

An oblique threat. “Evidently, you couldn’t guarantee their safety while I was being brought into custody, either.”

“You need to come directly to Vauxhall, now.”

Arthur said, “That’s not possible,” and hung up.

They were driving on an expressway, so Arthur depressed the button to roll the window down an inch. He pressed a sequence of numbers on the screen of his phone, and the screen flashed several times before it went dead.

As they were directly beside a tarmac median, Arthur threw the phone from the vehicle. He leaned forward to look through the side view mirror and saw the quick flash as the battery detonated.

He rolled up the window.

Gen wrenched around in her seat. “Whoa! Did that explode?”

Arthur shrugged. “It was a liability.”

Gen pulled out her phone and dialed. “Hello, Esme? Say, could I ask you an enormous favor? I recently got a dog, and he’s out in my garden. Could you take care of him for a few days? All his things are in my kitchen, his food and such. You can? His name is Ruckus, but he’s lovely. Thank you!”

She hung up and wrapped her arms around Arthur’s waist again.

Arthur laid his cheek on the top of her head, feeling the silk of her hair on his face. “So where are we going to hide out, Casimir?”

Casimir turned in the front seat. “The one place in the world where even MI6 won’t think to look for you.”

Maxence, who was in the rearmost seat, rolled his eyes. “Oh goodness. Not there.”

















Casimir’s Plane







GEN clung to Arthur during the ride to Luton Airport. Her whole body rattled from the inside-out. The SUV dodged from lane to lane on the expressway. Gen watched the traffic even though she knew that she couldn’t see people stalking them the way Arthur could.

He kept stroking her arms, pressing her hands to his neck and arms, and holding her.

After the committee meeting at the House of Lords, she had thought that she would be able to be British, but at the last minute, she’d broken. Casimir and Maxence had been holding her back and telling her to look away, to do what was best for Arthur. She had been utterly and completely shattered, and she hadn’t been able to stop calling to him. His name had stolen all the breath in her lungs, and she hadn’t been able to stop.

When Arthur had turned and that rictus of anger had transformed his face, she had known something was wrong, so she had collapsed, falling to the sun-warmed sidewalk, ducking and pulling the rest of them with her.

Hey, Gen was a Texas girl. She’d been around guns her whole life. There wasn’t anything magic about them, but they had a straight line of fire that you didn’t want to be in. She was just glad that Lee and Rose had dawdled inside the Palace of Westminster and hadn’t been in danger, too.

Casimir and Maxence had both fallen over her, covering her with their bodies and wrapping their arms around her head, almost struggling with each other to shield her.

Now, with the benefit and humor of hindsight, Gen was pissed off that she had been panicking about Arthur too much to enjoy being at the bottom of that pile of hot manflesh.

Hey, even cheap thrills can be nice.

The bullet had shrilled through the air over them, and Arthur had been on the guy before he’d gotten a second shot off.

Now, she was going to hold onto Arthur and not let him go. It was a second chance, and most people don’t get second chances.

The SUVs took a back road that she had never noticed to a terminal where private planes lined the runway.

Arthur’s private jet—well, the earldom’s private jet—had been a silver dart of a plane, sleek and luxurious, but Casimir led the way to an enormous aircraft, a converted jumbo jet that should have seated hundreds of people. The tail was painted orange with a roaring, white lion.

Arthur had taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Gen rotated his arm outward. Yep, on that triple-shield tattoo, the orange shield had a stylized white lion on it just like the plane did.

At the door that led from the terminal out to the tarmac, Casimir clasped hands with yet another black-clad commando. “Good to see you, Lachlan.”

The man nodded, “Your Highness, everything’s ready.”

Highness? Oh, really? Arthur had forgotten to mention something about Casimir. If she hadn’t been so relieved that he hadn’t disappeared or been shot, she would have backhanded him on the arm.

“Wait,” Gen said. “Where are we going? Arthur, do you have your passport?” Hers was in her purse because she hadn’t taken it out after the Parisian wedding just a few days before. She had been busy with Arthur’s lawsuit. And the treason thing. Stuff had happened.

Arthur patted his suit jacket pocket where it hung over his arm. “Always. I never know when I’ll need to jet off to Paris.”

Arthur had his passport on him when he was supposedly going off to live a quiet life in MI6-sponsored hiding under an assumed name?

Interesting.

Casimir lifted his arm, gesturing to the skyway that led to the jet. “Our documents are stored on the plane.”

Gen followed Casimir onto his airplane.

Arthur kept his hand on her back while they were walking.

Inside the airplane, big recliner-looking chairs surrounded tables. The ceiling was so high above that even Gen couldn’t come anywhere near touching it.

She collapsed into a chair beside a window and pulled Arthur down beside her.

He looked exhausted, his silvery eyes dull. When he hit the seat, he grabbed her into his arms again. Gen pressed herself against his side, not wanting to commit too much PDA, but she had been given another chance to touch him.

Casimir had talked to the pilot after they had boarded, and he walked down the aisle toward them. He quipped to Arthur as he passed, “I remember a time when you used to hug me like that.”

Arthur jumped out of his chair and slapped his arms around Casimir. Even where Gen was sitting, she could hear him growl, “Thank you for saving her.”

Casimir slapped him on the back. “She pulled us down. I think she saved Maxence and me.”

Maxence happened to be walking by at that point, and Arthur clothes-lined him around the neck and pulled him into the hug, too. The bug-eyed shock on Maxence’s face made Gen crack up. Maxence awkwardly patted Arthur’s shoulder.

Arthur finally released the two men, who stood with him, holding onto his shoulders for another minute.

Casimir said, “I was worried I’d never see you again, Earl of Givesnoidiots.”

“I’ve been given a reprieve, Prince Monster, but I don’t know how long it’ll be.”

“Tonight, at least, you’ll be safe. The plane was scheduled to fly out to California, so we’re filing a change of the flight plan. We should be in the air soon.”

“Excellent,” Arthur said.

Gen piped up, “Where are we going?”

While the other two chuckled, Maxence turned to her. “Where would the Devil himself not look for Arthur? In Hell, of course. We’re going to the very origin of sin in the world.”

Casimir was chuckling, but Arthur cracked up.

Arthur slapped Maxence’s shoulder. “And Pope Phooall knows it better than any of us.”

















Judas's Duty







TEN minutes after the enormous jet pointed upward and lifted into the sky, Gen held Arthur’s strong hand in her own as she juggled her buzzing phone with the other one.

The call was from another barristers’ office, Red Lion Street Chambers. She had to take the call. Anyone could be calling about any number of her cases.

There was a ninety percent chance it was Orval Ainsley, she estimated.

She couldn’t quite reach the answer button, though, and the phone kept vibrating on her palm as she stretched her thumb.

Arthur watched her. “You can release me to answer that. We’re locked inside a flying metal tube hundreds of miles above the ground. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You never know.” She finally figured out how to get her thumb across the screen to answer the call. She shouted, “Hello?” over the roar of the plane’s engines.

“Ms. Ward,” a man said, his voice loud in the air. Dang it, she’d swiped the speaker button. “This is Mr. Orval Ainsley, barrister for Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten.”

Yep, that dweeb again. They’d spoken several times, never with good results.

She couldn’t reach the button with her thumb to turn her speaker off at all. She gave up and held the blaring phone flat in her hand to speak across it. “What can I do for you, Mr. Ainsley?”

“Since your client has declined to mount a defense and thus the committee will ultimately decide the case in our favor, my client wishes to inform your client that the estate should be considered in escrow. Mr. Arthur Finch-Hatten is not to dispose of any of the estate’s current holdings in any manner, by sale or gift or other means.”

“Lord,” Gen said.

“Are you swearing at me?” he retorted.

“No, It’s lord. Not mister.”

“I’m not a judge,” the other barrister replied. “It’s Mr. Ainsley.”

Gen summoned up her deepest Texas accent to rub it in and explained, “Not you. Y’all’re obviously not entitled to be called ‘lord.’ Y’all should refer to the Earl of Severn as ‘His Lordship’ or ‘Lord Severn.’ You said ‘mister’ and used his surname. That’s pretty inappropriate, don’t-cha think?”

Arthur stared at her and touched his fingers to his lips to hide his grin.

Mr. Ainsley sputtered on the other end of the line. “I’m aware of British forms of address, Ms. Ward.”

“So unless the House of Lords committee rules for your client, you should use His Lordship’s proper titles. Good day, sir.” Gen hung up the phone.

Arthur was still grinning. “I say, Gen, that was spectacular.”

She shrugged. “I’m a darn pit bull attorney, Arthur. I don’t think you ever properly understood that. I may have had some little quivers on certain cases, but I’m a Texas girl through and through. I can rope a calf and tie three of its legs in under ten seconds, and I can shoot the eye out of a squirrel at two hundred yards. I’ve always been a badass. Now let’s talk about your defense.”

Arthur’s smile was huge on his face, his silver eyes sparkling, until she got to her last sentence.

His smile fell away. “I’m not mounting a defense.”

“No, you said that. Lady Honeycutt definitely left the door open for additional arguments when they reconvene. Honestly, I think she’d let us call witnesses.”

“No. We have to let this go.”

“You’re here. You didn’t leave. If MI6 can hide you—”

Arthur shushed her and looked around.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “Casimir and Maxence obviously know who you were working for. Dude, you’re blown. You’re blown wide open. There’s no more secret agenting for you.”

His silver eyes were wide-open serious, and he told her, very clearly, “It doesn’t matter.”

“If they can hide you from the bad guys, then you can hide yourself. You can travel or something for a few years. I know all kinds of small towns in Texas where no one would ever think to look for you, or you could go to Africa to dig wells with Maxence. You said that you liked ‘hands-on’ charity.”

“I like socializing kittens, not digging wells,” Arthur assured her.

“But when you come home, Spencer House and your estates will be waiting for you. Everything will be just like you left it. You’ll still be the Earl of Severn, and Spencer House will still be your home.”

“Gen, it’s not possible.”

“We’ll tell the House of Lords committee that you’re in MI6.”

“My goodness, Gen! Absolutely not.”

“We’ll position you as a patriot, not a traitor. We can call Elizabeth and Bentley to confirm you were in MI6, and we’ll enter your badge into evidence.”

“We can’t do that,” he insisted.

She asked, “You still have your badge, right?”

“It’s still in a safe deposit box in a bank, probably.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That means that if Elizabeth didn’t want me to have it, MI6 would remove it from the box with a phone call.”

“They can’t do that.”

“Of course, they can.”

“Well, we’ll just put Elizabeth and Bentley under oath, and anyone else whom you worked with.”

“The oath is not magic. People will say what needs to be said.”

“Do you have paycheck stubs or direct deposit statements where they paid you?”

“I’m paid through an anonymous government account. People like me who must maintain plausible deniability don’t get remittance advice with the words Secret Intelligence Service emblazoned across the top.”

“You did get paid, though?”

“Of course. Sworn in, paperwork, and everything.”

Gen leaned in. “Is MI6’s head honcho really called C?”

Arthur rolled his eyes. “Yes.”

She waved her hands, mad at herself that she had asked a question out of curiosity instead of sticking to the subject. “Okay, that doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we can win this case. You need to tell them you work for MI6. If you tell them why you were with all those terrorists and enemy leaders, if you tell them why you were pretending to be a drunken degenerate as part of your cover, if you tell them that you’re a patriot and not a traitor, then Christopher’s case falls apart.”

Arthur shook his head. “I can’t.”

“But you can keep everything.”

“In the clandestine service, when one is discovered, one maintains one’s cover to the very end.”

“But you don’t have to!”

“I’ve convinced assets to swallow a cyanide pill rather than reveal their work with me, to keep my cover.”

“Did they die?” Gen asked, aghast.

“It was cyanide. Yes, they died.”

She shook it off and tried to make it not so horrible. “But that was so they wouldn’t be tortured, I’m sure.”

“If they had told all they knew about me, they wouldn’t have been tortured, probably.”

Gen was losing this argument, hard. “But it was for a good reason.”

“I’ve been an intelligence officer for eleven years. That’s a long time.”

“You were seventeen. You’re twenty-nine, now.”

“I was considered an asset for a year. I wasn’t sworn in until I was eighteen.”

That did not make it any better. “But they’re saying you’re a traitor, and you’re not! They’re going to take everything away from you.”

“It’s my duty to let them. If Goodness hadn’t died on the cross, he wouldn’t have been the sacrificial lamb.”

“So you’re saying you’re like Goodness?” As a pit bull litigator, Gen knew when to call in the expert testimony. She flapped her hand at Maxence to come deal with the blasphemy.

Arthur said, “To become the sacrifice, Goodness had to be betrayed. Judas wasn’t an adversary. Goodness called Judas his friend and told him to do what he was there to do. Judas is as necessary to that story as the lamb. Someone has to be the Judas. Someone has to be branded the traitor. Sometimes, to save us all, someone has to fall.”

Gen lowered her arm. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Maxence turn around and head back toward the plane’s tail. “So you’re going to let them call you a traitor, even though it’s not true.”

“This is my last duty to MI6 and Britain, to deny them. If it’s known that I worked for MI6, others will be implicated. They will all die. If I’m a traitor, they will live and continue to provide Britain with information we need to be free.”

“You shouldn’t have to sacrifice yourself.”

“I always knew it was a possibility.”

“But this is Spencer House. It’s been in your family for centuries.”

“And it will remain so. Christopher and his children are my blood.”

“But you’re not going to die! They shouldn’t ask this of you, to give up your identity and your title and your home.”

“I always knew they might ask for everything that I am, everything that I have, and my very life. I knew it when I was seventeen, and I’ve known it every day since.”

“Arthur!” she whispered, grabbing at his hands. No one should make that deal as a seventeen-year-old child.

He took both her hands in his and held them. He was still so serious, and his low voice sounded like he was begging. “I never thought I’d find someone like you, and I never dreamed they would ask me to give you up. They have, and so I must. If I had it all to do over again, I would never have signed this devil’s bargain. I would have waited for you.”

“I’ll wait for you. You’ll come back. I know you will. Ten years, right?”

“You mustn’t, Gen.” He took a deep breath and studied their intertwined hands. His dark eyebrows flicked downward, and he tilted his head to the side, battling within himself. Finally, he said, “I’m quite sure they’re going to kill me.”

Bile splashed against the back of her mouth, but she swallowed it down.

It burned her from the inside.

She asked, “Why? Why would they do that?”

He shrugged. “Suicide is the logical end to the traitor’s tale. They wouldn’t have to explain why no charges were brought, and yet they would neither have to brief Scotland Yard on my affiliations nor apply unexplained pressure not to pursue charges against me. If I committed suicide as a traitor, it would stop the hunt for my networks cold. Everyone else would be safe.”

Gen backpedaled. She would have scrambled backward out of the chair had the plane’s fuselage not been behind her. “No. No, they can’t do that. We don’t do that.”

He was still so serious, so intense. His silvery eyes sharpened to diamond-hard resolve. “Someone has to be the sacrifice, Gen. This is my final duty to them, one I promised long ago. I’m begging you to go on, to find someone to love, and to live your life.”

He was saying the same things as the night before. “You’ve known this all along. That’s why you gave Ruckus to me. Otherwise, you would have taken him with you.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t know until this morning. I suspected. I knew it might be an option. I still don’t know—”

“Because they were being British and not saying what they meant,” she said, the words bitter in her mouth.

Arthur continued, “—but yes, I think so. I’m still not sure. I think they’re going to ask for the ultimate sacrifice from me: to lose everything, to be branded a traitor, and to lay down my life, and I will do it. Others will live. My assets and others will continue to trust their handlers, to trust that any of them would do the same for their assets. Thus, Britain will go on.”

“The whole country can’t depend on you.” She wasn’t sure. “Can it?”

“Everything is precarious, especially now. I don’t know what will bring it all down. No one knows what could break it all.”

She told him, “Surely you’re worth more to them alive than if you were dead.”

He shook his head. “Not anymore.”

Gen clung to his hands. Her eyes burned, but she didn’t let the tears fall. “It’s not fair.”

“It’s not, but we have another day or two. I didn’t think we would have any more time at all. Let’s savor every moment.”

















What Maxence Knows







ARTHUR sat in a seat on Casimir’s airplane, looking out the window as the eastern coast of the United States slid over the blue water far below. Spending his last few days away from English soil seemed like an additional insult, but he would bear that, too.

Gen was in the rear part of the airplane somewhere, freshening up.

Casimir lowered himself into the seat beside Arthur. He said, “Wulfram finally answered his phone. He says he’s in New Jersey and flying home tonight.”

Arthur chuckled. “New Jersey? What’s he doing there?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Hardly surprising.”

“Anyway, he said that he wouldn’t be able to meet us tonight, but he has been following your case. He said that he would like to meet with you tomorrow morning to discuss your finances.”

Arthur supposed he could take a few minutes to discuss that minutiae.

Actually, the money from his mother wasn’t entangled with the earldom and Spencer House. He’d been siphoning it off for years for the earldom, but surely his inheritance from his mother would be considered separate property.

A glimmer of an idea caught fire in his head.

“Yes,” Arthur said, “I need to meet with Wulfram about finances.”

Casimir said, “He said that he will have someone let us in tonight so that we can hide out there. It is the perfect place to be unseen. Like Las Vegas, in that respect.”

“But it’s Wednesday. No one should need to let us in.” Arthur turned in his seat to look over the tables surrounded by seats. “Hey, Max! What’s the Wednesday night schedule at the Devilhouse?”

“Private appointments. The nightclub is closed on Wednesdays,” Maxence called back, not looking up from his e-reader, and then he did look up and scowled at Arthur. “At least it was, I vaguely recall.”

Arthur laughed and turned back to Casimir, who was shaking his head and repressing a chuckle. Casimir asked, “Why do you do that to him?”

Arthur chuckled. “Because my biological brother is a witless cocksplat, so I have to torture you two.”

















Safe Haven







GEN was riding beside Arthur in the second row of another black SUV as it cruised through the city streets.

The sky was darkening in the East. On the western side of the horizon, a sunset blazed like Heck was gaping open, fountaining molten stone into the sky. The buildings cast long, purple shadows, and the glass of the SUV’s window was hot against her fingers even though it was only the first week of April.

Felt like home in Texas, sort of.

This city looked a little more Southwestern than a Texan city, though, closer to a Californian one. The buildings were newer than in Texas. Gravel and cacti filled the open spaces, scarcely distinguishable from the sidewalks. Texas had more greenery and humidity.

The air was desert-dry, parching her sinuses and lips even inside the SUV. Saguaro cacti jutted from the dusty earth in every xeriscaped patch, and empty fields released beige dust clouds into the air.

“Where are we going?” Gen asked Arthur.

“You didn’t tell her?” Maxence asked him.

“We’re here,” Arthur said.

They turned off the dim desert street into an oasis.

The SUV’s headlights cut bright swaths out of the darkness. After the harsh desert during the drive, the lush grass and trees in the park-like area looked like they must be sucking all the available water for miles around.

At the end of the driveway, a white plantation house came into view, lit by spotlights. The windows were all dark, even the lobby area up front. Lights planted in the cement on the porch lit the white columns and tall front doors.

“Are you sure we’re expected?” Gen asked Arthur.

Arthur frowned. “Caz?”

Casimir checked his phone. “Wulfram said that Jeffrey will escort us inside. We’re to meet him at the back door.”

The driver wheeled the SUV around to a huge, empty parking lot. One car was parked in a pool of light beside the back door.

Yellow sodium lights blazed on tall poles in the parking lot, and even in their jaundiced light, Gen could see that concern creased Arthur’s forehead. “Maxence?”

Maxence had been sitting in the third seat in the rear of the SUV, and he was leaning forward. “I’ve never seen it like this. Even on Mondays, when it’s is supposed to be closed, people are around, like cleaning and security staff, and people doing paperwork.”

Casimir said, “We were just out here a few months ago. Wulfram didn’t say anything about shutting it down.”

Maxence settled back in his seat while the driver parked. “This is highly unusual.”

The security guy driving relayed that information to the rest of the staff. Highly unusual was always concerning.

SUVs carrying the rest of the security guys pulled into parking spots around theirs.

Arthur stepped out of the SUV first and turned to hold Gen’s hand as she hopped down from the high vehicle.

The walls in the back of the building were built from cement and block, more industrial than the plantation-house facade on the front. A loading dock backed up to a rolling steel door. Security video cameras poked out from under the roof’s eaves.

On the back side of the building, a door opened. A man standing in the doorway motioned to them to come in. Even from three parking places away, Gen could see that his bulging arms strained the blue oxford shirt he wore, and the top of his head was rather near the top of the door frame.

“Hello!” the man called as they walked closer. “I’m Jeffrey Jackson. The boss said I should expect Casimir van Amsberg and Arthur Severn for the night.”

Casimir and Arthur raised their hands, signaling who they were.

Jeffrey surveyed the rest of them. “Mr. Grimaldi, nice to see you again.”

Maxence’s shoulders slumped. “Nice to see you, too, Jeffrey.”

“Follow me, please.” He walked into the dark hallway and opened another, inner door with a keycard.

Maxence turned back to his security staff. “Just like usual. I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying, so take rooms at the hotel.”

Casimir gestured to his guys, too. “Go with them. I’ll check in tomorrow.”

The black-clad commandos returned to their SUVs and shone the headlights at the door, waiting.

Gen caught Arthur’s hand. In the light shining from in the inner hallway, Arthur’s slight smile didn’t look concerned at all, but she had believed him when he had said that he wasn’t a spy so many dang times, too. He was a skilled liar.

The hallway beyond that door was well-lit and nicer, like an office with clean tile under Gen’s shoes.

The guy, Mr. Jeffrey Jackson, led them through to the next corridor. When he raised his hand to show them where to walk, a golden wedding ring glinted on his dark skin.

Inside he said, “So, the boss told me that you guys are in a pickle, and you left England with nothing more than the clothes on your backs.”

Arthur laughed. “It was an abrupt exit.”

Gen bobbled her head. “We really appreciate your help.”

“Luckily,” Jeffrey said, “we’re equipped pretty well for harboring fugitives. I never really thought about it, but we have everything you need. There’s clothes, facilities, a stocked kitchen, and bedrooms for the night.”

Maxence laughed at that last part and tugged on his black shirt with the square, ecclesiastical collar.

Jeffrey grinned at him. “And rooms other than bedrooms, if you’re into that sort of thing.”

Maxence peered down the corridor, his dark curls swiveling around his head. “Anybody else around?”

“Nope. Sorry, Max.”

“That’s unusual.” He shoved his hands in his black pants’ pockets and rocked on his toes.

“Yeah, there’s a labor thing going on,” Jeffrey said.

Gen looked at Arthur, and they both raised their eyebrows at the easy conversation taking place.

Maxence’s eyebrows twitched. “Everyone seemed to like working here. Seemed like a positive environment.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t comment, but the boss was always well-liked and respected. Benefits were good. But some things changed.”

“I could dissect that statement for hours,” Maxence said.

“Yeah, and I can’t comment any more than that.”

“Then I won’t pry.”

Gen didn’t know what to make of this whole conversation, but Arthur was watching Maxence and Jeffrey banter. His blue-silver eyes sparkled with glee.

Jeffrey said, “Thanks, Max. Now, let’s get you folks set up. You eaten?”

“We ate dinner on the plane,” Casimir told him.

“Okay, good. The boss said to check on you, and he said that there’s all kinds of stuff in the restaurant kitchen if you want. Max can show you where it is. Hey, Max, there’s some of that Tuscan Tomato soup you like in there.”

Arthur turned to Maxence. “I must say, old chap, I’m impressed.”

Max looked down at his shoes like he was hoping for the ground to open up below his feet and swallow him. “Look, it’s not like that.”

Gen bit her lip. She might not know exactly what kind of a place they were at, but from their conversation, she could totally guess.

Casimir said, “And just a few months ago, you were so reticent about coming here. Now, it looks like you’ve become a regular.”

Maxence said, “I’m not ‘a regular.’ It’s not like that.”

Arthur laughed and wrapped his arms around Gen’s shoulders. He said to Maxence, “Of course, it’s not like that. But, I say, as long as we’re here, Genevieve, we might as well make ourselves comfortable.”

“Goodness, I’m afraid to ask what that means,” she said.

“It means that there’s an excellent wine cellar here, clothes to change into if you’d like to freshen up, and facilities, so to speak. I call the blue room. Mr. Jackson, we’re evidently in the staff area, and I have no idea where we are. Could you lead us to the lobby? Caio, guys.”

Arthur followed Mr. Jackson, who led them farther into the building.

Gen glanced back at Casimir and Maxence, who were standing in the hallway.

Casimir was staring warily at Maxence.

Maxence asked Casimir, “Do you want to try something truly spectacular?”

Casimir hopped sideways, away from him. “Don’t look at me, dude. I’m married. And for the love of God, you’re going to be a priest!”

Maxence glanced upward as if Heaven would save him. “I meant the soup. You should try the Tuscan Tomato soup. It is phenomenal.”

















At the Devilhouse







GEN and Arthur followed Jeffrey Jackson, whom Arthur told her was the head of security at wherever they were, into the winding corridors of the huge building.

With just a few turns, she wasn’t sure what direction they were heading, and she wasn’t entirely sure that the hallways crossed at square angles. Sometimes the turns felt too narrow or too wide in the white halls.

“This is the staff’s area,” Jeffrey told them as they passed doors. “Here’s the staff women’s spa, through there.” He motioned toward a dark, wooden door. “There are showers and everything you’ll need in there. Soap, shampoo, all of it. One of the drawers has a bunch of new toothbrushes. If you go through to the back, there’s a wardrobe room past it with clothes racks. Some of them might be suitable for you. I wouldn’t know. I’m a married man. Men’s is that way,” he said to Arthur. “I’ll show you guys to the blue room, which is Play Room Five, and then I have to take off. If you need anything,” he handed Arthur a card, “just call.”

Jeffrey led them past more doors that opened to other rooms.

Okay, as a lawyer, even just a pupil barrister, Gen had seen lots of things.

Criminal things.

Civil things.

Some really weird things.

One of her cases was an injury case where a guy got a doll stuck up his bunghole and was suing the woman who had shoved it there for cruelty and lewd actions. Luckily, the woman had a video of the man begging her to do it.

Another lawsuit was a breach of contract suit where a man and a woman had signed some bizarre contract they had cooked up where he gave up all his rights, including his human rights under the Geneva Convention even though that only pertains to prisoners of war, not sexual partners. He contended that the woman was not beating him hard enough, as per the contract.

On that one, Octavia had stood before the judge and jury and said, essentially, “May it please the court, there are words on the piece of paper. There are signatures on the piece of paper. Do what you will with this one. I got caught by the cab rank rule and was obligated to take the case. For the love of God, will someone please make me a QC so that I don’t have to fight dreck like this?”

While Gen had seen all that in court and more, when she peeked through the open doors along the corridor, what was in these rooms shocked her.

The first couple of rooms looked like dungeons out of the Middle Ages, complete with weird torture devices, racks, stretching things, bars with cuffs on the ends, and a glass case full of whips.

Oh, wow. Okay. As Gen had suspected, this place was a sex club, the crazy kind of sex club that was whispered about but never seen.

The next room had ropes hanging from the ceiling like vines, so many of them. It looked like a creepy jungle in there, and they were all swaying gently in the air conditioning like they were alive and undulating. Gen’s skin crawled with the thought of them slithering over her.

When she paused, Arthur looked back and quipped, “Why does it always have to be snakes?”

She cracked up. “Tell me we’re not going to a room like that.”

“Oh, no,” he said. “Much worse.”

“Oh, my goodness. I can’t imagine.”

Ahead of them, Jeffrey chuckled as he walked. “Here’s Play Room Five. Good luck, people. I’ll see you in the morning when I deliver breakfast. Text me what you want.”

Arthur handed the card to Gen. “I seem to have misplaced my phone.”

Gen snorted. Yeah, misplaced. Must be that British understatement thing again.

She glanced at the card.




Mr. Jeffrey Jackson

Head of Security

The Devilhouse




The Devilhouse?

Gen whisper-shouted, “This place is called the Devilhouse?”

Jeffrey was quick to hold up his hands. “It’s nothing Satanic. The local university mascot here is the Golden Devils, and so it’s a reference to that. And it sounds imposing or threatening.” He widened his dark eyes and waggled his fingers to denote spooky things.

Gen said to Arthur, “When I said I was devilling for Violet Devereaux at the Devilhouse—”

Arthur was biting his lip and grinning.

“—you thought,” Gen shook out her hands, “—you thought I was working someplace like here?”

“In my defense, I didn’t believe it,” Arthur said.

“You thought I was working at a BDSM club?”

Arthur laughed out loud. “I didn’t believe it! I was shocked.” He said to Jeffrey, “I was particularly shocked because she suggested that there was a Devilhouse franchise in London, and I hadn’t been informed.”

“Oh, we would have told you three about it,” Jeffrey assured him. “You always go for the easy money of repeat customers, first.”

Arthur said to him, “You can see why I was dismayed.”

Jeffrey laughed, too. “Anyway, Play Room Five is right here.”

Another door on the side of the corridor led to yet another room. A 5 was nailed to the door.

Gen steeled herself and walked inside, expecting extreme examples of perversion, perhaps something that needed to be hosed down afterward.

“The Blue Room” looked like a mid-century modern living room.

The boxy furniture wouldn’t have looked out of place in her grandmother’s house. The couch was upholstered in blue canvas, just medium blue, and the chair was covered in matching chintz. A large television perched on a mahogany console table.

The room looked like someone had gone to Pottery Barn, pointed at a display set, and walked out.

Except for the big, steel X in the corner that reached almost to the ceiling, the one with ropes dangling from the ends. That big ol’ thing did not look like a Pottery Barn item at all.

Now that Gen looked around, the dark wood hutch in the corner wasn’t filled with rose-painted china or knick-knack collectibles, either. The glass was lightly frosted, but Gen could still see the black, vertical lines and trailing tails of whips and floggers inside.

So this particular room in the BDSM sex club was only lightly kinky.

Okay, she could handle that.

The thing that made her the most nervous was the ginormous bed lurking on the other side of the room. Sheer curtains like dangling zombie wraps hung from the sides, except the clean muslin was hemmed nicely and the edges weren’t raggedy. It was a four-poster, of course. Thick, dark wood beams jutted from the corners and were topped by more dark wood beams, but it didn’t look ostentatiously kinky.

Arthur was thanking Jeffrey, who insisted that it was no problem and they should not think about it.

She shrugged the jacket of her pantsuit off, hung it over a chair, and pried her chunky-heeled shoes off with her toes. Blood rushed into her feet, and her hamstrings stretched with relief.

From the hallway, Gen heard Jeffrey’s gravelly voice say, “Good to see you again, man. Catch up with you tomorrow morning.”

Arthur walked into the bedroom, kicked the door shut, and strode toward her.

Okay, now or never. Gen was totally going to use all her feminine wiles to get him to commit to defending his case.

She began, “Arthur—”

When he had almost reached her, he ducked.

That was weird. “You okay?”

He kept walking and shoved his broad shoulder into her stomach.

Air rushed out of her. “Oh, my goodness! What are you doing?”

Arthur stood up with her draped across his shoulder, caveman-style, and marched toward the living room area. The rest of the room fell away backward from where she stared upside down at the carpeting flowing below her and Arthur’s fine butt as he walked. Blood rushed to her head, throbbing in her ears.

“Arthur!” she said.

A sharp slap stung her butt.

She gasped. “Did you spank me?”

“More of a swat,” he said. “No talking.”

“But we need to—Eek!” He flipped her around like they were swing dancing, and she ended up on his lap, sitting in the chair. She shrieked, “What has gotten into you?”

He slid his hands over her waist. “You. You have utterly possessed me, and now I shall possess you.”

He drew her to his lips and kissed her, moving his mouth over hers. His hands roamed her flesh, stroking her, groping her breasts and her rear through her clothes, until she moaned against his lips. When he touched her, her body turned sexy, voluptuous and lush, and she pushed her boobs against his chest.

Under her mouth, she felt him smile.

He flipped her hair out of the way and nipped her neck.

His teeth stung her skin, but her body was so focused on him—his hands, his chest against hers, his mouth—that it didn’t hurt. It was a kiss, concentrated until it scorched.

Gen lifted her chin, exposing more of her neck to him.

Every kiss became a scrape of his teeth and pinch on her skin, and his hands groped her rear and her boobs, his caresses turning rough.

Thrills shot through her with each nip and tweak.

She leaned into his hands and his mouth, seeking more.

He picked her up in his arms.

She gasped and hung onto his neck. “What are you doing?”

“I believe I have a promise to keep.”

“What’s that?”

He grinned. “I think you’ll remember.”

Arthur walked around the chair with her in his arms and set her on her feet, steadying her until her feet didn’t bobble. He tugged her blouse and bra off, the silk and thin fabric slipping over her skin. His eyes devoured her, lingering on the flimsy silk triangles of her lingerie as he stripped them off of her.

He spun her around to face the chair and pressed his hand between her shoulderblades, bending her over the back of it.

She slapped her hands down on the cushion on the other side to keep from going over. “Hey!”

Behind her, he stripped her pants and underwear off, leaving her naked and kicking, slung over the back of the chair.

“Now what are you doing—oh!”

He grabbed her thighs and parted them.

She couldn’t see behind her. The chair’s blue chintz slipcover blocked out everything around her, and her nose pressed against the rough fabric of it. Clean cotton and lemon fabric softener tickled her nose.

Something warm and wet—a tongue—pressed between her thighs.

Gen held onto the chair, the slipcover coming loose in her fists as she grasped the fabric.

Blood rushed to her head, pounding in her temples in time with her pulse, while Arthur swirled his tongue over her folds and deeper inside. In less than a minute, she was panting as the waves of pleasure overtook her. She curled her fingers around the arms of the chair, hanging on because she might fall backward, land on him, and probably break his nose.

He licked deeper inside her, rubbing her with the soft roughness of his tongue, running the heat of his mouth over her delicate skin and her clit.

Gen panted. The pounding in her head and her body thrummed through her, building until her whole body throbbed with release.

When she went limp over the chair, his hands grabbed her, peeling her off the back of the chair and flipping her over, forcing her to her knees. Her body still pulsed, the skin between her legs slippery and too sensitive.

He unzipped his fly and flopped out his cock. It stood erect against his stomach, pointing back toward his navel.

The waves of the orgasm lingered in her mind and body, slow surges of pleasure. She couldn’t quite open her eyes beyond languid slits, and her eyelashes overshadowed even his immense form in front of her.

He twisted his fingers in her hair and pulled her head back. “Open your mouth.”

She did what he wanted her to.

He slid his thick cock between her lips, thrusting into her mouth. He was rough, pushing her head forward with his fist in her hair and shoving his cock down her throat.

The rough curls at the base of his cock were just an inch from her face, black and coarse. A fuzzy trail led from his navel between the heavy muscles that corrugated his abdomen. The warm, earthy scent of his body drifted from him, and she breathed in through her nose, trying to take it inside her, too.

His hips bucked, cramming his cock in. It swelled inside her mouth, and he groaned as he pulsed warm saltiness into her mouth and throat.

She started to pull away, but he held her mouth on him. “Suck.”

Gen rounded her mouth inside and sucked on him, pulling the blood back up into his cock so that he stayed hard.

His hand in her hair forced her forward, taking more of him, until he pulled her back. “Good, pet.”

Arthur picked her up off the floor and carried her to the couch.

By now, she realized what was going on. After the night of his car accident when he’d broken his ribs, when he’d taken Oxycontin and been tricked into matching shots with Christopher, Arthur had whispered promises in her ear inside his dark apartment.

She had been too afraid to step into his arms to take him up on them, then.

Tonight, however, she wasn’t afraid.

And she knew what was going to happen next.

Arthur sat on the couch with her in his lap, her hip pressing against his erection. “Sit there,” he said, pointing to the couch beside her.

She moved over. The slipcover on the couch moved under her knees, sliding over the cushion underneath.

He poked through the contents of a drawer in the end table by the couch and came up with a small, foil packet between his fingers. The Devilhouse probably bought those things by the truckload.

Arthur shucked his clothes, revealing that glorious red and blue tattoo on his magnificent back, bulging with muscles. Soft light glowed on the rounds of his heavy pectorals and broad shoulders, and the rippled abdominals around his tight waist flexed as he twisted. He sat on the couch’s center cushion.

“Back here,” he said, ripping the packet open with his teeth and slapping it on himself. “Turn around,” he said. “Astride.”

She did. Her hands settled on his shoulders, and she brushed the tattooed ribbons reaching over his shoulders.

Her body was still fluttering inside from his mouth on her. “I don’t think I can come again, not after that.”

Arthur’s silvery eyes were misty, and when he breathed, the heavy muscles of his chest expanded. “Yes, you can. Do it.”

His strong hands encircled her waist, and he raised her to her knees and angled himself under her, then pressed her hips down.

She took him into herself, sighing.

The skin of her folds was still oversensitive, swollen, but inside, she ached for him. He filled her, and she hadn’t realized how much she longed for him.

“Use me,” he whispered.

“I don’t want it to be like that,” she said, rocking on him, feeling him deep inside her.

He said, “Take what you want.”

She rose up and took him inside again, pressing herself over him. He filled her inside where she wasn’t raw from his tongue, until she dipped down over him so far that her clit felt his body.

She gasped at the sudden jolt of pleasure.

Arthur wrapped his big hands around her hips, pressing her while she rode him, leaning back on the couch so she could take any angle she wanted.

She wanted them all. She wanted every inch of him, his skin, his thick muscles, and his hardness inside her.

Gen leaned back, bracing her hands on his knees, feeling his cock rubbing her on that bright bundle of nerves inside, and then she rested on him, his arms around her, while she ground her clit on his body. She moved her hips in circles and felt him within her, and she pumped down hard on him and felt him ramming into her.

She shoved herself down on him, her body tightening, spiraling out of control, while Arthur stroked her back and lifted his hips, deepening his breach of her body. Gen pumped on him, her thighs trembling, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck. His hard shoulders were tense, and his abdomen rippled with muscle under her tummy.

Her body strained, reaching for release, tension-twisted.

A flush of opening deep in her core, and relief blasted through her, riding waves from her belly through her limbs and head.

She collapsed against him, her breath sobbing, and he wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

In her ear, he growled, “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and under her butt, and he stood up with her in his arms and still impaled on his erection.

Gen gasped but hung onto his neck.

Every step he took pushed him deeper inside her, a slow burn that turned to an ache of longing.

Good Lord, she couldn’t want more.

Could she?

He lowered her to the bed, softness rising all around her. The mattress dipped under Gen’s back as Arthur clambered onto the bed over her and pushed his cock back inside her. She arched under him, yearning for more.

Holding himself above her, he said, “I have wanted this for months.”

The soft glow from the living room lamps barely reached the bed, filtering through the sheer curtains, so it looked like Arthur was surrounded by candlelight. His silvery eyes had turned blue in the glowing light, and his beauty took her breath away.

Dang, after all this time, Arthur still stunned her.

She reached up with one hand, touching his cheek. His evening scruff was rough against her palm. “I’m so glad you’re still here.”

He nodded, his jaw rasping on her fingers. “We have tonight.”

She nodded, too, but tears burned her eyes. Only having one more night with him was unfair, so unfair. Most people got decades or a lifetime together.

And yet, she should be grateful for another day. They might not have had these few hours if Arthur had gotten into that van.

He dipped his head, and his mouth covered hers, warm and soft on her lips. He moved his hips, slowly stroking inside her.

Gen’s brain fuzzed. His skin warmed hers, smooth on her softness. She breathed him in, the soft scent of his fading cologne and natural musk, a masculine scent that never failed to shoot straight to the animalistic parts of her brain. She stopped thinking. She just wanted his skin to move on hers, for him to push himself deep inside her, to take her hard.

Arthur’s hands found hers, and he pressed her wrists to the bed, holding her arms down.

She was okay with it.

Indeed, she relaxed into his arms.

He moved away from her mouth. His breath heated her neck. She arched under him, pushing her boobs against his chest and trying to rile him up as much as she was.

Instead, Arthur’s mouth was gentle on her neck, and he trailed his hot breath down her skin to her chest.

He whispered, “Hold the pillow. Don’t move your arms.”

Gen grasped the pillow above her head.

“Nice,” he whispered when he saw her boobs lift. “Don’t let go of the pillow.”

He ran his hands from her shoulders to her wrists, and then he pinned her hands above her while he touched her.

Even though he was holding her down, Arthur was gentle, and slow, and he took his time to caress every inch of her skin with his stroking fingers, his warm and humid breath, and his soft, sucking lips, even while he was still buried inside her. His hardness and his hand on her wrists pinned her to the bed, utterly helpless.

Gen panted, whispered, “Please. Arthur, please,” begging for his body to move in hers.

He kissed her, his tongue stroking hers when he began to move inside her, pulsing within her core at first, then slower and longer strokes.

His body ground against hers, and he overwhelmed her. His skin stroked her shoulders, her breasts and belly, and the inside of her thighs as he moved. His hardness filled her body, long penetrations that rubbed her slowly deep inside, and his breath filled her mouth and lungs.

Gen whimpered against him, pushing with her hips, trying to make him take her harder, but he wouldn’t change. He sank into her with the same rhythm, relentlessly filling her with himself.

When he pushed himself up on his arms, his silvery eyes were dazed.

Every slide from his tip to driving deep inside her was a rising wave of pleasure, each plunge cresting a little higher.

She reached for him, holding his shoulders, the muscles thick and hot under her palms, as she whimpered, moving under him.

Arthur lowered his face to hers, still stroking inside her, and kissed her, long and gently, before he braced himself on his elbows and buried his face in her shoulder. He slipped his arms under her shoulders, wrapping her body with his, and his thrusts became deeper, harder, more urgent.

Gen teetered on the edge, her body ransacked by his, every part of her open to him, his breath hot on her shoulder as they exhaled. Her heart beat in time with his, and her flesh heated with the friction of his skin against hers. She held onto him, clutching him but secure in his arms, as he drove her over the edge.

The waves caught her, billowing up her body, and still he moved slowly inside her to prolong the current that dragged her under.

Arthur’s breath fluttered against her neck as he gasped. His body stuttered, lunging into her. A soft and wordless cry broke from his lips as he strained, every muscle locked.

“Gen,” he whispered, his sigh almost desperate against her shoulder. “Genevieve.”

















Legal Consultation 







GEN snuggled down in the soft blankets and mattress, exhausted. She was so tired that she couldn’t open her eyes, and her skin stuck together between her legs. Her muscles felt melted.

Beside her, Arthur was breathing softly, not asleep, his body curled around her. When he moved, each movement was as languid as a slow waltz.

He ran his fingertips down her spine. It might have tickled, had she been awake enough to feel it properly, but everything felt like softness and ease around her.

“I need your services tonight,” Arthur whispered, stroking her back.

“You just had my services, buddy,” Gen muttered into the pillow.

“Not like that,” he said, chuckling. He kissed the back of her neck. The soft light from the lamps on the other side of the room was dim around them, and the tall posts on the corners of the bed threw radiating shadows over the white sheets. He said, “I need your barrister services.”

Gen sighed, “Goodness, is there a judge in here? I’ll bet most of those kinky wankers like to watch.”

“I need your help in preparing a document.”

She drew the covers more tightly under her chin. “You need a solicitor, not a barrister. We litigators don’t do paperwork garbage.”

“I need a will,” he said.

Gen struggled in the sheets, rolling over to stare at Arthur. He was lying on his back, gazing at the sheer canopy above them.

She asked, her eyes wide, “Are you telling me that you don’t have a will?”

“It’s old. It leaves everything to Christopher and his heirs.”

“Ugh.”

“Quite.”

“I suppose that you do have the money that your mother left you. That should be sole and separate property, no matter where the earldom ends up. Christopher got some of her money when your mother passed away?”

“Half.”

“Well, then, I’m sure the committee will see it that way. Yeah, that should definitely be accounted for.”

“That’s what I want to specify.”

“I can draw one up. I guess I remember how. Geez. Making me work at all hours of the night, and not the fun way, either.”

He chuckled at her griping.

She said, “Hey, if you change your will to someone else inheriting everything, and then if MI6 kills you before the committee reaches a verdict, we might have to start all over with him suing your estate. That would be awesome. Imagine the fees we would bill you, yet again. I could end up with your entire estate that way, no matter whom you leave it to.”

Arthur glanced at her, a smile crooking the side of his mouth. “My, but you have a dark sense of humor, don’t you?”

“Stalin said that dark humor is like food. Not everybody gets it.”

Arthur laughed and grabbed the sheet over his chest. “Oh, that’s unsettling.”

“I imagine it’s an internet rumor, but it was funny.” Gen rummaged in her purse for her phone and clicked a word processing app. “Okay, let’s go. You want to leave everything to charity?” She grinned. “That would royally piss Christopher off. Imagine the look of horror on his pointy, little face. He’d have to sue a charity to get it. Oh, my goodness. Let’s totally do that. Oh, the evil.”

“Not to charity.” Arthur rolled onto his side and propped himself up on his elbow. “To my wife.”

Panic zipped through Gen, and the gold and enamel ruby ring felt heavy on her finger. “Uh, is there something you haven’t told me?”

He took her hand. “I asked you to marry me in Paris. I’m quite certain you said yes. You’re wearing my ring. Marry me tomorrow.” He glanced at the clock, which read a few minutes after two o’clock in the morning. “Later today. Let’s go to Las Vegas and tie the proverbial knot.”

All so sudden. Not part of the plan. Must stick to her plan. She asked, “Don’t you have to ask the queen for permission or something?”

“Only the royal family has to receive permission, and even then just the first few people in line for the throne. The rest of us nobles have gotten a ‘idiot off, marry whom you want,’ for the last century or so.”

“But don’t you have to ask someone, for form or manners or something?”

“My parents are dead, and your father is, too. Your mother is in no state to grant permission. It’s just us.”

“But don’t you have to have a big society wedding or people will be mad?”

“We don’t have time.” He took her hand. “You said yes, and I’m calling in your commitment.”

“Why?”

He looked up at her, his silver-blue eyes so serious. “Because if we’re married, no one will question why you’ll inherit. I don’t know how much of my mother’s money remains. I allowed Wulfram to waste it on start-up venture capital for friends from Le Rosey, and I’ve been siphoning from it for the upkeep on Spencer House. It might be just a few thousand dollars, but it will help with your mother and your debts. At least it’s something more than just an antique, out-of-fashion ring.”

“Hey, don’t talk smack about the ring. I love the ring.” Gen was still holding his hands. “I don’t want your money. I’ll make plenty, just as soon as I’m offered tenancy.” If she were offered tenancy.

“I want to do this.” Arthur sucked in a deep breath. “If MI6 does remove me from the equation, I want to be married to you. I want you to go on. I want you to live your life deeply and well. But for these few hours at least, I want to be your husband, and I want you to be my countess.”

She tried to chuckle, but it came out a sob. Her chest hurt. Her heart was cramping. “My mother would have loved to see me get married, and Lee and Rose are going to kill me if they aren’t here.”

“It’s now or never,” he said.

“My mum would have been simply ecstatic if I’d married an earl and become a countess. She always loved everything about the royal family and the nobility.”

“You will be a countess, for however long we have, and then you’ll have a sum of money that might help you a bit.”

“I don’t need your money,” she protested.

“Yes, you do, desperately. I only hope there’s enough to see you through until you’re offered tenancy.”

“I’d rather have you. I want you.”

He looked at their hands. “At least you’ll have a little less worry.”

“I don’t want your money.”

“I want you to have it,” he said. “Even if you don’t want to marry me, I want you to draw up the new will.”

“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I want to marry you. I just don’t want your money.”

“The most important thing I heard is that you will marry me in a few hours, so that’s settled.” He rolled over and drew the covers over them both. “Afterward, we’ll decide who inherits my estate, such as it is.”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll manage, somehow. But can’t you just give it to the dolphins or the rainforest or something?”

“I would certainly rather you have it than allow Christopher to take that sum, too. Consider it canine maintenance.”

“I’m not going to take your money for taking care of Ruckus! It’s just the right thing to do. What should I do, let him go to some shelter where some stranger would buy him and I wouldn’t even know whether or not he’s okay?”

Arthur wrapped his arms around her and pulled her down to lie against him, skin to skin.

The warmth of his satiny flesh suffused through her, and she went limp on his shoulder.

He stroked her hair. “You’re arguing so that I won’t go.”

She nodded.

“You think that if you behave like a naughty little girl, if you don’t accept my money or you won’t draw up the will, that I’ll be forced to stay.”

She nodded again, her nose rubbing on a pale blue streak in his skin where his tattoo crested over his shoulder. His smooth skin felt just like the uninked skin next to it. “I’m a lawyer,” she said. “If I don’t like what’s happening, I argue.”

His arms firmed around her, and he kissed the top of her head. “We don’t have time to debate minutiae.” He sighed. “That’s where I was wrong. I thought we had time.”

Gen wrapped her arms around his chest, feeling the heavy muscles sliding under his skin as he breathed. “One more question.”

“Yes, m’learned friend?”

“Yesterday, if you had already decided that you were going to get into the van, and if you knew that you would either be getting a new name or they were going to murder you, why did you take your passport?”

He held his breath for a moment.

Gen felt the seconds ticking by, two seconds, then three, as his chest didn’t move under her cheek.

He blew out his breath and sucked more air in. “When I was dressing yesterday morning, my mind chewed on the fact that I didn’t need the passport and that it would be better off at home for the police to find. After I was gone, for whatever reason I was gone, they would think that I hadn’t fled the country or that I had had no intention to leave. Yet my hands picked it up, brushed the dust off of it, and tucked it into my suit breast pocket.”

“Because—” she prompted.

Arthur bit his lip, wrestling with himself. “Because I didn’t want to die, and because I was desperate not to leave you, and because a part of me was already planning to ask Casimir to fly us away so that I could be with you instead, at least for a few more days.”

Gen snuggled down in the crook of his arm, holding onto him. “The prosecution rests.”

















Not All Appetites







ARTHUR tossed Gen a gray robe from a dresser and grabbed one for himself. “The Devilhouse is like a youth hostel in this respect, I guess. Showers are down the hall.”

“You’d think there would be showers in here,” she grumbled.

“It’s not supposed to be a hotel.” He flipped the robe around his body and knotted the terrycloth belt at his waist.

She raised her eyebrows at him. “When you—um—came here before, didn’t you need a shower, afterward?”

“No.” He nudged his feet into the slippers he’d dropped on the floor. They rubbed his heels. A little too small. Everything seemed to be too small for him.

“Um—isn’t it—um?” she stammered.

He glanced up and finally realized what she was getting at. “The Devilhouse is not a brothel.”

“What did you do here, then?”

Ah, here came the delicate part. Admittedly, he would not like to know about Gen’s sex life prior to meeting him, other than knowing the name or other identifying information about the man who had abused her.

There was another regret of many, that Arthur would not be able to take a spectacular revenge on that predator. He wished he had pried that information out of Gen earlier, but then again, he had thought that they would have more time.

But what should he say now?

Gen said, “You’re taking forever to answer. Are you making something up?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Seriously?”

“I am absolutely concocting something to tell you,” he said, thinking fast.

“Why did you come here if it’s not something you want to talk about?”

“We came here tonight because it’s safe for us to hide here. What happens in The Devilhouse stays in The Devilhouse, but more importantly, I didn’t have to run a credit card here, nor did Casimir or Maxence, who are known to be with me. The security cams are not linked to the internet, and there is no guest registration to be sent to a central database. No one would think to look for us here. If there is any place in the world where we could hide, this is it.”

“So, what did you do here, when you used to come here?”

The answer was complicated. “Not all appetites are proper subject matter for polite conversation.”

She shifted, her bare toes poking at the thick carpeting, and ducked her head so that her thick hair swung around her face.

“Something else?” he asked.

“It doesn’t matter.” But her voice was choked.

He walked over to her and lifted her chin with his fingers. “Pet?”

“It doesn’t matter, and I don’t want to know.”

“Yes, you do.”

She looked down and away, her huge brown eyes damp. “Am I enough?” She sighed. “I mean, would I have been enough? It’s okay. You can say no or yes because it doesn’t matter, anyway.”

“Enough?” He was still perplexed.

“If we had gotten married—”

“We are getting married, later today, unless you’ve changed your mind,” he reminded her.

“No, I mean, if we had really gotten married, if we had been married, if we had lived together and had kids and made a life together—”

His breath caught in his chest at the picture in his head of Gen, holding their children in the Great Hall at Spencer House. His bones ached with the loss of that future.

She asked, “—would I have been enough? Would you have needed to keep coming to a place like this, for something else?”

He was gutted with what she had thought of him. “Oh, Gen. No. I would have never darkened The Devilhouse’s door, ever again.” He stroked her upper arms, the robe nubbly under his fingers. He added, “Not unless you were with me.”

“Me?” she squeaked.

“Certainly.”

She glanced at the saltire cross looming in the corner, the steel X that almost reached the high ceiling beside the blue couch.

He said, “I would have tied you to the saltire and had my way with you.” He smiled at her, tilting his head. “My wicked, wicked way.”

She was still fidgeting. “But just with me. Not other people?”

He lifted her chin and kissed her, his lips lingering on hers. Close to her lips, he whispered, “Only you, even if I had lived to be a hundred, only you.”

She clung to him, her arms around his chest and back. She said, “I was kind of worried that you did something really weird in here, something you wouldn’t have wanted to give up.”

He laughed. “It wasn’t really so depraved at all.”

“Oh?”

He looked down at her. Without her shoes on, her brown eyes only came to his shoulder, and she felt small and fragile in his arms. “You sound disappointed.”

“Well, geez. With your reputation, I figured it would be something really kinky, really nasty. I was all prepared to do some dirty, horrifying things to keep you interested.”

He cracked up. “What were you thinking?”

“Doesn’t matter. If you were never up for it anyway—”

“But maybe I would have been, knowing that it wouldn’t have frightened you off.”

Her finger traced his collarbone under the robe, and he shivered at her touch. “Maybe we can talk about it—”

With that, he realized what she was doing. “You’re tempting me.”

“I should hope so, with what I just suggested I might let you do to me.”

“No.” He leaned back and turned her head to look up at him. “You’re tempting me. Arguing didn’t work, so you’re trying temptation. You’re trying to make me stay.”

With her chin in his hand, she nodded.

“If it were up to me, my love, I would spend every day of the rest of my life with you for a century, but it isn’t.”

She snuggled back into his arms, turning her face to his robe. Her voice was muffled and choked. “I know.”

He held her a while, rocking her until she drew away to take her shower.

As she was leaving, he asked, “Can I borrow your phone?”

“Sure,” she said as the door was closing behind her.

He dialed Casimir’s private number. When Caz picked up, Arthur asked, “Where are you?”

“In the kitchen. Jeffrey dropped off a mountain of food for breakfast.”

His stomach rumbled, gnawing on itself. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

He left Gen a text to herself on her phone, explaining where he had gone and Caz’s phone number in case she needed him to lead her in.

Arthur showered and found some clothes that fit his burly frame passably well in the racks behind the men’s spa area. It wasn’t shocking that most of the guys who worked at The Devilhouse were probably tall, fit, and muscular.

He found his way to the huge nightclub at the front of the plantation house.

The stillness on all three floors of the nightclub—the main dance floor and the two exclusive upper balconies that ringed the club—was unnerving. Usually, music and the chatter and shrieks of thousands of people filled the expanse, and everyone jostled for a view or to order a drink at the bar.

His footfalls echoed off the concrete walls in the dark that towered in the space. A few twinkling lights led the way to the kitchen area while he climbed the clanging iron stairways to the second floor.

The emptiness was end-of-the-world creepy.

He shoved open the swinging door to the kitchen and found Casimir and Maxence sitting at a steel table, smearing cream cheese on bagels that steamed their baked scent.

Casimir called out, “Arthur! You have to try these! There’re eggs and things if you want, too, but these bagels are delish!”

Arthur settled himself in a chair and sliced a bagel. The oversized bread donut warmed his hand. “Hey, Caz, can I borrow your plane this morning?”

He laughed. “Sure. My sister doesn’t need it back for a few more days. Where are we going?”

“Las Vegas.” Arthur bit into the bagel and ripped a chewy hunk off. “I say, these are good.”

Casimir and Maxence exchanged a wide-eyed glance.

Maxence took over. “Your Lordship, the Earl of Givesnoidiots, why perchance do you want to travel to Las Vegas?”

He said, “I’m going to marry Genevieve this morning.”

Casimir shook his head. “When I proposed this very plan for myself only a few months ago, you talked me out of it.”

“Absolutely,” Arthur said. “There were several and plural dang good reasons why you shouldn’t have done such a rash thing, Prince Monster, but I don’t need anyone’s permission. I don’t even have a niece who would be petulant if not offered the role of flower girl.”

“You have two nieces,” Casimir pointed out.

“Who have been told all their lives that I am a dissolute scoundrel who stole their father’s fortune. For such small children, their hatred of me is large.”

“Surely there’s some reason to do this the proper way,” Caz said.

“None at all. Today. I want it done today. I’m alone in this world, and I don’t want to leave it that way.”

Maxence reached across the table and gripped Arthur’s shoulder. “You’re not alone. You’ve never been alone.”

Arthur inclined his head and grasped Maxence’s fingers. “I know, but a family is different. Genevieve is different.”

Casimir and Maxence glanced at each other, but they couldn’t refute that.

Heck, Casimir better not even try.

Arthur asked, “Do you two jerks want to stand up with me? Unless you want to perform the ceremony, Pope Phooall.”

“Still not qualified,” Maxence said, heaping more cream cheese on another bagel. “Besides, you’re a Church of England heathen. I don’t know whether a proper Catholic ceremony would take in such defiled ground.”

Casimir asked him, “When do you want to leave?”

Arthur shrugged. “An hour?”

Casimir scowled at him and picked up his bagel. “You do like to make things difficult, don’t you? I’ll see if our embassy can smooth the way with air traffic control.”

















What Happens in Vegas







GEN walked down the aisle of a tiny chapel in Las Vegas, Nevada. The beams on the high ceiling had been painted white. Indeed, the whole chapel was dingy white except for the garish silk-flower leis strung from the corners of the room and hanging on the six pews.

At the head of the aisle, past the benches, Lord Arthur Finch-Hatten, the incorrigible Earl of Severn, stood with his friends Maxence and Casimir, along with Elvis, who was dressed in a sparkling white track suit.

Because of course, if you’re going to have an impromptu Las Vegas wedding, Elvis must officiate and croon “Love Me Tender” as you walk down the aisle, which was exactly the situation that Gen found herself in.

At least Gen looked halfway decent, which was shocking.

Arthur had called someone in Los Angeles, who had called someone in Vegas, and she’d had hair and makeup appointments set for right when they walked off the plane. 

Her dress was nice, especially considering the spur-of-the-moment wedding ceremony. She wore a white, lacy sundress that fell past her knees.

In the wardrobe room behind the women’s spa area at The Devilhouse, costume racks had been lined up and stuffed with clothes that had been sorted by size. Oddly, there had been an amazing selection of exceedingly nice clothes in Gen’s size and with long enough hems. Some other tall, curvy woman must work at The Devilhouse.

Whoever that chica was, she must like black leather.

Gen carried a bouquet of daisies and bluebonnets, a most Texan bunch of flowers.

Really, this wedding was very close to what she had pictured when she was growing up in Texas.

Maybe she had pictured a respectable minister instead of Elvis, but the rest worked.

And maybe she had pictured her parents being there, but that couldn’t be helped.

Up at the front, beside Arthur and Casimir, Maxence discreetly held Gen’s phone at shoulder-height, live-streaming the ceremony to Lee and Rose. A tiny scream escaped from the phone, and he hurried to pinch the side to silence it.

Gen walked toward Arthur, who held out his hand to steady her as she climbed the steps to the altar.

















Stays in Vegas







ARTHUR held Gen’s hand in his and stared at the minister. The man was saying something, surely, but Arthur heard only gibberish and his own heart thudding in his ears. The spangles on the guy’s white track suit dazzled Arthur’s eyes.

He’d managed to find a man who was ordained in the American Episcopal Church, even if the priest was dressed like old Elvis Presley, and he’d agreed to do the important parts of the rite.

They would be legally married in the eyes of the Church of England. Gen would indeed inherit at least that bit from his mother.

As Arthur slid the ring onto her strong finger, nestled next to the enamel and ruby ring from the Duchess of Somerset jewels, he could feel his history stretch behind him. Every earl and duke in his lineage, and the occasional king, had stood before a priest and married a woman to become his countess and continue the lineage.

Nineteen generations of noblemen in his family had taken their countesses back to Spencer House after their wedding to procreate their heirs.

Arthur couldn’t. He had seen Spencer House for the last time.

But he could have this marriage registered, proof that he had done his duty by the earldom, and thus he could make sure that Gen was a little better off than when he had met her.

His name might be a black mark in the history of the Earldom of Severn, the Earl of Givesnoidiots, but this one bit of evidence would exist that he had not been a drunken degenerate.

This Vegas marriage certificate and a few, handwritten pages of confession that he had written and placed with Duchess Margaret Spencer’s papers, along with a flash drive with snippets of evidence.

Someday, in a century or so, some great-grand-niece or -nephew would read the Duchess Margaret’s papers and find his few pages, and they would realize that the twenty-fifth Earl of Severn wasn’t a legendary lecher but Her Majesty’s spy who had never broken his cover, even when it had cost him everything.

He had never thought it would cost him love.

He’d never been in love. Why would he? He was never in one place for long, never with the same woman, and always there under false pretenses.

It had been apparent that he would have given his life at some point in the clandestine service. Elizabeth had recruited him as a lonely, nihilistic teenager who had been grasping for something dark enough to draw him under the current.

In Her Majesty’s service, he’d found friends, all-consuming work, and a feeling of heritage and purpose that he had been lacking.

Twelve years before, at the tender age of seventeen, it hadn’t been hard to throw himself away, to give everything he believed and everything he was in his very English soul to the Empire and the Crown.

Everything had fallen apart when he had met Genevieve.

He should have spent his life waiting for her instead of ensuring that it would end just as she had walked through his door.

At least he had this moment, a bit of comfort while Elvis read the ancient words over him and he married his countess who should have been the key to his future and the future of his noble family.

Ah, Gen. Arthur longed for a future with her that he couldn’t have.

















Hannoverian Empire Wealth Management 







ARTHUR led Gen through the boring, office-like back hallways of the Devilhouse. They’d flown Casimir’s jet back from Las Vegas for the all-important meeting with Wulfram von Hannover to discuss Arthur’s finances.

The whole flight, Gen’s fingers had remained curled into a fist around her wedding ring, which was just the slightest bit loose on her finger. He would have his jeweler in London size it when they got back.

No, he wouldn’t. He had to stop thinking about the future like that. Every time he considered what his future with her should have been, a knife stuck in his ribs, and he couldn’t breathe.

In the hallway of The Devilhouse, fluorescent lighting fixtures sprayed blue-white light everywhere. They almost didn’t have shadows on the white tile under their feet.

The Dom’s office was at the end of a hallway, an imposing door with windows on both sides.

Once Arthur had found the main corridors, he knew his way around The Devilhouse a little too well, though not as well as Maxence, evidently. He rapped his knuckles against the door, holding Gen’s hand with his other one.

From within the office, a man’s deep, bass voice called, “Come in.”

Arthur paused with his hand on the doorknob, working through some quick calculations, trying to figure out what to call his old school friend. The man had some quirks, to say the least, and kept parts of his life very separate from others, even to the point of insisting that people refer to him by different names in differing circumstances.

Gen had already met Wulfram at the wedding, and they were going over Arthur’s finances in a friendly capacity, so probably just his name, not anything else.

He glanced at Gen, her glorious hair tumbling over her shoulders. Her dark eyes were large and innocently curious, which was a terrifying expression on a lawyer.

Arthur had better figure this out.

Calling Wulfram anything but his given name would invite more questions from Gen, and more questions from the litigating attorney might lead the conversation in dangerous directions. No one questioned or attacked Wulfram, not without consequences. Arthur knew how to handle him because Arthur was a skilled intelligence professional. He’d handled psychopaths as dangerous as Wulfram since he was seventeen, though very few were more dangerous than the man in this room, a man who would be moved to cold anger if Arthur chose the wrong name to call him.

Arthur shoved open the door and breezed in. Late afternoon sunlight filled the room, and a long window along the far wall overlooked the riotous greenery of the garden area. “Wulfram! So nice to see you again. You remember Genevieve Ward from Flicka’s wedding?”

The blond man at the desk turned his dark blue eyes toward them, a cold gaze. Arthur was reminded once again that though this man might seem normal, he was anything but.

Wulfram stood and held his hand over his glass desk. “Arthur, Genevieve, so nice to see you again.”

Arthur shook Wulfram’s hand and stood aside for Gen to do the same.

She looked up at Wulfram, and her eyes widened as she took him in.

Arthur didn’t like the way Wulfram was looking at Gen one bit, though that predatory expression looked quite normal on him. The white dress that she had worn for their wedding clung to her curves in all the right ways.

Arthur took Gen’s other hand and guided her backward, away from Wulfram.

Gen looked terrified of Wulfram, or something. Her eyes were wide, and her cheeks had a pink glow of fright. Her slow smile must be concealing her revulsion and fear for propriety’s sake. She was becoming quite British.

Wulfram said, “I hear congratulations are in order.”

Ah, yes. Maybe now Wulfram would back off. Arthur told him, “Indeed. We just married.”

“Then my best wishes for both of you.”

“Th-thank you,” Gen said, still blinking her wide-open eyes too rapidly. The poor thing.

Arthur stepped forward slightly to show her that he was protecting her.

She frowned at him and sat in the chair.

That was odd.

Arthur was a protective guy. It was just part of his constitution. He had protected the whole of Britain all his adult life.

Wulfram sat in his chair behind his wide glass desk and crossed his legs. Arthur could see right through the desk, an unsettling view. He preferred traditional furniture, pieces with history and gravitas, not props that allowed the computer to float in the center of the air.

Wulfram picked up several pieces of paper. “Here’s a summary of your accounts with me. We’ve been doing quite well this quarter, up seventeen percent over this time last quarter.”

Arthur took the page. “You’ve always managed accounts so well.”

Gen leaned over, trying to see what was written on the paper. He handed it to her without glancing at it.

Wulfram chuckled. “The information you pass on has made it easier to keep abreast of changes in the world.”

“Just so you know,” Arthur said, leaning in, “I may not be able to continue to do that. I may not have access to some of that material anymore.”

Gen touched his hand, still staring at the paper. “Arthur?”

“Retiring, are you?” Wulfram asked him, his mouth curving in a cold smile that didn’t exactly reflect in his eyes. He glanced down at his copy of Arthur’s accounts on his transparent desk.

“Being retired,” Arthur said.

Wulfram looked up at him, his deep blue eyes sharpening. “Are you safe?”

No use lying. “I don’t think so.”

Wulfram leaned forward, clasping his hands on his glass desk. “What can I do to help?”

“I don’t know that anyone can improve the situation.”

Gen wrapped her fingers around Arthur’s arm. “You should see this.”

Wulfram said to Arthur, “I’ve been living quietly for a long time. If anyone can find a place for you to live quietly, perhaps I can.”

Arthur shook his head. “It’s not paparazzi and lone jackals that are the problem. It’s a different level of involvement.”

He wasn’t sure why they were couching the problem in such obscure language, except for propriety’s sake. One didn’t speak of one’s imminent demise in florid language. They were both keeping it British.

“So what are you going to do?” Wulfram asked.

“I have no choice.”

Wulfram blinked and couldn’t seem to find words.

Arthur shrugged.

Gen grabbed Arthur’s hand. “You really should look at this.”

“Yes, my love?” he said, glancing over at the paper.

She stabbed a number at the bottom with her finger. “You said that it was a couple of thousand dollars or something.”

The letterhead on the paper read Hannover Empire Wealth Management, and Arthur almost chuckled.

He counted the zeros.

The sum of his holdings with Wulfram read well north of six hundred million dollars.

Arthur raised his eyebrows. “It has been a good quarter.”

Wulfram said, “It would have been substantially more if you hadn’t been supporting that derelict house of yours all these years.”

Gen accused Arthur, “You said it was a couple of thousand dollars. I can’t take this. I absolutely can’t accept this.”

Arthur had been trained to keep his composure in all sorts of situations, first as an English nobleman and then as a spy for MI6. He hadn’t known the sum within even four orders of magnitude.

He said to Gen, as calm as could be, “Actually, you don’t have a choice. My attorney has assured me that my will is airtight.”

He smiled and raised an eyebrow at Wulfram, who only sighed. His one blond eyebrow was still lowered in dismay. “Since you are Countess Severn now, Genevieve, we should add your name to these accounts. In the event of a transference, it will ease the process.”

Gen said, “I’m going to need copies of all of this. None of this has been entered into evidence for the lawsuit.”

“Of course,” Wulfram said. He tapped a few buttons, and a printer somewhere started grinding out paper.

She gripped Arthur’s hand and hung on, and her voice shook as she gave Wulfram her official information to type into his computer.

As he finished up, Gen’s phone buzzed.

She glanced at it and vaulted out of her chair. “Arthur, we need to get to Casimir and the plane right now. The House of Lords has called for closing arguments tomorrow morning.”

“I thought they were going to deliberate and come to decision without further ado.”

“You don’t ask them what they do. We just do what they say. We need to be in the air now.”

“Casimir’s jet can’t turn around that fast. We just flew it from Vegas an hour ago. It has to be inspected and refueled and whatnot.”

Gen was staring at her phone, her eyes wide. Her voice rose in panic. “We have to go now. We’ll have to just go to the airport and see if we can buy tickets or something. I don’t even know if they’ll have any. I don’t know which airlines have flights to London from here, and they’re usually overnight, anyway. I don’t think we can get there. Oh, man, Arthur. We shouldn’t have come.”

Arthur said, “We’ll find a way. Let’s get Casimir and Maxence and prepare to leave.”

Wulfram picked up his phone. “I have a plane at my disposal. Take it to England.”

Arthur sighed with relief. “I appreciate that.”

Wulfram held his phone to his ear, watching Arthur. He said, “Take care.”

That kind of sentiment was odd, coming from the sapphire-eyed cobra.

Arthur said and meant very deeply, “Thank you.”

















Wedding Night







GEN held her laptop in front of her face with one hand, working while she trotted through the airport terminal and keeping up with Arthur, Casimir, and Maxence as they strode around her.

A document filled the glowing screen on Gen’s computer, a collection of bullet points and short paragraphs. Octavia’s comments were stuffed in callout bubbles. Red squiggly lines highlighted esoteric law vocabulary.

Security guys wearing black suits flanked Arthur and his friends, and they moved en masse through the seating areas.

Concierges saw their crowd sweeping in and ran to intercept them, pointing to their clipboards and chattering.

Customs officials descended next, rattling forms.

Gen had handed her passport to Arthur and told him to handle it.

Arthur slapped her navy blue American passport and his burgundy-covered UK one in the woman’s hand and answered the questions while they walked.

Gen worked frantically as they moved toward the plane.

The electrons flaring on her computer screen held Arthur’s hopes to keep his earldom and Gen’s dreams of becoming a tenant at Serle’s Court Barristers.

She had one chance to nail this closing argument, even though her client had instructed her not to speak at all.

Both their futures depended on it.

She could always say that the solicitors had told her to defend it to the hilt, if it came to that. After all, barristers take trial instructions from the solicitors, not the client.

If he didn’t stop her again.

If he tried, Gen would just have to argue him down.

She prayed that he wouldn’t stop her.

She glanced over the top of her laptop screen to make sure she didn’t run into a pole or fall down stairs.

Outside the wall of windows that stretched the length of the terminal, a sleek jet waited, wavering in the heat mirages.

The plane was a little bigger than Arthur’s silver dart but a lot smaller than Casimir’s converted jumbo jet. The tail was just plain silver, not painted with an insignia. How refreshing.

Arthur said, “It’s time. Let’s go.”

He took her arm and led her outside toward the plane.

The heat in the air settled over her. Even though it was only April, the late afternoon was nearing a hundred, Fahrenheit. The asphalt under her shoes radiated warmth from the desert sunshine and fumed the sharp scent of tar, and heat crawled up her trouser legs.

Her computer bobbled in her hand.

Arthur’s hand on her back steadied her.

She snapped her computer shut to climb the steps into the airplane.

Inside, white leather recliners clustered around conference tables, and a wall ran across the back of the plane.

Gen dumped her court bag and a satchel containing a few items she had “liberated” from The Devilhouse on a table.

In her defense, Arthur’s friend Wulfram had given her the bag and instructed her to fill it up with toiletries and anything suitable from the costume area.

The racks of clothes in the costume closet room had yielded a pearl gray sheath dress with a matching long jacket that fit her freakishly perfectly, a little too feminine for a proper court but spot-on for an appearance before the House of Lords.

The label listed a couture Parisian designer that Octavia had bought a scarf from once and had shown off around the office like a trophy stag she’d mounted on the wall.

Gen shrugged. The dress was probably a knock-off.

When she’d protested that she should at least pay Wulfram back, the icy blond man had shrugged and said, “Tax deduction. Arthur needs you at your best.”

She couldn’t argue with that.

Arthur had whispered to her later, “It’s all right to accept it. Wulfram is exceedingly wealthy, and I can always reimburse him if you’d like.”

Gen could not imagine what “exceedingly wealthy” meant to a guy who kept a Rolls Royce as a backup car and had not bothered to keep track of a mere six hundred million dollars in a bank account.

She didn’t allow herself to consider the other part, that if she lost Arthur’s case spectacularly, he wouldn’t be able to reimburse anyone for even a blasted cup of coffee.

And if Arthur stepped into a white van after the case, he wouldn’t have to worry about money at all.

Nope, Gen wasn’t thinking about that. She had work to do.

This closing argument had to be perfect.

It just had to be.

She plopped her laptop on a table, flopped into one of the pillow-soft recliners, and flicked her laptop screen open.

Everyone else filed in and found seats while she stared at the words, trying to force them to be brilliant with the power of her mind.

It wasn’t working.

Everything she had written seemed superficial and ignorant of the law, common sense, and decency. The other lawyer’s argument was that Christopher Finch-Hatten was the better man—a doctor, a father, and a model citizen—while Arthur was a drunk, a spendthrift, and likely a traitor to the Empire, to boot.

Their argument was, essentially, But I want it! And he’s naughty!

Gen’s argument boiled down to, Yeah. So?

She had to do better than that. Merely citing that the legal will had already been settled couldn’t be enough to defend him.

Maybe the nobles who sat on the Committee would think about their own younger siblings and would not want to set precedent.

Except that most of the people in the House of Lords these days weren’t ancestral noblemen and noblewomen but honorary barons and baronesses who had been elevated for their contributions to society. They couldn’t pass their titles down to their children at all, so they wouldn’t care about precedent.

Gen jumped back into the document and scrutinized every dang word.

Arthur sat beside her at the table and opened a magazine.

It startled her for a minute because she was used to him fiddling with his phone at every opportunity, but he had destroyed his phone back in London.

The plane jiggled around her while she worked, taxiing on the runway.

Acceleration pressed her into her seat as the plane’s nose angled up, and the plane roared into the sky.

She fussed with her speech, taking out points and then putting them right back in, until Arthur took her hand. “We should eat and get a few hours of sleep before we land. We’re crossing so many time zones that the night will be short.”

Gen glanced out the window beside her at the quilt-blocked land flowing below the plane. The window wasn’t a typical airplane porthole but an elongated oval, more like a window on a motor home or a yacht. The plane was speeding toward purple darkness gathering along the eastern horizon.

“Yeah,” she said. “I can work on this later.”

She closed the laptop and realized that Casimir and Maxence were sitting across the table from her, reading on their phones. “Oh. Hi.”

Casimir looked up, surprise in his brilliant green eyes. “Are we allowed to talk now?”

She shrank a little. “Um, yeah?”

Maxence was grinning. He told her, “Arthur kept shushing us.”

Oh, Lord. “I didn’t mean that—”

Arthur was already laughing. “Maxence is trying to tease you. He’s not very good at it. Here come the staff with the menus. Excellent.”

Some people who worked for the private airline served the dinner on delicate china plates and poured the wine into crystal glasses that were almost sharp in Gen’s fingers. She was only moderately aware of what she was stuffing into her face because she was worried about working on those closing arguments. The food she chewed was tasty, and Arthur kept filling her wine glass.

The guys joked around during the meal, obviously putting on a show to distract her.

It was sweet of them.

She fretted about the closing arguments anyway.

These closing arguments had been looming over her life for months, and she’d been considering them, making notes, and rewriting paragraphs all that time.

It wasn’t nearly enough. She should have spent more time. Someone more experienced should be doing it.

By the time they finished eating, Gen was sleepy from the food and dizzy from the wine. The four of them had shared several bottles. Maxence had drunk more than his share.

Arthur stood and held his hand out to her. “Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the back.”

She wasn’t ready for the mile-high club in an airplane bathroom. She was a curvy girl, and she bumped her hips on the counter and the wall when she tried to turn around in one of those. “Aren’t there just lavatories back there?”

He chuckled, and Casimir and Maxence cracked up.

Arthur said, “There’s a bedroom.”

Gen’s jaw dropped. “No way.”

Casimir said, “Way,” in a passable California surfer dude accent. He elbowed Maxence. “That’s how you say it.”

Gen ignored them. “On an airplane?” she exclaimed to Arthur.

“It’s rather smaller than a standard hotel room,” he said.

“Well, thank goodness.”

Arthur shot a mischievous look at Casimir and Maxence, then he said to her, “And a full bathroom.”

That was insane. She protested, “No way.”

Casimir jostled Maxence. “You try it.”

“Way,” Maxence said to her, but he couldn’t keep from laughing. He said to Casimir, “That’s just the oddest thing. Way.”

“Come on and see it.” Arthur walked toward the back of the plane.

She said to Casimir and Maxence, “We don’t need the bedroom. You guys can take it.” She had insinuated something that probably wasn’t the case. “Or one of you. We’re fine, really. I need to work most of the night.”

Casimir and Maxence laughed straight in her face.

Casimir said, while wiping his eyes, “Goodness, I love Americans. Even more self-effacing than Englishmen at times. No, dear,” he said to her. “I don’t have my wife with me, and Maxence isn’t my type.”

Maxence had just drained yet another glass of wine. “I could totally be your type.”

“You need a woman, dear friend,” Casimir told him.

Maxence poured himself more wine. His hand wove just a little, but he didn’t spill even a drop. “I do not.”

“You haven’t taken your vows yet.”

“It doesn’t matter. I plan to. I should live as—”

Casimir said to Arthur, “I’ll listen to this drunk while you two get some sleep.”

It was a discreet and respectful statement, right up until he winked.

“Oh, goodness!” Gen said, clutching her computer to her chest. “We wouldn’t. Of course not. Not with you guys right out here. Absolutely not.”

Casimir laughed as Arthur led Gen toward the back of the airplane. “Come, pet.”

Behind her, over the roar of the jet engines on the wings outside, she heard Maxence say, “If Arthur doesn’t—”

Casimir said, “Shut up, Max. You’ve had too much to drink, and if you’d looked at Roxanne like you’ve been eye-Gen, I would have punched you in the face by now. Don’t give Arthur more reason to deck you, all right? He’s shown admirable restraint.”

Arthur opened the door at the back of the airplane and led Gen inside.

Why would anyone put a four-poster bed in an airplane?

The white four-poster bed, which looked to be queen-sized, was flush with the back wall. Masses of orchids spilled out of vases on the dressers.

Gen strolled over and touched one of the satiny, waxy petals.

Yep, real orchids. Not silk.

She said, “This is extravagant, Arthur.”

“And it’s not even my fault. Come now. Stow your things. I’ve already had your garment bag hung in here. When we get to London, you’ll be properly rested from sleeping well tonight and ‘fresh as rattlesnakes.’”

She grudgingly agreed, “Yeah, there is that.”

He checked the small wardrobe. “Yes, your dress and my suit are ready for tomorrow. Excellent.”

Gen leaned into the door to the bathroom. The stainless steel fixtures gleamed in the glassed-in shower stall. “Sweet baby Goodness, there is a shower in here.”

“We can walk off the plane and into the Parliament Building tomorrow.”

She returned and sat on the bed. “That’s great. Um, I don’t suppose there’s a spare pair of PJ’s around here?”

Arthur raised one dark eyebrow.

“I got the dress-suit-thing from The Devilhouse for tomorrow, but I assumed we would be sleeping sitting up in airplane seats with other people around. I didn’t think to grab pajamas.”

Arthur bent and started ransacking the drawers. “We could sleep in the nude.”

Horror slapped Gen. “Oh, my goodness. What if the plane crashes?”

He stood and laughed. “If the plane crashes, I quite suspect that our attire will be the least of our concerns.”

“That would be just my luck, the plane crashes, and I’ll be running around a cornfield buck naked, trying to make a bra out of corn leaves.”

“That won’t happen,” Arthur said.

“Oh, you don’t know the stuff I’ve gotten into the middle of. I’ve been in three different banks during robberies. It could totally happen.”

“It’s April. Maize is only a foot high in the spring. The leaves would be too small to be effective as clothing.”

“How do you even know that?” Gen reached behind her back, grabbed a pillow, and hurled it at him.

He snatched it out of the air. “One of my tenant farmers near Spencer House tried to grow maize one year. Ifan and I kept watch over the experiment. It was a moderate success, but the soil near Spencer House is better for barley.”

He whipped the pillow back at her, laughing.

She blocked it with her arms.

While she was ducked behind her hands to keep from getting smacked in the face with a pillow, the bed shifted under her, and he grabbed her.

Arthur was all around her: his strong arms trapping her, his fingers digging into her ribs and tickling her, and the subtle scent of his cologne drifting from his skin.

She scrambled to get away, laughing and slapping at him, but he grappled with her until she was underneath him on the bed. He pinned her wrists above her head and looked down at her.

His hair was mussed from where he’d wrassled with her, and he was breathing hard through a huge smile. His silvery eyes sparkled with laughter.

She was laughing and panting, too.

It was inevitable that he kissed her, that his arms wrapped around her, and that her laughter turned into a catch in her throat.

Gen forgot that she was on a plane, that people were eating, reading, and playing chess just on the other side of that flimsy wall, and that they were soaring through the sky miles above the Earth.

She forgot about the closing arguments and the House of Lords.

Arthur’s breath was humid on her throat, warming her skin, and she stretched her neck. He turned his head and nipped her skin.

His hands were gentle, unbuttoning her blouse and tugging the fabric aside, but his mouth was relentless on her skin. He lipped her collarbone, trailing inside her shirt and to the swells of her breasts. His arm slipped under her waist, lifting her, as he sucked her to tight peaks.

Even though her blouse was unbuttoned and she was still otherwise dressed, his hands and his mouth and his weight on her body obsessed her. Gen’s fervor to have him inside her burned, but instead of a leaping wildfire that reached for him, her desire consumed her from the inside, turning her into a mindless, molten thing that yearned for his touch.

Arthur rose up for a moment, rooting in the nightstand drawer for a crinkling packet and dropped it on the sheets within his reach.

He pulled his shirt over his head and flung it on the floor. His pecs and crenellated abs shifted on his torso as he reached. Fine, soft manhair over his body glistened in the pale light, just so masculine.

Gen trailed her fingers over his chest as he swept down to slant his mouth across hers, his tongue tangling with hers between their open lips.

Maybe, after tomorrow, she might never touch him again.

Maybe, after the plane landed, after Arthur and Gen stood before the committee in the House of Lords, he wouldn’t be Lord Severn anymore, and he might walk into that horrid white van and die somewhere, alone.

But right now, right that minute, he was the Earl of Severn, and she was his Countess.

Even if Arthur didn’t come back to her, she could raise their child.

An image crossed her mind—an infant with pale silver eyes and wisps of dark hair on his tiny head—and she gasped with longing.

She knew that the child would grow up to be their own person, another light of humanity in the world, but the child would also be a piece of Arthur’s flesh, his soul, his legacy, still in the world and still with her.

Tears stung her eyes.

Gen whispered, “Arthur?”

“Mmmm?” he hummed against her skin, his hands closing on her waist.

“Don’t use a condom.”

His sigh was a rush of warm, wine-scented breath over her collarbone and chest. “I can’t do that.”

“We’re married,” she whispered near his ear, his weight pressing on her. “I’m Countess Severn, now. It’s my duty to provide the earldom with an heir.” Gen had read plenty of Regency and historical romance novels and everything by Jane Austen as a teenager in Texas. She knew how English nobility worked, at least in books. Reading is a great education. “I have the right to insist on it.”

Arthur pushed himself up on his arms.

She had expected anger from him, or maybe irritation that they were going to have this argument again instead of having sex on their last night together, but she would never have guessed his silvery-blue eyes would have the slightest trace of moisture on his lower lids. “Gen?”

She pressed on. “That’s the countess’s duty, right? To preserve the earldom, to oversee the household, and to produce an heir. You married me. You gave me your title, and it became my duty.”

“Your duty?” His voice caught in his throat.

She nodded. “It is, isn’t it?”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “There isn’t an earldom. I lost it.”

“Not yet.”

He opened his eyes. “I beg your pardon?”

She told him, “You’re the Earl of Severn, my lord, and I’m the countess. It’s your duty to me.”

















Duty







ARTHUR’S arms trembled as he held himself above Gen.

Her warm, brown eyes were wide open, serious.

His heart raced in his chest, and breathing felt like he was shoving air into his lungs.

Very rarely, perhaps a few times in a lifetime, you have a moment when another human being sees into your soul, when you are flayed open and gutted before them, when even the most reserved English nobleman is vulnerable.

Duty.

“Do you mean this?” he asked her, mortified at the quaver in his voice.

“Yes,” Gen’s voice and gaze were steady, far more steady than he was.

“I may not live past tomorrow,” he said. “I might not be there to take care of you, of both of you. You might be alone.”

She touched his cheek, and his heart fluttered. She said, “I committed to you. I gave you my life. If I have to, I’ll raise our child alone because I am committed to you.”

Her words were the knives that he used to cut out his own heart and hand it to her. His world spun as all his honor and obligations centered on the woman in his arms. “Gen, you are everything to me.”

The words on her lips, “I love you,” broke him apart.

He stripped her as naked as he felt and fit himself inside her, the raw, vulnerable parts of their bodies sheltering each other.

She was warm, warmer than he’d felt through a condom. The friction of their skin shot through him, trembling along the nerves running through his flesh.

And he gave her all of himself.

















Thirty Thousand Feet Above the Atlantic Ocean







ARTHUR was different.

Gen held him in her arms, his body poised above hers, and he watched her, his gaze wary.

With her demand and his agreement, their lovemaking had slowed. Her body craved his, but his gaze was so intense that it seemed like he had to remember to breathe.

He pushed into her, moving gently, still more slowly than she could bear, but his hardness filled her almost to the point of pain, as deep as she could take, and more.

His hips nestled into hers.

As always, he settled his weight on her, not moving, embedded in her, allowing her body to adjust to his size and girth within her, and he kissed her, his lips moving on hers. His breath came in little pants against her mouth.

Gen wrapped her arms and legs around the hardness of his body, feeling him, feeling every moment.

When she could breathe again, when her body yielded to his, he moved in her, stroking inside her.

The way he moved when he made love to her had changed.

Before, his every movement had been laced with an element of domination. She was always aware that when he took her, he claimed her, he overpowered her, and he owned her. Gen was his idiottoy or his pet, his to do whatever he wanted to.

This time, though, he was different. His mouth on hers, his breath on her neck, and his body moving in hers were infused with abandon, even surrender.

Before, his body had commanded her, “You’re mine.”

Now, on their wedding night, as he took her skin-to-skin and melted into her, his body told her something else.

He whispered in her ear, “I’m yours.”

















The Client’s Instructions







GEN slept, her body curled, as Arthur held her wrapped in his strong arms.

She drifted in the bed’s cool sheets and soft mattress, dozing as the plane soared through the night.

Arthur’s broad chest warmed her back, and occasionally, when he stirred, he pressed his lips to her shoulder before his breathing evened out.

Gen tried not to imagine what might be happening inside her body—two cells fusing to become something new, something of her and of Arthur, something very much wanted.

Arthur stroked her arm. He whispered, “Are you awake?”

“No,” she whispered back.

He followed her arm until he found her hand, and his fingers intertwined with hers. “At the House of Lords, I want you to fight. Fight hard.”

Gen squirmed to roll over under the blankets. She wrapped one leg around his bare legs, feeling his coarse, masculine hair against her skin. “Do you want me to try to win?”

“Yes.” His silvery eyes shone in the moonlight glowing in the long, oval windows.

“Can I tell them that you’re in MI6? Can I call Elizabeth or Bentley to the stand? Can I show them your ID badge?” she whispered loudly, just enough to be heard over the plane’s jet engines roaring outside the dark portholes.

“No. That would compromise people in dangerous situations.”

“Then I can’t win it,” she argued, even though maybe she could, but her chances would be better with corroborating testimony or evidence.

“Try,” Arthur said. “Fight.”

“Are you going to be around afterward?”

“I don’t think there’s any way for me to stay. We’ve had a blessed few days of safety, thanks to The Devilhouse.”

“It was a weird place to hole up.”

“Maybe,” his hand touched her hip, straying a little farther forward toward her stomach, “just maybe—”

They both paused, contemplating.

He said, “—if there were a boy, the earldom would pass to him instead of Christopher.”

“Oh, Arthur. I didn’t mean that. That’s not why I—”

“It doesn’t solve the problem that all of England thinks I’m a traitor, and several very powerful enemies of the UK know that I’m not.”

“Yeah,” Gen said. “That is a problem.”

“But tomorrow—” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Fight.”

















The Hugger







ARTHUR was standing in the aisle of the airplane as it rested on the tarmac, holding onto the backs of seats. Under his palms, the soft leather gave as he dug his fingertips in.

Gen walked ahead of him and glanced back as she stepped out of the doorway into the bright English sunshine.

He called to her, “I’ll catch up.”

Casimir and Maxence were standing behind him, and he could feel them staring at his back.

Without turning, he asked, “Are you two coming to the House of Lords today?”

“Of course,” Casimir’s voice said. “We thought you might prefer us there.”

Arthur shrugged. “I might.”

Casimir asked, “Are you going with them, afterwards?”

In the forward part of the plane, early morning sunlight slanted through the wide porthole windows, illuminating the white leather seats and mahogany tables.

Arthur said, “I can’t go with them.”

His duty lay elsewhere, now.

Footsteps paced toward him. From behind him, Casimir said, “I would have bet that you would have gone with them quietly.”

“Things have changed,” Arthur admitted.

A hand grabbed Arthur’s arm to spin him around.

Ah, Casimir was going to try to rough him up, as he had when they were kids and Arthur had been doing something stupid and irresponsible, as usual. Caz was always the serious one, the one who led them back to the one true path.

Arthur steeled himself to suppress certain bits of training that lurked in his depths, ones that surfaced in dire situations. He didn’t want to accidentally hurt Caz. His training hadn’t been to stop someone, like a police officer, or to incapacitate someone, like a British MI5 officer going after a fugitive with information. Arthur’s training was essentially that of an assassin, to kill without hesitation to avoid discovery if the moment called for it.

So if Caz meant to deck him, Arthur needed to block his punch, and that was all.

Instead, when Arthur spun on his heel, Maxence stood blocking the airplane’s aisle, his dark eyes wide open and wild and level with Arthur’s own.

Maxence said, “Arthur, you can’t. You can’t leave her, and you can’t leave us.”

Before Arthur could help himself, because he was a jerk sometimes, he said, “But Pope Phooall, surely we’ll meet again in Heaven someday.”

Maxence grabbed Arthur, wrapping his arms around him furiously.

Arthur wasn’t quite sure whether Maxence was hugging him or grappling him or about to throw Arthur to the ground and pummel him.

Arthur held his hands by his shoulders and back. This wasn’t a threat. This wasn’t a threat. He pressed two fingers together, keeping his concentration sharp.

“Don’t,” Maxence said near Arthur’s ear. “Don’t go with them. I know places where none of them could ever find you. I’ll call Pierre for one of our planes, and we’ll fly you somewhere they would never think to look for you. A small bribe will take care of any passport trail, and I know just who to bribe. I’ve been doing this for years, sneaking people around. I can hide you. You can even help me do some good in the world.”

Maxence stood with both his arms cinched around Arthur’s shoulders.

Tentatively, Arthur hugged him back, not sure how Maxence had become the hugger of the group. These roles were important. Arthur was the hugger. Maxence practically climbed walls to get away from him.

One of Maxence’s arms had drooped uncomfortably down Arthur’s back. He shrugged and lifted it, getting Max’s arm up closer to Arthur’s shoulder so that it didn’t feel like such a dead weight.

Arthur said to him, “Whatever happens, Max, if anything happens to me, take care of Gen. If I run, I’ll find you later, and you’d better have her and she’d better be safe. You understand me?”

Maxence nodded, his chin jostling Arthur’s shoulder. “I will. Run, if you have to, and I’ll have her. Come find us.”

Casimir was standing back, his hands shoved in his pockets. “What, don’t I get a charge?”

“You have a wife and a baby on the way,” Arthur said over Maxence’s shoulder. “You have a commitment. You need to do your duty by them.”

Casimir stared at his feet.

Arthur held another arm out. “Come on. You know you want in on this.”

Casimir stared out of one of the windows of the plane for a moment before he strode that last step to wrap his arms around Arthur and Maxence. He said, “Don’t die, you jerk. I swear to heaven, if we do meet in Heaven, I’ll kill you again.”

Casimir’s arm was heavy over Arthur’s shoulder.

When Arthur had gotten back to Le Rosey after his long vigil with his mother, Casimir and Maxence had been waiting for him, and they had stood like this for what had felt like hours.

It had probably been a few minutes, but to Arthur’s nine-year-old, traumatized mind, it had felt much longer.

Now, their arms were around him again, and he was soothed.

And yet, Arthur longed for Gen.

She was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs on the tarmac, and his heart pined for just a few more minutes with her.

“Come on, you jerks,” Arthur said. “It’s time to go.”

















Closing Arguments







GEN stood behind her table in the House of Lords committee room in the Parliament Building. Her printed notes lay on the dark wood table directly in front of her.

Arthur sat in his chair by her left hand. His job was to look magnificent, noble, and sober in his tailored suit, which he was doing spectacularly. The suit he had borrowed from The Devilhouse fit him well but was just the slightest bit tight through his upper arms, emphasizing his rounded biceps.

Day-umn.

Gen licked her lips and looked away. She had a job to do today.

Arthur had looked at his brother, Christopher, sitting at the other table and frowned.

To Gen’s right, her friend, Rose Pennelegion, held notecards, legal pads, and pens. Her job was to hand Gen exhibits to show the committee and to watch the room for their response to Gen’s arguments.

Lee Fox was on an errand.

Gen prayed that the notorious London traffic would cooperate that morning.

Behind her, in the tiered seats of the small viewing area, sat Octavia Hawkes, David Trent, Leonard Boxster, Violet Devereaux, and all the rest of the senior barristers of Serle’s Court Chambers.

James Knightly sat on the end of one row, smirking.

Turns out that defending a case, especially the infamous Lord Severn’s case, and defending it before a House of Lords committee is a bit of a big deal. Every single one of the senior barristers who were going to decide whether or not to offer Gen tenancy in chambers had shown up to observe the circus of closing arguments.

Gen refused to think about how one, single, solitary word that was not quite perfect would doom her chances for tenancy and cost Arthur his earldom, his mother’s legacy, and Ruckus the dog.

Just one wrong word.

James Knightly would probably laugh out loud when she blew it.

At the end of one of the rows, Casimir and Maxence sat solidly, wearing suits, looking regal.

Baroness Honeycutt, Law Lord and august member of the House of Lords, drew the meeting to order with a sharp word to the gallery about maintaining silence and decorum during the hearing.

Seated beside Baroness Honeycutt was Lady Josceline Bazalgette, the blond, super-lawyer lady whom Gen had schmoozed at the dinner at Spencer House. She had given Gen good advice on a career in the law. Lady Bazalgette smiled at Gen.

Baroness Honeycutt looked down her straight nose from her vantage at the raised head table. “The committee prefers to hear closing arguments from both parties. Mr. Ainsley, you may proceed with your closing argument.”

As the claimant, Christopher’s attorney had the honor of going first.

As the attorney for the defendant, Gen would have the last word.

Orval Ainsley laid out his argument about why the earldom should be stripped away from the man who had lawfully inherited it and given to his younger brother.

His reedy voice echoed slightly in the cavernous room. The ceiling was at least three stories above their heads. Dark paneling rose halfway up the walls, capped by moulding, and huge portraits of illustrious members of the House of Lords loomed on the upper halves of the dark blue plaster.

Gen gritted her teeth at the slander spewing from the other barrister’s face. He kept emphasizing the strippers, the terrorists and populist strongmen, the drinking and carousing. He dwelled on it all. He reveled in it.

Orval was generally known as a jerk.

He asked for the room to be darkened, and he projected the incriminating pictures of Arthur wining and dining the world’s most evil dictators on the wall above where they all sat. The pictures weren’t the raw images but the purchased newspaper ads, all with the word TREASON! in capital letters splayed across the tops of the pages.

Gen wrote a note on her talking points.

“Treason,” Orval repeated over and over and over. “A drunken degenerate, not satisfied to waste the resources of his earldom, went forth into the world to commit sinful acts and treason.”

Gen curled her hands into angry fists.

Arthur’s hands were clasped on the table. He glanced at the pictures splayed over the wall, but his easy demeanor didn’t change.

The committee members seemed mildly interested. Baroness Honeycutt and Lady Bazalgette exchanged glances several times, a quick flick of their eyes and quirk of their lips.

Gen watched the collusion between them, trying to figure out if that was good for their case or disaster.

Finally, finally, Orval Ainsley ground to a close with some drivel about the Queen’s honor and how the British people shouldn’t suffer such a drunken degenerate—wow, Orval used that phrase too much—to occupy a seat of the Empire.

“In conclusion,” Orval said, concluding yet again, “my client, the renowned physician Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten, should be granted the Earldom of Severn, all the rights and privileges that are associated with it, all real estate, funds, accounts, and stocks and bonds in the defendant’s possession, plus all livestock and animals owned by the current Earl.”

And there it was. Livestock. Christopher was going after Ruckus under the cover of livestock.

Arthur’s frickin’ dog.

Orval Ainsley continued, “Specifically, a family with young children would be better suited for the ownership of the Jack Russell Terrier, Ruckus, than a single man without a family, living in an apartment in central London, who regularly carouses on the continent without providing for his dog, a dog that is untrained and a danger to society. He has allowed the dog to become a vicious, wild animal that bites visitors to his home. Like its master, the dog needs discipline and stability.”

Gen’s fingernails bit into her palms. Jerk. There was no reason for him to try to take Ruckus away from Arthur except spite.

Orval Ainsley sat down and looked over, smirking, at Gen and her table.

Baroness Honeycutt said, “Ms. Ward, you may proceed.”

Gen placed her hands on the table to steady herself as she stood.

So, everything important in Gen’s life all came down to this one speech.

Gen wiped her sweating palms on her thighs.

Might as well make it memorable.

She spoke loudly and clearly. “Baroness Honeycutt, my lords and ladies of the committee, it’s no longer Ms. Ward. I’m the Countess Severn.”

An actual ripple and collective gasp wove through the committee, Christopher’s counsel, and the gallery of her bosses behind her.

James Knightly snickered above the din.

Gen continued, “And I’m likely expecting the heir to the Earldom of Severn, as we speak.”

Okay, she was overstating her case and possibly expounding on a bit of wishful thinking, but it sure got everyone’s attention.

“So my learned friend’s—” she meant Orval Ainsley and spun a little snark into her tone, “—characterization of Lord Severn as ‘a single man without a family’ is entirely wrong, as is every other point in his argument.”

That got the gallery muttering.

Gen grinned at all the rabble-rabble-rabble in the gallery behind her and amongst the committee members.

Baroness Honeycutt called out, “That’s quite enough. We will have silence for these hearings, or we will clear this committee room.”

The senior barristers behind Gen hushed as if their voices had been switched off. No barrister wanted to piss off a Law Lord. They might remember.

When Baroness Honeycutt was satisfied with the quiet, she told Gen, “You may proceed.”

Gen said, “As I was saying, m’learned friend’s description of Lord Severn is deeply wrong on all counts. Everything he said is erroneous. It is ill-informed, inaccurate, and false. It is errant nonsense and perilously close to slander. His client’s purchased advertisements in national newspapers are libel and will be proven as such in court at a future date.”

Lady Honeycutt said, “Oh, this will be entertaining. Proceed, counsel.”

Behind Gen, a door clicked.

She glanced back.

Her friend, Lee Fox, stood inside the door. Her scarlet hair and pasty skin shone in the overhead lights of the committee room. Lee held both her thumbs up and grinned at Gen.

“And indeed,” Gen said, “m’learned friend’s statements are so entirely wrong that even his characterization of Lord Severn’s dog as an untrained and vicious wild animal is completely mistaken. Ruckus, heel.”

The white dog trotted from where he stood with Lee, through the committee room, to Gen, holding his own leash in his mouth.

Lee Fox followed the dog over and sat beside Rose at the defense table. It felt good to have both her girls there.

Gen motioned and told him, “Around in front. Sit.”

The dog trotted around the table to the center of the square formed by the desks and dropped his butt to the floor. He spat his leash on the carpeting and stared solidly at the lords and ladies of the committee, his pink tongue lolling out of his snout.

“Stay.” She raised her head to address the committee. “Legally, Ruckus the dog was a gift from Mr. Maxence Grimaldi and was not purchased with funds from the estate. Thus, Ruckus is sole and separate property, not a part of the earldom in any manner.”

Baroness Honeycutt and Lady Josceline Bazalgette nodded.

Well, good. Arthur might end up destitute and homeless, but at least his dog wouldn’t end up with Christopher.

Of course, MI6 might throw Arthur bodily in the back of a van and murder him, but at least Gen would have the dog.

Gen picked up her notes. “Let’s go through m’learned friend’s arguments point by point and refute them, shall we?”

Baroness Honeycutt leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms over her stylish black suit jacket, and smiled.

Gen remembered the tours of Spencer House that Arthur had given her and the glow on his face as he had spoken about his ancestral home.

She said, “Let us begin. My learned friend—” Heck, yeah, Gen laced it with yet more sarcasm. This was war. “—stated that during my client’s childhood, Lord Severn did not return to Britain for years at a time and stayed only for a few days when he did.”

Rose slapped a few pages into Gen’s waiting hand.

Gen held the pages in the air. “This is easily refutable. We have submitted Lord Severn’s passport records, showing that even though he was away at the boarding school that his grandfather and guardian chose for him to attend, he returned to the UK often and for months at a time. Lord Severn did not reside with Christopher and their uncle during these visits but with his grandfather or, after his grandfather’s death, at Spencer House to care for the estate. Even during Lord Severn’s studies as a teenager, he diligently cared for Spencer House. He knows its history down to the pillars and foundation. He can expound upon the art collection at length, as he did when he gave guided tours when he was home for the summers when the National Trust opened the manor house to the public. Christopher has never shown interest in the legacy of the Earldom of Severn nor in the rich history of Spencer House.”

“My client has a deep and abiding interest in the earldom!” Orval interrupted her.

“All right.” Gen smiled at the other attorney. “Let’s have a quiz.”

Orval Ainsley leapt to his feet. “You can’t mean—”

“I assure you, I mean that we should have a quiz. I’ll ask your client and mine questions about Spencer House and the history of the earldom. Let’s see who knows their history.”

Orval turned pink under his ginger walrus mustache. “This is preposterous! No court would allow—”

“This is not a court,” Gen reminded him. “This is a committee meeting in the House of Lords, and as such, it is more concerned with what is right rather than what is legal. Quite honestly, if we were merely debating legal points, the legal and settled will of our clients’ parents was settled decades ago. You really shouldn’t have a leg to stand on. The only reason that this case has gotten this far is the horrid gossip and slander that your client has often repeated and probably started.”

At the head table, Baroness Honeycutt was watching the two of them argue with an amused smile.

Lady Josceline Bazalgette had raised one eyebrow so far that it nearly met her blond hair.

Gen argued, “You’ve said that my client is uninterested in the earldom for anything but spending its wealth. Let’s see who’s more interested in the earldom and Spencer House.”

“But my client, a solid middle-class citizen, did not have the advantage of being a guide at Spencer House during the summer holidays!” Orval protested.

“Christopher could have been a docent at Spencer House if he had wanted to. He lived less than ten miles away. His uncle and guardian had been grooming him to wrest the earldom away from his older brother most of his life, as his uncle was unable to do from his older brother, our clients’ father.” Gen dropped her voice into her throat and said with her best Texas accent, “Come on, Mr. Ainsley. Let’s have ourselves a quiz show.”

“You’ll ask questions you know your client can answer,” Ainsley accused her.

“Fine,” Gen said. “You ask them the first question.”

“My Lady,” Ainsley appealed to Baroness Honeycutt. “M’learned friend is making a mockery of the court with these circus antics.”

Baroness Honeycutt had been watching both of them, her lips pursed to suppress a smile. “As defense counsel has stated, this is not a court. I wish I had the leeway to demand a quiz show when I am on the bench. Mr. Ainsley, I believe that Ms. Ward—I mean, Countess Severn—has allowed you the first question. Proceed.”

Orval threw his hands in the air, exasperated. “I will appeal your decision.”

Lady Josceline Bazalgette spoke up, “There is no court to appeal to, Mr. Ainsley. Ask a question or concede the point that Lord Severn has superior knowledge of the earldom because he does indeed take a personal interest in its history.”

“As you wish.” Orval turned to Christopher, who was sitting at the table, his washed-out gray eyes wide. The attorney asked Christoper, “What color is Spencer House?”

Gen rolled her eyes at the softball question.

Christopher’s shoulders slumped, visibly relieved. “It’s gray.”

Gen turned to Arthur. “Lord Severn, what year—”

“It’s not gray,” Arthur said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. His biceps and shoulders strained the fabric of his suit jacket. “Spencer House is red.”

A gasp whooshed around the committee room, a horrified breath that echoed from the barristers in the gallery behind Gen and through the committee.

Everyone must have seen that BBC episode about Spencer House. The huge gray house even loomed in the introduction to other episodes about other estates.

Orval Ainsley waved his arms. “Put up the picture of Spencer House again! Show everyone what color it is!”

On the screen over on the side of the room, the picture of the imposing, wintry manor house reflected gray light on everyone’s face.

Orval rounded on Arthur. “What color is Spencer House, Lord Severn?”

“It’s red,” Arthur told him.

“What color is the house in the picture, Lord Severn?”

Arthur glanced at the screen. “Red.”

Orval Ainsley’s face sure flushed pink. “It is not red, Lord Severn. Are you drunk right now? Are you inebriated before this illustrious committee?”

Baroness Honeycutt and Lady Josceline Bazalgette looked at each other, their eyes wary.

Gen stepped in. “That’s quite enough, Mr. Ainsley. You can’t treat people like that. It’s not British. Lord Severn, can you explain why you think Spencer House is red?”

Arthur looked up at her, his silvery eyes amused. “The gray veneer is an optical illusion. Spencer House was built of Tudor red brick by Lord Charles Spencer during the Tudor dynasty. It is a red house.”

“But it looks gray,” she said, lobbing him an easy base hit.

Arthur knocked it out of the proverbial park. “In the 1780s, a preacher named Capability Brown told the royal court that a manor house built of red brick ‘would set the whole valley around it into a fever,’ so my ancestors spent fifty thousand pounds—fifty thousand 1780s’ pounds, not current valuation, which would be millions of pounds today—to cover the outside of the house with one hundred six thousand thin, gray ceramic tiles called ‘mathematical tiles,’ which are overlapped like shingles. The mathematical tiles are affixed to the house with iron nails, which damaged the red brick underneath. The iron nails rust through, and many tiles fall off every year. Repairing the veneer is a major expense, often more than thirty thousand pounds per year, and is usually carried out in April before the house is opened to the public for the summer, as per the National Trust.”

“So it’s a red house,” Gen clarified.

“Spencer House is built of red brick, and it is red,” Arthur assured her.

“Thank you, Lord Severn.” She turned to Orval Ainsley. “So do I get to ask the next question, or do you concede the point?”

Orval stared at his client.

Christopher shook his head slowly, unwilling to continue the quiz show.

Orval turned to her. “We concede that Lord Severn has some knowledge of Spencer House.”

“Ah, ah, ah.” Gen wagged her finger at him. “Superior knowledge of the history of the earldom and Spencer House, or I’ll ask about the history of the art collection.”

Christoper was wagging his head no at his barrister, his pale eyes startled and huge.

Orval pled to Baroness Honeycutt and the committee, “My lady, such a quiz show makes a mockery of—”

Lady Josceline Bazalgette spoke up, “I took a first in art history at Oxford. I’ll keep score.”

Orval snarled at Gen and Arthur, “Conceded.”

Gen rolled right on. “Splendid. With that settled, let’s move on to the accusation that my client is,” she consulted her page for the exact quote and checked that Ruckus was indeed still sitting motionless on the other side of the desk, “as the claimant stated, ‘a spendthrift ne’er-do-well decimating the estate on cocaine, wine, women, debauchery, and depravity.’ Is that your quote, Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten?”

Hey, they weren’t in a real courtroom. Gen wondered just what she could really get away with.

Christopher fidgeted in his seat.

“I remind you that you are under the same oath as in a courtroom,” she said.

Christopher mumbled, “I might have said something like that.”

“Exactly like that in an interview for the Doctors Without Borders website that was published on July fifteenth of last year. Correct, Mr. Finch-Hatten?”

Christopher nodded, his medium brown hair flapping.

“Furthermore, upon reading that article, two-thirds of it is devoted to impugning your brother rather than describing your own work, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t count the words,” he mumbled.

“I did. It’s a tad over two-thirds of the article that you spent ranting about your brother, but I rounded for ease of discussion. You’ve been obsessed with this unfair inheritance your whole life, haven’t you? Ever since you found out that you, like your uncle, were a ‘spare’ born in case something happened to Arthur.”

Orval leapt to his feet again. “I object.”

Christopher said, “Arthur has wasted the earldom’s resources and wealth his whole life, from that overpriced boarding school in Switzerland—”

“That your grandfather, the previous Lord Severn, preferred for his heir’s education,” Gen interjected.

“—to his ridiculous cars and that private jet and the way he hemorrhages money at a different charity event every day of the week. He’s destroying it!”

“To this end,” Gen said to the committee, “I submit the financial records for Spencer House and the earldom. We have a late addendum to these. To begin the story, when I first reviewed these records, I could not reconcile the books.”

“He was embezzling, wasn’t he?” Orval shouted.

Gen frowned at the other lawyer. “You can’t embezzle from your own funds. They are Lord Severn’s to do with as he pleases.”

“No, the National Trust funds! Those are entirely for the maintenance of Spencer House,” Orval said.

Gen waved her hand at him, indicating he was being silly. “Oh, heavens, no. The National Trust funds are barely sufficient for the maintenance of the mathematical tiles and the roof. All that money has been accounted for and has been spent, ethically, on upkeep for the manor house. No, I mean that even with the National Trust’s funds, Spencer House is a gaping maw that swallows money like a black hole swallowing a sun.”

Christopher looked up at Gen, startled.

Arthur was watching her, his arms crossed.

“Every time a throw pillow has a rip in it, it must be restored, not merely mended. I mean, the house is over six hundred years old, it was built in—” Gen motioned at Arthur for the answer.

Arthur said, “The oldest wing was first occupied in 1505.”

She continued, “Can you imagine the upkeep? Six hundred-year-old plaster. A hundred and six thousand mathematical tiles that are all over two hundred years old. When a light switch needs replacing, a historian and a curator have to oversee the electrician. It’s a money pit.”

Christopher visibly broke out in a sweat.

“You have to pour money into it from other sources, and speaking of other sources, there were two sources of income that were not from the estate that I could not account for during discovery. One of the sources involved large transfers of money—”

“That was from Arthur Finch-Hatten’s treasonous activities, wasn’t it?” Orval shouted. “Those dictators and terrorists paid him to do things for them. Maybe for information. Maybe murder.”

“Oh, we’re going to have to discuss that slander of yours, Mr. Ainsley, but we’ll discuss it in court. I’m just glad we have transcription here. First, there were no treasonous activities, but we will come to that in a moment. This money was being transferred from Lord Severn’s private holdings, a sole and separate legacy left to him by his mother. Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten was bequeathed the same amount when the legal wills were settled decades ago,” she emphasized that hard, “but Christopher has frittered his legacy away on various luxury goods that he bought to show off to his friends because he’s the son of an earl. Though Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten spent all of his inheritance from his mother, Lord Severn invested his and has been using the proceeds to support the earldom of Severn and for incidentals. The earldom does not produce enough revenue to support itself.”

Christopher rose out of his chair slightly. “Of course, it does. There are lands, rents, tenants, and invested capital. The earldom supports itself unless Arthur has foolishly spent too much of the principal well.”

Gen looked down. “Lord Severn, would you care to respond? I remind you that you are under oath.”

Arthur stood. His square jaw bulged at the corners where he was clenching it. “The earldom has never been able to support itself. As I have looked over the accounts that run through the last few decades, it became obvious to me that our mother and grandmother saved the earldom with their dowries and inheritances. The earldom has not been solvent since the early 1900s.”

Gen asked him, “Is the earldom financially independent now?”

“I have funneled over two hundred million pounds into the earldom’s accounts from my mother’s legacy and the investments that proceeded from it.”

More gasping from the committee and the gallery behind them.

Gen said, “But this money was your mother’s inheritance to you. Why would you use this sole and separate property—” she was totally hammering that point home, “—to shore up the finances of the insolvent earldom?”

“I am the Earl of Severn. I’ve given my whole life to Britain. I’ve spent every cent I could to maintain Spencer House and to support the earldom.”

Gen continued her totally rehearsed line of questioning. “But how about the private plane, the weekends in Paris and elsewhere in Europe, the lavish vacations, and the ostentatious giving at charitable events?”

“I don’t think you understand how much money the earldom requires,” Arthur said. “There are household staff and maintenance workers, specialty craftsmen and gardeners, craftsmen and restoration specialists, and so many more. All the money I spend annually on frivolous things amounts to less than two weeks’ upkeep for Spencer House and its holdings.”

“Plus you have other sources of income,” Gen said. “There were other means of support for your luxurious lifestyle.”

“Gen,” Arthur said, a warning rumble in his tone.

Gen said, “Arthur, let me do my job.”

“Red,” he said.

She lowered her voice and whispered to him, “You don’t have to do that. I will respect your hard limits. You have to trust me. Remember? In this, here, you have to trust me.”

His silvery eyes watched her warily, as if he were trying to discern something from just staring at her. Finally, he said, “In this, I am yours.”

Gen spun back to the committee. “All right, then! I need all the observers out of the room. Everyone except me, Lord Severn, and the members of the committee need to leave right now.”

The committee members bobbled in their seats. Lady Josceline Bazalgette and Baroness Honeycutt glanced at each other again.

Over on one arm of the square table, Lord Derek Humphreys, Earl of Coatham in the County of Cleveland, frowned and shook his head. His blond curls bobbed with each head shake. He said, his words just a little slurred, “I don’t see why we should interrupt our proceedings for such theatrics.”

Lady Dorothy Hart, Countess of Ashill in the County of Somerset and Lord Andrew Butterfield, the Earl of Newcastle-under-Lyme in the County of Staffordshire, flanked Lord Coatham. The mature woman and older man both harrumphed at Lord Coatham’s words.

Lady Hart said, her thin voice raised over all the rumbling, “I should like to hear what counsel has to say in private. Some of these proceedings can be quite intimate, and I wouldn’t want to have to say something embarrassing in public about a member of this august committee.”

Gen almost chuckled, considering what Arthur had told her about Lady Hart after he had thrown Lord Coatham, or Lord Jerk, out of that dinner at Spencer House.

Lord Butterfield said, “I should also prefer to hear any sensitive testimony in private.”

Lady Hart and Lord Butterfield nodded at each other over Lord Jerk’s head.

Baroness Honeycutt proclaimed, “The room will clear except for the claimant, the defendant, counsel, and the committee. Everyone, out!”

















A Delicate Intelligence Operation







FOOTSTEPS rumbled the House of Lords committee room as the observers filed out. Their grumbling and lumbering echoed on the antique plaster and high ceilings in the Palace of Westminster.

Gen glanced up as they left the room.

Some of the senior barristers scowled at her. They didn’t like being excluded.

Octavia Hawkes winked at Gen as she nearly stumbled down the steps.

Lee and Rose looked up at her, and she shrugged at them. They settled down harder in their chairs, unmoving. Looked like they were staying.

James Knightly sneered at her as he stomped out. His eyebrows had a tight gather between them, and his nose was lifted on both sides like he had sniffed skunk.

Gen took James’s jerk expression to mean that she was doing a pretty good job. She straightened the lapels on the pearl gray jacket over her borrowed dress and turned back to the committee.

All of the committee members—Lords Butterfield and Coatham and Ladies Bazalgette and Hart from the dinner at Spencer House, Baroness Honeycutt and Lords Fane and Caine and Sumner from the Parisian wedding, plus the other lords and ladies whom they hadn’t schmoozed—leaned forward and rested their arms on the table that surrounded Gen and Arthur on three sides.

The door to the hallway clicked closed. 

Baroness Honeycutt told Gen, “Proceed.”

Gen’s mouth turned so dry that her tongue stuck to her molars. She sipped from the water glass at her table.

“I have a slide deck,” she told the committee. “I just need to connect my laptop.”

She fiddled with her computer for a few seconds, and Rose ran over to connect a cable to the projector’s side.

A picture of Spencer House came up on the screen, shot from farther away than Christopher’s attorneys had shot theirs.

Gen’s picture showed the flagpole, where the Union Jack flew along with the banner of the earldom, showing that the earl was in residence when the picture was taken.

Looking at the British flag, Gen wondered how she could have missed what Arthur’s back tattoo was for so very long. The distinctive blue triangles and red crossed stripes etched into his skin should have been a, well, a red flag.

Just to emphasize that she was right about everything and Christopher’s interpretation of everything was wrong, she leaned over the desk and told Ruckus, “Lay down.”

The terrier dropped to the floor and laid his head on his white paws.

“Good boy.” Gen straightened and looked at the committee.

Beside her, Arthur was watching. To anyone else, he probably looked just as relaxed as before, but the slightest tremor of one of his knees told Gen that Arthur was so tense he might scale the walls.

All right, here we go. Gen needed to say what needed to be said without saying anything at all.

Truly, she needed to be the most British she had ever been.

Gen sucked in a deep breath and said, “Listen to me carefully. Listen to what I’m not saying because I can’t say it. Are you listening?”

The committee members glanced at each other uneasily but leaned in.

“Okay,” Gen said. “I want you to forget the interpretations of the pictures that Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten’s lawyers have told you. We need to look at the real data, some pictures, and then you need to draw your own conclusions about what you see. I can’t tell you what to think. Got that?” She looked around at the committee members who looked even more wary. “I can’t tell you what to think.”

Baroness Honeycutt sat back and looked sharply at Arthur, her brown eyes frankly evaluating him.

Arthur had his arms still crossed over his broad chest and was watching Gen from the corners of his silvery eyes.

Gen asked him, “How long has your family supported England?”

“Over a thousand years,” he said.

“Has there ever been a traitor in your family?”

He shrugged. “A small branch picked the wrong side in the War of the Roses, but eventually the Lancastrians were folded into the kingdom. Not traitors so much as they chose the wrong English monarch amongst English monarchs.”

“And everyone else?”

Arthur looked directly at her, his silver-blue eyes uncomfortably solemn. “Loyal,” he said. “Loyal to a fault. Loyal until their untimely deaths in the War and every war that Britain has ever fought.”

“And we’re at war now,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “I think that’s quite clear.”

“And your family has always been loyal?”

“Every single Finch-Hatten and Spencer has been and is utterly loyal to the Crown and Britain.”

“And that includes you,” she clarified.

“Yes.”

“Thank you, Arthur.” Gen used his name instead of his title to emphasize the man, not the position.

She looked back at the committee. “No matter what else has been said, Arthur Finch-Hatten, Lord Severn, would never, ever betray Britain. Britain is in his DNA. He has been absolutely loyal. He is absolutely loyal. He is loyal to the ideals and values and legacy of Britain, of tolerance, of fairness, and of equality.”

Over on the side, Lord Butterfield and Lady Hart exchanged a glance, looked at Lord Coatham who sat between them, and then back at each other. Lord Coatham was staring at his fingers as he twiddled them, but Lord Butterfield and Lady Hart were having a whole conversation about him and about that night at Spencer House with only a few touches of their eyes.

Yes, Arthur had stood up for what was right over that dinner at Spencer House. Arthur had defended Britain and all its citizens.

Excellent.

She sipped her water and checked on Ruckus. He was snoring.

“So we’ve established Arthur Finch-Hatten’s loyalty to Britain. Now let’s look at the photos, shall we?”

She tapped her computer space bar. The next few photos were the incriminating ones, the ones showing Arthur talking and laughing with dictators, terrorists, and oligarchs.

She had, of course, cropped the pictures so that the word TREASON! was gone.

Each tap and flip of the pictures was crisp and deliberate. She didn’t race through them, but she didn’t agonize over them, either.

“Look at these pictures,” Gen said. “Take in what you’re seeing. Just what you’re seeing. Not what anyone has told you. Just what is in those pictures. You see Lord Severn talking with some of the world’s most powerful leaders, many of whom oppose Britain’s policies, ideals, and aims.”

Some members of the committee fidgeted. This part was uncomfortable.

Baroness Honeycutt was staring straight at Arthur from her center of the head table, watching him. She might have already figured it out.

Lady Bazalgette, beside the Baroness, scanned the pictures, the room, the committee, and Arthur, noting each with sharp skill. She might have figured it out, too.

Gen told them, “Don’t listen to what the newspapers say, how they interpret all this. Think about what you know about Arthur, the man ultimately loyal to the Crown and to Britain. He was pictured with all those people, world leaders and terrorists, because he has access to them.”

She paused, watching the committee members.

“Very few people have access to world leaders, to wealthy oligarchs, and to the noble classes of Europe and the world like Arthur does, because of how he grew up. He grew up at an outrageously expensive boarding school in Switzerland, where most of the people turned out to have the work ethic of a Quaalude-stoned sloth, among the next generation of these people. He grew up walking into their homes, sleeping in their guest rooms, and eating at their tables. He was almost invisible, just another rich, idle son of an English aristocrat, someone who was automatically included in those circles of power.”

Gen glared at the committee. “That kind of access is very valuable to certain sectors of the British government, especially in someone who is, ultimately, utterly loyal to Britain.”

At that, most of the committee members got it. They looked sharply at the screen glowing with a picture of Arthur meeting with a foreign dictator and then peered at Arthur himself.

Gen pressed onward. “Lord Severn has secrets,” she said, “secrets from everyone, things that he cannot tell anyone, things that I can’t tell you, either. However, you should be able to piece things together. There’s one more piece of the puzzle, however, one more thing that you should ask yourself. A few minutes ago, I told you that Spencer House couldn’t support itself and that Arthur had two sources of unaccounted-for income. One was from his mother’s legacy that had been well invested. The other one, I’ll tell about now.”

Baroness Honeycutt and Lady Bazalgette were already sitting back in their chairs.

Other committee members looked less impressed.

Gen clicked her computer.

Banking statements for the Spencer House accounts rolled up the movie screen.

She told the committee, “All right, stay with me here. This is what we call ‘forensic accounting,’ which I’ve had to employ because my client won’t tell me his secrets because he’s too loyal even if it is to save his fortune, which is billions of pounds,” and maybe his life.

Gen walked the committee members through several layers of what was, essentially, money laundering.

Arthur had set up nested shell companies and linked investment accounts to disguise the fact that his extravagant lifestyle was funded by several anonymous entities that were actually fronts for the British government.

Arthur had been receiving a monthly salary commensurate with that of a middle-ranking government employee since he had graduated from Oxford.

His expense account paid for nearly all of his travel on the earldom’s private plane except for a trip to California a few months before and some trips to Africa over the years. It also paid for some of the upkeep on his London flat, an impressive array of computer equipment at that location, and some security options for the same flat. Even his bi-monthly plane trips between London and Gloucestershire had been expensed.

On the screen, Gen projected a map of England with dots over London and Gloucestershire, and then two buildings grew from those dots.

The first was the Secret Intelligence Service building in Vauxhall that looked like a teal, art deco Mayan temple.

The other was The Doughnut, an enormous steel torus of a building in Benhall, Gloucestershire that housed the Government Communications Headquarters and all their many computers that spied on every corner of the internet and the dark web.

By the end of it, Arthur was staring straight ahead, his eyes unmoving and fixed, staring at the middle of the wood veneer surrounding the head table. He didn’t look at any of the committee members.

Gen asked him, “Did I miss anything?”

Arthur said, “No,” but he didn’t look at her.

“All right,” Gen said to the committee, “so that’s my closing argument. Lord Severn never was a depraved and debauched drunk, he hasn’t been frittering away the earldom’s finances, and he’s not a traitor. Arthur Finch-Hatten is an upstanding British gentleman with a carefully crafted cover identity, a diligent conservator of a British legacy, and a patriot. I only have one other question to ask.”

The committee members rumbled a bit, muttering to each other.

Gen turned to the claimant’s table. “Mr. Christopher Finch-Hatten, just where did you get what must be classified photographs of my client, and why did you publish classified documents to the public, which blew the cover of a—” Think fast. “—a person employed by the British government in a clandestine capacity?”

















Treason, Again







AT the other table, Christopher Finch-Hatten raised his open hands and sputtered. “My private investigator—”

“Bullhockey.” Gen strode over to the table and leaned right in front of him, bracing her hands on the wood. She stared him right in his dishwater gray eyes. “That Saab-driving dumbshit couldn’t investigate his way out of his own rear.”

Some committee members gasped. Some chuckled.

It was a good thing they weren’t in a real court just then. She would probably get cited by the Bar Council for language unbecoming or disrespect to the Crown or whatever.

But sometimes you have to call a dumbincredible, a dumbincredible.

She said, “That so-called private investigator tried to bribe me to drop Arthur’s case. He said that you told him to. That’s tampering. It’s interfering. It’s illegal.” She was pretty sure it was illegal in Britain, too.

Christopher said, “I did no such thing.”

Gen glared at Christopher’s lawyer. “It’s unethical as trash, too. You’re gonna need to talk to the Bar Council, aren’t ya?”

Orval scowled. “I didn’t have anything to do with his private investigators and advised against using them.”

“Yeah. Right.” It was exactly the sort of thing that Orval would recommend, the scuzzball. Gen turned back to Christopher. “You’re in a lot of trouble, Christopher. You blew the cover of someone working for the government in covert operations. You had him followed to Paris when he was on official business and took pictures of him and published them, which has endangered him and his sources. You committed treason.”

Christopher’s eyes were so wide that his eyeballs looked to be in danger of popping out of his head, but his posture suffered. He cringed in his chair, curling his spine. “I did not do that! I would never do that! I had nothing to do with those pictures! I do not know where they came from and did not give them to the newspapers!”

“Oh, bull-sheet. When you threatened me at the Hope Ball a few weeks ago, you said that you had pictures that would destroy Arthur. I thought you meant drugs or prostitutes or something stupid like that, but you meant these pictures that were taken over the last several years. Now, Christopher, where did you get those classified pictures?”

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that Arthur was watching her, his face completely impassive, his silvery eyes clear and focused, utterly inscrutable and very British.

“I have more than one private investigator working on the case.” Christopher stared down at the table and his hands. He started flicking his fingers, something he had never done the several times Gen had seen him. He crunched over so far that his forehead nearly touched his hands. “I have lots of private investigators. Dozens of private investigators.”

Dozens?

Gen smelled the trash of exaggeration.

Christopher cringed farther down into his chair. “I had dozens of people following him every minute. I have thousands of pictures of him. No one had to give me those pictures.”

His posture and his exaggerations were his giveaway, Gen realized. Christopher was outright lying.

She knew how to handle this. Arthur had taught her well.

Gen asked Christopher, “What would you say, if I said that someone saw a person give the pictures directly to you?”

“I don’t know how they would have seen that,” Christopher said, still staring at his hands. “The pictures were on a flash drive, and it was in private. They couldn’t have known that the flash drive held pictures.”

Gen held onto the table so she wouldn’t stumble backward. “When was this?”

“You tell me. You said someone saw me.”

She squinted at him, making herself look like a mean-lady hardass lawyer instead of the stupid-newbie pupil barrister that she was. “This is your one chance to come clean, Christopher. You blew the cover of a loyal British government employee. After you’ve been arrested for treason, the MI5 will be asking the questions.”

MI5 is Britain’s federal police force, much like the FBI in Gen’s head.

She continued, “You are under oath. Are you going to add perjury to the charge of treason?” Gen wasn’t sure the House of Lords committee meeting counted as a court quite enough to make a perjury charge stick, but she was shooting every gun she had. If Christopher’s timid-rear lawyer didn’t object, she was going to pound him harder. “Now, lest you are also charged with treason and perjury, who gave you the classified pictures that you published?”

“A man came to see me,” Christopher said. Sweat drips dotted his pasty forehead. “He made an appointment at my practice and gave me a USB drive with the pictures on it. Then he left.”

Score! “What did he look like?”

“He was a late-middle-age, thin, white man. About six-foot, lean body mass, thinning white hair.”

“Name?” she demanded.

“Milford Bentley.”

“Bentley?” Gen’s knees failed, but her grip on the table kept her steady. “Are you sure?”

He hung his head lower. “When I win this lawsuit, when I gain control of the estate, I’m going to buy a Bentley. I thought it was a sign.”

Gen looked over at Arthur.

At the defense’s table, Rose and Lee looked a little confused.

Arthur’s expression hadn’t changed in the slightest. His solid stare belied the fact that he might have been betrayed by the government he had given his life to.

But it didn’t mean anything. Anyone could have used the name Bentley. It didn’t necessarily mean that Arthur had been betrayed.

It might be the most unlikely of coincidences.

A highly unlikely coincidence.

Gen proceeded, “Had you ever met Milford Bentley before?”

“No,” Christopher said.

“Have you met with him since then?”

“No. I never saw him again.”

“Or communicated with him in any way?”

Christopher didn’t answer.

“You’re still under oath,” she reminded him.

“He emailed or texted more information, such as where Arthur was going to be so that I could tell the investigator to follow him, like to that strip club in Paris.”

Only MI6 would have known that. “You knew ahead of time where Arthur Finch-Hatten had meetings with sources?”

“Yes,” Christopher said.

“And then you sent someone there to photograph him so you could expose him and the sources.”

“I didn’t know he was working for the British government! I thought that he was a drunken degenerate wasting the wealth of the earldom and committing treason! I wanted to save it from him!” Sweat dripped down Christopher’s temple and soaked into his brown hair.

Gen bent her elbows to get closer to where Christopher crouched behind the table so she could stare right into his pale, weak eyes. “Now that you know Arthur Finch-Hatten is not a ‘drunken degenerate’ nor ‘wasting the wealth of the earldom’ nor ‘a traitor,’ now that you know his cautious investing and government expense account have been supporting an insolvent estate, now that the basis for your case is disproven and you obviously don’t have the money to support the estate, will you withdraw your lawsuit?”

Gen glared at him, her teeth bared in a snarl, the very stereotype of a pit bull lawyer.

She loved every second of it.

Christopher stammered, “I—I don’t know. Orval?”

Orval Ainsley frowned, scowling at her.

If Orval had taken Christopher’s case on a no-win, no-fee basis, he stood to lose a heck of a lot of money in billable hours if Christopher withdrew the case. Christopher was still on the hook for the private investigators and anything else stupid like that, but Horace Lindsey had noted that he thought Christopher’s lawyer had gambled on no-win, no-fee. Part of Horace’s delaying strategy had been to increase the pain for both the client and the lawyer until one of them blinked.

But would Orval counsel his client to quit a case when it meant he wouldn’t get paid?

Gen looked at Orval. “The Bar Council is going to be working overtime on this case, looking to see where impropriety ends and espionage against Britain begins.”

Yeah, it was a threat. Gen the wet-behind-the-ears pupil barrister was threatening the senior Queen’s Counsel barrister.

It was awesome.

Orval was leaning forward, his elbows on the table and his eyebrows furrowed. He said to Christopher, very slowly, as if draft horses were dragging the words out of him, “Your case was built on Arthur’s unsuitability and that he was destroying the estate. It depends on what the committee believes.”

Christopher raised his head and looked around and behind Gen.

She didn’t dare turn around. Doing so would look like she didn’t trust the committee to be on her side. She stood with her arms braced on the table and glared at Christopher.

After a minute of Christopher swiveling his head around like a hyperactive ostrich with those disgusting snaky necks of theirs, Gen asked him, “Well? What’s it going to be? Are you going to end this charade here, or are we going to have the committee vote on it? We only need a simple majority. Do you want to see that published in the newspapers? How about that you lost the lawsuit to the guy you accused of being a traitor and then you were arrested for treason?”

Christopher looked back to Gen. He looked around the room, his light gray eyes flicking to the committee members, his lawyer who wouldn’t return his gaze, and his brother, the British spy he had exposed.

Christopher blurted, “I concede. I withdraw the case.”

Gen slapped the table, stood up, and strode back over to the defense table.

Behind her, Orval stood and reiterated the withdrawal for the official record.

Baroness Honeycutt announced, “I remind everyone that politically sensitive topics were discussed here today. Discussing them further might be considered treason since it would endanger a government employee and possible clandestine sources. Any discussion of this case in public will be dealt with harshly. Since the lawsuit is withdrawn, this committee meeting for the House of Lords is adjourned.”

The committee stood to leave. Someone opened the doors to the corridor, and the audience that had been watching from the gallery rushed back inside the room, asking what had happened.

Christopher and Orval bolted for the doors to get out.

Lee and Rose rose from their seats and began sweeping the papers into stacks.

Gen walked over to Arthur while the crowd was fighting to get back inside. “Are you all right?”

“Scraped raw,” Arthur said, his face entirely devoid of emotion. “I hope no one dies.”

Gen grabbed his hand, but the crowd reached them.

The senior barristers of Serle’s Court, led by Octavia, shoved Gen away from the defense table and surrounded her.

Octavia ended up right in front of Gen. “What happened? Did they vote in here?”

“The claimant withdrew the case,” Gen said. “We won by default, or by not losing, or something.”

A roar erupted all around her, punctuated by a very unrefined rise of their fists into the air.

“Now, now,” Gen admonished them. “This isn’t a football game versus Germany. Let’s keep it British.”

They all laughed, everyone except James Knightly, whose scowl looked tremendously pissed.

Between their heads and over their shoulders, Gen saw that Casimir, Maxence, and a bunch of black suits had surrounded Arthur, who had scooped up Ruckus. The white pooch was sitting on Arthur’s arm like a toddler, his paws hanging onto Arthur’s shoulder.

They began to break a path toward the door.

She yelled, “Arthur!”

He met her eyes, his gaze solemn, and he said something to some of the men around him.

Three of the black-clad men broke away from Arthur, shoved through the crowd to Gen, and yanked her away from her friends.

Arthur was already out the door at that point, hustling with the others. Gen and her security men trotted, trying to catch up to them, but Gen’s high heels encumbered her when she tried to stretch her legs.

Down the hallway and through the doors, they hurried. Gen looked for Arthur on the bustling sidewalk drenched in bright springtime sunlight. Her eyes watered from the glare off the windshields of the cars passing on the street and the shining windows of the monumental Palace of Westminster.

Farther down the sidewalk, Arthur was standing with Casimir, Maxence, and the black-suited throng as black SUVs screeched to a stop in front of them. One of the guys with Gen took her arm and tugged her toward them.

In the other direction, a white van pulled up to the curb. A thin, older man—Bentley from that first party all those months ago—stepped out and spoke to Christopher Finch-Hatten who stood there with his attorney.

“Wait!” she told the guy with her. “Christopher can’t go with him.”

They reached Arthur’s group. Arthur chucked Ruckus into the SUV and held his hand out to Gen to help her in.

“That’s Bentley,” she told Arthur, her voice rising in panic. “They’re taking Christopher. They’re putting him in a white van.”

“It’s been arranged,” Arthur told her, handing her into the van where Maxence was waiting to help her inside. “He won’t be hurt. I have firm assurances that he and his family will be taken somewhere safe and secure, then given new identities and resettled. He exposed some very powerful people to scorn and ridicule, Gen. He isn’t safe. Quite honestly, I’m surprised that he survived this long.”

“But he’ll be okay?” she pleaded.

Arthur nodded. “They can ask the ultimate sacrifice of a person in their employ, someone who has committed their entire life to them, but not of a private citizen. Christopher and his family will be relocated.”

“And you trust them?” Gen asked him. “After all this, you trust them?”

They looked back to where Christopher was climbing into the white van.

“There’s no other choice.” Arthur intertwined his fingers with hers. He leaned toward her and whispered, “I love you.”

She leaned closer to his shoulder. Even through all the madness, the soft scent of his cologne—cinnamon and clean wood and sunshine and faint, warm musk—drifted from his clean shirt. “I love you, too.”

Arthur lowered his head near her ear. “I didn’t marry you to make a good impression on the committee or the tabloids. It wasn’t part of a ruse. You know that, don’t you?”

Gen smacked him on the shoulder. “Of course, jerk.”

He chuckled. “Well, that’s good. Get in the car.”

“What are you going to do?” Gen settled herself in the middle of the SUV’s rear seat beside Maxence and grabbed for the hanging seat belt. “You can’t go with Bentley and them, not after all this.”

Arthur landed beside her and reached for his seat belt. “I don’t know what I shall do.”

Ruckus tucked himself between Arthur’s feet and panted, looking up at Gen.

“Casimir.” Maxence leaned forward, looking at his phone screen. “It’s on for tonight.”

Casimir twisted himself around from the middle seat. He asked Maxence, “She said yes?”

“She’s got a soft spot for priests.”

Casimir snorted. “For a particular wannabe priest, maybe.” He turned further to look at Arthur. “There’s a reception at the Netherlands’ embassy tonight. Would you care to be reintroduced to society?”

Arthur stared at him. “Someone will try to kill me as soon as I walk in.”

“We’ve figured it all out. You go home, clean up, and act properly British tonight. You’re the Earl of Givesnoidiots who beat the rap—”

Gen snorted. “Goodness, Casimir. You’re such a surfer dude.”

He ignored her. “—and kept your earldom because England’s primogeniture rules are antiquated and inherently unjust. You’re not a spy. You’re a drunken degenerate and waste of oxygen, just as you’ve always been. You’re one of us again.”

















Triumphant Homecoming







AFTER consideration, Gen and Arthur decided that the most secure location for them was Arthur’s London penthouse apartment.

The security there had been installed primarily by the Government Communications Headquarters, GCHQ, Arthur’s other masters in Gloucestershire. As the computer spies for Britain, their electronic security measures were probably better than MI6’s countermeasures.

The elevator rose from the echoing garage to the penthouse. Arthur held her hand.

In his other arm, he held Ruckus, the dog hanging over his forearm with all four paws dangling. The pooch panted happily, his pink tongue lolling out of his snout.

When the doors parted, his staff was lined up in the small foyer, their expressions rigidly British, a row of people in black trousers and white shirts.

Ruckus scooted into the penthouse to the front windows that overlooked Hyde Park and began bouncing in front of them.

Recognition rippled down the row as each person changed from stoic to shocked.

Gen announced, “We won the case. Sorry, folks. You’ve got to put up with this guy for another fifty years.”

The staff rushed them.

They surrounded Gen and Arthur, cheering and reaching for them.

Pippa hugged Gen around her shoulders and laughed. “I knew you’d do it!”

That was kind of gratifying. Gen hugged Pippa back.

Mr. Royston Fothergill shook Arthur’s hand while bent almost in half, offering his hearty congratulations in a choked voice while tears dripped off the end of his nose.

Arthur smiled at Gen above the mob. “We have another announcement to make.”

The staff quieted, but they were all smiling.

“We married,” Arthur said. “Gen is now Countess Severn.”

That started the riot all over again.

After some questions, Arthur shrugged. “Yes, I suppose we will have to do it all over again at Spencer House in a month or so. You’re right, of course. It’s only proper.”

Pippa grinned at them and walked over to let Ruckus out into his yard high above the London skyline.

















An Introduction to Society







ARTHUR tucked his elbow to his side, keeping Gen close as they walked through the Embassy Gardens complex to the Dutch embassy for the reception. On both sides of the elevated sidewalk, a cultivated ravine fell away, stocked with carefully selected trees and pruned shrubbery.

Gen looked up at the night sky. “What the living prison is that?”

Arthur didn’t need to look at the skypool, a clear bridge of water stretched between the tops of two skyscraping apartment buildings to know what she was referring to. At night, the pool was lit and glowed teal. “It is folly at its finest.”

“I would say so,” she said, her darling Texas accent drawing out her words. “Are there people swimming up there?”

“That is its purpose.”

“How ostentatious.”

“Now you sound thoroughly British.”

The Dutch Embassy had been so much more convenient when it had been located near Hyde Park. When Caz had visited London, Arthur had popped over there to visit him.

Many embassies were moving from the Knightsbridge area near Arthur’s penthouse to Embassy Gardens and the Nine Elms district, including the Americans and the Dutch, which made sense financially.

The fact that those new embassies and apartments were practically down the street from MI6’s headquarters at Vauxhall made it that much easier to keep tabs on diplomats and the intelligence officers pretending to be “cultural attachés.”

Gen whispered to Arthur, “What’s going to happen?”

“I don’t know,” he sighed, “but from the way Max and Caz were snickering during the drive over, I can’t imagine it’s going to go well for me.”

“If they were laughing, they can’t have lined up your assassination,” she said.

“Probably not,” he agreed.

He hated how dangerous this was. Even with Caz’s security troops flanking them and whatever Max’s plan was, Arthur was now a known spy who had gathered intelligence on the world’s most powerful and ruthless criminal oligarchs. They didn’t like that sort of thing.

Neither did opposing intelligence agencies.

Even MI6, just down the street, may have betrayed him with the intent of killing him.

There was nowhere he could hide.

And Gen was walking beside him.

He wished that he had been able to prevail upon her to stay in his flat, but there was no arguing with that Texan woman once she had set her mind on something, as she would say.

It was one of the things he loved best about her.

That, and seeing her sitting naked at his feet.

And the feel of her long, curvy legs and rear.

He shook off the thoughts that naturally followed such observations. He was about to enter a formal reception at the Dutch embassy. He shouldn’t be sporting a stiffie when he walked in.

They walked through the double doors flanked by Casimir’s Dutch security team. They were muttering into their lapel mics and pushing their earpieces deeper into their ears, which Arthur found amateurish. They seemed otherwise capable. He didn’t speak Dutch, so he wasn’t sure exactly what they were saying.

As they entered the main doors into the glass-enclosed lobby where the reception was being held, a wave of silence rode over the crowd inside. People watched them out of the corners of their eyes, waiting to see if other people would greet them or whether they should duck and cover when the carnage began.

Casimir and Maxence swept up to them.

Caz approached with his hand held out and a huge smile on his face. “Arthur! Welcome!”

Their security men closed ranks, allowing the two men into their bubble.

Caz hissed at them, “Back off. People need to see.” He pumped Arthur’s hand and then turned to kiss Gen on both cheeks and let Max shake Arthur’s hand.

Max was grinning hard, his black curls waving as he laughed with Casimir about something that wasn’t particularly funny. Arthur appreciated the effort, though.

Maxence turned and held out his hand. “Arthur, look who else is here to greet you.”

The slim brunette woman smiled icily at him. “Arthur, is nice to see you again so soon.”

Tatiana Butorin, head of a Russian mafia organization, the Solntsevskaya Bratva, approached Arthur, her hips swinging as she walked. The lights glaring down from the ceiling sparkled on her silver dress that reminded Arthur of iridescent fish scales.

Arthur shoved Gen behind himself and leaned backward.

From behind him, Gen said, “Hey!”

Tatiana kissed him on both cheeks.

Her greeting didn’t quite seem like one of those Judas kisses where he would be summarily executed afterward.

Tatiana whispered to him, “You have been naughty boy, yes? I hope you not tell anyone my secrets, but I think you don’t.” She turned. “Come, Arthur my friend. I want to introduce you to more of my friends.”

Arthur quickly introduced Gen to Tatiana, who exclaimed over the new Countess Severn until Gen looked mollified that Tatiana wasn’t trying to steal Arthur in a romantic way.

Arthur whispered to Gen, “Stay close to Casimir or Maxence. If anything happens, go with them. I’ll find you.”

“Are you serious?” she whispered, but Tatiana was already tugging him into the crowd of black tuxedos and glittering ball gowns.

Arthur strolled after Tatiana, who proceeded to introduce him to her Russian, Latvian, Ukrainian, Turkish, Egyptian, Chinese, and American friends.

After each introduction, the man or woman to whom Arthur had been introduced was hesitantly formal until Tatiana said something else to them.

Arthur’s Russian was very good, so he understood what she said to one of the Russians, which was the equivalent of, “He has connections to many families and organizations through the boarding school we attended and to the noble families in the UK. He introduced me to Donovan Hamnet at Pierre Grimaldi’s wedding. He can be very useful. It’s okay to talk to him. He’s one of us.”

Every time she said that last part—Arthur heard Donovan Hamnet’s name in half a dozen Slavic dialects that night and then the rest—the person brightened and shook Arthur’s hand with more vigor.

In an hour, every major player of foreign crime syndicates in the room believed that Arthur had been photographed with so many of their compadres because he had useful contacts and was “one of them.”

Tatiana Butorin had put Arthur back in business, at least as far as his usefulness to his MI6 masters was concerned.

As they headed back toward where Gen waited with Casimir and Maxence near the bar, Arthur touched her shoulder and breathed, “Thank you.”

She winked at him, sending a chill down his spine. “Chocolate is thicker than water, da?” 

“Da,” he agreed.

“You not tell any of my secrets, do you?”

“As you said, chocolate is thicker than water.”

Tatiana said, “I knew I could count on you.”

Arthur was a British spy. He could lie so well that even a Russian mobster who had known him since first standard couldn’t detect it, but the Union Jack was literally engraved in his skin.

Tatiana left Arthur at the bar, sidled sideways, and slipped her hand through Maxence’s elbow.

Max finished sipping his drink before he turned his head to look at her. He ran one finger thoughtfully under Tatiana’s jawline, lifted her chin to look in his dark eyes, and smiled at her.

Tatiana’s lips parted, and for a fraction of a second, the brown eyes of the Pakhan of the Solntsevskaya Bratva held a flicker of fear.

Arthur was a British spy, so he didn’t allow his jaw to drop all the way to the floor.

Casimir turned to Max. “You’ll stay with the ladies during phase two of the plan, right?”

“Right,” Max said, though he didn’t look away from Tatiana, who was still watching Maxence as if mesmerized. She was breathing a little too deeply, a little too quickly.

Maxence dropped his hand but didn’t look away from Tatiana’s eyes.

It was like watching a snake entrance prey.

“Hey,” Arthur said to Max. “Focus.”

Max glanced at Caz and smiled. “Gen, come over here. We’ll talk while these two work the room.”

Gen had been chatting with the bartender because she was always friendly and personable to everyone, and she side-stepped toward Maxence. 

Max said something to Gen that Arthur couldn’t hear over the crowd’s muttering and the string quartet playing shrill strings in the corner, and she looked up at him.

Curse him, Arthur saw the instant that she fell under his influence. Her sweet eyes glazed over.

“Gen,” Arthur said, moving closer. “I’ll be right back.”

“What? Oh, yes. I’ll be right here.” She looked at her drink. “I think I’ve had too many of these.”

“How many have you had?” Arthur asked her.

“I’m not sure.”

The bartender called over her, “One.”

Gen frowned. “Really?”

Casimir slapped Maxence’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “Seriously, cut it out with Gen.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Max said.

“I’ll hold your arms back while Arthur takes his first shot. Come on, Arthur. He’ll behave himself.” Caz circled his finger in the air, and security guys closed around Gen, Maxence, and Tatiana Butorin, who was still wobbly on her heels.

Arthur didn’t like leaving her alone at the party with just Max and a few of his less-than-professional bodyguards, but Casimir had some sort of a plan worked out.

At the first knot of people, Casimir walked right up to them, towing Arthur. “Hello, Gerry and Mei Lei! How are you? You remember our friend Arthur Finch-Hatten, Lord Severn, don’t you? Yes? Wonderful. Yes, he’s recently defeated that terrible lawsuit.”

Gerry and Mei Lei Oakes were the Baron and Baroness of Lincolnshire, a respectable barony with deep roots. Arthur had been friendly with them, but they had few people in common.

Casimir added, “So unbecoming, don’t you think?”

The couple was still looking at Arthur out of the sides of their eyes, their lips pursed, only pretending to accept Arthur back into society after seeing him pictured with terrorists and the word Traitor! emblazoned above his head.

Arthur would have to accept this. People would be polite—everyone was British, after all—but he was tarnished in a thoroughly unredeemable manner.

Again, wistfully, if only those pictures had been of hookers and blow.

At least Tatiana’s endorsements would be propagated through the underworld, and he wouldn’t be assassinated as a spy. There was that. He and Gen would be safe to raise their family, even if they were social pariahs.

Casimir watched the Baron and Baroness of Lincolnshire. He told them, “Arthur will retain the earldom and his title, you know. He’s still the Earl of Severn.”

Mei Lei nodded, entirely unconvinced, but Gerry wouldn’t even nod to Arthur.

British upper-class society is a harder sell than Russian oligarchs and Turkish warlords, evidently. Under the pinch of rejection, pride rose in his chest that British people were not so easily fooled.

Casimir van Amsberg was Dutch, and even though he certainly had a great deal of social cachet, he didn’t have the clout to ingratiate Arthur with British society. It should end now before it became embarrassing for all those involved.

Arthur said, “Casimir, they’re serving hors d’oeuvres by the stairs. I’m famished. Very long day, you know. Thank you for your time, my lord and my lady. Casimir, shall we?”

“Not just yet,” a woman’s voice said behind him.

Arthur turned.

Gen was standing behind him, a tight smile on her face, with Lady Josceline Bazalgette and Baroness Honeycutt.

Lady Bazalgette had spoken, and she stepped right up to Gerry and Mei Lei. “Our Arthur, here, has had a spot of trouble these last few years.” She gestured to the Baroness Honeycutt and leaned in toward Mei Lei. “Hazel and I heard his case today in a House of Lords committee. I can’t divulge anything, of course. It’s a sensitive matter.”

“Of course,” Mei Lei said and leaned toward her, more interested.

Lady Bazalgette said, “There have been many fabrications to which Arthur has not been at liberty to respond, due to the lawsuit.”

“Oh,” Gerry said, his fuzzy, orange eyebrows rising on his face.

“Some rather amateurish Photoshopping, if you look closely.”

The pictures had not been altered with graphic photo-manipulation software, but Lady Bazalgette was using an interesting attack. Arthur settled in to watch.

Baroness Honeycutt gestured with her drink. “Arthur is an upstanding British citizen. Anything else said about him is a lie and possibly slander. Arthur is one of us.”

Gerry and Mei Lei exchanged a glance with raised eyebrows. Communication passed between them like electricity.

Lord Gerry Oakes, the Baron of Lincolnshire, extended his hand to Arthur. “I’m pleased that your troubles appear to be over, Lord Severn. I’m sure we’ll have the pleasure of seeing much more of you, now.”

“Thank you, Lord Lincolnshire.”

After handshakes, Arthur whispered to Gen, “Thank you.”

“Oh, don’t thank me yet,” she said. “Hazel and Josceline are here to squire you around the room for the rest of the evening. You’re never going to get over to that shrimp bowl.”

Indeed, Lady Bazalgette and Baroness Honeycutt were strict taskmistresses, shepherding Arthur from group to group, re-introducing him and smoothing his way back into society.

Gen stood with him and the ladies and said, “How do you do?” when appropriate, but she allowed her surrogates to speak for her.

Genevieve might have been an impressive British spymistress in the Great Game, given half a chance. She certainly was learning to play the British game well.

Hours later, they were called to go into dinner.

Arthur tucked Gen’s soft hand under his arm, and they walked to the area with dinner tables with Lady Josceline Bazalgette and Baroness Hazel Honeycutt, who had insisted that they sit together, despite many invitations to host Arthur and Gen that night.

Just another bit of social proof that Gen had orchestrated. When a Law Lord says that you didn’t commit treason, you didn’t commit treason.

Arthur smiled as they walked in and covered Gen’s hand with his.

After some dinner and a little dancing—always a little dancing—they would go back to their London penthouse for the evening, where he could express his appreciation in a satisfactory manner.

Gen smiled up at him, perhaps aware of what he was thinking, but probably not.

If she had known what he was planning, she might not have been able to meet his eyes in this crowded dining room.

It was later in the evening, after Arthur’s fifth or sixth very light vodka tonic, when he was leaning on the bar and pretending to be a bit more in his cups than he was, when another woman leaned against the bar beside him.

Some people, you have known for so long in your life that you know the way they displace the air around them.

Arthur didn’t need to look up. “Hello, Elizabeth. We need to talk.”

She sighed, looking off into the crowd. Her platinum and gold hair swirled into a sophisticated bun on the back of her head. “Tomorrow afternoon, the deer park?”

Arthur sipped his drink, wishing it were stronger. “Exactly what I was going to suggest.”

















Arthur’s Dark Mistress, Again







ARTHUR waited among the trees, watching the deer gambol in the high springtime grass. Sunlight washed across the field, warming his shoulders and back.

Elizabeth was strolling across the field toward him, high boots stomping on the grass and small shrubs.

He looked around the meadow, keeping an eye on Ifan and his grandson George, who had come home for the occasion. They were sitting in tree stands with spotting scopes, glassing them and holding long hunting rifles.

If there were other people in the trees or on the hills around them, Arthur doubted he would spot them. Elizabeth could call in Special Air Services snipers if she chose to. Arthur had worked with them occasionally, and he had nothing but respect for their skills and professionalism.

Elizabeth reached him. “Hello, Arthur.”

He wasn’t in the mood, and he didn’t need to reiterate what he knew. “You burned me.”

“It was necessary,” Elizabeth said.

“You were going to ask me for the ultimate sacrifice.”

“Yes.”

“After everything I’ve given, my whole life, my body and blood.”

“Sometimes, it’s necessary.”

“I need an explanation.”

“No, you don’t. You’re a soldier in this war, and soldiers don’t need explanations. We don’t do quid pro quo.”

“I’m an intelligence officer with contacts and access that no one else on Earth may have. Now, why would you burn someone like that?”

Elizabeth sighed. “Christopher was too close. His private investigators discovered that you were passing information. He came to us to inform on you as a spy for a foreign intelligence service.”

Arthur mused about Christopher’s motivations. Yes, if Arthur had been arrested and convicted of treason, Christopher would have inherited the earldom.

Christopher might have done it out of patriotism. Arthur couldn’t discount that.

Elizabeth said, “We told him to back off, that you were under surveillance and could not harm the empire. He wouldn’t. He was like that rabid Jack Russell Terrier of yours.”

Yes, Ruckus didn’t like Elizabeth, either. The one time she had come to Arthur’s apartment, they’d had to lock the infuriated dog in a bedroom.

She said, “He had latched onto the idea that you were spying for the Russian oligarchs, said that you had spent too long with their children at school and then at their dachas as an adult. He’s obsessive, isn’t he?”

Arthur shrugged. “He has never retreated from the idea that he ‘deserves’ the earldom somehow, in spite of all our laws.”

“He was insistent about hounding our tip lines and the MI5 officer who had visited him to take his information. He seemed to think that your treason was his ticket to the earldom, ranting about fairness and justice.”

While Arthur could envision that, he automatically suspected anything Elizabeth said as manipulation. Consummate intelligence officers do that. You can’t trust what they say about anything. Arthur was no fool when it came to Elizabeth.

She said, “He threatened to go public if we didn’t do something. We had to neutralize him.”

“So you sent Bentley with the photographs.” The ultimate betrayal.

“We have contacts at all the newspapers,” Elizabeth explained. “If Christopher had tried to dump the photos on a reporter, we would have had him for espionage and quietly sent him to prison. Instead, he took out ads that didn’t trip our monitors. Those pictures should never have been published. You should never have been burned. The pictures were bait, but Christopher went around the trap.”

Air rushed into Arthur’s lungs even as he admonished himself to believe nothing that she said. “So you didn’t intend to burn me.”

“No. We meant to entice Christopher into treason and put him in prison before you were burned. That way, we could put an end to your nuisance lawsuit so you could concentrate on your job.”

And yet, she had been going to kill Arthur and float his body down the Thames. “Then why would you ask me to die for the service?”

“You were burned. Your assets were in jeopardy. We needed those assets to stay in place. If you died as a traitor, your assets would not be blown and would stay in place. If you lived as an outed MI6 spy, everyone you had been known to meet with would be suspected as a traitor to their organization. We all stand ready to die for our assets. You nearly had to.”

“Am I so expendable?”

“We all are.”

It was logical, but they should have never given Christopher those pictures. “Christopher is a British citizen. You shouldn’t have tried to entrap him.”

“We coordinated with MI5.”

Which made it legal, if not ethical. Arthur sighed. “He’s still my brother. What have you done with him?”

“He and his family have been relocated with new identities, as you requested.”

“I’ll need proof.” Trust but verify, right?

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “I’ll have some video footage drummed up, and you need to stop by Vauxhall to get another phone. I need to be able to contact you. This skulking around is ridiculous.”

Arthur said, “I’ll need to be reassigned to another case minder.”

“But Arthur! You’re my best boy. We’ve worked together for over a decade!”

“Don’t make me use my contacts to insist upon it.”

She stomped off through the grass, muttering and scaring the deer with her flailing about.

The deer wheeled and stampeded across the meadow, running through the tall grass and sparkling afternoon sunlight.

Arthur waited until she was out of the clearing before he started the hike back to Spencer House.

No snipers. Interesting. Maybe she had been telling him the truth.

Ifan and George met him on the trail, and they hiked back in companionable quiet.

Ah, this was where Arthur belonged: at Spencer House, ensconced in his history and the fight for England’s future and with Gen waiting for him to return.

Maybe pregnant with the future Earl of Severn.

Even the best spy wouldn’t be able to uncover that secret for a while.

















Visiting Momma #3







GEN took the next day off of work.

After the hearing in the House of Lords, the reception at the Dutch Embassy where Arthur was wedged back into society, and the two unbearable hours that she had spent freaking out at Spencer House while he went solo out to the deer park to have it out with Elizabeth, Gen needed a blasted day off.

She spent most of it reading to her mother, who seemed to be even more frail than the last time Gen had seen her. Her breathing sounded raspy, and her movements were weaker.

The breathing was the worst part.

The nurse confirmed that her mother had lost almost two kilos, which was about four pounds, no matter how much nutrition they squeezed into her stomach, but her breathing was the problem.

The nurse patted Gen’s hand. “This is not a good sign. You should prepare yourself.”

Gen didn’t want to prepare herself, but her mother had always stressed to her that she needed to be strong, to be able to take care of herself and any children no matter what happened to her, just like when her mother had been widowed when Gen had been a teenager. Her mother had insisted that Gen not rely on her looks, men, or people who make promises. Pull yourself up by your chubby little bootstraps and make sure you’ll be all right, her mother had insisted.

Perhaps her mother’s tough love was pretty harsh by most people’s parenting standards, but Gen was strong enough to survive. There was that. Gen would do things differently someday, but we all make all new mistakes with our own children.

Gen held her mother’s hand that day and read books to her, finishing the mystery that they were reading.

When her mother’s breathing slowed, Gen held her hand and spoke softly to her.

She called Arthur, who arrived out of breath after a sprint down the convalescent home’s corridor, his eyes wild that he might not have made it in time.

They sat with her mother most of the evening.

Rose and Lee brought them take-away curry and sat with them a while.

Arthur held Gen. She could feel him shaking even with his arms wrapped around her, or maybe that was just her.

Gen held her mother’s hand until her mother didn’t take another breath sometime around nine o’clock.

She didn’t cry until they got home to the London penthouse, and she didn’t need to say anything.

If anyone understood the loneliness of losing one’s mother, Arthur did, and he held her tightly while she sobbed.

















Obtaining Tenancy







THE day after that, Gen sat at her little pupil desk in her closet-sized office. Storm clouds rolled outside the window, but no rain had splattered against that little window yet. The towel was ready to wedge in there, just in case.

But she was fine. She was fine.

She had locked the door, however, and Ruckus slept at her feet. Arthur hadn’t wanted her to go to the office, but she thought she needed the normalcy of work to take her mind off everything for a few hours.

People grieve in different ways.

Someone banged on Gen’s door.

Ruckus lifted his head off Gen’s foot, her skin suddenly cool and moist without his face drooling on it anymore.

A woman’s voice yelled, “Genevieve! I know you’re in there! You checked in with Celestia this morning! Open up!”

Yeah, that was Octavia. Gen just wanted to drink her coffee without having to deal with Octavia and the rest of the office. She wanted to sit at her rickety desk and write briefs, carve them down until they were an arid argument that no one could refute.

She hadn’t picked up fresh cream for Octavia’s coffee in about a week, either. The old stuff in the dorm-sized fridge had probably turned to cottage cheese.

Octavia rattled her door. “Genevieve!”

“Coming.” Gen trudged over to the door.

Ruckus chuffed and went back to sleep.

She turned the bright brass latch on her door that Arthur had had installed when she had first taken his case. It was silly to be fond of door locks, but she was.

Octavia pushed open the door as soon as Gen unlocked it. She said, “You’re in.”

“I’m in what, deep trash for screwing a client?” Gen asked.

“Oh, yes. That, too. But the senior barristers voted this morning. You’re in. You’re being offered tenancy.”

“Me?”

“You’re certainly the only pupil barrister who had a shot at obtaining tenancy after James Knightly’s university indiscretions came to light. Corky Niles really can’t write a brief to save her life, even though she’s improved the last few months. You were the only real choice this year.”

“So it’s just that no one else is suitable,” Gen fretted.

Octavia sighed, thoroughly exasperated. “You’ll find in this profession that results matter more than anything else. You won that abominable Finch-Hatten case in front of the House of Lords committee. You stood by your client when everyone else had lost hope. Solicitors are ringing up in droves, offering you spectacular, high-profile cases because you persevered. ‘Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest valleys. Look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand by you even unto death,’ said Sun Tzu. And the solicitors are definitely standing by you. At this point, we would not dare refuse to offer tenancy because you would take all those solicitors with you. Chambers will line up to make offers. So, you’re in.”

“I’m in,” Gen said, her hands fluttering around her. “But I’m not finished with my pupillage yet.”

“Yes, and good show with the committee. I meant to say that. The tenancy won’t be formally offered until the end of September, of course. We can’t offer until your pupillage is officially finished. So keep your nose clean until then and get me a cup of coffee.”

“I—But I dated and slept with and married a client!” Gen protested.

“Oh, yes, yes. Neither one of you believed my dire threats at all, did you? I must be losing my touch. It’s a good thing that it didn’t go sideways, though. You would have been in such trouble, then. I’m sure there’ll be a disapproving snort of some-such at a later date.”

“But—the Bar Council!” Gen said, still freaking out because she knew what she had done.

“Well, neither you nor he should lodge a complaint with them, should you? Remind me this fall about filing written reprimand. Maybe December. December is good for quiet reprimands because everyone is focused on the holidays.”

“So, that’s it? It really wasn’t a big deal?”

“It could have been. If it hadn’t worked out, if you had lost and if he were the vindictive type and lodged a complaint, you could have been disbarred. This was incredibly risky behavior for anyone, but especially for a professional woman and a pupil to boot. I don’t approve at all. Now, eighty-two centigrade and with a precise quarter-cup of cream. Chop, chop!”

Octavia slammed the door on her way out.

Gen called Arthur, asking him to meet her for lunch.

A few hours later at his club, back in the small, private room with dark velvet curtains and a Victorian sensibility, she told him, “I’ve been offered tenancy.”

“That’s marvelous. It’s what you’ve always wanted.” His silvery eyes glimmered in the soft light.

“But I don’t have to worry about my mother’s bills anymore.”

“And you’re the Countess Severn and worth billions,” he said.

“But that’s yours,” she said. “That’s not mine.”

Arthur stood and held out his hand.

Gen didn’t know what this was about, but she took his hand and stood up.

He drew her into his arms, holding her. “It’s not mine. It’s ours, all of it, Spencer House, the London apartment, the money and jewelry and the history and our place in England. You won the case, so by right of conquest, it’s yours.”

“No, no. I shouldn’t think that way.”

“Yes, you should. It’s ours. You’re mine, and I’m yours, and it’s ours.”

She huddled against him, laying her head on his broad shoulder. “All right.”

“Do you believe me?”

She relaxed, letting her body melt against him. “Yes, I believe you.”

“Now, you don’t need the money anymore. You are worth billions of pounds. Do you still want to be a barrister?”

The rush of winning Arthur’s case against all the odds trickled back to her, even through her grief. “Yeah, I do.”

“Good. You’re an amazing barrister. The world would be poorer without you.” He leaned down near her ear. “And I thoroughly enjoy the prospect of a Queen’s Counsel or a Law Lord sitting naked at my feet, feeding sugared strawberries to her, and then making her scream my name.”

She snuggled into his hug. “You have a thing, don’t you?”

He lifted one of her arms, wrapping it more tightly around his waist, and his arms tightened around her. “Ah, you know me too well.”

Gen mused, “I need to pick up some cream on the way back to the office.”

















At The Office







ARTHUR walked into the teal Special Intelligence Services building in Vauxhall. It was supposed to be an Art Deco interpretation of a Mayan temple, though Arthur had always thought that it looked more like stuccoed-over steampunk gears grinding against each other as the cogs and wheels chewed up humans and spit out mangled lives.

Perhaps his mood was a bit dark that day.

Walking into the building where your friends had recently hatched a plot to kill you was disconcerting. He swiped his identification badge through a card reader, keyed in his PIN, and walked into the warren of hallways.

The unlabeled hallways would have stymied anyone who didn’t belong there, but Arthur knew his way.

At the end of a long walk, he opened an office door.

A receptionist was sitting at a computer, peering at something on his screen. His squint suggested he needed glasses. He looked at the screen, to Arthur, and back at the screen, doubtlessly comparing Arthur to the security photo there.

Arthur announced, “I’m here for a two o’clock appointment with C.”

The receptionist waved at the door. “He’s expecting you, Mr. Finch-Hatten. Go right in.”

The government office was one of the few places that Arthur would not be called by the title of Lord Severn. In the government’s eyes, everyone was equal.

And yes, the SIS did use a silly code name to refer to the head of the organization, though the letter was said more often in jest than with seriousness. The origin of the single-letter code name had been the first man to hold the post, Captain Sir Mansfield Cumming, who had signed documents with the initial of his surname. “C” eventually came to stand for “Chief” as later people adopted the convention.

Arthur stepped inside and identified himself to the man behind the desk. “Arthur Finch-Hatten at two o’clock, sir.”

The current “C” was of average height, average weight, middling appearance, beige coloration, with a slightly receding hairline and some weathering. He was, in short, indescribable for his averageness and thus possessed the perfect appearance for a spy.

Arthur, with his extravagant height and tendency to pack on muscle, had had to go the other route for camouflage, to make it ridiculous that anyone would think the drunken and debauched playboy could ever be a sober, solemn intelligence officer.

C walked around the desk and shook Arthur’s hand. His skin was neither warm nor cool, not moist nor raspy. “Good to see you, Lord Severn. Shall we order up some tea?”

“I would appreciate tea, sir,” Arthur said, sitting when C gestured to a conversation grouping.

“I should like to say that there was some bad form in that situation,” C said. “It was unfortunate how things were handled. You will indeed be reassigned to another minder.”

“Thank you,” Arthur said.

“I must say, the way you’ve managed to ingratiate yourself back into your usual orbits so quickly was impressive. You’re very useful to us, you know. And your report on connections between the Solntsevskaya Bratva and the Turkish syndicates was fascinating.”

Arthur smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

















The Red Room of Tech







“ARE you sure?” Arthur asked her, his hand resting on the doorknob.

Gen steeled herself for what was behind the door. “Enlighten me.”

“Oh, now, that’s far too British. ‘Enlighten me.’” He unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Inside, monitors of various sizes—from minuscule to enormous and curved—were arranged around a desk with a keyboard, mousepads, and peripherals. The stacks of glowing screens looked like the window of a television store that was trying too hard.

Gen said, “Wow.”

She walked in, glancing at the blank walls and the floor-to-ceiling window that shimmered oddly behind sheer curtains, but the computers shone in the gloom, drawing her attention.

“This is amazing,” she said, running her fingers over the warm monitors. “What kind of chips are in these things?”

He blinked and told her.

“And what OS are you running?”

He told her then asked, “Are you interested in computers?”

“Yeah. I mean, I haven’t had time to indulge the last few years, but I like gadgets and stuff.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. I must admit, I’m kind of disappointed in your secret Red Room of Pain. I thought there would be more whips and handcuffs and blindfolds and stuff in here.”

“Did you?” His silvery blue eyes took on that predatory gleam that she liked.

“Yeah,” she said, staring straight into his eyes.

He grabbed her around the waist, spun her around, and crowded her back against the desk. With one wave of his arm, he pushed aside the keyboard and accessories on the table, lifted her up there, and forced her backward.

She said, “Will the desk hold—”

Arthur grabbed the computer mice lying to the side, jerked them out of their ports, and whipped the cords around her wrists above her head.

“Wow, Arthur, I never thought of a computer den as a—”

“No more talking,” he growled.

Arthur shoved her skirt up around her hips, pulled her panties off, and raked his teeth over the inside of her thigh.

















A Dark Flat







SCOTT Rickard shrugged off his shoulder bag and his coat as he walked into his dark apartment, unsettled. The early September weather had turned unseasonably chilly. Autumn never agreed with him.

He had hired a cab for a lift home from the airport, and his credit card had been declined.

Not just declined, but the cabbie had accused him of having a fake card, saying that the card and account had never existed.

That was obviously wrong. Obviously, the card existed. Scott had snatched the very solid card back from the cabbie and thrown cash at him.

It was a boon that Scott had cash on him after a week out of the country. He traveled constantly for work to Geneva, Paris, and Cairo.

After he had gained a second-class degree in law from Oxford University because he hadn’t worked particularly hard, he’d done a business course. Being a barrister had been right out, of course. He couldn’t have matriculated to a bar course, let alone been accepted for a pupillage, not with marks like his.

Anyway, it was a wonder that he’d had any cash on him at all after he’d spent most of it at the bars and brothels in Geneva.

He opened his shoulder bag to retrieve his laptop. Time to figure out what had happened to that credit card.

Scott pushed his laptop open and typed in his password.

It didn’t work.

It didn’t work when he tried typing it very slowly with two fingers, either.

He pulled out his phone and glared at it.

The lack of bars at the top signaled that he had no reception.

That was absurd. Scott had let this flat specifically because it had excellent cellular reception and the building had free wifi.

On the screen of his phone, icons began disappearing.

“What the heck?”

His social media apps, his picture albums, and his contact list evaporated. Finally, the empty screen went black.

Scott dropped his phone. “What the actual idiot?”

From somewhere in the dark of the living room, a man’s voice said, “You’re a hard man to find, Scott Rickard.”

Scott turned. “Who’s there?”

A very tall man stepped out of the dark of the living room. His hair was black, but his eyes were an unnatural silvery blue that seemed to have sucked up all the light in the room. “I’m a friend of Genevieve Ward.”

“Look, I don’t know what she told you—”

“She didn’t tell me anything. I found you anyway.”

“—but she was drunk that night.”

“The hospital records show bruises on her arms, wrists, and the back of her neck. Deep bruises.”

“She wanted it.”

“She was too drunk to say no, wasn’t she?”

“Look, man, it was a party. You know how uni is. And she wasn’t too drunk to say no. She said ‘no’ quite a lot. I had to haul her drunk, fat rear up three flights of stairs before I harassed her. It’s kind of fun when the fat ones squirm around like they don’t like it, you know? She kept saying no, even though I could tell she wanted it. I was doing her a favor.”

Pain exploded from Scott’s nose, and the floor slapped him on the face.

“What the heck?” Scott yelled.

“You raped her,” the man said. He drew back his foot.

Scott gathered his arms and legs under himself, trying to kneel. “No! I don’t know what she told you—”

The man kicked.

His ribs crunched inward, spiking pain through him, and air rushed from Scott’s lungs. “What the heck!”

The man didn’t say anything for several more minutes.

Scott screamed for help as he tried to scramble to escape, and then with his mouth crammed against a wall while the man pummeled his kidneys, and then from the floor, bleeding from his mouth and nose, while the man kicked deep bruises into his stomach and legs.

Scott tried to reason with him, saying, “It was a long time ago, man. Years. She was just some groin, a working class girl aping her betters. She didn’t belong at Oxford.”

Scott’s reasoning seemed to anger the man more. He shut up and tried to protect his face. It didn’t work.

Finally, the man walked toward the door.

Scott called after him, “I’ll call the police,” before he thought better of it.

The man said, “Go ahead. Explain to them what I said, and when they find me, I’ll give them the records that show it was you who raped her. And then I’ll make sure the police find more records about you, about other women you raped, about other things that you did—”

“I haven’t done anything!” Scott protested.

The man laughed a low, sinister chuckle. “There is video surveillance of a man who looks like you walking away from crime scenes, some truly deplorable crimes.”

“No, there isn’t!”

“There is now. Plus, the police will arrest you for carrying forged documents and probably deport you, as there is no record of a UK citizen named Scott Jeremiah Rickard. All records of your university degree are gone. Your school records have been wiped. Your driving license has vanished. All traces of your existence have been wiped clean. You don’t exist.”

The door closed behind the man.

Scott spat teeth onto the carpeting, terrified for the first time in his life.

















Poopy-Butt Pupil Barrister







A few days after Arthur came home with scraped knuckles and some bogus story about a malfunctioning punching bag at the gym, Gen struggled out of the silvery Aston Martin, holding onto Arthur’s hand as she hoisted her burgeoning belly around.

Her whole body felt unwieldy these days—pregnant tummy, swollen ankles, and a skull stuffed with everything she had learned during her pupillage, which was finally over.

As a tenant at Serle’s Court Barristers, she occupied a properly sized office to accommodate her growing body.

Arthur kissed Gen goodbye, a long, slow kiss on the sidewalk amidst the rushing crowd. She touched his shoulder to steady herself, his suit jacket soft under her fingertips.

When he backed up, his silvery blue eyes caught the autumn sunlight showering down on them.

He was flying out to Benhall in Gloucestershire today, to meetings with his other masters at the Government Communications Headquarters there. Hacking was too much of an intellectual challenge for him to give it up. GCHQ had long realized that it was better to have Arthur hacking for them rather than let him and his overdeveloped sense of honor loose on the world without supervision.

Arthur was also too useful to MI6 for them to let him go, either, so he was still splitting his time between hacking for Britain and spying for the Queen.

They still attended all the high-profile charity and social events in London, just not so many of them as when they had been dating, thank goodness.

They spent many more of their evenings at home, either the penthouse or Spencer House.

When Gen glanced back, Arthur was watching her walk through the small courtyard park of Lincoln’s Inn.

Just as she opened the door to her building, Arthur took a look around, one of his wary glances that she had only seen after the fiasco of nearly being killed to cover up his patriotism, and folded himself into the back seat of the car. The sleek Aston Martin pulled away and blended with the flowing traffic.

Gen waddled up to her office, which was down the hall from Octavia’s. The office with windows overlooking London used to be Horace Lindsey’s office, so she had fond memories from there. She had done a little redecorating, but she had kept the carved, antique desk that he had owned.

In one of the bottom drawers, on her first day as a tenant in chambers, she had found an envelope with her name on it.

The letter inside, written in Horace’s precise handwriting, begged her not to drop Arthur Finch-Hatten’s case, no matter how hopeless it seemed.

Get the Finch-Hatten case. It’s a good case. He’s a good lad, Horace had written. I know it seems like he’s a wastrel, but he cannot be the drunken lout he seems. Any man whom I can drink under the table isn’t the alcoholic he claims to be. ‘Good company, good wine, good welcome, can make good people.’ Arthur needs good company and good welcome—I think he’s had neither in his young life—and he needs good wine instead of those awful vodka tonics. Save him.

Horace must have known that his health was deteriorating. He had pensively touched his chest for weeks beforehand. Gen had thought it was just a mannerism.

She had folded the letter carefully and placed it in her computer bag to take home. Arthur would appreciate it. He’d always liked Horace.

This day, Gen opened her laptop.

A hesitant knock pattered on her half-open door.

A girl stood there, practically a child, dressed in her father’s hand-me-down lawyer suit. Her dark hair was scraped back into a tight bun. “Hi? I’m Nevis Hunte. I’m looking for Ms. Genevieve Finch-Hatten? I’m her pupil barrister for my first six?”

Gen smiled at the girl. “I’m Gen. Come in. Sit down. There are two things that you need to know. First, that the law is a long game, not a short one. Some cases take months or years to settle, and the hardest ones can be the most rewarding. Second, that I like my coffee with two lumps of sugar and a spot of cream.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Nevis sat in the chair in front of Gen’s desk and took notes on a legal pad with a pen pinched tightly between her dark fingers.

“We’ll take a look at your writing first because it’s very important to learn to write a proper brief, and then you can come along to court with me this afternoon. I have an interesting case. It’s been going a long time, but we finally have closing arguments in the Thompsett case.”

“Thank you, Lady Severn,” the girl said with absolute sincerity, still taking notes.

Yes, word had gotten around.

“You need to be careful in here,” Gen said. “Someone has set you up. No one calls me that, here. It’s pretentious. Don’t be gullible. Don’t let them stab you in the back. Chambers are like a nest of snakes, and you have to wade in every day, watching out for them. It might take you a while, but you’ll get there.”

















The Next Earl of Severn







“CHARLES,” Arthur said.

Gen grimaced. “No frickin’ way. No kid of mine is going to have a stuck-up, pretentious name like Charles. He’ll get his butt kicked on the playground and get bucked off any self-respecting horse.” She adjusted her whale-like self among the sheets in their bed. “Austin.”

The baby had been kicking hard the last few days, maybe in response to the cooler fall weather, which fascinated Arthur no end. He was practically wrapped around her like a cuddly python as they watched the television from bed in their London penthouse bedroom, his hand on her belly so he wouldn’t miss a single kick of the next Earl of Severn.

Below the floor-to-ceiling windows, London sparkled in the night.

Arthur stretched against her, growling a little as he breathed on her neck when she called him that. His long fingers flexed over her baby bump. “John.”

She said, “Jackson.”

Well, they had two and a half months to argue it out. They weren’t exactly fighting about it, but neither of them was budging, either.

This sometimes happens when an only-child litigating attorney marries an oldest/only-hybrid English nobleman with a minor case of the divine right of kings. Heads will butt.

Two and a half more months.

Yes, little Austin was going to be a Christmas baby, plus or minus a few days. He had probably been conceived on their wedding night, somewhere above the Atlantic Ocean. Gen had not quite been lying about being knocked up at the hearing in the House of Lords committee.

Arthur whispered in her ear, “I love you, Countess Severn.”

“I love you, too, my lord.”

Before they had known that the baby would be a boy, Arthur had assured Gen, many-many times, that he wanted their child to be healthy and happy, and he was not wrapped up in the primogeniture rules. He could leave the estate to anyone they chose, he assured her.

Not the title, but the estate. There were rules about whom the title went to that Arthur could not circumvent.

At the ultrasound, when the technician had told them that the baby was a boy, she had seen the sigh of relief wash through Arthur.

Even she had to admit, it was easier this way.

An odd scrambling sound scratched from the bathroom.

Gen pushed herself up on her elbows.

Ruckus bolted across the wooden floors at a dead run, a white and furry streak of lightning. He sailed through the air, straight at a wall.

“Ruckus!” she called, reaching out even though there was no way she could even reach the foot of the bed, let alone catch the dog in mid-flight.

“Oh!” Arthur started to struggle out of bed even though he would be too late to stop the dog, too.

Ruckus bounded off the closet door, and his toenails caught in the ornate doorknob, turning it.

The closet door popped open.

Ruckus landed safely and trundled inside the closet. Snuffling and grunting ensued, and within seconds, the very distinctive sound of a Jack Russell Terrier, snoring.

Gen turned to Arthur. “Did you see that?”

His silvery eyes were wide and aghast. “I can’t believe he can do that. Everyone closes the closet doors whenever they’re ajar. I’ve been blaming the doors for being defective and Fothergill for shoving him in and locking him up.”

Gen laid down. “Guess we’d better check first before we close those closet doors.”

“Or get better locks. That explains the dog hair on my trouser cuffs, too. Fothergill has been railing at the dry cleaner for not being vigilant.” Arthur snuggled back down beside her, caressed her tummy, and whispered, “William.”

“Tyler,” Gen whispered back.




~~~~~




Two and half months later on Christmas Eve, Lord Austin Charles Finch-Hatten, heir to the Earldom of Severn, was safely born. Mother and child were happy and healthy, and the father could not look away from his son’s bright, silvery eyes as he held the child tightly in his arms.
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One wild quickie with a sexy stranger will change Rae’s life forever.

When Rae Stone has a wild quickie with a stranger, he turns out to be the sexy owner of the Devilhouse, a BDSM club, but will the secretive Wulf turn out to be her Prince Charming or the Devil who tempts her to ruin?
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Playing Rough (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #2)

Breaking Rules (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #3)

Burning Bright (Billionaires in Disguise: Lizzy, #4) 




“Alwaysland” (A Prequel to Rock Stars in Disguise:Xan)

What A Girl Wants (Rock Stars in Disguise: Rhiannon)

Somebody to Love (Rock Stars in Disguise: Tryp)




Every Breath You Take (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie / Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #1) - FREE!

Wild Thing (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #2)

“Skiing in June, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #1” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Kidnapped, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #2” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)

“Rae and Wulf: At the Hospital” (Interval scenes available only to newsletter subscribers. Sign up here and get it immediately for FREE: CLICK HERE or type “http://smarturl.it/Babylon-Email” into your browser.)

Lay Your Hands On Me (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #3)

Nothing Else Matters (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, #4)

“Montreux, A Rae and Wulf Epilogue #3” (Billionaires in Disguise: Rae)




The Rock Star’s Secret Baby (Rock Stars in Disguise: Cadell)

“Dream On” (Billionaires in Disguise: Georgie and Rock Stars in Disguise: Xan, Epilogue #1)




Runaway Princess Bride (Billionaires in Disguise: Flicka)

Stiff Competition (Runaway Billionaires #4, Maxence)




You don’t have to read everything perfectly in this order. I try to recap or make books as standalone as possible. The mini-series within this overall list, such as the Lizzy books or the Georgie books, should be read in order. ~BB




Also, just so you know what you’re getting up there, novel-length books are in italics, like this, but “short forms,” like short stories and novellas, are in “quotation marks.”




Check for New Releases by Blair Babylon at Amazon




~~~







Dear Reader

~~~~~




Dear Reader,




Thank you for reading Hard Liquor (Runaway Billionaires: Arthur Duet #2).




If you’d like to know when my next books come out, please visit my website or sign up for my email list.




Email List subscribers get lots of free stuff: sneak peeks at works-in-progress, free stories, epilogues to previous books, and notices of new releases and special sales or coupons. Every newsletter has something new, fun, free, or discounted in it, just for you!




Plus, all new subscribers get free ebooks right away!




Click Here to Download

Free Ebooks by Blair Babylon!




If you can’t click and fill out short forms on this device,

Please type this link into a browser: 

http://smarturl.it/Free-BBabylon-Ebooks




I hope that you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts where you bought this ebook. Reviews are the best way to let other readers know about new books or to tell the author that you enjoyed it.




Again, thank you for reading!

Blair Babylon







Shockingly, Blair likes to talk, too.

You can chat with Blair Babylon at:




Website | Mailing list | Goodreads | Twitter

Like Blair’s Facebook Page




Join Babylon ~ A Fun Facebook Group!

Ebook giveaways and more every week!







Frequently Asked Questions




Q. Are Blair’s Billionaires Books erotic romance or erotica?




A. Blair’s Billionaires Books are all erotic or contemporary romance novels.




Erotica generally centers around the sex act, a preponderance of the page count is given to the sex act, and the main characters usually do not build a life together after the sex act. The main character usually discovers or accepts something new about herself or himself, thus it is a journey of self-discovery.




Erotic and contemporary romance concerns itself with the two people falling in love and, usually, building a life together in a very, very sexy way. Erotic romances generally end with an HEA (Happily Ever After) or at least an HFN (Happy For Now).




Q. I want to read more of The Billionaires in Disguise Books. How can I be notified when another one is published?




A. Sign up for the email mailing list HERE. Email subscribers get discounts or free episodes in addition to special deleted scenes and epilogues.




Q. I want to tell you how awesome The Billionaires in Disguise Books are. Where can I tell you this?




A. The best way to support writers whom you enjoy is to leave a review at your ebook store, even a short one. Blair reads all her reviews at all the ebook stores and appreciates every one of them.




You can email Blair Babylon by putting her name in the subject line when you email Malachite Publishing. She loves to hear from readers, reads every email, and does her best to respond to everyone. You can also connect with Blair via her Facebook Group or Goodreads Page.




Q. Do you have a study guide for book groups?

A. Seriously? You’re reading The Billionaires in Disguise Books in a book club? Blair wants to hang out with your awesome dirty book club. Email her above.







About Blair Babylon




Blair Babylon is the nom de plume of an award-winning author who used to publish literary fiction. Because reviews of her mainstream fiction usually included the caveat that there was too much deviant sex in her novels, she decided to abandon all literary pretensions, let her freak flag fly, and write hot, sexy, erotic romance and twisty, turny thrillers.




You can chat with Blair Babylon at:




Website | Mailing list | Goodreads | Twitter

Like Blair’s Facebook Page




Join Babylon ~ A Fun Facebook Group!

Ebook giveaways and more every week!

















Copyright and Notices




COPYRIGHT 2017 by Malachite Publishing LLC

All Rights Reserved




This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s wild and naughty imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission from the author or publisher.
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