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      “You are a vision, Miss M.
    

    “Like England herself, beautiful to behold. In fact, I shall call you Miss England.”

    “Do not be so foolish, sir. The fabric of my dress is Indian. The design is French and the style Roman. My mask is Venetian. My pearls are Oriental. I think my shoes are from Spain. There is nothing of England here.”

    His finger traced the edge of the demure bodice of her dress, where the fullness of her breasts was only hinted at. He hooked his finger under the material and pulled it away from her skin, allowing a soft touch of what was below.

    “I suspect,” he murmured, stroking her skin and gazing into her eyes, “underneath you are pure England.”

    “Not pure, my lord,” she whispered as his fingers did lovely things to her soft skin. “Not pure at all.”
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       Chapter One 
    

    London, September 1812

     M adeleine positioned herself on the couch, adjusting the fine white muslin of her gown and placing her gloved hands demurely in her lap. The light from the branch of candles, arranged to cast a soft glow upon her skin, enhanced the image she was bid to make. Her throat tightened, and her skin crawled from the last man’s attentions.

    This wicked life. How she detested it.

    She checked the blue-feathered mask, artfully fashioned to disguise her identity without obscuring her youthful complexion or the untouched pink of her full lips. ‘The Mysterious Miss M’ could be any girl in the first blush of womanhood. It was Farley’s contrivance that she appear so, and the men who frequented his elite London gaming hell bet deep to win the fantasy of seducing her. Escape might be out of the question, but at least the mask hid her face and her shame.

    Unable to remain still, Madeleine stepped over to the bed, discreetly tucked into the corner and covered in lace-trimmed white-and-lavender linens like some virginal shrine. She perched on the edge of it and swung her legs back and forth, wondering how much time was left before the next gentleman had his turn. Not long, she surmised. She had taken more care in the necessary toilette than usual, thoroughly washing away the memory of that odious creature who had not departed too soon for her taste.

    Male laughter, deep and raucous, sounded in the next room. Stupid creatures, seated around tables, as deep in their cards as in their cups, just waiting for Lord Farley to make away with their fortunes. The girls who ran the tables, tonight dressed as she was, like ingenues at Almack’s, were meant to tantalise, but, for a select few, the Mysterious Miss M was the real prize.

    Farley would not allow his prize to flee. She had learned that lesson swiftly enough. No matter. There was nowhere for her to go.

    Voices sounded outside the room, and she blinked away the memory of how Farley had doomed her to her fate, or, more precisely, how she had doomed herself.

    The next man, thankfully the last, would appear soon, and she had best be ready. She checked her hair, fingering the dark curls fashioned in the latest style to frame her face, a pale pink silk ribbon threaded through them.

    Something thudded against the door. Madeleine hopped off the bed and hurried to her place on the couch. In staggered a tall figure, silhouetted against the brighter light of the gaming room. He stood a moment with his hand to his brow.

    A soldier. He wore the red coat of a British uniform, festooned with blue facings and looped gold lace, unbuttoned to reveal the white linen of his shirt. If only she were a soldier. She would battle her way out of this place. She would be in the cavalry and gallop away at breakneck speed. How lovely that would be.

    The soldier, who looked not more than five years older than she, swayed as he swung shut the door. Lord Farley’s generous supply of brandy, no doubt.

    Madeleine sighed. He might be foxed, but at least he was not fat. With any luck, his mouth would not be foul. She hated a putrid-smelling mouth. With all his lean muscle, he looked as a soldier should, strong and powerful.

    ‘Good God!’ he exclaimed, almost tripping mid-stride as he caught sight of her.

    ‘I am afraid I am not He, my lord,’ she retorted. The candles illuminated a handsome face, grinning with such good humour she could scarcely keep from grinning back.

    ‘Yes, of course not.’ His green eyes twinkled. ‘And fortuitous for me that you are not, Miss…?’

    ‘Miss M.’ A charmer. She had met charmers before. The charm wore thin after they took what they wished from her.

    “‘The Mysterious Miss M”, I recall now.’ He flopped down on the couch next to her. ‘I beg your forgiveness. You quite startled me. I had not expected you to actually look like a young lady.’

    ‘I am a young lady,’ she said, playing her part.

    ‘Indeed,’ he agreed, masculine approval shining in his sea-green eyes and a dimple creasing his left cheek. ‘I swear you are the vision of one. England does offer the finest ladies. I find I must apologise for this humble uniform.’

    He presented her with his boot-covered foot and winked at her while she tugged on it. Though properly polished, her fingers felt the leather’s scratches and scrapes. From the battlefield? she wondered. When his foot finally gave up the boot, he nearly fell off the couch. She rolled her eyes.

    He laughed. ‘Have I impressed you with my finesse, Miss M?’

    ‘Indeed, my lord. I cannot recall when I have been so entertained.’

    He chuckled softly and swung around, bringing his face close to hers, his expression more full of mischief than lust. ‘And I thought you were here to entertain me.’

    She felt a smile tickling the corner of her mouth. He placed his finger on her lip and traced the edge. His eyes filled with a wistful expression that surprised her. A heat she was not quite prepared to feel made her wish to fan herself. As she wiped the disturbing touch from her mouth with her tongue, he took a swift intake of breath and gazed into her eyes so intensely that she lowered them.

    He was like the fantasy she conjured up in her loneliest hours. A knight on a huge white stallion, who faced the evil lord in the joust, winning her away. Or the pirate who fought the blackguard and sailed her away in a ship with a dozen sails. He was the soldier, riding in with sabre flashing, to rid her of Farley and keep her safe forever.

    Such nonsense. He was none of these, for all the splendour of his uniform, dark, curling hair and sun-darkened skin. He certainly looked the part, though, with his eyes wondrously expressive and a face lean, as if honed by battle.

    Once Farley had been a fantasy, when she’d dreamed he was taking her to a marriage bed instead of the one in this room.

    The soldier shrugged off his coat, and his loose linen shirt revealed a peek of black chest hair. Madeleine’s eyes fixed on the wiry patch and her fingers itched to discover how it would feel.

    As if it would feel any different than the other lust-filled men who forced themselves so hard against her that she pushed on their chests to give herself room for breath. She placed a hand on her breast. What fancy had captured her to give way to such thoughts?

    He grinned impishly at her again, the dimple deepening in his cheek. ‘You are a vision, Miss M. Like England herself, beautiful to behold. Nothing mysterious about it. In fact, I shall call you Miss England.’

    ‘Do not be so foolish, sir. The fabric of my dress is Indian. The design is French and the style Roman. My mask is Venetian. My pearls are Oriental. I think my shoes are from Spain. There is nothing of England here.’

    His finger traced the edge of the demure bodice of her dress where the fullness of her breasts was only hinted. He hooked his finger under the material and pulled it away from her skin, allowing a soft touch of what was underneath.

    ‘I suspect,’ he murmured, stroking her skin and gazing into her eyes, ‘underneath you are pure England.’

    ‘Not pure, my lord,’ she whispered as his fingers did lovely things to her soft skin. ‘Not pure at all.’

    He slowly leaned closer so that she could feel his breath on her lips. With a gentleness she did not know existed, he placed his lips on hers and lingered there, moving so softly, she was only half-aware of him urging her mouth open and tickling the moist inside with his tongue.

    She moaned and positioned herself closer to him. Her arms twined around his neck and her fingers played with the curls on his head. He tasted of brandy, but she decided she might like brandy the next time she was compelled to drink it.

    He urged her down on the couch, covering his body with hers. The hard bulge of his arousal pressed against her. To her surprise, it pleased her.

    Only once before had a man’s arousal not filled her with revulsion. That day in the country when her father’s house-guest, the Lord Farley her older sisters prosed on about, met her out riding and showed her what happens between a man and a reckless, unchaperoned fifteen-year-old girl. She had thought it a splendid joke to be the first of her sisters kissed by a man, but, all too easily, that kiss had led to delights she had not imagined.

    The soldier’s muscles were firm beneath his grey wool trousers. His mouth played lightly on her cheek, and Madeleine’s long-suppressed desire tugged at her again. She must not allow herself the weakness. She must control her sensibilities.

    His kisses trailed down the sensitive skin of her neck, and she said her rehearsed lines: ‘Shall we go to the bed, my lord?’

    Immediately he rose, grinning his dimpled grin. ‘Whatever you command, my lady.’

    He gallantly extended his hand to assist her up. His grasp was firm and warm, even through her lavender-kid glove. As she led him to the bed, he kept hold of her hand, the gesture unexpectedly setting off a storm of yearning inside her.

    Vowing to get her feelings under control, Madeleine continued her duties, turning back the covers on the bed and facing the soldier. She slowly pulled off her gloves, one finger at a time. Her fingers free, she unlaced his shirt, caressing his warm bare skin as she pushed it off his shoulders. When she unfastened his trousers, the bulge therein attested to the success of her endeavours. She tried not to watch his green eyes darken with passion.

    A guttural sound emerged from his throat. Madeleine collected herself and proceeded with the task she was bid to perform. This was the moment for him to pounce on her. She must temper his lusting, so that her dress not become ripped from his impatience.

    Even completely free of his clothes, he did not pounce. Instead, he simply gazed at her. All the unwanted cravings of her body rushed back as she gazed at him in return. Usually she avoided a view of the men who bared themselves before her. When Farley first seduced her, she had been too shy to look, but her gaze freely drank in this soldier’s body. He was more beautiful than the drawings of Greek statues in her father’s books. Her eyes widened with surprise at the pleasure of seeing him.

    ‘Good God, Miss England,’ he exclaimed. He moved toward her. With gentle hands on her shoulders, he turned her around and fumbled with the laces of her dress, his progress painfully slow.

    He chuckled. ‘I am woefully out of practice.’

    With a resolute purse of her lips, Madeleine spun back to face him and made quick work of the laces. The dress fell to the floor. She tackled the corset next. When she let her shift drop from her body, his gaze was as rapt as hers had been, and her resolve to simply perform her task fled.

    His eyes met hers. ‘I feel home at last.’

    He ran his hand over her breasts, his fingers barely skimming the soft flesh. Her breasts ached. How could they ache? He’d barely touched them.

    ‘Wh—where have you been?’ She would distract herself. These feelings were too disturbing. ‘In the Peninsula?’

    ‘Last at Maguilla.’ His manner turned solemn and his sparkling eyes lost lustre.

    Maguilla. So exotic a name, like a magic kingdom far away. But what had happened there to cause his change in mood?

    Sadness lingered in his eyes, but he smiled. ‘I have been too long at battle and not long enough at home to have seen what I most have missed.’

    ‘I do not understand you, my lord.’ She chewed on her lip. ‘What have you most missed?’

    His gaze travelled up and down the length of her. ‘England,’ he said in a reverent voice. ‘Every hill, curve, and thicket. All lush beauty and honest comfort.’

    Madeleine felt herself blush. She stilled the impulse to cover her most female parts. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘shall we proceed, my lord?’

    Quickly she climbed on the bed, her mouth set in a determined line. He followed her, more slowly than she would have guessed. That he was not so eager to slake his desire unsettled her, but not so much as her own yearning. When he climbed in the bed and positioned himself over her, she nearly burst with excitement. It felt too much like what had brought her to ruin, but she wanted this soldier. Wanted him very much.

    She stiffened and panic raced through her.

    He halted immediately, searching her face. ‘What is wrong?’

    Her heart pounded. ‘Nothing. Nothing is wrong.’

    He cocked his head sceptically. ‘You are frightened. I do not understand. What frightened you? Did I hurt you?’ He shifted to lie beside her.

    She avoided the puzzled look in his eye. ‘No, you did not hurt me, my lord. I am not frightened. You may proceed.’

    His hand grasped her chin and brought her face closer. ‘I’ll not proceed, as you say, until you explain.’

    She could not explain what she did not understand. Even when Farley had seduced her and her body responded so wantonly, she had not felt like this. So…so excited and breathless.

    Was this what young women felt when they loved the man they bedded? Was this a feeling she could never have or deserve?

    A tear trickled down her cheek. As it appeared from beneath her mask, he wiped it away with his finger. ‘There now,’ he murmured, stroking her cheek. ‘No need to cry.’

    ‘It is of no consequence,’ she said, stifling a sob, furious at her tears. Farley would be even angrier, if he knew. Weeping was not in the carefully fashioned script. ‘Please don’t tell Lord Farley about this.’

    ‘Now, now.’ He sat up and settled her in front of him, wrapping his arms around her. ‘Why would I ever do that? Come. Tell Devlin what troubles you.’

    ‘Devlin?’ His arms felt like a warm blanket around her. She wished she could remain cosseted within them and never, ever leave.

    ‘That’s my name. Lieutenant Devlin Steele of the First Royal Dragoons. Youngest brother of the very honourable Marquess of Heronvale. At your service, Miss England.’ He cuddled her closer to him. ‘Tell me what is wrong.’

    She released a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Sometimes…sometimes I wish to be what I appear, not what I am.’ The tears came in earnest now, soaking the feathers of her mask.

    If only she had not gone riding that fateful day. If only Farley had not seen her scandalous attire, her brother’s old clothes already too small for her. If only she had known that kissing a man could lead to so much more.

    She fingered the damp feathers of her mask, hoping they would dry without losing shape or she would be punished.

    ‘Shh, now, it will be all right,’ he whispered.

    No, nothing would ever be all right again.

    The lieutenant held her and rocked her and murmured comforting words into her ear. It was a long cry, longer than any she had allowed herself since the night she’d learned Farley had other plans for her besides marriage.

    Soon enough, though, she recovered. She pulled away from him and turned so he could not see her face as she removed the mask to wipe her eyes with the linen sheet. When she turned back her mask was in place.

    ‘Now have you finished, little watering pot?’ he asked, his lovely green eyes the kindest she had ever seen.

    She nodded.

    ‘Silly goose.’ He tapped her on the nose and slid off the bed to grope on the floor for his clothes. Still unsteady, he stumbled and bumped against the bedpost.

    ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

    He laughed softly. ‘Getting dressed. Do not worry, miss, I will forgo your favours tonight.’ He cast her a long glance, a woeful expression on his face. ‘Though it may be more difficult than piquet duty in freezing rain.’

    ‘No, you mustn’t.’ She pulled him back, trying to urge him back on top of her. ‘It would not suit. I am expected to perform.’

    ‘No, sweet Miss England. You have performed enough tonight.’ He stood again.

    Madeleine stared at him, trying not to be transfixed by the flexing of his well-defined muscles as he groped for his trousers. She could not bear it if he should leave so soon.

    He turned that mischievous grin upon her, his dimple emerging. ‘We must, of course, give a show for the others in the next room. Create proper noise. Make the poor buggers envious.’

    She giggled.

    ‘Not laughter. Passion. Like this.’ He let out a loud moan. ‘More! More! More!’

    ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ she returned. They both burst out laughing, holding their mouths to keep it silent.

    He collapsed on the bed. ‘Stop. It hurts to laugh.’ He grabbed his side. ‘Ow.’

    She pulled his hand away. To the side of his abdomen there was a scar, jagged and still pink from recent healing.

    ‘You were injured at…at…?’ She traced the scar with her finger.

    ‘At Maguilla? As you would say, it is of no consequence.’ He smiled, but without joy. ‘We chased a regiment of French cavalry until the tide was turned and their reserves chased us. I made a foolish attempt to rally the men. A Frenchman met me with a lance instead. The wound is healed now. In two days’ time I return to my regiment.’

    ‘Back to the war?’

    ‘Of course. It is a soldier’s duty.’

    Two days and he would return to war. He could be injured again. He could lose his life. Never again see his precious England. And, if she knew Farley, Devlin Steele would also return to war penniless.

    ‘Lieutenant?’

    ‘You must call me Devlin.’

    She waved her hand dismissively. ‘Devlin, then. Have you won at cards tonight? I mean, in addition to winning me?’

    He laughed. ‘Will you be in search of my money next?’

    This offended. She had principles, after all. ‘I want none of your money, but you must refuse to play further. Make some excuse.’

    ‘Whatever for?’

    ‘The game is not honest.’

    The silly men who lost fortunes to Farley while trying to win a second chance with her never comprehended. No one won her twice in a night.

    ‘The devil,’ he mumbled. ‘I never thought to inquire of Farley’s reputation. I should have known better. I shall make my excuses to him. I am indebted to you. You are quite a lady.’

    ‘Don’t elevate me, sir. I am just as I seem.’

    He laughed. ‘You seem quite like the misses in the marriage mart. A young lady of quality.’ He smiled. His eyes turned kind and his voice tender. ‘Indeed, that is what you are. A young lady of quality.’

    Her face grew hot with shame. ‘No.’

    He struggled to get into his trousers, hopping on one foot and making no progress.

    She did not wish him to leave. ‘Lieutenant?’

    ‘Devlin, remember?’

    ‘Devlin. Will England win the war?’

    He momentarily ceased his struggle. ‘Without a doubt. It is nearly done, I think.’

    ‘Wellington will see to it, will he not? And you soldiers who fight the battles with him?’

    ‘Worry not, little miss.’ He ran his finger over her brow. ‘England will endure.’

    Madeleine reached out and placed her hand over his scar.

    ‘Lieutenant?’

    ‘Yes?’ He had become still, too, looking directly into her eyes.

    ‘I wish to make love to you.’ She slid her fingers up his chest.

    ‘Miss England, it is not necessary.’

    She reached behind her head and untied her mask. With trembling fingers, she removed it. His eyes darkened.

    She moved closer. ‘I will make love to you. It will be my gift, because you must return to battle.’ With one hand stroking his hair, the other moved downward. Farley had taught her where to touch to arouse. This time, with Lieutenant Devlin Steele of the First Royal Dragoons, it gave her pleasure.

    He moaned, softer this time. She clasped her hand behind his head and brought him uncomplaining to her lips. Urging him atop her, she gasped as the firmness of his body bore down on her. Her heart beat faster. She would truly make love to this soldier, this kind man who had been willing to comfort her.

    He eased himself inside her with exquisite gentleness, and what typically caused her to deaden all emotion gave unexpected delight. She thrilled to the feel of him filling her, revelling in each stroke, each scrape of his chest against hers, each breath on her face. The only sound she heard was the clap of their bodies coming together and their panting breath. She matched his rhythm, stroke for stroke, press for press, and the sensations he created in her became urgent, spurring her on with each thrust. His pace quickened and her need grew. She would burst with pleasure, she was sure. She would shatter into a thousand sparkling shards. She would escape herself, this life she was forced to lead, the dismal future, in this brief space of time with Lieutenant Devlin Steele.

    He collapsed on top of her, his need satisfied with hers. Sliding off, he lay facing her, his eyes half-closed, his skin aglow with a sheen of sweat. Madeleine let her gaze wander languidly over his face, memorising each feature, committing each curve and line to memory. She needed to remember him. She needed to dream of her Dragoon returning victorious from the war, coming to whisk her away. She would need for him to come to her tomorrow and the next day and the next.

    The fantasy would comfort, though it would never come true.

    ‘Sweet England,’ he murmured. ‘Thank you.’

    She kissed him again, boldly giving him her tongue, tasting him. Brandy would never again taste so vile. It would be how he tasted. She inhaled his masculine scent, filling her lungs and memory with it, as his seed had filled her. She entwined her legs with his. He moved away from her kiss and grinned at her as she arched her pelvis to his.

    ‘Ah, England, you shall be most difficult to leave.’ As she placed her finger in the dimple on his cheek, he pressed his fingers into the soft flesh of her buttocks. She felt his passion flare back to life and she made a primitive sound deep in her throat.

    As he entered her for the second time, Madeleine whispered. ‘Lieutenant Devlin Steele. I shall remember you.’

  

    
       Chapter Two 
    

    London, April 1816

     D evlin Steele glanced up from the cards in his hand. The acrid smoke and dim light muted the gaudy red velvet of the gaming room. He reached for his glass and set it down again. The prodigious amount of brandy he had already consumed threatened to fog his brain.

    His months back on English soil were as hazy as his present thinking. Snatches of memory. His brother, the imperious Marquess, rescuing him from the dirty makeshift hospital in Brussels. Days drifting in and out of consciousness at Heronvale, his sisters hovering around him, dispatched there to return him to health. Eventual recovery and a flight to London for a frenzy of dissipation meant to banish images of blood and horror and pain. Thus far, Devlin had managed to gamble and debauch away his quarter’s entitlement. What capital he’d possessed had gone to money-lenders, but at present his pockets were flush, an unexpected surprise at Lord Farley’s table.

    ‘Your bet, Steele?’ Farley’s smooth voice now had an edge. His foot tapped the carpet.

    Devlin stared at his cards, blinking to focus on the hearts and spades and diamonds. He had avoided Farley’s gaming hell until this night, preferring an honest game, but damned if the man had not sought him out at White’s. Predictable, Devlin figured, after he’d been tossing blunt all over town. Ripe for fleecing, by all accounts. A perfect pigeon for Farley.

    He smiled inwardly. Farley had not yet heard the River Tick was already seeping into Devlin’s boots. All the fleece had been long shorn.

    ‘I’ll pass.’ Devlin barely glanced at the man seated across from him, concentrating instead on keeping his wits about him. Knowing Farley dealt a dishonest hand gave Devlin a slight advantage, if he could but hold on to it.

    The cards were too good, though. Farley must be seducing him with a run of luck. He bet cautiously, against the cards, and avoided losing the successive hands. Farley’s brow furrowed.

    Rumour had it that Farley had lost a fortune in bad investments. Moreover, Napoleon’s exile to St Helena had brought an end to the lucrative smuggling business everyone knew he ran. Farley was mortgaged to the hilt, a situation to make a man desperate—and desperate men made mistakes. War had taught Devlin that.

    Farley indeed became more reckless, and Devlin stacked his chips higher.

    Farley dealt the next hand, and Devlin carefully watched his expression. The man could still be considered handsome, though hard living had etched lines at the corner of his mouth and eyes. With his thin elegant nose, hair once fair, now peppered with grey, he had the look of the aristocrat he was, though his family fortunes had been squandered by an ancestry of fools. Typical of society, Lord Farley might not be a welcome suitor to the daughters of the ton, but, in the world of gentlemen who enjoyed his brandy, his card tables, and the young woman whose favours he doled out to the select few, Farley was top o’ the trees.

    Farley’s fingers tapped a nervous tattoo on the table. ‘Steele, I believe I could allow you some time with our Miss M. She is delightful tonight. A Spanish maiden. Perhaps she will remind you of your service in Spain.’

    Devlin peered over the fan of cards in his hand. ‘I have no wish to be reminded of Spain.’

    He placed his cards on the table, and Farley blanched, pushing another stack of chips to Devlin’s side.

    The man plastered on a smile, but a nervous twitch had commenced under his right eye. ‘I think you might recollect you won a time with Miss M once before. I assure you, she remains in good figure and has added to the delights she may offer.’

    Devlin remembered her. Indeed, memory of her lovely face, so pale against her dark hair, had often warmed lonely nights as the British waited for Napoleon’s army to attack. Her spirit and sensibility had intrigued him more than young ladies in drawing rooms could do. Not that he had mixed in society to any great degree. Good God, he’d never even set foot in Almack’s.

    Devlin smiled at his host. ‘I’m sure I’d be delighted to renew my acquaintance, sir. Perhaps after a hand or two.’

    How long ago had he shared that memorable space of time with her? Three years and more? Just after Maguilla. What had her life been like under the thumb of this man?

    Farley’s brow broke out in beads of sweat. Devlin suppressed his smile. The man was in trouble. Throwing caution to the wind, Devlin made a hearty bet. The tic in Farley’s eye quickened.

    The cards were called, and the man on Devlin’s right let out a whoop. So intent on besting Farley, Devlin had forgotten the other player. As Devlin gave up half his stack of chips, he vowed not to continue such carelessness.

    ‘Enough for me, gentlemen. I think I shall stop before Barnes here takes my whole stack.’

    Barnes bellowed with laughter. ‘I’d be pleased to do that, Steele.’ He gathered his winnings, leaving Farley with a scattering of chips too small to stack.

    ‘Another time,’ Devlin said, standing.

    ‘One more hand.’ Farley’s voice was thick and tense. ‘Don’t deny me the chance to recoup, Steele. One more hand is all I ask.’

    It would hardly be civil to refuse. Devlin bowed slightly and sat back down. One more hand couldn’t break him, though that last loss had hurt a bit. Farley would have been wiser to quit. The man had lost all card sense. Devlin doubted he could even cheat effectively at this point. Barnes, too, was flush with his winning streak and eager to extend it.

    Play was fierce. Devlin bet moderately, intent only on preserving his present winnings, but the cards came like magic. Was Farley setting him up, or had true luck shone upon him?

    Caution be damned, he thought. Life’s the real gamble. Devlin bet deep.

    And won.

    Barnes good-naturedly laughed off his losses, still ahead with his one spectacular hand. Farley slumped back in his chair, his face drained of all colour.

    ‘You will accept my vowel, sir?’ Farley’s question did not demand an answer.

    ‘But of course,’ Devlin replied amiably.

    As Farley wrote out his vowel, Devlin gazed around the room, into the dark recesses where Farley’s girls, looking like Spanish tarts, ran the tables.

    ‘Shall I make Miss M available to you?’ Farley asked, his voice flat.

    Devlin considered, sweeping his gaze over the too-opulent room. Had this place truly impressed him three years ago with its wainscoting and brocades? Now it appeared as false as glory.

    Perhaps it would be preferable to seek the relative silence of the street and preserve The Mysterious Miss M as a memory.

    A shout came from outside the parlour. The door opened and a burly man dragged in a girl who was beating at his chest and kicking his legs in protest. She wore a mask.

    ‘Lord Farley,’ the huge man said, ‘she’s brawling again.’ He dropped the girl at Farley’s feet. Her pale delicate fingers grabbed the edge of the table to pull herself up. She lifted her head regally and smoothed the skirt of her red silk dress. Black sensuous curls tumbled to her shoulders in a tangled mass. The lace mantilla had slipped off and hung on one of her shoulders.

    ‘I have no patience for this,’ Farley growled. ‘What now?’

    ‘She refused a patron.’ The man tossed her a scathing look. ‘She bit him in…a most unfortunate place.’

    The girl faced Farley with her chin held high, her face half-covered by a red leather mask. ‘I warned you I would do so.’

    Farley shot out of his chair and with a loud clap struck his open hand against her cheek.

    ‘The devil!’ Devlin sprang from his seat to catch her before she hit the floor. Both her hands clutched her head, and Devlin supported her with an arm around her waist.

    ‘Farley, I must protest. That was most poorly done.’

    ‘I’ll thank you to stay out of my business, Steele,’ Farley snarled. ‘You have no say in the matter.’

    ‘If you strike her in front of me, I claim the right.’ Devlin spoke through clenched teeth. ‘You might hear her out.’

    Farley rubbed his face. ‘I have treated her with more consideration than she deserves, and she still defies me. I’m done with her. You found her pleasing once. Take her in lieu of my debt.’

    Devlin combed her hair away from her mask with his fingers. He would leave no woman to suffer such treatment. He leaned close to her ear. ‘What say you, Miss England?’

    She blinked uncomprehendingly, her eyes unfocused. Suddenly her vision seemed to clear and she stared at him, the bright red imprint of Farley’s hand remaining on her cheek. She smiled faintly and flung her arms around his neck.

    He gazed over the top of her head to Farley. ‘Your debt is settled, sir.’

    

    A half-hour later Devlin paced the pavement in front of Farley’s establishment, cursing himself. In the space of a moment, he’d tossed his winnings away and incurred further expense. All for a lightskirt with whom he’d once spent a pleasant interval. He could almost hear the Marquess ring a peal over his head. ‘Brother, how many times must I caution you? Think before you act.’

    Ah well, he could not very well leave his Miss England with Farley, could he? Perhaps she had some family. His winnings ought to be sufficient to send her wherever she wished to go.

    At least the money bought him a little more time. Only two months left before his brother released his quarterly portion.

    Two cloaked and hooded figures hurried from the alley. Devlin instinctively kept a watchful eye on them. In this neighbourhood one could easily be set upon and relieved of one’s winnings. Indeed, Farley might attempt to recoup his losses. The two shadowy figures came to a stop in front of him, one carrying a large portmanteau.

    ‘We are ready, my lord,’ the other one said, breathing hard.

    Devlin peered at her. In the lamplight, her face was all but obscured by the hood, and she was wrapped entirely in her cloak, clutching some bundle beneath its folds. Still, he could not mistake his Miss England.

    ‘We?’ he asked, one eyebrow arching.

    ‘Sophie accompanies me. I will not leave her.’ The resolute tilt of the young miss’s head was the same defiant gesture she’d made to Farley. ‘Please, we must hurry.’

    ‘She is your maid?’ Mentally, Devlin doubled the expense facing him.

    ‘Yes, but more so she is my friend.’ She glanced about nervously. ‘Truly, haste is in order.’

    ‘Haste?’

    ‘We did not secure Lord Farley’s permission for Sophie to accompany me, but I’ll not leave her.’

    The other woman was a wisp of a thing almost overwhelmed by the portmanteau. Devlin massaged his brow.

    What the deuce. In for a penny, in for a pound. ‘Very well, Miss England.’ Devlin glanced around the street for a hack. ‘Shall I relieve you of your bundle?’

    She shrank from him. ‘If you could take the portmanteau from Sophie, sir, I would be most grateful.’

    ‘Indeed. Sophie, allow me to carry that for you.’

    The maid hesitated, backing away as if it were a precious burden unsafe to hand over. He nearly had to wrestle it from her grasp. The portmanteau weighed a ton. Surprising she had strength to lift it off the ground.

    ‘Where is your carriage, sir?’ Miss England asked.

    Devlin laughed. ‘You mistake me for my brother, the Marquess. Perhaps we can find a hack hereabouts.’

    ‘Please, let us remove ourselves.’

    He led the way, and the women fell in step behind him, like sari-clad females of India, keeping a respectful distance.

    Perhaps he should have cast his lot with the East India Company. There were fortunes to be made, to be sure, but he had no wish for foreign shores. Not after Spain and Belgium—truth was, he had no idea what to do with his life.

    Devlin glanced behind him, checking on his two shadows. The memory of his Miss England’s soft lips and bold tongue drifted into his mind.

    A hack ambled to a stop at the end of the street, and Devlin quickened his step to arrange its hire. He assisted the women into the conveyance, and the driver stowed the portmanteau.

    Devlin sat opposite his cloaked companions. ‘Where shall I instruct the driver to deliver you?’

    The little maid huddled against Miss England’s shoulder. Miss England faced him, but he could barely make out her features. ‘We have nowhere to go,’ she murmured.

    He rubbed his hands. ‘Is there no relation who might be persuaded to take you in?’ The coil he’d gotten himself into had just developed more tangles.

    ‘There is no one.’ She turned her head, but held it erect. ‘Leave us where you wish.’

    Indeed, drop them into the street? They would be gobbled up in a trice. How long could he afford to put them up at some inn?

    At that moment, the bundle in Miss England’s arms emitted a squeak. Two small arms poked out of the wrapping and wound themselves around her neck.

    ‘Deuce,’ Devlin said.

    The cloak opened to reveal an equally small head with a mop of hair as dark as her own. The child cuddled against her chest, fast asleep.

    ‘This is my daughter, Lieutenant.’ Miss England faced him again and spoke in a trembling voice, both wary and defiant. ‘Linette…England.’

    ‘Good God.’

    Miss England spoke again. ‘I do wish you would order the hackney somewhere away from this place. I care not where.’ She grasped the child more firmly. ‘Lord Farley might have a change of mind.’

    Devlin instructed the driver to take them to his address. Where else could he take two women and a child when his brain was foggy with brandy and fatigue?

    The passengers lapsed into silence. Miss England pointedly avoided conversation, and Devlin, angry at himself for his rash behaviour, clamped his mouth shut.

    

    The thin light of dawn seeped through the London mist as the hack pulled up to a plain, unadorned building near St James’s Street. His rooms were at the edge of the unfashionable district where the rent was cheaper. It was an area best known for housing Cyprians of the ton and, therefore, acceptable for a gentleman.

    His entourage spilled out into the street, the little maid grabbing the portmanteau before Devlin could reach it. He began to chuckle. To anyone passing by at this hour, the women would appear as two more fancy pieces under protection. As long as the bundle in Miss England’s arms remained covered, that is.

    Devlin walked to his entrance halfway round to the back.

    Wait until Bart saw what he had won at cards. The sergeant’s face when they came in the door would make this whole escapade worthwhile.

    Devlin had once saved Bart’s life on the battlefield. Ever since, the older man made it his mission to take care of him. Primary among Bart’s self-imposed duties was tempering Devlin’s rash, impulsive nature—a task at which he was doomed to fail.

    Live for the moment. As a creed, it was as good as any.

    Hmmph, more like a curse, Devlin thought. That particular creed had gotten him sent down from a school or two, but, from the time his late father had purchased his colours, it had meant survival. Now, however, it meant he had the charge of two women and a child.

    He glanced over his shoulder. The women were not following. They stood on the spot where the hackney had left them, looking as lost as waifs.

    Devlin cursed himself. They presumed he would abandon them. When had he ever passed by a creature in need? In his youth, one of his impulsive habits had been collecting stray animals which he’d then had to conceal from his father.

    He walked back to the women. Three more strays to add to his collection.

    ‘This way, if you please.’ He wrested the portmanteau from the maid again. ‘My abode is humble, to be sure, but will have to do.’

    Miss England stood her ground. ‘You need not trouble yourself, Lieutenant.’

    ‘Nonsense,’ he replied. ‘We shall contrive something. The streets are too dangerous for you.’

    With halting steps she followed him through the narrow alley. Her maid crept close behind. The sky had brightened, showing signs of becoming a magnificent day.

    Devlin knocked on the door and only a moment passed before it opened. ‘Good morning, Bart,’ he said in a cheerful manner. ‘I trust you have not been up all night waiting for me.’

    ‘Half the night is all, then I consigned you to Jericho and took to—’ Pale brown eyes in a weathered face widened.

    ‘I’ve brought guests.’ Devlin smiled as he dragged in the portmanteau. Bart’s astonished expression was as rewarding as he could have wished. ‘Not guests, really. Charges, you might say.’ He stepped aside to let the women enter. ‘Bart, may I present my charges.’ He swept his arm in a graceful gesture. ‘Miss England and Sophie.’

    The little maid stepped forward cautiously and curtsied.

    Devlin tossed Bart an amused glance as he shrugged off his coat. ‘Where are your manners, Bart? Take the lady’s cloak.’

    Bart, mouth open, did as he was bid.

    Devlin turned to Miss England. ‘Allow me to assist you.’ He stepped behind her and unclasped the fastening under her chin, removing the garment.

    As the cloak fell away, the child in Miss England’s arms whimpered in her sleep.

    ‘My God,’ exclaimed Bart.

    Devlin laughed. ‘This is Miss England’s daughter…um…’

    ‘Linette.’ Miss England turned to face Devlin, and he had his first good look at her.

    His memory had not failed him. Her face was almost regal in its loveliness. Her skin shone like fine porcelain, except for finger-shaped splotches of blue. Her lips were the identical colour to a rose that had grown in his mother’s garden. Her lush mahogany-coloured hair cascaded down her shoulders, the perfect frame for a perfect face. She met his appreciation with a bold gaze, her intelligent blue eyes reflecting both youthful innocence and knowledge far beyond her years.

    Devlin’s breath left his lungs.

    ‘I…I do not know your true name…’ he managed, feeling his throat tighten at the vision of so much beauty.

    She paused, her eyes searching his face. ‘My name is Madeleine.’ She added a faint smile. ‘Madeleine England.’

    He remembered the feel of her bare skin next to his, the lushness of her full breasts, and the ecstasy of her passion. His eyes swept over her as his body came alive to her again.

    The child sleeping against her shoulder brought him back to his senses, a tiny girl, a miniature of the mother, very much resembling the wax dolls on his sisters’ old toy shelf. The child’s feathery long lashes cast shadows on the rosy cheek that lay against Madeleine’s shoulder.

    What the deuce was he to do with the lot of them?

    Bart broke out into guffaws of laughter. ‘Cast yourself into the briars again, have you, Dev?’

    Madeleine lifted her chin, refusing to let it tremble in disappointment as she regarded the two men. At Farley’s, her vision blurred by Farley’s blow, she’d thought she dreamed Lieutenant Devlin Steele. Lord, she’d dreamed of him often enough. But when she’d blinked her eyes, it truly had been he.

    She understood too well the look he’d given her a moment ago. It spoke of wanting to bed her. Foolish of her to forget this would be his motive for rescuing her. He could not be the brave and gallant dragoon of her fantasy. It had always been a silly fancy, after all, even if visions of him riding up on a tall stallion had comforted many a night.

    Especially the nights Lord Farley came to share her bed.

    The lieutenant ran his hand through his hair and replied to the other man’s remark. ‘I’ve not quite worked out what to do.’

    She knew what he would do. He would cast them off as soon as he could. He must dislike her bringing Sophie and Linette. Perhaps if she’d come to him alone he’d have been content to keep her.

    No matter. She would go nowhere without her daughter and her friend. They depended upon her.

    She avoided looking at him. ‘We shall not trouble you, sir. It is light outside. I am sure we may be safely on our way.’ She reached for her cloak. ‘Come, Sophie.’

    The slight figure was in mid-yawn, her lank yellow hair falling across her face. The other man reached out an arm for her as she staggered.

    ‘The lass is dead on her feet,’ he protested.

    The lieutenant rubbed his brow, as Madeleine struggled with her cloak. The child squirmed and started to whimper. The cloak slipped to the floor. She tried to comfort Linette, swaying to and fro with her as she had done since her infancy.

    ‘Do not be foolish, Miss England.’ He picked up the cloak and tossed it out of her reach. ‘You confided you have nowhere to go.’

    ‘It is none of your concern.’ She attempted to pass by him to reach her cloak.

    He stepped in her path and put his hand on her arm. ‘You will stay here.’

    She wrenched her arm away. The child started to whimper.

    ‘You have made her cry,’ Madeleine said. Much easier to be angry at him than to worry about where she would go if they did walk out the door. What would happen to Linette out there in the streets?

    ‘I have made her cry?’ His eyebrows lifted. ‘Do you believe she will fare better if I allow you to leave? Do you have money enough to take care of her?’

    She could not meet his eye.

    He gently took her chin in his hand and made her look at him. ‘You do not have money enough even for a hackney coach, do you?’

    Her little girl stopped crying and stared with wide eyes at the man. ‘Coach?’ the child said.

    Madeleine clucked at Linette, taking advantage of the opportunity to turn her back on Devlin. Inside panic reigned. Where would they go? Not back to Farley. Never back to Farley, but where? ‘I do not need your concern.’

    He marched around to face her again, and his voice became quieter. ‘I beg to differ with you. If you will recall, it was I who intervened when Farley struck you.’ He reached toward her cheek.

    She shrugged him away, refusing to let him touch her. ‘What does that signify? It is not the first time he has hit me.’

    His hand remained poised in the air, his expression conveying acute sympathy. She should not allow herself to believe he truly cared, no matter how much the fantasy of that very thing had sustained her these few years.

    The child squirmed in her arms and pulled away to grasp his fingers. The child giggled. Devlin stepped closer, and the tiny girl tugged on his neckcloth. This time when he touched Madeleine’s bruised cheek, she did not draw away. Could not draw away. Speech became impossible.

    ‘He will not hurt you again,’ he murmured.

    He became the hero of her daydreams again. How could she believe in him? Other young men had vowed to place her under their protection. They never returned, or, if they did return, never spoke such a promise again. Farley had seen to it. Why had Farley allowed this man to take her? Was it some sort of trick?

    She glanced at her lieutenant. His eyes were warm and full of a resolve she would at least pretend was real. His face again became the one in her weary daydreams, conjured up after her toils were done and she was free to seek her bed alone. He always smiled at her in her dreams, his dimple winking at her.

    Now his manly face filled her with excitement. The memory of his gentle kiss and peace-shattering lovemaking returned and agitated her. It was acceptable to dream and remember, but to let herself feel again? To hope? No, her only hope was to contrive to support Linette and Sophie, two people she could depend upon because they needed her so.

    Linette tore out the folds of Devlin’s neckcloth as he leaned down. His lips came closer. Madeleine’s heart thudded against her chest.

    ‘I settled the lass in my cot.’ The voice of Devlin’s servant, Bart, broke in, full of indignation.

    Devlin smiled at the man. ‘In your cot, Bart? Quick work.’

    ‘I’ll harbour no insults, if you please.’ This man did not speak as servant to master. ‘If you’ve managed to get us any funds, I’ll see about some food. Some milk for the wee one.’

    Devlin marched over to the table and emptied his pockets. ‘Good news. We shall eat well.’

    Bart picked up a few coins and shoved the rest back to Devlin. ‘See you try to hold on to these for a bit.’ He reached for a coat on a hook and went out the door, closing it silently.

    ‘He is your servant?’ Madeleine asked, conscious of being alone with him once more.

    As if reading her thoughts, Devlin regarded her with smouldering eyes. ‘More than that, I suppose. We managed through Spain and Belgium together.’

    ‘Belgium,’ she murmured. After news of Waterloo, for days she had pored over the names of the dead, weeping in relief when she finally found him listed among the wounded.

    No matter. Now that his servant had absented himself, her lieutenant would soon wish payment for her rescue.

    Her heart pounded. She must not feel this excitement at being near him. She must expect him to be as selfish and capricious as other men. Madeleine adjusted her hold on Linette, who rubbed her eyes and flopped her head on Madeleine’s shoulder again.

    Devlin came near to her again. ‘The child must be getting heavy for you. Come. It is time for bed.’

    Devlin led her into his bedchamber, acutely aware of blood thundering through his veins. By God, she was more desirable than that first, magic time with her.

    As she regarded the room with dismay, he saw it through her eyes. A smallish room, furnished with a tall double chest of drawers in a style long out of fashion and a large four-poster bed with faded curtains. His old trunk was tucked in the corner, clothing spilling out.

    Her gaze rested on the bed. What might it be like to share that bed with her? To tangle with her in its sheets?

    This would not do. She appeared as if she would collapse at any moment. The child was no infant, nearly three years old, he’d guess. A sturdy bundle, and Madeleine had not let go of her for nearly an hour.

    ‘Where shall Linette sleep?’ she asked nervously.

    ‘In the bed, where else?’

    She straightened, her defiant chin lifting. ‘My lord, I am prepared to repay you for your generosity, but I must insist on privacy for Linette. She must not be in the same room, let alone the same bed.’

    He raised his eyebrows. Did she think him unmindful of the child? Did she think him so base as to take advantage of her?

    ‘And I’m loath to leave her alone in a strange place,’ she continued, her mouth set in firm determination.

    He stared into her blue eyes and the breath left his lungs. He let his gaze travel down the length of her. Her red silk dress clung to her form and the weight of her daughter pulled its low neckline down lower. The attire was pure tart, but her bearing regal. The combination set his senses aflame, though he had no intention of acting upon them, ill timed as they were.

    A smile not absent of regret spread across his face. ‘I meant for you and the child to share the bed. Did you think I meant otherwise?’

    She blushed, bringing a most innocent pink to her cheeks, her eyes downcast. ‘You know very well what I thought.’

    He stepped behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. The little girl’s curls tickled his fingers. For a moment he let his fingers caress Madeleine’s soft flesh. He held her against him, inhaling the scent of lavender in her hair. From behind her, he planted a chaste kiss on her cheek and gave her a push toward the bed.

    ‘Sleep well, Madeleine.’

  

    
       Chapter Three 
    

     T he damp chill seeped through Devlin’s clothing. His twisted limbs would not move. Pain had settled into a constant ache, made worse with each breath, worse still by the rancid stench of blood. Of death. Moans of the dying filled the night. The sounds grew louder and louder, until they merged into one piercing wail. An agonised sound. The sound of fear and horror and pain.

    Coming from his mouth.

    He woke, his heart pounding, breath panting. His vision cleared, revealing faded red-brocade curtains made moderately brighter by sunlight. What were brocade curtains doing at Waterloo?

    He sat up, his mind absorbing the round mahogany table in the corner with its decanter of port, the mantel holding one chipped porcelain vase. His back ached from contorting himself on the settee. It had been the dream. He hung his head between his knees until the disturbing images receded. Had he cried out in his sleep?

    The wail again sounded in his ears, coming from the bedchamber this time, not from his own soul.

    He leapt from the settee and flung open the door. Madeleine paced the room, clutching her little girl. The child cried and struggled in her arms. Madeleine’s red dress was creased with wrinkles. That she’d not bothered to undress before sleeping moved him to compassion. How exhausted she must have been.

    The child gave a loud, anguished cry, and Madeleine quickened her pace.

    ‘What the devil is going on?’

    She spun toward him, her youthful face pinched in worry. ‘She is feverish.’

    ‘She is ill?’ Devlin’s head throbbed from the previous night’s excess of brandy.

    ‘Yes. She coughs, too.’ Her voice caught. ‘I have never seen her so ill.’

    ‘Good God,’ Devlin said. ‘We must do something.’

    ‘I don’t know what to do!’

    Tears glistened in her eyes. The child’s wailing continued unchecked. He had not bargained for a sick child.

    ‘Bart!’ he yelled, rushing back into the parlour. ‘Bart! Where are you?’

    Bart emerged from his room, Madeleine’s small companion like a shadow behind him. The sergeant, his craggy eyebrows knitting together, protectively held her back. The gesture irritated Devlin. Did Bart think him dangerous to young females?

    ‘What in thunder?’ A scold was written on Bart’s face.

    ‘The child is sick. We must do something.’ He stood in the middle of the room, doing nothing.

    ‘The wee one is sick?’ parroted Bart, standing just as paralysed.

    ‘Linette!’ Sophie rushed past Bart and ran to Madeleine, who had followed Devlin into the room. She frantically felt the child’s forehead.

    ‘She is burning up!’ she exclaimed. ‘Maddy, sit down. Let’s loosen her clothes. Mr Bart, if you please, some cool water and some clean rags.

    ‘Clean rags?’ Bart said, still immobile.

    ‘Make haste!’

    At Sophie’s words, Bart sprang into action, drawing water from the pump and bringing it to the women, both fussing over the child. Finding clean rags was more of a challenge. He finally brought a stack of towels and bade them to cut them up, if necessary. Sophie dipped one towel in the water, wrung it out and placed it on the child’s chest. Madeleine mopped the little girl’s brow with another.

    The child seemed to settle for a moment, but, before Devlin could relax, broke out in a spasm of coughing.

    ‘Deuce,’ said Devlin, barely audible and still rooted to the floor.

    Madeleine flashed him an anxious look. ‘I am attempting to quiet her, my lord.’

    ‘I did not complain,’ he protested.

    Her eyes filled with tears. ‘I am at a loss to do more.’

    ‘I would be honoured to assist, if someone would instruct me.’ No one heeded him.

    Madeleine sniffed and patted Linette’s head with the damp cloth.

    Her friend regarded him with a wary expression. ‘We could try to give her a drink of water.’

    Before Devlin could move to the small alcove that served as the kitchen, Bart delivered Sophie a cup of water.

    ‘Let me try to give her a sip,’ Madeleine said.

    Linette flailed her arms, jostling Madeleine, who spilled the water on her daughter and herself. Devlin walked to the cupboard, removed another cup, and placed in it a tiny bit of water. He handed this to Madeleine.

    ‘Try a bit at a time,’ he suggested.

    She did not look up to acknowledge his act, but she was able to pour a small amount into the child’s mouth. He took the empty cup and poured a bit more from the fuller one. Again the child accepted the drink.

    Devlin was feeling rather proud of himself at having been so useful, when the child began another spell of coughing. Madeleine sat the little girl on her knees and leaned her over to pat her gently on the back.

    The child promptly vomited the water all over Devlin’s stockinged feet.

    ‘Damn.’

    Madeleine gasped. Sophie grabbed the wet towel and wiped his feet, kneeling like a slave girl. Bart glared at him as if he were somehow solely responsible for the child’s ill health.

    ‘Enough. Enough.’ He stepped away from Sophie’s ministrations. She burst into tears and ran from the room.

    Bart glared at him. ‘Now look what you’ve done. You’ve frightened the lass.’ He rushed after her.

    Devlin reached for his head. Bart, he supposed, would not be inclined to brew the remedy for his excess of brandy. The child wailed again.

    The sound triggered memories. Voices of dying men. His knees trembled, and he feared them buckling underneath him. The dream of Waterloo assailed his waking moments. With it came the terror that had only been too real.

    Clamping down on his panic, he rushed into his bedchamber and pulled fresh stockings from the chest. He shrugged into his coat, and retrieved his boots from the parlour where he’d left them. Without a word, for he could not guarantee his words would be coherent, he rushed out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

    Madeleine flinched at the sound and held her coughing daughter against her shoulder, still patting gently. Well, good riddance to Lieutenant Devlin Steele, she told herself, battling the disillusionment of his abandoning her at such a time.

    ‘Was that the door?’ Bart asked, coming back into the room.

    ‘He left,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders.

    ‘Hmmph.’ The man pursed his lips.

    Linette settled into a fitful sleep. Though her skin burned like a furnace, Madeleine could not let go of her.

    The stocky man surveyed her. Not as tall as the lieutenant and a good ten years older, he seemed solid as a rock.

    His gaze softened when lighting on Linette. ‘Ma’am, would you and the lass be all right if I went out for a bit? I’ve a mind there are some things we may be needing.’

    A rock that easily rolled away. She sighed inwardly. It was foolishness to hope for assistance from any man.

    But Devlin had assisted her in the most consequential way. He had rescued her from Farley, when he need not have done. He was under no obligation to assist her further, however. After Linette’s distress he would surely wish them speedily gone. Madeleine’s lips set together in firm resolve. He would have to put up with all of them until Linette became well.

    If Linette became well.

    Her throat tightened. Her child meant everything to her. She’d risked Farley’s wrath to give birth to Linette and to keep her. Her daughter was the only worthwhile part of her life.

    Sophie appeared at her side. ‘Mr Bart went out. Do you think the master will return soon?’

    ‘Lieutenant Steele?’ Madeleine would not call him master. ‘I very much doubt it. I fear Linette’s illness displeases him.’

    ‘Is Linette better? She’s quiet.’ Sophie leaned over and brushed the child’s dark curls with her fingers.

    ‘She sleeps fitfully and is so very hot.’ She dabbed at the child’s face with the cool cloth.

    Sophie wandered about the room aimlessly, and Madeleine watched her, needing some distraction. The room was comfortably fitted to double as parlour and dining area, but its once-fashionable furnishings showed signs of wear. The carpet had lost its nap in places, and the cushioned seats looked faded and worn. Had not Devlin said his brother was a marquess? Perhaps the family had more title than blunt. Not that it at all signified. It was far superior to Farley’s richly done-up rooms.

    Unbidden thoughts of home came, mahogany tables polished to mirror finish, sofas and armchairs covered in rich velvet. No threadbare furnishings there. She could see herself bounding through the rooms, her scolding governess in hot pursuit.

    Linette stirred and Madeleine’s attention immediately shifted to her. It never did any good to recall those days, in any event.

    ‘Should I unpack our clothes, do you think?’ Sophie asked.

    Perhaps if they appeared settled in, they might delay an eventual departure. ‘That would be good. I fear I cannot help you, though.’

    ‘Oh, Maddy, do not trouble yourself. You have your hands full.’ Her waiflike friend smiled at Linette. ‘You ought to lie down with the babe.’

    Her arms ached from holding Linette, and she had slept only a couple of hours before the child’s cries woke her. ‘I suppose you are right. I will bring her into the lieutenant’s bed.’

    She carried Linette to the bedchamber, placed her in the centre of the bed, and climbed in next to her. The sheets and pillow held Devlin’s scent as they had the night before. She had dreamed of him walking toward her to a bed like this. He would gently brush the hair from her face and lean to kiss her. She had dreamed of this Devlin many times.

    It took no more than a moment to fall exhausted into sleep.

    

    The banging of the door woke her. She immediately felt for Linette’s forehead, still too hot.

    ‘Where the devil is she? I’ve brought a doctor.’ Devlin’s voice came from the other room. ‘Where’s the child? Has the fever broke? Deuce, I’ve been to Mayfair and back. Found the doctor three houses down.’

    As the door of the bedchamber opened, Madeleine had a glimpse of Sophie skittering away. Devlin charged in, a short, spry figure behind him. He had mentioned a doctor. For Linette.

    The doctor wore a kindly smile in a round countenance. His coat was shabby and the leather satchel he carried was battered and worn. He came directly to Linette. ‘Is this our little patient? Here, let me have a look at her.’

    Madeleine rose quickly and handed Linette over to him. He sat in a wooden chair and spoke softly to the child as he peeked into her mouth and examined her all over. Madeleine watched the doctor’s expression for a clue as to his thoughts. She chewed on her lip. Devlin came to her side and put his arm around her. Needing his strength, she leaned against him.

    Finally the doctor handed Linette back to her. ‘She has a putrid throat. Nothing to signify under ordinary circumstances, but I cannot like her fever. How long has she suffered thus?’

    ‘This…this morning,’ Madeleine stammered. Devlin squeezed her closer.

    The doctor smiled, kind crinkles at the corners of his eyes. ‘Well, she seems a sturdy child. A little bleeding may suffice to throw off the fever.’ He rummaged in his bag.

    ‘Bleeding?’ Madeleine said warily.

    ‘Yes, just a little. Come hold her.’

    Madeleine sat on the bed and placed Linette in her lap. The doctor opened a small container and, with long pointed tweezers, removed the ringed worm.

    ‘Hold her arm, if you please.’

    Devlin stood his ground, though every impulse shouted at him to flee. He recalled the doctors placing such creatures on his arm. The memory belonged to the time of delirium and pain, when he fancied the leeches would consume him alive. Madeleine sat so composed, so resolute in assisting the doctor.

    His arms prickled with the sensation now being experienced by the little girl. She was too weak to struggle, as limp as his sister’s dolls when they carried them about, as he had been those months ago in Brussels.

    The child will feel better after the bleeding, he reminded himself. It had been so for him.

    Finally the leech fell away, satiated, and the doctor placed the creature back in its container. He packed up his bag while Madeleine tucked Linette into the bed.

    The doctor took Madeleine’s hand. ‘You have taken good care of her thus far. Try not to lose heart. I have some powders that may assist, as well.’

    Madeleine nodded, looking unconsoled. The doctor frowned worriedly at Devlin and gestured for him to follow out of the room. Devlin escorted the doctor out.

    When outside, the doctor paused, glancing worriedly back into the apartment. ‘The child’s fever is very high. Only time will tell if she will recover.’ He handed Devlin a packet of powders and gave instruction how to use them. ‘I shall return tomorrow to see how she fares.’ He patted Devlin’s shoulder.

    Devlin pushed some coins into the man’s palm. The doctor placed them in his pocket, not glancing at the amount. Smiling reassuringly, he took his leave.

    Devlin returned to the bedchamber. Madeleine stood beside the bed where the child slept.

    ‘He told you it is hopeless, did he not?’ she said, rubbing her arms.

    Devlin attempted a smile. ‘Indeed, he said no such thing. He gave me the powders and told me how to mix them. He will return tomorrow to see how she fares.’

    ‘She will not die?’ Her voice trembled.

    He walked over to her and gently brushed the hair off her face. ‘She will recover. You are overwrought. Come, sit. I will wager you have not eaten.’ He found a chair and brought it next to the bed. ‘Where did your friend and Bart go?’

    ‘Her name is Sophie, Lieutenant.’ Her voice still shook.

    ‘And mine is Devlin.’ He tapped her nose with his finger. He gazed at the little girl. ‘The child will sleep, I think.’

    ‘Her name is Linette.’

    Devlin touched a lock of the child’s hair. ‘I know.’

    He heard the door open and went into the other room. Bart entered, carrying pieces of wood.

    ‘What’s all this?’ Devlin asked.

    Bart cleared his throat. ‘I took the liberty of procuring a bed for the wee one. A rocking chair, as well. The poor babe needs a place to sleep.’

    Devlin smiled at him. Bart was a practical man. ‘Well done, my friend.’ He had not thought of such a necessity.

    Madeleine stood in the doorway. ‘A bed for Linette?’

    ‘Aye, miss. And a chair to rock her in.’

    The look she gave Bart was almost worshipful. Devlin’s skin grew hot. By God, he was jealous. Of Bart. He wanted Madeleine’s gratitude all to himself.

    ‘Set the bed up in our room for now, Bart,’ he said and received not a glance from her.

    Sophie peered out from the closet where Bart slept. ‘Can I help you, Maddy? What would you have me do?’

    ‘Prepare some food for Madeleine,’ Devlin said. Sophie shrank from his voice, but scurried to do what she was told.

    Devlin sat Madeleine at the small table and took a seat across from her. He poured a small glass of port. ‘This will fortify you a bit.’

    He sat so near to her, Madeleine again became aware of the scent that had surrounded her in his bed. The lines in his face were clearly visible and told of years spent on battlefields. Her heart gave a lurch. He was too much like her dreams.

    ‘Drink,’ he commanded, handing her the glass.

    Madeleine obeyed. The sweet liquid warmed her throat, but Devlin’s solicitude frightened her. The doctor must have given ominous news indeed.

    He continued to speak to her in a kind voice. ‘We will put the child into her bed as soon as Bart has put it together. Sophie can see to the linens. You must try to eat something, Madeleine.’

    Sophie scurried from the scullery. Madeleine sipped her port, keenly aware of Devlin’s eyes upon her.

    Bart announced the bed to be ready, and Devlin accompanied her to the room. She placed Linette gently into the small wooden bed and carefully tucked the linens about her. The child settled, and Devlin took Madeleine’s arm and urged her away.

    When she returned to the table, Sophie put a plate in front of her with a fat slice of bread and cheese. Madeleine ate, because she did not know what else to do.

    

    When darkness fell, Devlin lit the candles in the bedchamber to dispel the gloomy shadows that had crept into the room. The soft glow of the candlelight illuminated Madeleine, who looked vulnerable as she sat by Linette’s bedside. She had barely moved from the little girl’s side all day, though he could not fault her. Little Linette was an appealing child and it pained him to see her suffering.

    Madeleine glanced at him. ‘Do you go out this evening, my lord?’

    He put his hands on the arms of her chair and leaned over her. ‘My name is Devlin.’

    ‘Very well. Devlin.’ Her eyes drifted back to the child.

    He pulled up a chair next to her. ‘Now, how could I go out when our babe is ill?’

    She gave him a sharp glance. ‘You are not obligated to stay. I would not hold you.’

    ‘Fustian,’ he said.

    She rocked gently. He wished he could convince her all would be well. He’d been trying to do so all day, but she did not believe in reassurances.

    Devlin heard Bart’s deep voice coming from the next room. He smiled to himself. The old sergeant was taken with that mouse of a female. It was amusing. Devlin always imagined Bart would shackle himself to some sturdy country girl to match the farm he used to dream of owning. To make a fool of himself over a wisp of a city chit amused Devlin no end.

    ‘Devlin?’ Madeleine’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘I have never thanked you for…for the doctor and for…allowing us to stay.’

    ‘Deuce, Madeleine. What do you take me for?’ Tossing her out, indeed. ‘Did you think I’d send you back to Farley?’

    She twisted around to face him, alarm lighting her face. ‘You would not!’

    He stroked her cheek. ‘Of course I would not.’

    She turned back to Linette, but her hand went to the place he had touched. Devlin leaned back in his chair, balancing it on its back two legs. ‘How the devil did you come to be at Farley’s? You are too young, surely.’

    She rocked at a faster pace. ‘I am old enough.’

    ‘Nonsense, you are hardly out of the classroom.’

    She tossed him an insulted look. ‘I am eighteen.’

    ‘Eighteen!’ he cried, unbalancing the chair and nearly pitching over. Linette stirred, whimpering.

    ‘Shh.’ Madeleine reached for the child, rubbing her back.

    ‘Good God.’ He lowered his voice. ‘How old were you when you came to him?’ He’d made the computation in his head, but could barely believe it. She’d been so young, and he’d made love to her. How could he have done so?

    ‘I was fifteen.’

    ‘Damnation!’ So painfully young. He had left her there when she was younger than the silly chits making their come-out, the ones he thus far had successfully avoided. ‘The man’s a damned reprobate.’ Devlin had bedded her, as well. What did that make him?

    She gave him a sideways glance. ‘You assume me the hapless victim, Devlin. Don’t make me so good.’

    ‘You did not join him willingly.’ He would not believe it.

    She continued her rhythmic rocking. ‘Is this any of your concern, my lord?’

    ‘Not a whit.’ But that would not stop him. ‘Why did you join that cheating lout, then?’

    She sighed. ‘This is a sordid story. Hardly of interest.’

    ‘Of interest to me,’ he persisted.

    ‘Very well.’ She paused to stroke Linette’s hair. ‘He seduced me. I was ruined. What else could I do?’

    She made being ruined sound like getting a soiled spot on her gown. This was a rum story if ever he heard one. Farley was forty, if he was a day. Seducing a girl of her tender years—abominable. Devlin ought to have rescued her from him back then. Saved her from that abominable life.

    She adjusted the blankets around the child, the candle behind her placing her profile in silhouette. His breath caught. She was a beauty. As fair as a cameo. As exotic, with her thick black curls, as a goddess from foreign shores. As skilled in the sheets as would fuel any man’s dreams.

    Her fingers gently touched the child’s forehead. When she drew them away, they covered her face. Shame on him. Her child’s life hung by a fragile thread, and he thought of bedding her.

    ‘She will recover, Madeleine. Do not fear.’

    She leaned back in the rocking chair and closed her eyes. Her silence stretched into the night, and Devlin felt guilty and useless. He watched her rock slowly back and forth in the chair. Back and forth. Back and forth.

    ‘Devlin?’ Her voice came as if from a great distance.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘Do you believe God punishes sinners?’

  

    
       Chapter Four 
    

     D evlin woke sharply, still sitting in the chair. The candles had burned down to stubs and the peek of dawn came through the windows. Madeleine cradled the child in her arms. The child was still.

    ‘My God, is she…?’ No, it was unthinkable.

    ‘She’s sleeping.’

    Devlin’s heart started beating again.

    Madeleine shuddered. ‘Her fever broke and she fell asleep. I thought I would lose her, Devlin. It is what I deserved.’

    ‘Nonsense.’ Weak with relief, he stretched his stiff limbs. ‘She is through the illness, then?’

    She nodded, her cheeks wet with tears.

    While she had kept her anxious vigil, he had fallen asleep. Damned if he was not a useless sot. He stood up and, with a tentative hand, stroked the child’s hair.

    He kissed the mother on the forehead. ‘Now you can get some sleep, as well. To bed, Madeleine, the babe can lie with us.’

    He urged her up by her elbow and put an arm around her waist as he escorted her to the bed.

    She looked about to protest.

    He grinned. ‘Now don’t get in a twist. I’m too tired to remove my clothes and so are you. We will be as proper as peas.’

    She removed her slippers and laid Linette on the bed. Devlin’s boots had long been tossed into a corner, as had his coat and waistcoat. He turned down the covers, and she crawled in. When he took his place next to her, he tucked her against him and promptly fell back to sleep.

    

    When Madeleine woke, she was alone in the bed.

    Linette. Where was Linette? She scrambled out of the covers and ran to the door.

    Opening it, she saw Devlin seated at the table, Linette on his lap. The child giggled as she pulled on Devlin’s nose. Two dark curly heads so close together.

    Devlin turned his head to escape the assault on his nose. He spied Madeleine. ‘Good morning, sleepyhead.’

    ‘Deddy’s nose,’ cried Linette, pushing Devlin’s head back with two chubby hands on his cheeks. Devlin pretended to resist.

    ‘Would you like some nourishment, miss?’ asked Bart, pulling out a chair for her.

    She glimpsed Sophie perched on a stool near the kitchen alcove, looking smaller and more childlike than ever. Sophie jumped down and disappeared into the scullery.

    ‘Our girl has made a remarkable recovery, wouldn’t you say, Maddy?’

    Hearing Devlin say ‘our girl’ gave her heart a lurch. Nor did the familiarity of him calling her Maddy escape her notice.

    ‘She seems fit,’ she agreed.

    ‘Mama!’ Linette scrambled off Devlin’s lap and flung herself into Madeleine’s. ‘I got Deddy’s nose!’

    ‘I saw, sweetling.’ She kissed the top of Linette’s head and felt her forehead with her hand. It felt blessedly cool.

    Bart brought a tray of tea things, followed by Sophie carrying a plate of biscuits. He set the tea service beside her and poured her a steaming cup. ‘Do you want some tea, Dev?’

    Devlin nodded.

    Linette pointed to the biscuits, ‘I want one.’

    Madeleine placed a biscuit on a plate and lifted Linette on to the other chair to eat it.

    ‘Maddy, you’re a sight.’ Devlin blinked at her over his cup. ‘That awful dress.’

    She glanced down at the crumpled red silk.

    ‘Would you like Bart to fill you a bath? We have a tub hereabouts, don’t we, Bart?’

    ‘I believe so,’ Bart responded.

    Before Madeleine could think of what she wished to reply, Bart fetched the large tub, carrying it into the bedchamber while Sophie put on more water to boil. When they began to carry buckets to fill the tub, Madeleine offered to assist, but Devlin would not let her. Even Linette helped, carrying small pitchers of water, spilling more than made it into the tub. It felt all wrong to be so pampered.

    When the bath was filled, Devlin brought her into the bedchamber. Bart and Sophie took charge of Linette, but Devlin remained. Madeleine began to understand.

    Devlin closed the door and leaned against it. ‘Shall I play lady’s maid for you?’ His voice was velvet.

    It was time for her to pay for his kindness. Farley had taught her how.

    She cast Devlin a demure look under her lashes and strolled over to the bath. ‘As you wish, sir.’

    He moved closer, as smooth a motion as a stalking cat. Presenting her back to him, she lifted the long tangled curls off her shoulders. His hands slid up the length of her back. Slowly he undid her laces, his fingers light and dextrous. She remembered him fumbling with her laces all those years before. Her body lapsed into a languid state. His hands slipped under her dress and ran over her skin like warm liquid.

    The wrinkled red silk dress fluttered to the floor. Next came her shift. When she was fully naked, she knew he would wish to see. She turned to face him.

    As she expected, his eyes feasted on her, darkening with arousal. She had learned to stand still for a man’s visual pleasure.

    He took time to regard her, longer than she thought she could bear. His gaze disturbed her. Not precisely as the ogling from Farley’s clientele had done, but in an indefinable, unsettling way. His eyes finally reached her face.

    ‘You are lovely.’ The corner of his mouth turned up, and his dimple deepened.

    The next move belonged to her. She stepped toward him and reached out her hand to caress his neck. She had not intended to kiss him, but he leaned down, and she had only to rise on tiptoe to reach his lips. He crushed her against him, standing wide-legged so she could feel his arousal pressing into her. For a moment she forgot her role and simply revelled in the strength of his muscles, the sweetness of his mouth, the feel of his hands pressing into her back, sliding down to hold her tightly against his groin. She did not realise how quickly she removed his shirt, how efficiently she freed him from his trousers, how she clung to him as he carried her to the bed.

    ‘Madeleine.’ His voice was a groan as he placed her on the bed and climbed atop her. His lips feathered her cheek and neck, soft, warm, and hungry. Her heart raced in excitement. His tongue circled the pink of her nipple, and all her senses sprang to life. She ached with wanting him.

    She was spiralling out of control at the precise moment she ought to check herself. She had succumbed to the ecstasy of Devlin’s lovemaking once, but that interlude belonged to daydreams. She must shield herself, protect herself from feeling, just as she’d done when required to endure the attentions of other men. The Mysterious Miss M could not be hurt, or humiliated, or betrayed, because The Mysterious Miss M felt nothing at all.

    The Devlin of her daydreams was not the same Devlin whose hand now stroked the flesh of her belly, whose mouth rained kisses over her breasts. She would not be fooled, no matter what kindnesses he chose to make. Ultimately, all men served their own needs, and demanded payment for any small favour they bestowed. If they were refused, they could be very cruel.

    It had been that way after the enchanted night with Devlin so many years ago. Farley had come afterwards to claim his pleasure, but Madeleine refused him. He went into a rage that left her bruised and in pain. The next day, Farley departed on one of his mysterious long trips. By the time he returned, Madeleine knew herself to be with child.

    Now Devlin’s hands and lips threatened to engulf her in sensation. She remained still, resolving to repay him for rescuing her, for taking in Sophie, for snatching her child from the clutches of death, but she would not allow herself to feel anything.

    She pushed on his shoulders, and he lifted his head.

    ‘Shall I pleasure you now, my lord?’ She modulated her voice to a velvet smoothness, as she’d rehearsed many times.

    He leaned on his elbow, his expression puzzled. ‘Pleasure me?’

    She deliberately slithered out from beneath him, facing him instead. She ran her finger in circles on his chest. ‘I wish to please you. Tell me what I must do to pleasure you.’

    He grabbed her hand and searched her face. ‘What the devil…?’

    She laughed, making a throaty sound Farley insisted she learn. ‘Oh? Would you like me to be wicked? I can be wicked, my lord, if that is what you wish.’

    He dropped her hand and sat up, rubbing his face.

    She pretended to look wounded. ‘What is amiss, my lord? I shall do whatever you desire.’

    ‘Stubble it, Maddy.’ He swung his legs over the side of the bed and grabbed his clothes.

    ‘Do not be vexed.’ Retaining her velvety voice, she pressed herself against his back. ‘I would not wish you unhappy.’

    His muscles stiffened. ‘And I do not wish to play this game of yours. We are not at Lord Farley’s establishment, Miss M.’

    ‘Game?’ She sat back, blinking in confusion.

    He shoved his arms into the sleeves of his shirt and groped around for the rest of his clothes, donning each piece as he came to it. ‘You are acting like cheap Haymarket-ware.’

    She blinked at him, covering herself with the bed linens. ‘I do not know what that means.’

    He glared at her. ‘It means lightskirt, Cyprian, dolly-mop. Shall I continue?’

    Her eyebrows knitted together. ‘But that is what I am.’

    He grabbed at the linens covering her and yanked them away. Before Madeleine could protest, he picked her up and dumped her into the now-tepid bath water.

    ‘How dare you!’ she shouted before she remembered that men did not like it if you showed them anger.

    He lunged down at her face, and she drew back, fearful of the price he’d exact from her show of temper. Only an inch lay between their lips.

    His voice became disturbingly low. ‘You cannot fool me, Maddy. You wanted me as much as I wanted you.’ As quickly, he strode out the room, slamming the door behind him.

    Dripping with water, Madeleine burst into tears, but she did not know if it was because she had angered him or because what he’d said had been only too true.

    

    ‘Can you make it fit, Sophie?’

    Madeleine stood in the centre of the bedchamber while her friend pulled on the strings of her dress. Though her hair, now in a braid down her back, remained damp, all other signs of the bath had been removed. Not from Madeleine’s mind, however, where Devlin’s angry eyes continued to haunt. She rubbed her temples.

    Sophie tugged on the material of the dress. ‘It is too small, Maddy, and the seams cannot be let out.’

    ‘Oh, bother,’ she mumbled.

    The door slammed. Footsteps sounded in the outer room. ‘Bart! Bart!’

    Madeleine felt the blood drain from her face. Devlin had returned.

    ‘Where is everybody?’ He entered the bedchamber.

    Sophie shrank back to a corner. Madeleine braced herself.

    Surprisingly, he wore a grin on his face. He walked briskly over to her, lifted her off the ground, and swung her around. ‘I have a surprise for us. Where is Bart?’

    ‘Here I am, Dev.’ Bart appeared in the doorway, holding Linette’s hand. Linette had her thumb in her mouth.

    Devlin released Madeleine. ‘We’re moving. Right now. We have to pack.’

    ‘Did you get us tossed out of here?’ Bart asked, his eyes narrowing.

    Devlin clapped Bart on the shoulder, smiling broadly. ‘No, I’ve merely secured lodging spacious enough for the lot of us.’

    Madeleine’s hands flew to her face. For all of them? What of sending them away?

    ‘Explain yourself, lad.’ Bart said.

    ‘I have procured the lease to Madame LaBelmonde’s apartments,’ Devlin responded, grinning.

    ‘Madame LaBelmonde?’ Madeleine raised an eyebrow.

    ‘Two bedchambers above stairs and two below. A parlour, dining room, and a proper kitchen.’ He placed his hands on his hips in satisfaction. ‘It should do very well.’

    ‘A sizeable rent, I suppose?’ Bart pursed his lips.

    Devlin shook his head. ‘Not beyond our touch, once my quarterly portion is in hand.’

    Bart clucked his tongue. ‘How do we pay until then?’

    Devlin tossed Madeleine a broad wink before answering Bart. ‘I wagered the first month’s rent on a roll of the dice and won. My recent winnings should pay the second.’

    ‘You wagered the rent?’ Madeleine gasped. Visions of foolish, ruined men, their faces bleak and despairing, leaving Farley’s gaming rooms flashed through her mind. She remembered the sounds of angry words, overheard years ago outside her parents’ bedchambers.

    ‘Lord Devlin is a sad gamester, ma’am,’ Bart told her.

    ‘What else was I to do with my time but play cards?’ Devlin countered. ‘We shall go on very well, I promise.’

    Madeleine wondered about more than the rent. ‘Who is Madame LaBelmonde?’

    Devlin smiled at her. ‘A close neighbour.’

    ‘Close?’

    ‘Indeed. She has found a new protector. Lord Tavenish, I believe. He purchased a town house for her. She leaves her furnishings.’

    ‘Lord Tavenish,’ Madeleine repeated. A frequent visitor at Farley’s, Lord Tavenish had been well over fifty with sagging skin, and a sour smell. Would a town house be worth such a man?

    Bart blew out a breath. ‘Well, what is done is done.’

    ‘Indeed.’ Devlin grinned. ‘We have not a moment to lose. There is a tenant interested in these rooms.’

    ‘These rooms? Already?’ Bart asked.

    ‘The matter is completely settled. I called upon our landlord and made an arrangement with him. If we move out today, our debt to him is forgiven.’

    Little Linette let go of Bart’s hand and tottered over to Madeleine. ‘Up, Mama.’ She reached her hands up. Bart turned on his heel, muttering about setting to the task and hotheadedness. Sophie quietly crept along the wall until she, too, reached the door.

    Devlin turned to Madeleine, his smile taking her breath away. She spun to face the wardrobe, gathering Devlin’s clothing to pack in the trunk.

    ‘You rented these accommodations to include us?’ She could not believe it. There must be some mistake.

    He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him again. ‘Yes, to include you. We could not get on here, all of us, in this small space.’

    She dipped her head, hiding her face from him. ‘You are not obliged to house us.’

    He tilted her face to him, his fingers under the soft skin of her chin. ‘I am obliged.’

    Not that he understood it, but Devlin felt keenly responsible for them. What would happen to them otherwise?

    She shook her head.

    He held her gaze. ‘As you have said, you have nowhere else to go.’

    She cast down her eyes.

    ‘Madeleine, you are no prisoner here, if you wish to go.’

    Her glance flew back to him. ‘I do not wish to leave. You are correct. There is no place for me.’ Her voice cracked.

    His finger drew a line down her cheek. ‘Let us not speak of this now. We have much to do.’

    He watched her turn away, stooping down to hand Linette some clothing. ‘Put them in the trunk, Linette.’

    The laces on the back of her dress were undone. ‘Let me lace you,’ he said, reaching for them as she stood up again.

    She twisted away from his hand. ‘It is no use. The dress no longer fits.’

    ‘Change to another then. I will leave the room if you desire privacy.’

    She kept her eyes on her daughter, a doll-like miniature of herself. ‘I have no other dress.’

    ‘No other dress?’

    ‘Well, there is the horrid red one, but Sophie washed it and it is quite wet still. I must have grown out of this one since last wearing it.’

    He studied the frock, and it did indeed look unfashionably old and slightly girlish. ‘A long time ago, I collect.’

    ‘The day Farley brought me to London.’

    Devlin heard the edge in her voice. How had she come to be in Farley’s clutches? ‘You brought only one extra dress?’

    ‘I did not want Farley’s clothes.’

    Devlin raked his fingers through his hair. He had not calculated on having to purchase a wardrobe. Did the little maid and the child need to be clothed as well?

    Madeleine regarded him, her eyes serious. ‘Do not worry. Sophie will know how to alter it. She is clever at such things. In the meantime, if I go out, I shall wear my cloak. It covers everything.’

    ‘We will get you clothes, Maddy.’

    She lifted her eyes to him before walking over to Linette.

    

    Later that afternoon, Madeleine held Linette’s hand as she walked through their new rooms. Linette chattered, and she answered automatically, trying to stay out of the way of Devlin and Bart, busily carrying in trunks and boxes.

    She had feared Madame LaBelmonde would have furnishings as gaudy and garish as in Farley’s establishment, but these rooms were genteel, the golds, reds, and greens muted and beautiful. She might have chosen them herself. Would it not be lovely if this really were her house? She the mistress, and Devlin…

    No, she must not pretend. But as she strolled through the rooms, she could not help herself.

    She entered the parlour and ran her finger across the polished mahogany and silk upholstery. She pictured herself seated on the couch, and Devlin, on the nearby chair, reading the latest newspaper. Linette sat at her feet, playing with a doll. She ought to be doing something in this fantasy, but what? Her attempts at embroidery used to wind up in tangles, and she had never paid enough attention to sewing to know how to mend.

    Sophie walked in the room in such high spirits her usually pale face was flushed with pink.

    ‘Oh, Maddy, it is the loveliest set of rooms I have ever seen. Do you think we may really stay? Look at the furniture. I should like to keep such nice tables polished. Do you think lemon oil or beeswax would do?’

    Madeleine stared at her, not having any notion of what best polished wood, nor whether they might stay.

    Sophie did not seem to notice she had not responded. ‘I shall ask Mr Bart.’ Sophie swept out of the room as quickly as she had come in.

    ‘Mama, I want Mr Bart!’ Linette pulled at her hand to follow Sophie.

    ‘No, Linette. Mr Bart has much to do right now. He’s moving boxes.’

    ‘I want boxes, too.’

    ‘Let’s explore the kitchen, shall we?’

    She led Linette to the kitchen where the little girl opened cabinet doors, momentarily distracted by new discoveries within. Madeleine ran her hand over the cupboard, imagining life inside this kitchen. She saw herself kneading bread, and Devlin entering, kissing her cheek, and asking for his meal.

    Folly! She knew not the first thing about making bread, nor how to cook a meal.

    Devlin entered the kitchen, carrying a big wooden box. ‘Maddy, is the kitchen well supplied?’

    She opened a cupboard. ‘There are things in here. Do you suppose it is adequate?’

    Devlin stood next to her and peered in the open cupboard. ‘Hmm. Well, Bart will know.’ He set the box down on the table and walked out.

    

    Much later, the five of them sat around that rough wooden table, having finished a hastily prepared meal of bread from the nearby bakery and hard cheese. Devlin poured each of them another glass of wine, giving Linette, seated on his lap, a small sip from his own glass. The little girl puckered her lips at the taste, and he laughed.

    Madeleine gazed at all of them. She pretended they were a family, without a care, sharing a simple meal and pleasant conversation. The thought made her smile.

    Devlin caught her eye and winked at her. ‘I propose a toast.’ He raised his glass.

    ‘I want toast,’ Linette said.

    ‘To our new abode,’ Devlin said.

    ‘New ’bode,’ Linette parroted.

    ‘Hear, hear,’ Bart responded.

    ‘It is a lovely place.’ Madeleine sipped her wine and swept her gaze from corner to corner.

    Devlin gave her a smile. He’d had no idea that pleasing her would make him feel mellow and strangely content. He raised his glass again while Bart sliced a piece of cheese and handed it to Sophie. Little Linette banged on the table with both hands.

    The mellow feeling returned. ‘Tomorrow, ladies, we shall visit the mantua maker. Outfit you properly.’

    Panic came over the shy Sophie’s face. ‘Oh, no, my lord.’

    Devlin at last saw an opportunity to befriend the skittish young woman. ‘Would you not like a pretty dress or two?’

    Sophie shook her head and dared to glance up at him for a moment. ‘No pretty dress. Nothing pretty. A bit of fabric will do, if it is not too dear. I do not presume to ask, my lord.’

    ‘Sophie, you are part of our household. You deserve decent clothing.’

    ‘Yes, my lord.’ She slid off her stool and cleared the dishes.

    Devlin rolled his eyes and caught Bart’s disapproving look before the man followed Sophie out of the room.

    ‘Do not mind her, Devlin,’ Madeleine said. ‘She does not want presents, I think.’

    He took a gulp of his wine. Linette relaxed against his chest, still at last.

    ‘She is afraid of you.’

    He gave a dry laugh. ‘Indeed.’

    ‘It is because you are a man.’

    He ran a finger through Linette’s hair, brushing it off the child’s forehead. ‘Bart is a man, I’ve noticed.’

    ‘True.’ She looked quizzical.

    ‘Well, Maddy, shall you and I visit the modiste or do you choose to be your own dressmaker, too?’

    He meant to be good-tempered, but she responded with a wounded look.

    ‘I cannot sew.’

    Lord, women were difficult.

    ‘It is of no consequence,’ he said, hoping to return to her good graces. ‘I’m sure we can find a skilful mantua maker. I would be pleased to see you in a pretty new dress.’

    Her countenance changed, as if he had said something of great importance that had never occurred to her before. ‘Of course. I understand perfectly.’

    He wished he understood. Devlin poured himself more wine and drained the entire contents of his glass. It was easier to evade the musket balls of an entire French battalion than to navigate a simple conversation with a female.

    ‘Linette is falling asleep. I need to make her ready for bed.’ Madeleine rose from her chair.

    ‘I’ll carry her.’ Devlin lifted Linette, and the little girl relaxed against him, a warm bundle more than comfortable against his shoulder.

    He followed Madeleine into the bedchamber where they had set up Linette’s bed. A connecting door joined the two upstairs bedchambers. He wanted to think of Madeleine knocking softly on that door and coming to him in the night, but, after the morning’s débâcle, he was sure she would not do so.

    Madeleine pulled out a tiny nightdress from the bureau. Linette’s meagre supply of clothing barely filled half a drawer, and Devlin vowed to ensure the child, as well as the mother, had a pretty new wardrobe.

    ‘Place her on the bed, please.’

    He did so as gently as he could. ‘Toast,’ Linette murmured, opening her eyes momentarily.

    Madeleine glanced at Devlin and smiled. How pleasant it felt. He had no idea domesticity could be so comfortable.

    After she settled the child into bed and kissed the soft pink forehead, Devlin wrapped his arm around her and squeezed. ‘She’s a fine child, Maddy.’

    ‘She is everything to me.’ Her voice shook with emotion.

    Madeleine leaned her head against Devlin’s shoulder. His strong arm felt so comfortable, she could almost imagine he belonged to her and they were gazing upon their own—

    No, she must not lapse into that particular fantasy. She must remember that Devlin wished to see her in pretty dresses, just as Farley had. She must remember that she owed him for his kindness.

    ‘Shall I ready myself for bed as well, sir?’ She modulated her voice as she had been used to doing for these last years.

    He placed her away from him and looked into her face. Madeleine knew how to control her expression. She smiled, half-demurely, half-seductively. She gently caressed his neck, leaning forward so when he glanced down, a peek of the rounded shape of her breasts was clearly visible. She led him to the connecting door, pulled him into the other room, closing the door behind her.

    ‘Shall I kiss you?’ she purred, wrapping her arms around his neck. Not waiting for his answer, she stood on tiptoe and touched her lips to his.

    Yes, she could do this, she thought, keeping her body in firm control. She could indeed pleasure Devlin and repay his kindness without ever pleasuring herself.

    Devlin wound his arms around her and pressed her against him. Desire flared inside him, and he deepened the kiss. She reached her hands around to loosen the already loose strings of her dress. It fell to the floor, leaving only her corset and shift. He ran his hands across her bare shoulders.

    So lovely. So soft. Like honey. He wanted her. Wanted to plunge into her, join himself to her and not feel so alone.

    ‘Shall we go to the bed, my lord?’

    The words echoed in his mind, from long ago.

    He released her, watching as she moved toward the bed. She tossed a seductive glance over her shoulder.

    She climbed onto the bed and turned to face him. ‘Come, let me remove your clothing.’

    He rubbed the back of his neck. And stood his ground.

    ‘Come,’ she purred, reaching her arms above her head, arching her back. ‘Come, my lord.’

    Devlin spoke quietly. ‘You must call me Devlin. Did you forget that, Maddy?’

    She rolled to her side and stared at him.

    ‘This is not Farley’s establishment.’ He stared back.

    She twisted the sheet in her hand.

    ‘Go to your room, Maddy. Your daughter might need you this night.’

    She sat up. ‘No.’

    ‘I do not want your favours.’ Something else from her, perhaps, but not what Farley required of her.

    ‘But you must.’ A desperate look came over her.

    ‘No.’

    She scampered off the bed and gathered her dress, holding it in front of her, covering herself with it. ‘Please, Devlin, you must let me make love to you. You must.’ Her words came out between laboured gasps.

    ‘No, Maddy.’

    He walked to the door and opened it.

    ‘Devlin, I am used to this. It is not difficult. I will pleasure you. It will be pleasant, I promise you.’ Tears sprang to her eyes.

    With every sensation in his male body, Devlin wanted to accept her offer, but he could not bear the emptiness in her seductive words. He well remembered what had passed between them that first time and this was not it.

    She rubbed her eyes, now red and swollen. Her nose had turned bright pink. ‘I…I wish to show you my gratitude.’

    ‘Gratitude? Do you think I desire your lovemaking out of gratitude?’

    Confusion wrinkled her brow. Devlin suspected that was not part of her practised repertoire. She clutched her dress in her hands. ‘You want me, I know you do. Men like to…to…You liked it, too.’

    He had indeed, but not when her eyes stared vacantly and her words were rehearsed.

    ‘Go to bed, Maddy. Your own bed, not mine.’

    She dropped her dress to the floor and wound her arms around his neck, kissing wherever her lips could reach. At least her rehearsed seduction had fled, but her desperation was no better. None the less, his body flared to life. He picked her up and she sighed in relief, nuzzling his neck. He carried her through the doorway and dropped her on to the large bed in the other room.

    ‘No, Devlin.’ She grabbed the front of his shirt, trying to pull him back. ‘You do not understand. I must do this.’

    He moved her hands away, trying to be gentle, but not succeeding. The demands of his body were making him harsh. ‘You do not need to bed me. It is not something I demand of you.’

    ‘But it is the only thing I can do.’

    Madeleine watched him turn away from her and walk toward the door. ‘You do not understand,’ she whispered. ‘It is the only thing I can do.’

    He did not look back, but closed the door behind him, leaving her alone.

    

    Devlin fled down the staircase and out into the damp night air. He strode through lamp-lit streets until reaching the nearest gaming house. Instead of sounding the knocker, he stood staring at the entrance. What would he find inside? Cigar smoke? Bad brandy? The luck of the draw? It was not ennui he sought to dispel this night, but the turbulence left in Madeleine’s wake.

    Why not accept her gratitude and bed her? He’d rescued her from Farley’s, hadn’t he? Taken in her child and her mouse of a maid. Provided them proper lodgings.

    Devlin turned from the door of the gaming establishment and walked back to the street. When he had first met her, she had come to him, not with gratitude, but desire. Almost like loving him. He had never forgotten.

    He wandered slowly through the streets, until he found himself back at the door of his expensive new rooms. The place was quiet as he entered, a single candle providing light. He glanced toward the back of the place where the two other bedchambers were located and wondered what might be occurring behind those closed doors. Was Bart holding the frail Sophie protectively, lest the ‘lord’ attack her in the night? Had Sophie offered her body to Bart, as well? Had he accepted?

    Devlin would bet a month’s blunt Bart had not made a mull of things as he had, and that, on the morrow, the little maid would gaze upon Bart’s craggy features with adoration.

    Devlin entered Madeleine’s room quietly. The dim illumination of the street lamp shone on Linette’s sleeping figure, her thumb in her mouth. Devlin smiled and gently pulled out her thumb. The little girl stirred, her long dark eyelashes fluttering. She popped the thumb back in.

    Madeleine’s bed was empty, and he felt a moment’s anxiety, until he spied her curled up on the windowseat, sound asleep, as innocent and vulnerable as her daughter.

    They were both beautiful, these charges of his, and totally dependent upon him. It frightened him, worse than leading men into battle. Soldiers knew the stakes were death, but they had the tools to fight. If he failed Madeleine and Linette, they would be at the mercy of creatures like Farley and would have no weapons with which to protect themselves.

    He would not fail them, he vowed. He would see to their needs no matter what the cost.

    Devlin gathered Madeleine in his arms, her weight surprisingly like a feather. He carried her to the bed.

    ‘Only thing I can do,’ she murmured, resting her head on his shoulder, much like her little girl had done earlier.

    ‘Hush, Maddy,’ he whispered. ‘You’ll wake Linette.’

    ‘Linette,’ she murmured. ‘All I have.’

    ‘Not any more, Miss England.’ Devlin laid her carefully on the bed and tucked the covers around her. ‘Now you have me, as well.’

  

    
       Chapter Five 
    

     M adeleine held tightly on to Devlin’s arm as they strolled the pavements of London in the bright morning sun. She pulled the hood of her cape to obscure as much of her face as possible. Still, she felt exposed.

    ‘You will not take me to a fashionable modiste, will you, Devlin?’ The thought of walking down Bond Street filled her with dread.

    Devlin regarded her with an amused expression. ‘No, indeed, Maddy. Would I subject you to such a terrible thing?’

    That made her laugh. ‘Do not tease me. It is merely that I would not want to be seen.’

    ‘Do not worry, goose. You were always masked, were you not? No one will recognise you.’ He patted her hand comfortingly.

    ‘Of course. So silly of me.’

    She took a deep breath. He did not understand. Farley’s patrons did not concern her, but perhaps those she did fear encountering would not recognise her either. Surely the years had altered her?

    ‘Where are we bound, then?’ She gazed up at Devlin, so tall and handsome. His green eyes sparkled in the sunlight, like emeralds on a necklace a young man had once bestowed upon her before Farley snatched it away. If necessity bade her to walk in daylight, it pleased her to be beside him.

    ‘Bart found a dressmaker only four streets from here,’ Devlin said. ‘How he should know about dressmakers foxes me.’

    She laughed. ‘Bart is very clever, isn’t he? He and Sophie. I do believe they can do everything.’

    ‘Unlike me, I suppose.’ He smiled, but the humour did not reach his voice.

    ‘You are the hub around which all revolves.’ She spoke absently, transfixed by a coach rumbling down the street. ‘Oh, look at the matched greys. How finely they step together. They are magnificent, are they not?’

    ‘Indeed,’ he answered.

    She watched the coach-and-four until it drove out of sight. ‘Oh, my.’ She cast one last glance in the direction it had disappeared. ‘What were you saying, Devlin?’

    ‘I was remarking about how utterly useless you find me.’

    She glanced at him. ‘You are funning me again. What would have happened to me and Linette without you, Devlin?’

    Madeleine felt her face flush. She should not have spoken so. To suggest he had any obligation to her was very bad of her. She had awoken in her own bed this morning. The only service she could render him, he’d refused.

    ‘It is I who am useless, not you, Devlin.’ She sighed. ‘I am skilled at nothing…well, nothing of consequence.’

    A curricle drawn by two fine roans raced by. Madeleine stopped to watch it.

    ‘Do you like horses, Maddy?’

    ‘What?’ She glanced at him. ‘Oh, horses. I used to like horses.’

    ‘Not now?’ His mouth turned up at one corner.

    ‘I have not been on a horse since…for many years.’

    ‘You ride, then?’

    She had careened over the hills, giving her mare her head, clearing hedges, sailing over streams. Nothing unseated her. She outrode every boy in the county and most of the men. When she could remain undiscovered, she spent whole days on horseback.

    Had she not been out in the country on her mare, unchaperoned as usual, she might not have met Farley, might not have succumbed to his charm. Never riding again was fitting punishment for her fatal indiscretion.

    She blinked away the regret. ‘You might say I used to ride horses as well as I now ride men.’

    ‘Maddy!’ Devlin stopped in the centre of the pavement and grabbed her by the shoulders. ‘Do not speak like that. I ought to throttle you.’

    She tilted her chin defiantly. ‘As you wish, sir.’

    He let go of her and rubbed his brow. ‘Deuce, you know I will not hit you, but why say such a thing?’

    ‘Because it is true. I know what I am, Devlin. There is no use trying to make me otherwise. It is my only skill. Bart and Sophie can do all sorts of useful things. You, too. You can win at cards and go about in society. You have fought in the war. What could be more useful than that? But me, there is nothing else I know how to do.’

    He extended his hand to her, wanting to crush her against him and kiss her until she took back her words. Though the kissing part might not prove the point, exactly, he admitted. He dropped his hand and, putting her arm through his, resumed walking.

    After a short distance in silence, he said, ‘That’s what you meant last night. Saying it was the only thing you could do.’

    She did not reply.

    Devlin held his tongue. This was no place for such a conversation in any event. Besides, each time some handsome equipage passed by in the street, she slowed her pace a little.

    He chuckled. ‘Horse mad, are you?’

    She pointedly turned her head away from him.

    ‘Now do not deny it, Maddy. You are horse mad. I recognise the signs. I was myself, as a boy. Why, I liked being with the grooms better than anyone else. My brother, the heir, could not keep up with me when I rode, though he’s a good ten years my senior. Nothing he could do but report to Father that I was about to break my neck.’

    He threw a penny to the boy who had swept the street in front of where they crossed.

    ‘Oh, look at all the shops!’ Madeleine exclaimed. ‘I had not reckoned there to be so many.’

    Like a child at a fair she turned her head every which way, remarking on all the delicious smells and sights.

    ‘You have not been to these shops?’

    She laughed. ‘Indeed not. I always wondered what the London shops would be like.’

    ‘You’ve been in London three years and have never seen the shops?’ This was not to be believed.

    ‘Lord Farley did not take me to shops.’

    This time Devlin stopped. ‘Do you mean that devil did not let you out of that house?’

    ‘Not as bad as all that, I assure you.’ She patted his hand and resumed walking. ‘When Linette was big enough, I was allowed to take her to the park across the street. But only in the morning, not when other people might be about. And there was a small garden in the back of the house. Sophie and I were allowed to tend it, though I mostly had the task of digging the dirt, because I did not have the least notion how to make the flowers grow. I enjoyed feeling the soil in my hands, though.’

    Such a small space of geography in which to spend more than three years. ‘I wish Farley to the devil.’

    She gave him a look. It struck him as almost the same expression Sophie bestowed on Bart.

    As they stood at the entrance to a shop with an elegant brass nameplate saying ‘Madame Emeraude’, Madeleine shrank back. Devlin had to practically pull her into the establishment. She held her fingers to the hood of her cloak, covering her face.

    A modishly dressed woman emerged from the back. ‘May I be of assistance?’

    Since Madeleine had turned away, Devlin spoke. ‘Good morning. Madame Emeraude, I collect?’

    The woman nodded.

    Devlin gestured to Madeleine. ‘The young lady is in need of some new dresses.’

    ‘Certainly, sir. Shall I show you some fashion plates, or do you have certain styles in mind?’

    It irritated Devlin that the dressmaker addressed him directly instead of Madeleine, as if Madeleine were his fancy piece to dress as he wished, but, he supposed, in this neighbourhood, her clientele were almost exclusively from the demimonde.

    ‘Shall we step into the other room?’ She gestured elegantly.

    He pulled Madeleine along to the private dressing room in the back. ‘The young lady is in somewhat of a fix. You see, she has only the dress she wears and we were hopeful to purchase something already made up.’

    Understanding lit the woman’s eyes. ‘Let me see her.’

    Since Madeleine was acting like a stick, Devlin had no choice but to treat her that way. He turned her toward the dressmaker and removed the cloak that obscured her.

    ‘Oh,’ said the woman in surprise. ‘Miss M, is it not? How delightful to see you again.’

    ‘How do you do, ma’am,’ Madeleine murmured politely, though Devlin did not miss the splotches of red on her cheeks.

    ‘Deuce,’ said Devlin.

    ‘Why, I believe I have a dress ready for you,’ said Madame Emeraude helpfully. ‘Do you recall we fitted it not a fortnight ago? Wait a moment and I shall see—’

    ‘No!’ Madeleine cried.

    Devlin interceded, putting his arm around Madeleine. ‘We do not wish that dress.’

    Madame Emeraude looked from the one of them to the other. ‘I see. It is a new day, is it not? Well, I am pleased for you, miss. That other one was charming, but I shall have no business with him, I tell you, until he pays—’ She caught herself. ‘I beg pardon. I only meant I wish you well, Miss M.’

    ‘Thank you,’ Madeleine said, continuing to look miserable.

    Madame Emeraude smiled and began to consider her, stepping around her. ‘Oh, my,’ she said as she saw the open laces of Madeleine’s dress. ‘This dress does not fit. No, no, no. This will never, never do.’

    ‘You see our predicament.’ Devlin smiled. Madeleine fixed her interest on the floor.

    ‘Let me show you a few things I have on hand.’

    Madame Emeraude signalled an assistant, who carried in one dress after another. Madeleine seemed to regard each garment with horror. They were, Devlin thought, merely dresses. A little fancy, perhaps.

    As Madame conferred with her assistant, Madeleine whispered to him, ‘Devlin, please do not make me wear those dresses. This one I have will do, or Sophie can make me a plain one.’

    ‘What is wrong with them?’

    ‘They are not…respectable.’

    He regarded her, rubbing his chin. ‘I see.’

    When Madame Emeraude came back to them, Devlin took the woman aside and spoke to her. Madeleine watched them, the modiste nodding and looking her way. She dearly wished to leave this place where the proprietress knew her as Miss M.

    Devlin came back to her. ‘Madame Emeraude is ordering a hack. She has given me the direction of another dressmaker where we will go next.’ He held her cloak open for her. ‘I do not wish to. Let us go home, please.’ This short excursion had already been mortifying.

    ‘We will try this other place first. You need clothes, Maddy.’

    In the hack she continued trying to persuade him. ‘I believe Sophie could teach me to sew, Devlin. A piece of cloth would be enough.’

    He would not listen. He did not understand. Though it was exciting to be out among the carriages and shops, it was frightening, as well. She would always be face to face with what she was.

    Madeleine peeked out at the passing scenery, the bustle of London with the pedestrians so intent on their destinations and the tradesmen so occupied with peddling wares. She could not hide forever. How could she rear Linette if she hid? Her daughter would have to go out into that world, too. She was determined that Linette’s life be respectable, though nothing could ever change what Madeleine was inside.

    If Devlin Steele was determined she should have clothes, she was determined they be respectable ones.

    ‘Are you taking me to Bond Street?’ she asked, meaning to sound merely curious, but her voice shook.

    He smiled at her. ‘Not to Bond Street. We are directed to a modiste who dresses the worthy daughters of our bankers and merchants.’

    ‘Very well.’ Not the fashionable part of town. No chance of encountering members of the ton.

    They discovered a goldmine. The wealthy daughter of an East India merchant had abandoned her trousseau for one made at a fashionable address. The young woman was of Madeleine’s size, and the dresses were exquisitely tasteful attempts by the modiste to expand her clientele.

    Madeleine quarrelled with Devlin over the number of dresses he would purchase, wanting no more than two or three. She adamantly refused to let him include even one evening dress and would not even discuss the riding habit. His easy acquiescence in these last two matters made her momentarily suspicious, but he whisked her off to the milliner next door and a new set of arguments became necessary.

    As he made arrangements for the delivery of his final purchase of several bonnets for Madeleine and one very plain one for Sophie, Madeleine gazed in the mirror.

    She wore a pale lilac muslin walking dress adorned only by vertical tucks in the bodice edged by a plain purple ribbon. A blue spencer, lilac gloves, and a modest straw bonnet, simply adorned with a blue bow, completed the ensemble. She even carried a reticule.

    Studying herself in the glass was like gazing into the distant past.

    Devlin’s image appeared behind her. ‘You look very well, Maddy.’

    She swallowed the surge of emotion that had risen in her throat. ‘It seems like too much…’

    He held up his hand. ‘No more of that. We still need to stop by the shoemaker.’

    She opened her mouth to protest, but as he took her hand and tucked it in his arm, he quickly added, ‘Do you suppose we could convince Sophie to be measured for new shoes?’

    For all his generosity to herself, his thinking of Sophie most touched her heart. She cast him a smile. ‘Perhaps we should charge Bart with such a task.’

    He laughed as he escorted her out the door to the street. ‘Very wise idea.’

    Madeleine had an illusion of being transported to the town of her childhood. The pavement was more crowded, indeed, and the shops more varied and numerous, but it was a most respectable street, and her dress indistinguishable from other young ladies shopping. Or so she thought. She still received many curious looks.

    ‘Devlin, are you sure my appearance is acceptable?’

    Devlin had noticed the admiring glances of the men and appraising looks of the women. He could not help but be proud to be Madeleine’s escort. Beautiful even in her own ill-fitting frock, she quite took his breath away in her new walking dress.

    ‘You look lovely,’ he whispered back.

    This news did not appear to cheer her. She furrowed her brow. Too bad some choice piece of horseflesh did not come into view to distract her.

    Devlin caught sight of a shop window. ‘We must go in here.’ He pulled her into the shop. ‘Must not forget our girl.’

    They entered a toy store with shelf after shelf of dolls, toy soldiers, and miniature coaches and wagons. An exquisite wax doll with real hair as dark and curly as Linette’s caught Devlin’s eye. He vowed he must purchase it for Linette. Madeleine adamantly refused, saying the child was too young to care for such a treasure. He settled instead for a porcelain-faced baby doll, a ball and blocks. As he finished giving the direction for the toys to be delivered that afternoon, he spied a carved wooden horse and, thinking perhaps the little girl might be horse-mad like her mother, added it to his purchases.
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