Chapter 1

London, October 1784

He had the saddest eyebrows in the world. 

They were straight and well defined, but they dipped from the center downward to their end, leaving him with a melancholy expression that didn’t entirely dissipate even when he smiled. Every time Lady Boudicea Vaughn saw him, she found herself wanting to cup his cheeks, smooth those brows with her thumbs, and kiss away whatever it was that haunted him. 

Not that he’d ever noticed . . . 

Gareth Sandison, second son of the Earl of Roxwell, still thought of her as his friend Leonidas’s scrubby little sister. He treated her more as a boy than a woman, when he bothered to acknowledge her existence at all. Mostly he seemed to do his best to avoid her. 

As the Season progressed, Beau had found herself missing his taunts. Missing his scathing wit and withering set downs. Fighting with Sandison was far more invigorating than flirting with her London suitors. He might not like her, but he saw her. Truly saw her and spared with her as an equal, or he had until she’d grown up and made her curtsey to the king. 

Their roles had changed seemingly overnight. Instead of being her brother’s friend, he was a rake to be avoided. Instead of being simply Beau, his friend’s baby sister, she was Lady Boudicea, marriageable daughter of a duke. It was maddening. 


The dance reunited her with her partner, Mr. Nowlin, and she dragged her attention away from Sandison. Nowlin smiled at her, brown eyes teasing her for missing her step. Beau smiled back. He might be an Irishman with a penchant for too much scent, but he was certainly handsome enough, and the lilt in his voice was charming. Half the ladies in London were enamored with their newest addition with his pretty coats, gleaming buckles, and fulsome compliments. 

Sandison’s pale head caught her attention again, and she jerked her eyes away from him. He was standing against the wall, flirting none too slyly with the very married Lady Cook. Her husband was, no doubt, in the card room oblivious to the set of horns his wife had sprouting from his head. 

The lady and Sandison were rumored to be lovers, but gossip made such allegations about people on a regular basis. According to the scandal mongers, Beau herself always seemed to be on the cusp of contracting some grand alliance or on the verge of covering her family in mortification. 

The scandals she’d nearly caused—or that had nearly been inflicted upon her by various over-eager suitors—didn’t bear thinking about. Better by far that the ton’s gossips distract themselves with rumors of unsuitable engagements and heartless flirtations. The truth would ruin her. 

A trickle of hot wax fell in a drizzle onto her chest and splattered across the silk of her gown. Her skin stung and she bit back an oath, missing the next series of steps. She sucked in a sharp breath and pulled the wax from her breast, flicking it to the floor with disgust. This was the second time tonight. Beau glanced up at the offending candles and stepped carefully back into the dance. Getting it out of her hair was going to be pure hell. 

Beau glanced over her partner’s shoulder, meeting Sandison’s gaze for the briefest of moments. A smile hovered about his lips. Whether it was for her or Lady Cook she couldn’t say, but given the way his companion was thrusting her ample bosom at him, it was likely the latter. 

Light glittered off Sandison’s hair. He’d been silver-haired as long as she’d known him, as were all the men in his family by the time they finished their teens. He never bothered to wear a wig: Just his own pale locks, clean and immaculately dressed. 

His family was reputed to be the illegitimate descendants of the disreputable second Earl of Rochester himself. A rumor that lent him a certain air of titillation; a deliciously illicit cache. It drew women like moths to a flame . . . or maybe it was just his eyebrows.

She couldn’t be the only woman undone by them. Could she?

#


She was watching him again. 

Gareth could feel her gaze upon him as distinctly as if she’d reached out and run her hand down his arm. Lady Boudicea Vaughn. Possessor of two gigantic brothers, a father who was legend with the small sword, and a mother who was herself distractingly entrancing even as fifty became a distant memory.   

Lady Cook reclaimed his attention, her lovely face pulled into a pout. She wasn’t used to being ignored, nor was she likely to be forgiving about such a breech. Especially over Beau. They were of an age, and she’d married one of the many suitors that Lady Boudicea had declined. 

Gareth traced one finger along the exposed skin between the sleeve of Lady Cook’s gown and the top of her kidskin glove. The tiny tassels dangling from the edge of her ruffle swayed. She shivered and stretched her neck out like a languid vixen. He circled his finger over the pulse point at her elbow, and she let out a small, indiscreet moan. 

If their host’s garden weren’t so well lit and filled to overflowing with guests, he’d have steered the oh-so-willing Lady Cook outside and satisfied them both. As it was, he’d have to wait and see if her husband accompanied her home . . . 

Lady Boudicea disapproved of his dallying with married ladies. Hell, she disapproved of him. She always had. She’d been scathingly disapproving as a girl; more haughtily so since she’d left off playing with dolls and taken her place among the Ton in London. Even muddied from head to toe and only twelve years old, she’d already had the ability to make him feel like an impudent fool. A decade later, he still couldn’t say that he’d ever come out on top when they’d clashed.

And clash they did. It seemed inevitable at this point. Unavoidable. Was it wrong of him to enjoy it? To look forward to their little skirmishes? Probably so, but it was too delicious an entertainment to give up. Or it had been. He’d made a concerted effort to avoid such interactions of late. 

He schooled his expression, concentrating on Lady Cook’s breasts, the creamy flesh overflowing her bodice, begging for admiration. Anything to keep from glancing across the room, from meeting Beau’s frosty gaze, from crossing the room to see if he could tease a smile out of her, make her rap him with her fan, provoke her into some small indiscretion . . . 


Lady Cook inhaled, holding her breath for a moment, breasts rising until the edge of her areolas peaked out of the fabric. Full, soft, ripe. But somehow not as tempting tonight as they’d been previously. Tonight her smile was brittle, and the powder obscuring her skin was too heavy, making her corpse-like rather than luminous. The small taffaty beauty mark she’d placed beside her mouth was half-obscured in a frown line. 


Beau’s laugh caught his attention like a whip. He clenched his jaw and forced himself not to follow it back to its source. She was haunting him this season. Her brother Leonidas had asked him to keep an eye on her while he was absent from town. It hadn’t seemed much of a burden at the time, but now that March was giving way to April and the Season was well and truly underway, a mild irritant had become outright torture. 

Why was she was still unmarried? Were his fellow Englishmen blind, deaf, and utterly stupid? 

She’d been out for several years, and while rumor had her engaged a dozen times over, nothing had ever come of any of it. It was maddening. She was maddening. 

She was the daughter of a duke, with a dowry that was likely to be immense, and she was far from being an anecdote. Her one fault—aside from that temper—was her height. At nearly six foot, few men outside her own family were tall enough not to appear ridiculous beside her. 

Look at the poor fop she was dancing with now. Gareth blew his breath out in a disgusted huff. Even in his evening pumps, the man was barely her match. If not for the poof of his wig he might even have appeared shorter than she. But still, somewhere there must be a man who was suitable? They didn’t call the Ton the top ten thousand for nothing. Even if you discounted those who were too short, too old, too young, and female, that had to leave a score of more who would suit? Didn’t it? 

Life would be so much simpler if she were married and happily domesticated somewhere far away like York, or Dublin, or Edinburgh. She was Scottish after all. That should have expanded the pool of suitors. And everyone knew Scotts tended to be great, tall fellows. Surely there was a Highland Laird or two in need of a wife? 

Yes, life would be simpler if only she were somewhere else. Somewhere where she couldn’t spend her evenings glaring at him and making him wish that he were something other than a penniless younger son. 

That fact was like a flea biting deep below the layers of his clothing, niggling and occasionally sharply painful. He had more than enough for a life of elegant leisure for one, but it wouldn’t stretch to supporting a wife. Certainly not one of Beau’s quality and station.

They had a term for men like him who married girls like her: Fortune Hunter. Her father would shoot him before he’d give permission for such a match. Her brother Leo wouldn’t bother with the gun. He’d use his bare hands. 

No, men of his sort didn’t marry, unless they took orders or found themselves a wealthy widow. There was no reason to do so, and every reason not to. And they certainly didn’t marry girls with Lady Boudicea’s pedigree and prospects. Not since Hardwick’s Marriage Act went through anyway. Damn the old blighter. 

Gareth forced a smile as Lady Cook pressed herself against his arm suggestively. She leaned in, close enough that he could almost feel her lips on his skin. 

“I fell faint.” Lady Cook opened her fan with a flick of her wrist, the sound causing heads to swivel towards them. 

“Of course you do, my lady. Perhaps some air?” 

Lady Cook smiled in response. Gareth propelled her through the thick of the crowed, circumventing the dancers. Her fingers slid possessively over his biceps. 

A lady with the heart and soul of a whore from the gutter. She was everything a man such as he needed in life. Beau passed them in the whirl of the dance, so close her skirts stuck his leg, silk and wool clinging to each other. Gareth ground his teeth and swallowed hard, ignoring the way his pulse leapt.

He’d known since the first time that he’d seen Beau with her hair up that he was done for. She’d come down the stairs in her father’s house in a spangled silk gown, hair dressed and powdered, eyes glittering with excitement, and his lungs had seized. 

Gone was the muddy child. Replaced, as if by fairy magic, with a startling young woman whose vivid green eyes had a secret dancing behind them. A devilish, teasing secret. 

If he’d thought for a moment that he had any chance at all, he’d have made himself miserable over her. As it was, he simply avoided her when possible and picked fights with her when avoidance wasn’t an option. 

Tonight, Lady Cook was going to be all that he needed to keep Beau at bay. They cordially loathed one another. Had done since their very first encounter. Beau would never seek him out so long as Lady Cook was on his arm. Lady Cook glanced unhappily around the garden. It was brightly lit with colored lanterns, and revelers had spilled forth from the house to choke its narrow walkways.

“My husband will be here all night playing cards and drinking too much port. Escort me home, Sandison. It will take hours simply to extricate my carriage from the mess outside . . . I’ll need something to keep me amused.” 

Gareth nodded, tucking her hand securely into the crook of his arm. Lady Cook’s idea of entertainment would no doubt prove entirely unimaginative, but it was better than spending half the night watching the unattainable Lady Boudicea Vaughn dance with other men, one of whom might someday actually get to call her wife. 

His chest felt empty, soulless, as he hurried Lady Cook towards the door. This was his lot: unchaste wives and widows with an itch to scratch. 

There’d been a time when thought his life perfect. 

Chapter 2


“Rush off to Firle Hill? Now?” Gareth’s friend Roland Devere stared at him across the table. Sunlight streamed in through the window, casting half of Devere’s face into shadow. Gareth squinted and slid his seat so that he wasn’t staring directly into the light.

The tap room at The Red Lion was nearly empty. Most of his fellow League members had taken themselves off to a mill and the rest must still be abed, exhausted from their exertions the night before. 

Gareth blew out his breath in a disgruntled sigh and nodded. “Got a letter from Souttar this morning demanding my presence in no uncertain terms.” 

“How much trouble could your brother possibly have got himself into? He’s only been married three months. Perhaps he needs advice of a very delicate nature?” Devere grinned wickedly. 

“More likely he’s bored, mired in the country, and simply wants me at his beck and call. Someone to order about, someone to go shooting with, someone to play cards and chess with. You know what Souttar’s like.” 

“Likes to have a fag. Always did,” Devere said with a hint of disgust. “Never happier than when ordering someone about. I remember that much clearly. You’d think his new wife would fulfill that role admirably.” 

Gareth wrinkled his nose. The summation was perfectly accurate. And he’d always been his brother’s favorite subject. He’d been close to refusing when he’d first read Souttar’s summons, but truth be told, a week or so away from town and Lady Boudicea would be a welcome relief. 

He’d very nearly called out her name while fucking Lady Cook in her plush carriage. Whatever his brother wanted—and it was sure to be petty; it always was—it would still be better than causing a scandal of epic proportions because his mind was endlessly bent on a single subject. He’d come so very close to disaster with Lady Cook . . . 

Gareth shuddered as the implication of his near slip worked its way down his spine: death, dismemberment, scandal, ruin. One simple word, one mistake, and he could have destroyed both their lives. Lady Cook wouldn’t have taken the mistake lightly, and she wouldn’t have spared either him or her former rival. The gossip would have lit up London like the Great Fire of 1666. 

Not a soul would have believed either of them innocent. He was a rake, known for dallying with other men’s wives. The leap to seducing virgins wasn’t all that far . . . and when the girl in question was the outrageous Lady Boudicea Vaughn? Well, very few would want to believe her innocent. Seduction and ruin were her just desserts. Her entire family were considered either mad or depraved, and her brother marrying a courtesan had only added to that image. 

Gareth shook off the sensation of doom. Better to put up with his family’s decidedly feudal ideas for a few days or weeks. He’d be happy to see his mother at least. His father’s idea of her rights and prerogatives was nearly as ancient and restrictive as what he thought the dues of an elder son. Everyone was there to serve the earl first and the heir second. No one else really mattered. 

Gareth could only be thankful he had no sisters. Their lot would have undoubtedly been worse than his, mere pawns for his father’s machinations. At least he, as a man, could escape the greater part of his father’s control now that he was grown. 

The small independence that his maternal grandfather had left him had helped immensely. His father hadn’t even bothered to threaten to stop his allowance for the past year or so. The earl took no pleasure in making empty threats, but Gareth knew with a cold certainty that his father would eventually attempt some new method of bringing him to heel. The earl simply couldn’t help himself. 

Devere waved his cup high, and the landlord’s daughter appeared scant seconds later with a pot of steaming coffee. He heaped lump after lump of sugar into his cup until Gareth nearly gagged at the thought of drinking it. 

“How long do you think you’ll be gone?” Devere asked. “You’ll be back for our cricket match won’t you?”

“Cricket’s a sacred trust, especially when it’s us verses the chuffs from Eton. Even my father wouldn’t seek to prevent my returning for that.” Gareth grinned and topped off his own cup. 

“Bloody Etonians.” Devere blew on his coffee, steam curling up and obscuring his eyes for a moment. “It’s Harrow forever, and we’ll show them this year as we have for the past ten.” 


“Now, now,” a deep voice scolded from the door, and Anthony Thane crossed to join them. “League first; school second.” 


Gareth watched as the largest of his friends settled onto a chair that appeared far too small to hold him. Thane was certainly tall enough to be in the running for Beau’s hand, but like himself, Thane was hobbled by his status as a second son. That and his position as an MP. 

If Thane ever did marry, it would be to someone who could be a brilliant political hostess, not to a girl who preferred hunts to the balls that followed them and hobnobbing with dusty squires to playing games of political intrigue with the King’s courtiers. 


“League first, now and always,” Devere agreed. “But all such bets are off when it comes to cricket. You shall be on one side, and we shall be on the other.”


Thane chuckled, showing an expanse of teeth that seemed almost predatory. “Enemies on the field; friends off it. You should be aware that we have a new man. A bowler of unusual skill. Crawley’s youngest brother. He’s seventeen and preparing to take orders. But for now,” his smile grew, “he’s all ours.” 


Devere grinned in return. “I wish you luck with your Crawleys, but I doubt one green boy will make the difference.” 


Thane nodded sagely, but a confident smile lurked in the corner of his mouth. “We shall see. Our luck has to turn eventually.”



Gareth sipped his coffee, letting the bitter liquid linger on his tongue, and settled in to watch his friends bicker. It was likely to be the last amusing conversation in his life for several weeks knowing Souttar. 

#


Beau stepped out of the circulating library on Pall Mall and was nearly bowled over by a mob of running boys. Curses flew between them as they dodged around her in a swirling mass. The ball they were kicking bounced off the window of a passing carriage, earning them a rebuke from the driver, who pulled to, the axle groaning in protest at the sudden change in speed. 


“My lady?” Beau’s footman eyed the roving pack of boys with distrust.


“I’m fine, Boaz. Just apprentices on the loose.”


“Yes, my lady.” As he spoke, his eyes widened, and he dropped the carefully wrapped stack of books that he was carrying and lunged for her. 


Hands grabbed her from behind, dragging her into the stopped coach. Boaz was shouting furiously; she could hear him even after the door shut behind her. He hit the side of the coach hard enough to rock it, but the coach rolled into motion all the same, leaving him and his tirade behind.


Beau flailed, hands fisted, feet lashing out. Her foot connected with some part of her abductor. He yelped, and then she was being crushed into the seat, the man’s weight bearing down on her. Further struggle became impossible. Futile. 


Musk flooded her nostrils, the man’s cologne so strong that it choked her. Nowlin. Her eyes watered, and she held her breath, trying to clear her head. This close, inside the small coach, the scent was overwhelming. 


“Get. Off. Me.” Beau lay still, heart beating madly, as though it might claw its way out of her chest. The seat creaked and sagged as Nowlin finally clambered off her. 


“Oh, my darling, tell me I’ve not hurt you?”

Beau clenched her jaw until her teeth ached. His Irish lilt didn’t make his preposterous blandishments one jot less ridiculous. Her pulse dropped so suddenly she felt dizzy. She blinked, eyes adjusting to the dark interior of the coach. He sat poised near the door, a patently false smile lifting the corner of his lips.


“Mr. Nowlin. What do you think you’re doing?”


“Isn’t it obvious? We’re eloping, my sweet love.” 


Beau’s throat tightened. She’d been abducted before. Her fortune almost guaranteed such rough and ready attempts to acquire it and her, and she seemed cursed to inspire acts of deluded romance. But neither of the men who’d attempted to gain her hand and dowry had been a mere acquaintance as this one was.
“Mr. Nowlin,” she laced her voice with steel, doing her best impression of her father. “Stop this coach and put me down at once.”


“Can’t do that.” His smile grew, cocking up on one side. “Can’t, my sweet love. We must make haste.” 


“Do stop calling me that, you sound like a moonling.” She struggled with her hat, which seemed to have been irrevocably crushed and was now drooping over her eyes. 


A hearty laugh answered her, and she felt the first flush of real concern. She freed the ribbon which held her hat and stared down at the broken circle of straw. 

Her father and brothers would catch them long before they reached Scotland—of that she had no doubt—but she’d been warned not get herself into any more scrapes. A wave of panic radiated through her limbs. 


Her brother suggested that perhaps they should have left her to Granby. But this was entirely different. Granby had admittedly been one of her flirts. One of her favorites. A man who might, in his wildest imaginations, have convinced himself that she would welcome his advances, even if her father wouldn’t. Nowlin was very nearly a stranger. She’d only ever danced with him the once for heaven’s sake. 


Leo couldn’t be so cruel. He wouldn’t. She forced herself to breathe and watched Nowlin for any hint that he might be creeping towards her. If he touched her, she couldn’t possibly be held responsible for what she might do. 


Her stomach threatened to turn itself inside out as he turned to look at her, but her glare kept him pinned firmly in place. He didn’t look like a man inflamed by love—or even lust—and there was something grim about his eyes. Something serious that belied his smile. 


Beau swallowed and hunched into the corner, refusing to give in. Panic and terror wouldn’t serve her at all. At some point, they’d have to stop. They’d have to change horses, and he’d have to let her out of the coach. It was six days or more to Scotland. She simply had to be ready to seize whatever opportunity for escape presented itself. She’d done it before, and she could do it again. 



When they stopped for the first change, Nowlin sat with his foot propped up on the opposite seat and his leg pressed hard against the door, barring the only exit. At the sound of a knock, he dropped the window. A cool breeze, promising rain, washed over her. Beau found herself inhaling deeply, as though there’d been not enough air inside the coach. 

Nowlin took a parcel wrapped in brown paper from his servant and shut the window up with a loud bang the moment that the coachman’s hand disappeared. Beau sagged back into the squabs. Tension drained out her. This stop offered her nothing, no chance of escape, no opportunity to bolt.


Once the coach was back in motion, Nowlin unwrapped the paper and offered her a small loaf of brown bread and a chunk of grayish cheese. Beau took the bread and gnawed on it in silence, shuddering at the thought of even touching the cheese. The stench alone was enough to set her stomach roiling. 


Her abductor shrugged one elegantly clad shoulder. “There’s scant time for hot meals taken in tap rooms, so you’d best learn to make do. No? Have it your way.” He ate her portion in two healthy bites and washed it all down with the contents of his flask. 


Beau methodically chewed the leathery crust of the bread. She was certainly hungry, but not hungry enough to eat that cheese. Not yet, anyway. A few more missed meals, and she might be regretting her choice. 


A few miles on, Nowlin tapped the roof, and the carriage rolled to a halt. He flicked his gaze over her and climbed out. The scrape and a thunk told her that he’d latched the door shut from the outside. Beau eyed the small window in the door. If she took off the pads that held out her petticoats, she might be able to squeeze through . . . but her bright, floral jacket would be all too visible if she was forced to run. She might as well be waving a flag. 


Beau peeled off her gloves and took her purse from her pocket. She hurriedly counted the coins. Nearly a pound. Plenty of pocket money for an afternoon’s shopping, but not nearly enough to get her home even if she could somehow manage to slip away from Nowlin. 


Beau cursed under her breath and shoved the money back into her pocket. Even with her brothers both out of town and her father likely ensconced at his club, the wheels of her rescue must already be in motion. Boaz would have seen to it. 


Leo might have threatened to leave her to her fate in a fit of anger, but surely he wouldn’t actually do so? Beau worried the seam of her glove with her teeth. No, even if Leo wouldn’t come for her, her father would. 


Of that she was sure. 


Shadows lengthened as they rolled swiftly northward. Shivering, Beau rummaged through the small storage spaces under the seats: empty wine bottles, a single woman’s shoe, a scanty wool blanket, slightly moth-eaten, and smelling oddly of dog and mold. What was more telling was what was missing. There was no gun. Either there never had been one, or Nowlin knew better than to leave her alone with one. Aside from the bottles, there was nothing to arm herself with, not even a traveling set with a dull knife. 


Still shivering, she curled up under the blanket, the sturdiest of the bottles clutched in her hand. 

Chapter 3


A heavy mist cloaked the day in misery. Nowlin had spent the night on the box with his servant as they rolled through the darkness, but Beau hadn’t slept a wink. She’d been too busy waiting for him to creep inside and join her. Her nerves were raw with waiting, anticipating, and planning. But this morning it was cold and gray and wet, and he was back inside with her. She touched the bottle under her skirts where she’d hidden it and waited. 


“You’ll be lucky if my brothers don’t rip you limb from limb.”


“Promises, promises, my sweet.” He sounded utterly dismissive, but then he hadn’t met either of her brothers. He had no idea what he was in for. 


“It’s not as though this is the first time I’ve been abducted you know.”


“An old hand at it, are we?” 


Beau bit the inside of her cheek and studied him for a moment. He was so cocksure, so confident that he would get away with abducting her and that her family would simply acquiesce to such a marriage, and that she would. It was baffling.


“Yes. First, it was Mr. Martin. My brothers say that perhaps they should have made me marry him. Only by the time they caught up with us, he wasn’t willing anymore.” 


Nowlin grinned at her. Deep dimples appeared on either side of his mouth. It seemed impossible that a man with dimples like those could be so treacherous; that a man so handsome should need to be. 

“Scared him off, did you?”


Beau shook her head and batted her eyes. “Stabbed him. With a fork. The tines went all the way into the bone and stuck there. So much howling. So much blood. My brothers caught up with us because we were waiting for the surgeon.” 


“I guess you’ll be eating your meals with a spoon on this trip.” 


Beau sighed. He wasn’t listening. Having only a spoon wasn’t going to stop her. “And then there was Mr. Granby.” She shook her head sadly. “He lives abroad now. Only one eye left. Father felt that was punishment enough.” 


The Irishman frowned, his dimples deserting him momentarily. Beau smiled wider and continued, “It’s quite amazing what happens when you press your thumb into a man’s eye socket with all your might.” 


“Well, well. You are a cold bitch, aren’t you?”


Beau smiled and tilted her head, looking at him out of her lashes. “I am my mother’s daughter. The best outcome here—for you that is—is that one of the men in my family catch up with us. Left to my own devices, I’m liable to do permanent damage.”


“It would cause quite a fuss if you did. Exactly the kind of thing that a woman in your position should be trying to avoid.” His words were confident, but the tone was less so. 


“And you think blinding a man didn’t have that very distinct possibility? But not one whisper of either affair has ever reached the scandal mongers, has it?”


The worried frown returned, marring his handsome face. He rapped on the roof, and the carriage slid to a stop. Beau leaned forward to press her point. “They might—might—only have sent you packing back to Ireland. But you had to go and abduct me in public.” 

Without a word, he jumped down and slammed the door shut behind him, the scraping sound of the lock enraging her further. “They’ll have to kill you. You know that?” she yelled after him, giving the door a good kick for emphasis. 

Beau crossed her arms and hugged herself. Nowlin might not  be ready to let her go yet, but if he failed to see reason, she’d see him cowering and bloody just the like the others. 

She was ruined already, and they both knew it. What he didn’t know was that her father would let her choose ruin and a quiet life abroad, and she wouldn’t hesitate to embrace the option. Paris, Vienna, Florence—perhaps even St. Petersburg or Tangiers.

Hours later, the coach suddenly shimmied beneath her, shaking Beau out of a hazy nap. It bounced horribly, then sagged backwards as it came to a stop. 

A chorus of cursing swirled about her. Beau smiled to herself. There was something wrong with one of the wheels. That would slow them down. And if they had to stop for a repair, Nowling would have to let her out of the carriage. She straightened her clothing and finger combed her hair, slipping the pins back into place. 

Eventually, the coach resumed its progress, but with a jolt and a scraping sound that spoke all too clearly of increasing damage. After a painfully slow hour, they entered a small village, little more than an inn, a few shops, and a smattering of houses along an otherwise desolate bit of road. 

The minutes stretched. Beau began to fear that Nowlin intended to keep her locked in the coach while the wheel was seen to, but eventually the door opened, and he appeared to lead her inside. 

“Don’t bother telling tales to these kind people,” Nowlin announced loudly as he dragged her through the tap room. “I’ve told them all about your little escapade.” 

Beau glared at him. Martin had done that too—poisoned the well so no one would help her. Nowlin pushed her into a private parlor and kicked the door shut behind them. 

“Wives who run off and abandon their husbands and bairns don’t sit too well with the common folk.” 

“And I suppose you’re the forgiving husband come to fetch me home?” 

“And I always will, don’t believe anything different for a moment, my love. Have a seat and eat something.” He gestured to the table where a cold piece of steak and kidney pie sat waiting beside a tankard with a frothy head that promised ale. There were no utensils on the table. 

“I see you remembered about the fork.”

Nowlin laughed, his misleading dimples peeping out. “No forks, no knives, no candlesticks. I suppose you could hit me with a chair, but if you do, you’ll eat the rest of your meals standing at the mantle.” He bowed and slipped out of the room. 

Beau swallowed down her anger and sat. Her stomach had been growling since dawn. Starving herself wouldn’t help her situation one jot. She pulled off her gloves, thrust them into her pocket, and sat. 

When she finished, she pushed the empty plate away and paced the room. A small commode was the room’s only other piece of furniture. Beau rifled through it. It held a chamber pot, a few glasses, and an assortment of half-used candles of dubious quality. 

She hefted the chamber pot with one hand. It was heavy stoneware. Nothing like the porcelain ones she was used to, with their fanciful flowers or pretty patterns of Oriental splendor. It was . . . she searched for the proper word: serviceable. 


Clubbing Nowlin with it might not get her anywhere, but it certainly couldn’t hurt. If she could wound him, it might at least slow them down, or delay them further. 

She took up a position a safe distance behind the door and waited. He’d had fair warning, which was more than any woman owed under such circumstances. 


The door swung open a few minutes later, and Nowlin, in a fresh change of clothes and newly shaved, stepped through. His cologne preceded him like a dog before its cart, the scent flooding the room.


Fury burst through her. He got a change of clothing and a wash, while she was still wearing the same gown that he’d abducted her in and hadn’t been offered so much as a basin of water to wash her hands in.  


She raised the heavy chamber pot as high as the tight sleeves of her jacket would allow and swung it hard, putting all her anger and frustration behind it. Nowlin ducked, twisting about to face her, taking only a glancing blow to the head.

With a growl, he caught her wrists and squeezed. The chamber pot slipped from her grasp and hit the floor with the unmistakable sound of pottery breaking. 


Beau twisted her wrists, wrenching one free. Nowlin let go of the other and backhanded her across the face, sending her sprawling. Beau hit the wall, tasting blood, pulse hammering through her like a military drum calling the troops to war. 

She slid all the way to the floor, keeping the wall at her back. Nowlin stared at her as her hand closed around one of the shards of the pot. The edge was rough, jagged. It would hurt when she slashed it across his pretty face. 


“Put it down my bonny lass, or I swear on St. Patrick’s staff, I’ll beat you silly.”  


Beau tightened her grip and got a boot to the stomach for her defiance. She gasped and wretched, her vision flickering as pain roiled through her. He’d kicked her hard enough to break the wooden busk of her stays, and now it was gouging into her, making it impossible to draw a free breath. 

Nowlin stepped heavily onto her wrist, boot smearing her with mud, and wrenched the pottery shard out of her hand. He jerked her up, fingers digging into the flesh of her arm. 

“Would you really rather be dead? That’s not the plan, and I’d be hard pressed to explain it, but you’re begging for a beating the likes of which you’ve clearly never seen. We’re leaving now, and you’re going to behave yourself on the way to the coach or I truly will make you regret it, lass. Do you understand?”

Beau met his gaze. He didn’t even look angry, just grimly determined. The taste of blood in her mouth made her stomach lurch painfully against her broken busk. She turned her head and spat. 

“I see that you do understand.” His smile returned in full force. “Good.” 

#

The mist had thickened, not quite turning to rain, but heavy enough to coat everything with a damp layer of droplets every bit as cold and slippery. Gareth turned up the collar of his greatcoat and gave Mountebank his head. The gelding picked up the pace, breaking into a trot, as eager as Gareth to reach a warm, dry inn. 


A few miles on, clear signs of habitation began. He was nowhere near St. Neots and the Swan and Bell, but whatever village this was would undoubtedly have an inn of some kind. He’d settle for a spot in the tap room if he had to at this point. 


As he entered the village proper, it wasn’t hard to spot the inn. A mail coach was just departing and a somewhat battered private carriage was drawn up outside, its groom in the process of checking the harness on what looked to be a fresh team. Gareth reined in. Monty shook like a dog beneath him, flinging droplets of water in all directions. 


“I know boy. It’s high time we both found ourselves a . . .” His ability to speak deserted him. 


A woman’s head of curls broke through the mist, her hair so dark it seemed to bleed right through the gray. Her head was uncharacteristically bowed, but her height was unmistakable. A man ushered her along, hands familiarly at her arm and waist. Not her father. Not either of her brothers. Certainly not one of the handful of men that her family might accept as a suitor. Gareth knew them all. 


Lady Boudicea Vaughn was eloping. 


A red fog filled his head. His vision tunneled out. Monty gave an impatient crow hop, and Gareth forced himself to loosen the reins and relax in the saddle. 

The man bundled her into the coach and leapt in after her. The door shut and it rolled into motion. Gareth watched it go. The coach’s wheels sprayed mud in their wake. It disappeared into the heavy mist in moments. 


Monty was cantering after them before Gareth even realized that he’d made a decision. 

