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County of Lincolnshire, 1827
 
 

 
Benedict, Lord Keyes, drew his horse to a halt in front of the dilapidated gates of Alford Park, his ancestral home, and considered his options. He wasn’t quite sure why he was here, but the unsigned letter from a well-wisher had sparked his interest. In his profession, once he was on the trail of something, he never gave up until he’d achieved his goal, or caught his man. Or in this case—possibly his woman.
 
As he turned into the overgrown drive, he noticed smoke belching out of one of the lopsided Elizabethan chimneys. So his source had been correct about one thing. The ramshackle house was definitely inhabited. He doubted his father had forsaken his mansion in Mayfair and decided to take up residence in the county of Lincolnshire. There was no political advantage to be gained here, or anyone to bully. But if his mother’s latest missive was correct, and not merely a ploy to force him home, the current Marquis of Alford was suffering from a mysterious ailment that kept him tied to his bed.
 
From what he remembered of the family history drummed into him as a boy, this decaying manor house had once been the seat of his family’s power when trade was with Europe and wool was king. In truth, it resembled a castle rather than a house, ready to repel marauders with its stone towers and partially filled-in moat. The locale was desolate now, and from his observations as he rode north, the population scarce.
 
The faint sounds of a barking dog reached him from inside the house. He straightened in the saddle and checked that his pistol was primed and ready. This might be his home, but it always paid to be careful. The noise increased in volume as he made his way along the main façade of the timber-and-stone house toward the stables at the rear.
 
A window swung open above him. He swiveled in the saddle toward the sound, bringing his hand up as the sun struck the multifaceted panes and reflected right back in his eyes. The crack of a rifle shot came a second later. Still blinded by the sun, he could do nothing to stop the shock of pain and the blackness of unconsciousness slamming into him and sending him pitching forward onto the ground.
 
 

 
 
“Oh my goodness, Mally! You’ve killed him!”
 
Malinda lowered the shotgun and took a deep, steadying breath. Despite the fact that she was trembling like a willow tree, she’d enjoyed aiming at the man coming down the drive as if he owned the place. Even though, officially, he and his family did.
 
“I aimed at his shoulder, not his heart, Doris. I’ve merely incapacitated him.” She handed the gun over to Jim, the stable hand, and observed the man on the ground. “He’ll get up in a moment, I’m sure of it.”
 
She advanced a step, her sister on her heels.
 
“He’s not moving. What have you done?” Doris whispered.
 
Malinda walked right up to the apparently unconscious figure and used the tip of her riding boot to roll him onto his back. Even in repose, he was still a handsome devil. Blood stained the upper left side of his immaculately fitted blue coat and was spreading rapidly. His hat had fallen off to reveal the thick corn blond of his hair.
 
“He’s alive. Otherwise he wouldn’t be bleeding.”
 
“You’re so callous!” Doris moaned and fell to her knees beside the unconscious man. She drew out her lace handkerchief and dabbed ineffectually at his shoulder. “Perhaps he hit his head when he fell.”
 
“That’s very likely.” Malinda looked behind her at the small audience now gathered by the side door into the hall. “The window distracted him perfectly, Gwen. Will you take the horse around to the stables, and ask Mr. McFadden to take care of it, but keep it hidden?”
 
“Yes, Malinda.” Unlike her sister, her cousin, Gwen, showed no signs of squeamishness as she stepped over the unconscious man and took hold of the horse’s slack reins. “Do you want me to help carry him inside when I come back?”
 
“No, Jim and Malcolm can take him upstairs before he wakes. You can meet me there.” Malinda glanced back at the two men. “Bring him up to the crimson bedchamber, please.” She raised her voice. “And remember, if anyone asks if we’ve seen him, we have not.”
 
Doris moaned again, but she didn’t say anything. That was all Malinda could hope for at this particular moment. She knew her sister didn’t like her plans for Lord Keyes, but when challenged had been unable to come up with anything better. Justice would be served and Benedict, Lord Keyes, would pay for his sins and the sins of his father whether he liked it or not.
 
By the time the men carried Keyes up to the already prepared crimson bedchamber, he was stirring. She instructed them to lay him on the large four-poster bed, and dismissed them to their usual duties. As soon as the door closed behind Jim, she lifted the red velvet bedcovers, withdrew an iron shackle, and locked it securely around Keyes’s right ankle. She hoped it would hold him. The chain was old and looked rather rusty in places. It was the best she could manage without going into the village and asking the blacksmith to make her something he would probably wonder why she needed.
 
She checked his pockets and retrieved a pocketknife, a dagger, his purse, and a very handsome and very lethal pistol.
 
As soon as his eyes fluttered open and fixed on hers, she raised the pistol. He blinked at her very slowly and licked his lips.
 
“Where am I?”
 
“You fell from your horse.”
 
His right hand came up to his left shoulder and he groaned. “There’s no need to point a gun at me. I’m scarcely in a position to hurt you.”
 
“So you say.”
 
His head fell back onto the pillow and she wondered if he’d swooned again. Without opening his eyes, he murmured, “I promise not to hurt you if you do me a favor in return.”
 
“You’re scarcely in a position to bargain, sir, are you?”
 
“Oh, this is quite an easy favor.”
 
“I doubt it.” Malinda tightened her grip on the pistol, but her captive made no effort to reclaim his weapon.
 
His blue eyes opened, and she tensed.
 
“Am I considered dangerous?”
 
“Quite possibly.”
 
His brow creased. “What am I supposed to have done?”
 
“That’s a question for your conscience, sir. None of us are without sin.”
 
“But I’m trying to understand why I’m bleeding, and why you’re holding me at gunpoint. Have we met before?”
 
Oh, she wanted to shoot him now. “What do you think?”
 
“That’s the problem.” His smile was charming. “I can’t seem to think of anything at all.”
 
She scowled at him. “Don’t try your tricks on me.”
 
His hand moved gingerly up toward his head. “I’m not.” He winced. “Damnation, this is ridiculous. I can’t even remember who I am.”
 
Malinda stared at him for a long moment, but he closed his eyes and appeared to lose consciousness again. The door behind her opened. Gwen came in carrying a basin of water and Malinda’s medicinal supplies.
 
“How is our patient?”
 
Malinda waved at Gwen to speak softly. “He says he doesn’t know who he is.”
 
Gwen came to stand alongside her and stared down at the quiet face. “He did hit his head. Perhaps he really doesn’t remember anything.” She glanced at Melinda. “Does that make our task easier or harder?”
 
“It depends on whether he’s lying or not.” Malinda rolled up her sleeves. “Let’s attend to his wound, and make sure he doesn’t die before we have a chance to confront him with his misdeeds.”
 
“How are we going to get him out of that coat?” Gwen stroked the sleeve. “It is beautifully made, and clings to him like a second skin.”
 
Malinda smiled and produced the knife she’d just taken from Lord Keyes. “I think we’re going to have to cut him out of everything, don’t you?”
 
“The poor man will be quite naked.”
 
“And thus unable to run away.”
 
Malinda slit his right sleeve and soon had him out of his shirt, waistcoat, and coat. She was gentle as she moved across to his left side and eased the blood-soaked garments away from his skin. He stirred in his sleep but didn’t awaken. She paused to examine the wound that marred the perfection of his upper arm. From what she could see, the bullet hadn’t lodged in his flesh, but had passed through, not hitting the bone, and exited through the muscle at the rear. She would have to make sure no strands of fabric remained in the wound, but otherwise it looked as if he would survive.
 
“I told you I was a good shot.”
 
“I never doubted it,” Gwen said. “After all, you practiced enough.”
 
“As I said, I didn’t want to kill him, merely incapacitate him a little.”
 
“Then I think you succeeded in your aim—unless he really doesn’t know who he is.”
 
Malinda concentrated on washing out the wound and patting some basilicum powder onto the skin. She accepted the bandage Gwen offered her and slowly wound it around Keyes’s upper arm and shoulder. Now that his injury had been satisfactorily attended to, she couldn’t help but notice how well he’d grown into his frame and how little weight he carried around his middle. He reminded her of one of the king’s racehorses, all fine bone and fast thoroughbred mettle.
 
“Should we take off his boots and breeches?”
 
Malinda tore her gaze away from the interesting contours of Keyes’s abdomen. “Yes, we should.”
 
Gwen paused as she noticed the shackle around Keyes’s ankle. “Is that really necessary at this point?”
 
Malinda’s sense of well-being dissipated. “Trust me. He’s as slippery as an adder and twice as dangerous.” She turned to Gwen. “Don’t let his good looks and pleasant manners deceive you. This man is a survivor. He and his loathsome family will stop anyone or anything that gets in their way.”
 
Gwen touched her hand. “It’s all right, Malinda, I won’t let you down.”
 
She tried to smile at her favorite cousin. “Then don’t let your guard slip for a moment. I’ll sit by him until he wakes up, and see if his ‘memory’ has returned. If it has, he should have no difficulty recognizing me this time.”
 
“Are you sure?” Gwen picked up the bowl of water and the bloodstained clothes.
 
Malinda smoothed down the unbecoming folds of her oldest brown dress. Had she changed that much? If she had, it was Keyes and his damned family who’d caused it. At some level she’d imagined that the moment he locked gazes with her he’d remember her, he’d remember it all....
 
“Malinda?”
 
She shook off the old memories and concentrated on the present. She held Lord Keyes captive in his own family home. This time, the odds were in her favor, and she intended to win.
 
 

 
 
Keyes came awake into a haze of pain and darkness and immediately knew he wasn’t safe and that someone was watching him. Had he been captured again? He inhaled the scent of lavender and his confusion increased. A soft hand touched his forehead and then withdrew to be replaced by the blessed coldness of a wet cloth. He sighed and attempted to open his eyes. Something was very wrong, and he didn’t know what it was. Instinct told him to remain silent, but he couldn’t remember why.
 
“Where am I?”
 
“You’re quite safe.”
 
He knew that sultry, low-pitched voice, but when had he last heard it? Yesterday, today, ten years ago?
 
“Where am I?” He repeated his question.
 
“In bed. You fell from your horse and damaged your shoulder and head. Are you in pain?”
 
He choked back a laugh. Was he in pain? How could she even ask him that when he was shivering and whimpering like a child?
 
“I have laudanum to give you.”
 
Thank God. He hated the stuff, but he was beyond that now as agony sliced through his shoulder. He moved restlessly against his pillows eager to dissipate the pain but just made it worse. The woman raised his head so that he could drink the laudanum from a spoon. He took it gratefully, murmuring his thanks and allowed her to settle him back on his pillows.
 
Heat flared through his fingers and burned down his spine and he moaned as sweat gathered on his brow. Her hands on him again, stripping back the covers and pressing cold, dripping sponges against his burning skin. He no longer had a sense of time, only that he had to survive this agony because if he died now, he’d die not knowing who he was, or how he’d ended up in this place, and that was simply unacceptable.
 
The voices changed and he could no longer sense if that was due to his fever, or that more than one woman was caring for him. Only one of them was distinct, she held him to life, her voice a puzzle he needed to solve.
 
He woke into darkness, the soft glow of candlelight and the crackle of a wood-burning fire. With some difficulty, he turned his head on his pillow, and spotted a small dark-haired woman sitting beside the bed. She was reading something, her shoulder turned to the light, and her spectacles perched at the end of her nose. He must have made a sound because she looked up, a smile breaking out on her pleasant face.
 
“You are awake! Are you thirsty, sir?”
 
Without waiting for him to answer, she came over, picked up the mug beside his bed, and offered it to him. He managed to grasp the cup with his right hand. To his chagrin, it proved impossible to gather the strength to raise it to his lips. With a soft sound, the woman helped him, wrapping one arm around his shoulders and her hand around his and the cup.
 
“There you are, sir. Drink as much as you need.”
 
He discovered he was extremely thirsty and gulped down the entire cup. She refilled it and he drank more until, with a sigh, he sank back onto his pillows.
 
“Thank you.”
 
His voice sounded rusty with misuse. How long had he lain in this unfamiliar bed?
 
“How long have I been here?”
 
“About a week. You fell from your horse and developed a fever from your injuries.” His helper put the cup down and fussed with his bedcovers and pillows.
 
“But why—?”
 
She smiled at him and hurried toward the door. “I must tell the others that you are feeling better!”
 
With that, she escaped, leaving him to the comforting crackle of the fire. He looked around the room, noticing the closed red velvet curtains and the matching hangings on the four-poster bed. It was obviously a fairly wealthy household; the ceilings were high and the furniture ornate. There was also a sense of disuse—as if time had stood still and the trappings of a previous generation’s grandeur had never been replaced. Something nagged at his brain, something familiar, but the thought vanished before he could latch on to it.
 
Tentatively, he sat up, wincing as his fingers grazed the goose egg on the side of his head just above his ear. He’d definitely fallen from his horse. His fingers found the edge of a bandage, and he inhaled sharply and studied his shoulder and upper left arm. He recognized the hot, tearing sensation of a bullet wound beneath the bandages.
 
But why had he been shot?
 
He took another look around the room. He wasn’t on the Continent. He had a vague sense that England was no longer overtly at war with France, so this wasn’t the result of a battle. The woman who’d tended him had also been English. Anxiety tightened his gut. He attempted to swing his legs out of the bed only to realize he couldn’t. With all his remaining strength he threw back the heavy covers and discovered he was completely naked apart from the shackle on his right leg.
 
With a groan, he fell back against the mound of pillows. He didn’t even have the energy to test the strength of the metal. A soft click announced the opening of the door and the return of the woman who’d helped him drink the water.
 
“Oh, dear, sir, you must be cold!” She drew the covers back over him. “Please try not to set back your recovery with such foolish tricks.”
 
“Where am I?”
 
She looked at him, her gaze attentive. “Don’t you know?”
 
“Ma’am, at this point in my existence, I don’t remember anything.”
 
She cocked her head to one side. “Not even your name?”
 
He considered that. “No.”
 
“You did bang your head quite badly.” She was all sympathy. “My cousin is going to bring you up some nice broth.”
 
“But—”
 
“Ah, here she is now.”
 
The door opened again, and he stopped speaking as a tall auburn-haired woman entered carrying a tray. She bore herself like a queen and had a certain air of authority that made him think she was the mistress of the house, and potentially the one who’d planned to keep him chained to his bed. Or was it her bed?
 
She placed the tray carefully on the table and smiled at the other woman. “Go and have your dinner, Gwen, dear. Jim is outside the door if I need him.”
 
He waited until she finally looked at him, her gaze as searching as his own.
 
“Do you remember me, sir?”
 
Another wisp of thought, this time even fainter.
 
“I assume you are the woman who shot me?”
 
She slowly blinked at him. “What else was I to do?”
 
“Ask my name and business like any other civilized human being?”
 
“Ah, but I’m not civilized, and I wasn’t expecting visitors.” She raised her chin. “I have a right to be wary. The last man who came here tried to force me out of my home.”
 
“Did I look that threatening?”
 
“Sir, you had a loaded pistol in your hand. I couldn’t take the chance that you might be an enemy.”
 
There was no apology in her tone, which might have amused him if he hadn’t been her intended victim. She leaned forward and offered him a spoon of gruel, the lavender scent of her soap enfolding him. She wore a thin gold band on her finger and he wondered where her husband was and whether he was aware of his wife’s machinations. It seemed unlikely. He was too hungry not to eat and sipped gratefully at the fragrant broth until he’d emptied the bowl.
 
“Thank you.”
 
She took the bowl away and sat back to study him.
 
“Are you quite certain you don’t know who I am?”
 
He focused his gaze on her interesting face. She’d never be called beautiful. She was all sharp angles, pale porcelain skin, and ruthless determination. “There is something familiar about you, but I just can’t remember what it is.”
 
Her lips thinned. “And what is your name?”
 
“I can’t remember that either.”
 
“Why should I believe you?”
 
His strength deserted him. “You don’t have to believe anything. You have me at a disadvantage, chained to my bed. Was that necessary?”
 
“You were delirious, sir. We were worried that you might hurt one of us, or try to get up and wander about before you were well enough.”
 
“And now?”
 
She rose from her seat. “You’re getting better. Isn’t that enough?”
 
“Which is no answer at all.” He closed his eyes. “Good night, ma’am. Thank you for your care. I promise not to try to escape tonight.”
 
“That’s very good of you, but Jim will be here just in case. Good night, sir.”
 
“Do you know my name?”
 
She paused at the door and looked back at him. “Does that distress you? Not knowing who you are, and what you’ve done?”
 
“Yes.” He forced the word out.
 
“One would think it might be a blessing.”
 
She swept through the door. He distinctly heard the sound of a key in the lock and the low murmur of voices before her footsteps died away.
 
He closed his eyes, flooded by a terrible wave of helplessness, and cursed in several languages he didn’t even know he knew. Distressed? He was bloody terrified and she knew it. He took several deep breaths and forced himself to calm down. She knew who he was; he’d wager money on it. Now he just had to find a way to make her tell him.
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“I really don’t know whether he’s telling the truth or not,” Malinda concluded her story and studied the rapt faces of her audience. They’d assembled in the kitchen after dinner to hear what she had to say. “Is it possible that he really has lost his memory?”
 
“It might be true,” Jim said doubtfully. “My brother fell out of the hay cart once, and was unconscious for days. When he woke up, he couldn’t remember a thing about what happened on that day. He never could.”
 
“Lord Keyes remembered being shot.” Malinda shuddered. “I’m just not sure if he’s lying about losing his memory. It would be rather convenient. Remember, he is the head of a spying network and probably knows every trick there is. He could just be pretending.”
 
Yet, she’d sensed his bewilderment and the fear he’d been unable to conceal.
 
“What are we going to do?” Doris wailed. “This isn’t working out how we anticipated at all. I told you it was a ridiculous idea, Mally.”
 
Malinda shot her sister a severe look. “We will continue with our plan, and assume that at some point Lord Keyes will either stop playacting, or regain his memory.”
 
“What if he doesn’t?”
 
“He will, Doris, he can’t afford to languish here forever.”
 
“And what if someone comes looking for him?”
 
“If they do, we’ll simply say we’ve never seen him.”
 
“But what—?”
 
“Doris, will you please try to be positive? If Keyes sent that obnoxious man to drive us out of our home, he deserves to suffer. And he must have done so, because he is the only person who knew I was here.”
 
Doris looked unconvinced so Malinda continued. “Don’t forget, he arrived with his pistol at the ready. I really had no choice but to shoot him. If we hold him captive he’ll have to agree to let us stay at Alford Park.”
 
“But what if he doesn’t?”
 
“He will. He thinks he’s far too important to the running of our nation for it to manage without him. He’ll have to capitulate eventually.”
 
And when she had guaranteed the safety of Doris and Gwen at Alford Park, she’d embark on the second part of her plan—to use Keyes to get to his father, the Marquis of Alford. She’d promised her mother revenge on the Keyes family, and if she had to use Benedict to get it, she would.
 
Malinda gave Doris an encouraging smile. “I have an idea to test whether Lord Keyes is pretending or not.” Doris wouldn’t like her new idea either, but as far as Malinda was concerned, it was an excellent notion. “I’ll speak to him in the morning and see how he reacts.”
 
Jim, Malcolm, and the cook dispersed to continue their various tasks, and Doris went to the stillroom to brew some more witch hazel for their patient’s many bruises. Malinda sat across from Gwen and poured them both some more tea from the large brown earthenware pot.
 
“What exactly are you intending to do to our reluctant guest, Malinda?” Gwen asked.
 
“I’m going to construct him an alternative identity so scandalous that if he’s pretending, he’ll choose to regain his senses in a second.” She smiled at her cousin. “I might need your help.”
 
“With something scandalous?” Gwen leaned in and touched the rim of her mug to Malinda’s. “I can’t wait.”
 
 

 
 
He’d woken from his troubled sleep when a maid had opened the curtains and re-laid his fire. The sky outside was leaden and gray and didn’t help raise his spirits. Benedict glanced down at his right ankle. Even if he did get the shackle off, where would he go? His clothes and pistol had disappeared, and he had no idea where he was, or even his own name. Running into the nearest village, stark-naked and babbling, would simply result in him being taken off to the nearest madhouse, which would solve nothing. At least here he was comfortable and slowly regaining his strength.
 
The man named Jim came in with a bowl of water and a towel over his arm.
 
“Good morning, sir. I’ll help you wash if you’ll sit up.”
 
“I’m not a child.” He favored Jim with his most disdainful glare. “I’m old enough to piss by myself, and shave too.”
 
“The pissing part I can help you with, sir.” Jim used the toe of his boot to nudge a potty out from under the bed. “The razor, not until my mistress says so.”
 
Benedict managed to maneuver his shackled leg well enough to use the pot, and allowed Jim to hand him a sponge to wash with and then a towel to dry himself.
 
“It’s damned chilly in here. Any chance of my clothes being returned to me?” he asked.
 
“I think they’re still in the wash, sir.” Jim eyed him speculatively. “I’d give you one of my nightshirts, but you’d burst it at the seams.”
 
“Thanks for the offer.” He sank back onto the mattress, exhausted by even such small measures of independence.
 
“You’re welcome, sir. Now just bide quietly for a bit, and my Ellen will be bringing you up a nice bowl of porridge for your breakfast.”
 
He ate the porridge, which was remarkably good and served with thick cream and honey, sipped at his tea, and felt his energy returning. Ellen removed the tray and he contemplated his first full day of lying in bed doing nothing....
 
“Is your mistress about?”
 
“Oh, there it is, can’t having you lying on that now, can we?” Ellen retrieved his spoon, which he’d tried to hide under the edge of his pillow. “She’ll be up to see you soon, sir. She told me to tell you so.”
 
He realized there wasn’t a clock in the room and waited impatiently for any sign of his hostess for what felt like hours. When she did appear, she wore a high-waisted gown made of the thin patterned Indian muslin popular ten years ago. Her dark auburn hair was braided and coiled on her head apart from two curls that fell over her ears. She should’ve looked dowdy, but somehow her elegance made everything she wore seem interesting and fashionable.
 
“Good morning, sir.”
 
“Ma’am.”
 
She drew a chair beside the bed and sat down. She produced a leather wallet and a money bag that clinked when she laid it on the covers. “Today is laundry day, and when we were trying to discover whether any of your clothes were salvageable, Ellen thought to check the pockets for any valuables or identifying marks.”
 
“What a shame that no one thought to do that when I first arrived. Did you discover who I am?”
 
She unfolded a piece of paper and looked up at him, a slight blush reddening her cheeks. “Actually, it is rather embarrassing.”
 
“In what way?”
 
“The thing is, I probably shouldn’t have shot you after all.” She bit her lip. “It never occurred to me that Madame Helene would respond so promptly, or that she would actually send a”—her gaze swept over him—“a man such as you. I was expecting someone of lower class, of more earthy appetites.”
 
“Madam, I have no idea what you are talking about.”
 
She sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to tell you the whole story.” “That would be helpful.”
 
She sat up straight, giving him an excellent view of her rounded bosom, which was on level with the side of the bed. “I am a widow of several years, but like most women who have experienced the pleasures of the marriage bed, I found myself lacking something.” She blinked at him. “If you understand me, sir.”
 
“I believe I do, but I’m not sure what—”
 
She rushed on. “I have an acquaintance in London who put me in touch with a Madame Helene Delornay, who occasionally helps ladies like myself find that which they are missing.” She held out the letter to him. “I found this in your coat. I can only apologize for the misunderstanding, Ben.”
 
Ben?
 
It sounded almost right; he tested it in his mind, and focused on the letter. The closely written words floated across his eyes, and he shook his head.
 
“I can’t decipher this scrawl with a headache and without my spectacles. Can you read it for me?”
 
“Yes, of course.” She took the letter back and cleared her throat. “My dear madam, please let me introduce Ben to you. He is proportioned exactly as you required (fair-haired, muscled, and tall with a goodly sized rod), and is as lusty as a stallion. Please enjoy him, and send him back to me only when you are completely satisfied. He is extremely biddable, and well worth the money. Best wishes, Helene Delornay.”
 
He let out a long, slow breath. “You are suggesting you bought my stud services?”
 
She had the grace to look guilty. “It appears so.”
 
“I’m a prostitute?”
 
“I have to admit that when I saw you, the idea never crossed my mind.” Her smile was hesitant. “But thinking about it now, and considering how much I had to pay for you, perhaps you are very sought after, and can live like the gentleman you so obviously are.” She patted his hand. “One might ask how a man such as yourself became involved in such a trade, but I wouldn’t want to be insensitive.”
 
He simply stared at her as his mind cartwheeled around seeking a sense of truth, of something in her outrageous claim that resonated within him. Nothing surfaced except a distinct conviction that he had played many parts. Perhaps this was why. Did he spend his life acting out women’s fantasies?
 
She was still holding his hand, her thumb rubbing back and forth across his, her beautiful hazel eyes full of shy hope. Damnation, was she expecting him to admit it? To throw back the covers and invite her to inspect her purchase? To touch his goodly sized rod that was stirring to life at such a bizarre idea.
 
She rose to her feet and kissed his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Ben. I will, of course, offer you compensation for my appalling mistake. I hope you will consider staying here until you are well enough to return to London and the bosom of Madame Helene’s pleasure house.”
 
He couldn’t think of a single word to say as she brought his hand to her lips and tenderly kissed it before escaping through the door.
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Once outside his door, Malinda stuffed her fist into her mouth to stop herself from laughing. She’d leave Lord Keyes alone for a few hours, and see whether he preferred to be a male prostitute or a peer of the realm. From the horrified look on his face, she was going to assume his memory would come flooding back. It was almost a pity, though; she’d fantasized about having him doing her sexual bidding many times over the past years....
 
Gwen met her on the stairs and Malinda took her aside to tell her what she’d done. Soon her cousin was laughing too.
 
“Oh my goodness, I almost hope he believes you so that I can pretend to be another grieving deprived widow too!” Gwen touched Malinda’s arm. “Not that I’d actually want him to—”
 
“It’s all right, in the current circumstances I’d be quite happy to line up all the staff and insist he service each one.”
 
“Men as well?”
 
“Why not? He went to Eton. I’ve heard he’s not averse to male companionship.”
 
 

 
 
Ben . . .
 
No, that wasn’t it.
 
Benjamin?
 
No.
 
His headache worsened as though his mind protested being made to function normally. He let out his breath and concentrated on breathing regularly, ignoring the pain, a survival technique that had come back to him with such ease he suspected he’d been badly injured, or in danger on more than one occasion.
 
Benedict . . .
 
He opened his eyes, aware of a vast surge of relief. He had a name. Now what? Nothing else surfaced from the murky depths of his muddied thoughts, but it was a start. He contemplated his joined hands, turning them over to examine the palms. There were a few calluses, but he obviously wasn’t a manual laborer. He spoke like a gentleman. Was he, in fact, this “Ben” the madam had offered her client? Why else would he have had the letter in his possession if he weren’t that man?
 
Because he played many parts.
 
Because his captor was a consummate liar.
 
Was he an actor, then? Perhaps an actor who supplemented his income by playing the whore? It was a possibility, although it didn’t feel quite right. He slid a hand beneath the sheets and cupped his balls. If he was Ben, was he willing to fulfill his part of the contract if it meant his captor would eventually release him? His cock stirred. All he had to do was “completely satisfy her,” and that wouldn’t be a hardship. He ran his thumb up the side of his cock.
 
Another day or two of good food, and he’d at least be able to lie back and let her have her way with him. Would she like that? His fingers curled as he imagined thrusting a hand into her thick, unbound hair as she rode him to a climax.... He gently rubbed his shaft. He was trapped in bed, so why not be agreeable? He could play the part fate had assigned to him, and gradually gain her trust. Women always confused the physical act of sex with emotion. If he pleased her, she’d be clay in his hands.
 
For the first time in days Benedict smiled and contemplated a far more agreeable future.
 
 

 
 
With a huff of annoyance, Malinda contemplated her sleeping patient. For the last three days all he’d done was eat everything offered to him, and sleep. Jim reported that he’d barely managed to rouse him long enough to help him wash. Tentatively she placed her hand on his forehead. His skin was cool to the touch, and his cheeks were slightly flushed beneath the faint fair stubble on his chin.
 
A beautiful boy, and now a handsome man with more than a hint of ruthlessness around the eyes and the mouth. But she could scarcely say she’d stayed the same either. Life had a way of imprinting itself on a person’s face, and from the look of it, neither she nor Lord Keyes had enjoyed an untroubled existence. That comforted her somehow. She’d always feared he would move on to the leisurely life of an aristocrat and forget his past, but he certainly hadn’t taken that easier route. The work he did to protect the British nation required steely courage and a devious brain.
 
She stroked his blond hair away from his brow.
 
“Don’t stop,” he murmured.
 
She snatched her hand away as he opened his eyes and she stared down into their intriguing blue depths.
 
“Ben.”
 
He smiled at her.
 
The shock of it made her smile back. She set the candle beside the bed and turned to him. “Are you feeling any better?”
 
“A lot better, ma’am, thank you.” He stretched carefully, displacing the covers and displaying the muscled beauty of his upper body. “Even my shoulder has stopped hurting.”
 
“I’m very pleased to hear it.” She fought to keep her gaze on his face as he rubbed a casual hand over his chest. “Have you remembered anything else about yourself since we last spoke?”
 
He frowned and shoved his fingers through his already disordered hair. “I’m not sure my name is Ben.”
 
“Oh, really?”
 
“I think it might be Benedict.”
 
Her heart gave a little jump, but when he didn’t immediately denounce her, she continued to look interested. “Well, Ben is a derivative of that name.” She hesitated. “Perhaps you only use Ben for your professional activities.”
 
“That might be true.” He sighed. “I haven’t remembered anything else yet.”
 
He was either a skilled liar, or truly at a loss. “I’m sure you will.” She leaned over him and checked the bandage on his shoulder. “Your wound appears to be healing quite well now. In another week or so, you should be healthy enough to leave.” She straightened. “I will send you on your way with as much money as I can muster.” She heaved a martyred sigh. “Although it won’t be a large sum, as I’d already devoted rather too much to my original investment.”
 
“Why choose this route? Why haven’t you remarried?”
 
“I’ve never met another man who matches up to my husband.” She met his gaze and realized that was the truth. How humiliating to discover that fact right now. “And this region doesn’t exactly overflow with wealthy men.”
 
“Then why don’t you move?”
 
“This is my home.” She summoned another smile. “I don’t have the funds to set myself up in style in London and chase after the eligible bachelors.”
 
He shifted back on the pillows, his face positively angelic in the candlelight with his high cheekbones, blue eyes, and the glints of gold in his ash-blond hair. But his eyes were cold. At least she knew the truth. The beautiful façade concealed a devious mind. His long fingers toyed with the covers as he surveyed her.
 
“What time is it?”
 
“Just after midnight, why?”
 
“I thought the house was quiet.”
 
“This is the first moment I’ve had to visit you all day. It’s harvesttime. I’ve been busy putting apples away for the winter.”
 
He picked up her hand and brought it to his face. “That explains why you smell so sweet.” She shivered as he turned her palm upward and kissed it. “I am willing to fulfill my part of the bargain, ma’am.”
 
“I beg your pardon?”
 
He kissed each of her fingers and drew her thumb into his mouth. “I’m offering you my . . . services.”
 
“But you’re still unwell and you don’t think your name is Ben and—” Her knees wobbled as he kissed his way up to her wrist. Damnation, he’d called her bluff. Why was she stopping him? Did she really want him to remember who she was and end everything? Doris would say she should stick with the plan; her traitorous body yearned to find out exactly how Lord Keyes intended to service her.
 
He let go of her hand and pushed back the covers, displaying himself to her gaze. His cock was already erect and was, indeed, a goodly size. He wrapped his hand around it and stroked himself.
 
“You’re not well.” She sounded far too unsure for her own liking.
 
He smiled at her. “I’m well enough to lie on my back while you ride me and take your pleasure. I’d hate to be considered a waste of money.”
 
Malinda couldn’t stop staring at his cock, her own sex softening and throbbing as a glint of pre-cum appeared on the tip of his crown. He gathered it on his thumb and smoothed it over his swollen head, murmuring with pleasure.
 
“Please use me.”
 
She took two steps toward him before she halted and considered what she was about to do. His right ankle was still tethered, and his left shoulder was vulnerable. If she did take up his invitation, would she be safe if he was pretending?
 
He groaned softly as wetness trickled down over his working fingers. With a deep, wrenching sigh, Malinda sat on the side of the bed.
 
“I think I should just watch you this first time—to see if you are well enough to perform without further injury to yourself.”
 
He raised an eyebrow. “You want to watch me come?”
 
“Yes.” She wanted to climb on him and ride him hard until he screamed, but that might happen later. She couldn’t afford to ruin his recovery. Doris would be so proud.
 
“Then watch.”
 
He eased his left hand down to cup his balls and used his right to play with his thick shaft. His fingers toyed with his crown, sliding through the gathering wetness, to push down his foreskin, circling and probing the slit until his back arched into each pull of his demanding hand. He planted his feet flat on the bed, freeing the motion of his hips, his buttocks clenching with every thrust.
 
It was like watching a scandalous nude Greek statue in motion. Malinda couldn’t look away. She wished she was as naked as he was and could at least touch her needy sex and join him when he climaxed. He licked his lips and groaned with each stroke, his gaze now fixed on her as his hand moved faster and faster on his stiff shaft.
 
“Do I satisfy you, ma’am?” His words were guttural with lust. “Is my rod big enough for your pleasure? Will I fill you and make you scream?” His mouth twisted into a grimace. “Damnation, I want to please you. I want you to see this.”
 
He closed his eyes as with one last savage yank on his cock he started to come in thick endless waves that drenched his hand and made Malinda want to lean forward and lick him clean. He subsided against the sheets, his breathing uneven, his gaze fastened on her.
 
Malinda offered him a tepid smile. “That was very pleasant to watch, Ben. Thank you.” She went to get the jug of water and basin that stood next to the door. She soaked one of the cloths and rubbed it over his flat stomach, which was covered in his seed. His cock jerked as she washed him.
 
“Do you wish to finish cleaning yourself, or shall I continue?”
 
“Be my guest.”
 
She carefully cleaned his half-erect cock and patted his balls dry before returning her attention to the rest of him.
 
“Is there any reason why you can’t release me from my shackles now, ma’am?” he murmured. “Surely I’ve proved I’m no danger to you or the inhabitants of this house?”
 
She continued drying his skin, her mind desperately seeking a way to deny his perfectly reasonable request.
 
“I’d rather you remain chained, Ben.” She didn’t need to fake her heightened color. “That was one of the original requests in my letter to Madame, that my lover wouldn’t object to such a thing. I assumed—”
 
He tensed as the bedroom door opened. Malinda looked over her shoulder and smiled in relief to see her cousin.
 
“Ah, Gwen, you missed such a treat.”
 
“And what was that?”
 
Gwen had already changed into her night robe and brushed out her hair.
 
“Ben is feeling much better and offered to provide his services to me.” She turned back to her patient, who was lying motionless on the bed. “I think he is recovering quite nicely. Would you like to see?”
 
 

 
 
Benedict blinked as his captor cordially invited her cousin to view not only his naked body, but also the remains of his arousal. She was obviously a lot more clever than he’d anticipated. For a while there, he’d thought she was going to mount him, and he’d have her in more ways than one. But she’d proved her mettle and insisted on him proving his. The sight of her watching him pleasure himself had proven remarkably stimulating. Her refusal to release him from his chains only heightened his sense that all was not as it seemed.
 
He shifted on the bed. With two females now staring at his manly parts, it was no surprise that his cock started to grow again.
 
“Oh, he is rather large, isn’t he?” Gwen whispered.
 
“He’s not even fully erect yet.” She studied his groin. “Wait until you see the rest of it.”
 
He shivered as Gwen touched his cock and circled the wetness at the crown. “May I?” She leaned over him and licked him very delicately. His gaze flew to his tormentor, who was watching approvingly.
 
“Did I forget to mention that Gwen and I both paid for you? If you are well enough to service me, I hope you are well enough to help her too.”
 
Gwen sighed and gave him one last, lingering kiss. “But probably not tonight. He needs to recover his strength. I’ll make sure he gets a good breakfast so that he’ll be ready and eager for more tomorrow night.”
 
The women covered him up and tucked him in like a child. Gwen patted him on the head, and they both withdrew, leaving him without even the candle. He glared at the locked door, wondering desperately if he was still unconscious and merely dreaming he was in the middle of this rather ridiculous farce. The scent of sex and the slight soreness of his cock made it all too clear that he was awake. Anger battled amusement as he considered who else might have contributed to the fund for his prostitution skills. Would Jim be next, or Ellen, or the timid young woman who hadn’t returned to his bedside since he’d woken up?
 
Exhaustion won out and he finally fell asleep.
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Benedict opened his eyes to discover three women studying him. It was becoming quite usual to be gawped at as if he were an exhibit at the county fair. Two of them he recognized, the third looked very young and ready to burst into tears, her handkerchief clutched in her hand, her expression aghast.
 
“You can’t be serious, Mally!”
 
His captor’s name was Mally?
 
“I’m afraid that it’s true. I shot the wrong man. This is Ben. He came highly recommended from Madame Delornay.”
 
“That woman who runs a brothel?”
 
“It’s not a brothel, Doris, it’s a private club. And I believe, since her elevation by marriage to the peerage, her son Christian runs it now.”
 
Benedict considered that information, which sounded vaguely familiar. An image of a supercilious blond flashed across the tatters of his memory. Had he met Christian Delornay? He had a suspicion that he had. Perhaps he really was a prostitute after all.
 
“You’ll have to send him back.”
 
“I can’t send him anywhere at the moment; he’s still recovering.”
 
Was there a hint of amusement in his captor’s voice? What had Doris called her? Mally? That was an unusual name. If he could recall Christian, why not the redheaded vixen who’d allegedly bought his services?
 
“Then send him by carriage!”
 
“Where? He can’t remember anything except his first name. His calling card wasn’t amongst his possessions. I can’t send him out into the world like that.” She finally looked down at him and smiled. “The least I can do is keep him comfortable until he remembers who he is, and can be returned safely home.”
 
He didn’t believe a word of it. She was still keeping him tethered to the bed like a wild animal.
 
They were talking about him as if he were a stray dog, or something that had no will of its own. Was that what they thought of him? That because they’d purchased his services, he was somehow beneath them—even lower than a servant? He wasn’t even sure why he was so annoyed. Men treated whores like this all the time. Perhaps he hadn’t expected women to be so callous.
 
He cleared his throat, and the smallest of the three women, Doris, gave a guilty start and started backing away from the bed.
 
“Oh my goodness, he’s awake.” She practically ran toward the door. “I’ll go and check with Cook about dinner.”
 
It was good to see that at least one of the inhabitants of his prison had some scruples. The other two harpies stayed put and continued to study him.
 
“I think you scared her off, Ben.” Gwen smiled at him.
 
“I think that was me.” Mally shrugged. “She insisted on knowing what was going on, and I had to tell her.” She lit another candle and placed it on the right side of Ben’s bed. “I knew she wouldn’t like it. Her constitution is not as strong as mine.”
 
“She seemed like a nice, virtuous young lady,” Ben said.
 
“Are you implying that I’m not?”
 
He opened his eyes wide, his gaze lingering deliberately on her mouth. “Not at all, ma’am. Any woman who has the nerve to buy a man’s services and then shoot him in her own driveway has my admiration and respect.”
 
The lies tripped easily off his tongue. Despite his inconvenient memory loss, he was good at this verbal fencing. It felt quite natural. Who was he?
 
She moved closer and he held his breath.
 
“I don’t mind if you think I’m not ladylike, Ben. I certainly wasn’t brought up to be a ‘lady.’ Perhaps it still shows.” She glanced over at Gwen. “Shall we begin?”
 
He tensed as Gwen pulled the covers away from his naked form.
 
“Do you think we should make sure he’s secured before we try anything?”
 
His tormentor studied him carefully. “He is rather big and strong.” She touched his left shoulder, which was still bandaged. “Whatever we do, we’ll have to be careful not to open up his old wound. What if we do this?”
 
She climbed onto the bed and made him sit forward. He didn’t stop her, his mind at war with his body again. Should he play along? Was he even playing? Being naked and vulnerable in front of two women was curiously arousing. When was the last time he’d not been in control of a sexual encounter? He had a strange sense of freedom mingled with fear, which made him acutely aware of everything, the soft pulse at the base of his jailer’s throat, Gwen’s hand stroking his knee....
 
“Do you have the silk scarves, Gwen?”
 
“Yes.”
 
She took his hands and tied them together at the wrists, then gently eased him back onto the pillows stacked behind his head and shoulders. “I think this should suffice. Can you bring your hands up, Ben, or does it pain your shoulder too badly?”
 
“It’s fine, ma’am.”
 
She helped him raise his hands over his head. He was so intent on what she was trying to accomplish that he hardly noticed the jab of pain as the damaged muscle in his upper arm protested being moved at all. He cautiously relaxed his arms, and the pillows instantly supported them. She tied the ends of the scarves to the headboard without pulling on his wrists at all.
 
He looked down at his nakedness: the metal shackle on his right ankle and the already hard length of his erect cock. She touched his knee and he obediently spread his legs. Gwen climbed onto the bed, too, and stroked his hip.
 
“He is so beautiful, Mally.”
 
“Let’s just play with him for a while then, shall we?”
 
Her hands moved over his body as did Gwen’s, touching and stroking every inch of him. He felt as if he was being devoured. She circled the base of his cock with her finger and thumb.
 
“He’s so big, Gwen, I can barely grasp all of him.”
 
Pride swelled in him along with his cock. If he was just a thing, a whore to be used, shouldn’t he be gratified that he could satisfy them? Was he worth their money? Did he want to be? He groaned as Gwen licked his nipple and then sucked on it until it throbbed in time to the heat of his cock. He looked down over Gwen’s head as something tickled the inside of his thigh. His chief tormentor was now between his thighs. Holding his gaze and still grasping his shaft, she lowered her head and licked a slow, circular path around the wet crown of his cock. The tip of her tongue flashed red as she probed his slit and then spread the wetness she found there all over his now throbbing head.
 
He groaned as she pursed her lips and hovered over him, fighting not to lift his hips and press his aching cock against that slick warmth and beg to be let inside.
 
“Taste him, Mally,” Gwen murmured and turned to watch. Benedict was simply grateful that she’d said it before he started to plead. His breath hissed out as she took him deep, the head of his cock hitting the back of her throat before she swallowed him even deeper.
 
“God . . .”
 
His hand fisted. He wanted to plunge his fingers into her hair to hold her exactly where she was now and keep her there forever. Sensation hummed through him as Gwen’s clever fingers stroked his chest and hips and then pinched his nipples hard. He almost moaned when Mally released her ferocious grip on his cock, leaving him caught almost at climax, but not quite there.
 
“Please.” This time he did beg.
 
Gwen took her place and started to suck him, shorter and harder pulls driving him higher until she, too, stopped, her fingers tight around the base of his cock.
 
“Both of us, Mal?”
 
They knelt on either side of his hips and leaned in, giving him the perfect view of their profiles.
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