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Deep in my soul that tender secret dwells,

Lonely and lost to light for evermore,

Save when to thine my heart responsive swells,

Then trembles into silence as before.

THE CORSAIR,
 canto 1, stanza 14, “Medora’s Song”
 Lord Byron







Julia London captivated readers and critics alike with her acclaimed Rogues of Regent Street trilogy. Now the author Romantic Times calls “a rising star” returns with the passionate story of a man and a woman pursued by secrets, shadowed by scandal, and surprised by love….
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EIGHT YEARS AFTER fleeing England in the wake of a terrible scandal, Sophie Dane is no longer the trusting debutante betrayed by love. Now, as companion to a worldly French widow, she returns to London, where her arrival instantly sets tongues wagging…and attracts the roving eye of aristocrat Trevor Hamilton. But it is his mysterious brother, Caleb, in whom Sophie senses a kindred soul—and who captivates her as no other man has before. Reared on the Continent, Caleb has come home to his ailing father—only to be shunned by society as a fortune-hunting imposter. Sophie alone seems to believe in him. But an unexpected series of events sets them both in flight once more. As scandal pursues them to a remote ancestral estate, a man and a woman haunted by the past will defy every convention on earth for a future in each other’s arms….



Prologue

LONDON, ENGLAND, 1836

SOPHIE COULD SCARCELY hear what Stella was saying; her heart was pounding so loudly in her ears and filling her throat that it was difficult to even breathe. It was bitterly cold, so cold that every bruise on her body seemed to throb with eager vengeance. But it was precisely that throbbing pain which forced her to put one foot in front of the other, to keep moving down the walkway, calmly, despite an inner voice warning her to turn back.

Turn ’round, turn ’round, turn ’round! It’s not too late! He’ll not know you attempted to escape if you turn ’round now!

“Ooh, milady! That’d be his lordship Allenwhite just ahead! What are we to do?” Stella whispered frantically.

Sophie lifted her gaze, saw the portly gentleman walking briskly toward them. Instinctively, she lifted her chin, wincing at the pain in her jaw where she had been struck just that morning. “We shall say good day and keep walking,” she said low, ignoring her maid’s fearful grip of her fingers.

“Lady Stanwood, how do you do?” the man asked, pausing to tip his hat.

“I am very well my lord, thank you.” Stella’s grip tightened painfully. “You’ll forgive my manners for hurrying past, sir, but I am quite overdue for an appointment with my modiste, and I confess, I’m rather chilled to the bone.”

Allenwhite seemed almost relieved, gave her a curt nod. “Yes, indeed, a nasty day to be abroad. I’ll not keep you, my lady.”

“Good day, my lord.” She continued walking, pulling Stella along, her step quickening in time to her pounding heart. She would not allow herself to look back, would allow herself nothing but to stare straight ahead. They were almost there. It was too fantastic to believe, but they were almost there. Almost free.

They rounded the corner onto Bond Street, felt a respite from the wind. Where was Claudia? Sophie’s heart plummeted into the pool of her fear—Claudia was not there. She had promised to meet them at the corner of Audley and Bond streets! Had something happened to her? Julian! Julian had discovered their plan and stopped Claudia from coming! The panic spread thick in Sophie’s throat. No. No! She could not come so close and be denied! It was so unfair! God!

Frantic, she glanced furtively over her shoulder—Lord Allenwhite had continued on, his head down, oblivious to her and Stella. How long would it be before someone asked him if he had seen her? Sophie fumbled anxiously with her cloak, pushing it open so she could stare at the small watch pinned to her breast. Five minutes past two o’clock. Claudia was five minutes late.

She was not coming.

“By the saints, what could have become of Lady Kettering? Ooh, there’s something amiss, I feel it in me bones!” Stella squeaked, gripping Sophie’s arm tighter still.

Unable to assure Stella they would indeed succeed, Sophie swallowed and stared at the deserted corner of Audley and Bond Street. The words simply would not come, smothered by the weight of her heart, now lodged in her throat along with the fear and the biting disappointment…and an insane sense of relief.

It is over.

Her little fantasy of escape was over. It was foolish to have thought she might have succeeded. There was nothing left but to turn around now, hurry home before William discovered what she had almost…No! She would not allow herself to think what he might do. She would simply hurry home now, before she was forced to imagine it.

She would find another way out of this nightmare, surely.

Or perhaps she would live with the consequence of her foolishness all the rest of her days.

Tears suddenly blinded her, and Sophie looked again at her watch. Seven minutes past. Claudia was not coming.

She should have known it was impossible. She should have realized there would be no escape from the private hell she had created for herself. Sophie blinked, felt the tears freeze on her lashes. Huddled beside her, Stella was frightened unto death. Sophie opened her mouth to tell her they would go back now, end this silly escapade, but a hack careened around the corner of Bond Street onto Audley before she could speak. Her heart swelled; Stella turned, too, just as Claudia flung open the door ahead of the coachman and leapt to the ground. She glanced quickly up the street and then down, her gaze landing on Sophie and Stella several yards away. She began walking purposefully toward them.

Sophie’s heart filled to almost bursting.

Freedom!

For the first time in several months, she could taste the sweetness of freedom mix with the acidity of fear.



Chapter One

1844
 LILLEHALLEN
 THE HILLS ABOVE CHRISTIANIA, NORWAY

IT HAD BEEN eight years since she had fled England and had forced the memory of that life from her mind like a bad dream. Eight years.

Sophie shook her head, continued slicing carrots. It was impossible to conceive of going back. Impossible. She glanced at Arnaud Bastian again, disbelieving. “You must be mistaken,” she said simply.

“I mistake nothing, ma chérie,” the insufferable Frenchman crooned as he sidled even closer to the rough, knife-marked table on which Sophie was working. “My heart, it is but tiny pieces when you return to England.” He reached for a slice of carrot, snatching it just ahead of Sophie’s knife.

“You’ve obviously drunk too much wine again, Arnaud.”

“Non, no wine. Vodka.” He reached again, but this time Sophie stopped him with a solid whack of her knife against the tabletop just a fraction of an inch from his fingers.

Arnaud jerked his hand back, stared at her with a look of horror. “Ow! You are cruel to wound me so!”

“Honestly, monsieur, you should consider a theatrical career,” she said, and raised her knife again when he attempted to pilfer a mushroom.

His hand wavered uncertainly. “Non?”

“Non.”

Arnaud sighed. “C’est la vie,” he said cheerfully. “What is this you prepare?”

“Fish stew. All right, Monsieur Bastian, truthfully if you please, did Honorine say she would sail for England?”

Arnaud clucked, adjusted his rumpled, expensive waistcoat just so, and smoothed the curl of what had been, hours earlier, a meticulously styled coif. “Oui,” he sniffed in belated response to Sophie’s question, and paused to study the contents of her kettle. “I think this is so. Je ne rappel pas.”

Of course he would not recall. That would require ability beyond the capacity of what Sophie believed was a pea-sized brain. She put the carrots and mushrooms into the kettle, swatted Arnaud’s hand from her bum. “Then perhaps it was just another of your attempts to seduce me.”

Arnaud gasped, his hand fluttered to the neckcloth at his throat. “Mademoiselle! Do you accuse me of lying?” he demanded indignantly.

“I do indeed.”

“Ieee, how could I lie, ma chérie? My eyes, my ears, my mouth, all of them, filled with dreams of sweet Sofia!”

Filled with dreams of sweet rolls was more like it. Since Arnaud had discovered her ability to cook—something that was valued almost as highly as royal lineage among the French expatriates living in Norway—he had sought her out daily, sometimes begging marriage, sometimes simply demanding salmon in crème sauce. Today his poetic wailing earned him nothing more than an exasperated snort as she put the lid on the kettle.

It certainly wasn’t the first time Sophie had been the recipient of such false ardor from one of Honorine’s discarded lovers. Really, it seemed that a man’s self-esteem was awfully large and fragile, and when Honorine refused to succumb to a man’s unwanted attentions, they all seemed compelled to look to the nearest female on whom they might test their charm and assure themselves it was still intact. More often than not, that female was her, seeing as how they were practically on the edge of the world here.

She turned away from the kettle to see Arnaud sniffing about the bread she had baked earlier. “Monsieur, be so good as to keep your hands in your pockets, s’il vous plaît,” she warned him. Arnaud frowned and walked petulantly to the window. He stood pouting and staring out beyond the old walls of Lillehallen as she finished putting the cooking implements away.

“Why do you keep yourself here, away from everyone?” he asked after a few moments, still staring absently out the window. “Look at them now skating. Why do you not join them?”

Because she had joined them last evening, had even enjoyed herself until the early hours of the morning. But as she had never developed the stamina a full night of revelry required—particularly if said revelry was to stretch into the following morning—she had at last retired, exhausted.

That, and she didn’t know how to skate.

“Ach, what foolishness,” Arnaud said, seeming to read her mind. “Come now, let us attend this skating. This sun, it will make a smile on your face.” He very gallantly offered his arm.

Sophie eyed it warily.

Arnaud chuckled. “Mademoiselle! I am a gentleman!”

That was highly debatable, but the stew was under way, and what little remained Hulda would see to when she returned from the Christiania market. Besides, Sophie would delight in hearing the jest from Honorine’s lips at the same moment as Arnaud. This silliness, this insanity of sailing to England was just that, a jest, said simply to annoy Arnaud, because the man quite feared being left alone in Norway for reasons that were entirely unclear to Sophie.

         

The weak sun could not take the chill from the air, and Sophie was already freezing when she arrived on the banks of the pond a dozen steps ahead of Arnaud’s wandering hands. Honorine, bundled in a bright red-and-purple cloak, her long, silver-streaked hair unbound, skated awkwardly, her arms held out, whirling furiously when she felt her balance slipping. Fabrice, her sometimes butler, skated expertly, his arms clasped behind his back as he twirled effortlessly around her. Roland, Honorine’s mysterious vintner-without-a-vineyard, skated well, too, but was more interested at the moment in racing furiously across the pond than attempting the same finesse as Fabrice. The rest of the party skated sedately, as if out on a Sunday stroll of sorts, smiling and waving at Sophie as they glided past.

She watched them for a moment, noticed that the ice looked rather thin in some spots.

“Sofia! Aha, you will join us again!” called one of Honorine’s more frequent guests.

“Oui, Monsieur Fabre, for the moment.”

Monsieur Fabre laughed before an unexpected hiccup surprised him and sent him reeling backward.

“Sofia, bien-aimée, come and sit beside me!” urged Madame Riveau, who was, unquestionably, the largest human Sophie had ever seen. She sat on the banks with her hat cocked at an awkward angle, her fur coat a mountain around her. As she leaned over to pat the blanket beside her, she very nearly rolled onto her side like an egg. “Come!” she called brightly.

Not on Sophie’s life—Madame Riveau had the uncommon capacity to talk until each star fell from the sky without so much as taking a breath—in French and English. “Thank you, Madame Riveau, but I must speak with Honorine. Monsieur Bastian would sit beside you and keep your company,” she said, suppressing a smile at Arnaud’s grumbling. But he fell dutifully in a heap next to Madame Riveau and reached for her wine bottle as the woman snuggled close to him.

Sophie returned her attention to the skaters. “Honorine!” she called.

Honorine, moving more confidently now, glided in the general direction of Sophie, but at the last moment, merely waved and went round again.

Obstinate woman. “Honorine! Come round, would you?”

This time Honorine simply laughed.

With a sigh of exasperation, Sophie put her hands on her hips. “Hon-o-rine!”

“Mon dieu! Que désirez-vous?”

“I would like a word, if you please!”

Honorine grumbled something loudly beneath her breath, but started forcefully toward the bank with one good push, hurtling forward, her arms held straight out.

Thankfully, she somehow managed to stop herself before mowing Sophie down. But standing in one place on skates was something she clearly had not mastered; her feet moved backward and forward, and she shot her arms out for balance as necessary. “A word, a word! Then speak, will you?” she demanded as Fabrice sailed by, skating backward.

“Arnaud said you intend to sail for England soon.”

Honorine cocked her head to one side. “Does he?” She shook her head, made a clucking sound as she shifted her gaze to where he was now lying peacefully, his head propped between Madame Riveau’s enormous breasts. “Imbécile.”

An unexpected wave of relief swept over Sophie; she laughed a little too anxiously. “Honestly, I can scarcely believe what outrageous things the man will say to gain attention.”

“Oui, it is too much.”

“I am so foolish to listen to him!”

“It is he who is foolish. I did not say soon.”

That brought Sophie up short. “I beg your pardon? What exactly does that mean?”

Fabrice sailed by again, only with Roland this time and so close that Honorine moved suddenly, whirling her arms to keep her balance. “This means for England we sail in the late spring. This is not soon, oui? Arnaud, he embellishes too much.”

Sophie gaped at Honorine. It was impossible. Inconceivable! Yet Honorine simply stood there, looking for all the world like she had announced only that they might stroll to market. In the last seven years, she had never expressed a desire for England! Rome, Madrid, Stockholm, yes! But England? She could not possibly expect Sophie to return to England!

Honorine smiled.

Sophie forced herself to take a breath. A very deep breath.

All right, all right, perhaps Honorine didn’t expect her to travel to England with her; of course she didn’t. She obviously meant to leave Sophie behind, at Château la Claire, her sister’s home. Yes, yes, of course! She intended to go for a holiday of sorts while Sophie remained with Eugenie!

“Close your mouth, Sofia—a bird should make his nest there.”

“You might have at least mentioned your intent to take a holiday,” she said irritably.

“I tell you now, chérie. It is magnifique, non? Many years, they come, they go since I have seen my London.”

My London?

“And it is very cold here.”

“All right. I understand. I shall go to Eugenie, of course,” Sophie said. “How long do you intend to be away?”

Honorine laughed, whirled her arms again. “Foolish girl! I do not leave you to Louis Renault! You come to London too!”

Oh God. Oh God oh God.

“London!” spat Roland as he sailed past, arm-and-arm with Fabrice. “A dirty city!”

“J’adore London,” Honorine curtly informed him over her shoulder.

Disbelief almost choked Sophie. Honorine had not been to London in more than fifteen years; she had told Sophie this herself when she had engaged her as a companion seven years ago. “But…but you scarcely remember London!” she insisted.

Honorine shrugged, shot one arm wide and down again. “I wish to see it again.”

Sophie did not like this sudden change of plans—she liked it here in the hills overlooking Christiania! Norway was perfect for her—far away, obscure—“I cannot go to England, least of all London, Honorine!” she exclaimed as Fabrice and Roland twirled behind Honorine and glided away.

“Ach,” Honorine said with a dismissive flick of her wrist.

“I cannot!”

“Pourquoi?” Honorine demanded, as if she hadn’t the vaguest idea why, watching as Fabrice executed a perfect twist in the air, landing gracefully on one leg. “Ooh, très bien!” she called out to him.

“Because,” Sophie said low, ignoring Fabrice and staring pointedly at Honorine. The woman knew her entire history, knew of the whole sordid scandal that had taken her from England in the first place. How could she suggest Sophie return?

Honorine shrugged. “Because? This is all you say?”

“Because? Because of the scandal!” Sophie whispered hotly, wanting very much at that moment to put her hands around Honorine’s neck and squeeze tightly.

“Only that?” Honorine snorted at the same moment Monsieur LaForge suddenly went down behind her, one leg through the ice.

“Only that?” Sophie fairly shrieked.

Honorine bent once to touch her toes, then with arms akimbo, glided backward, oblivious as her guests rushed to where Monsieur LaForge was half submerged in the pond’s icy waters. “But the smell of le printemps is in this air, non? I do not want this Norway. It is too cold!”

“The smell of spring is most certainly not in the air!” Sophie snapped, folding her arms across her middle, only vaguely aware that Fabrice, Roland, and Monsieur Fabre were using a tree limb to leverage Monsieur LaForge from his icy trap. “And what of Monsieur Kor—”

“Phht,” Honorine spat with disgust, and threw up her hand as she turned away from Sophie toward the commotion. “How lovely is London now, I remember very well,” she continued, idly watching the rescue of Monsieur LaForge, who had now managed to get both his legs into the hole and was clinging to the limb for dear life. “We shall wear our new chapeaux, will we not?”

“No, we will not.”

“We shall of course! You must, Sofia, for we cannot here find a man for you.”

Sophie would kill her. “I don’t want a man, Honorine.”

“What is this? Of course you do, all les femmes want this! It is as God made us. We live better and longer with many lovemakings, and besides, you cannot allow this past to rule you always, chérie.”

As if she had any choice. As if she hadn’t practically been banished from England for what she had done. But that was beside the point. “My brother will not allow it,” she insisted as they dragged Monsieur LaForge across the ice.

“Nonsense. He has given his permission,” Honorine said, turning carefully to see the rescue. “Ah, poor Monsieur LaForge! This water it is very cold!” she said, and skated off before Sophie could find her tongue to speak, leaving her to stand speechless on the banks of the pond in horrified silence, unwilling, unable to accept this news. It could not be true. It could not be true!

All right—she closed her eyes, pressed her fingers to her temples—she was panicking for naught. Even on the very remote possibility Honorine had somehow conjured up the discipline to actually write Julian, was Sophie to have no say in it? Lord God, how did they think she would ever face her old friends? How would she look at members of the haut ton knowing they all knew every sordid little detail of her past? She could not bear it. She could not bear to see the censure in their expressions again. She had lived through her own personal hell in London, and there was nothing in this world that could make her go back.

She watched as Honorine grabbed onto Roland and peered into the hole Monsieur LaForge had created.

She did not want to leave here. She loved the relative obscurity of this place, the fact that they were—all of them, really—a little band of outcasts from society, trapped by their own private scandals at the top of the world. It made them alike, made them less eager to judge one another. They belonged together here. She did not want to leave and she most certainly did not want to go to England.

How ridiculous! Of course she wasn’t going back! After eight years, she was not going back! All this preposterous talk was probably something as simple as Honorine misinterpreting some correspondence from Eugenie.

A thought struck her; Sophie blinked, smiled in relief. Yes, of course! That was the problem here—a simple misunderstanding. There could be no other explanation.

Her sense of direction tentatively restored, she picked up her skirts and marched from the gathering, ignoring Arnaud’s call to come back and skate.



Chapter Two

THREE MONTHS LATER
 CHÂTEAU LA CLAIRE, NORMANDY, FRANCE

NOT ONLY WOULD Julian give his permission for her to return home, he had already done so, just as Honorine had claimed. In fact, he had personally come to France just to see them home—another little surprise that had Sophie almost apoplectic.

It was bad enough to have to leave Norway and the ancient corridors of the old Lillehallen estate where they had lived; it was the one place she had enjoyed above all others in her seven years with Honorine. Arnaud had wailed like a child with only Madame Riveau to comfort him the morning she and Honorine, along with Fabrice and Roland—who accompanied them everywhere—had climbed into the traveling chaise that would take them to a ship bound for the coast of Belgium. Sophie felt like wailing, too. She felt the chaos of her emotion boiling beneath the surface—it seemed that in going back, she was returning to the fires that surrounded the damned.

When they had at last set sail, Sophie had stood bundled in fur watching the rugged coastline of Norway grow smaller and smaller until she could no longer see it through her tears.

But even leaving the relative sanctuary of the walls of Lillehallen was not as great a trauma as the realization Honorine had actually written Julian. Not only that, he had agreed to her ridiculous scheme and had hied himself across the Channel so that they could all skip merrily back to London. It was as if the whole world had gone suddenly and completely mad. Had they all forgotten what had happened eight years ago? Did they think she could just waltz into the drawing rooms of the haut ton without a care?

Sophie became completely unhinged at the prospect after Eugenie calmly explained it all to her during a game of croquet one day.

“You’ve all quite lost your minds,” she said flatly to Eugenie, and placing her foot on Eugenie’s blue ball, nestled against her bright red one, whacked the thing across the lawn.

“We’ve given the matter much thought,” Eugenie responded calmly.

“It’s impossible—”

“Claudia was very persuasive.” Eugenie sipped her wine, then exchanged the glass for a mallet the footman held out to her. “I think she is right, really,” she continued. “It has been eight years since…well, since…” She paused to hit her blue ball smoothly through the next two wickets.

Not that there was really any need to repeat what everyone knew. It had been eight years since Sophie had fled the man with whom she had eloped, then sought a parliamentary divorce and caused the worst of all Mayfair scandals.

“Really, darling, you cannot avoid it forever; none of us can. This is an opportune time. It’s just before the Season begins—there won’t be so many people about—and really, the prospects for engagements are rather limited, what with Madame Fortier and all.”

With Madame Fortier and all, her prospects of engagements would be broadened beyond the family’s wildest imaginations! Speaking of whom…Sophie glanced up at the sound of very heated French being spoken, to where Honorine and Louis Renault, Eugenie’s husband, argued over the croquet game. As she watched, Honorine whacked her ball so hard that it flew into the hedgerow. Louis’s grumbling could be heard across the entire river valley as he stomped off to retrieve it while Honorine casually studied a cuticle.

“Your turn, dear,” Eugenie reminded her. “She does seem quite devoted to you,” she added, looking at Honorine. “I am sure she will keep a watchful eye.”

Eugenie had no idea what she was saying. Sophie aimed her mallet and swung with a little too much gusto. The red ball made it through one wicket, but was thwarted by Eugenie’s ball before making the next.

“Ooh, what fun!” Eugenie laughed, and moved languidly to her ball, which she once again tapped through the wickets.

What a ridiculous game! Sophie sighed irritably. “Genie, please listen to me. I don’t want to go to London. I am perfectly happy in France.”

“Of course you want to go to London!” Eugenie said, as if that were the most patently ridiculous thing she had ever heard in all her life. “You are English. You can hardly gallivant across the world all your life, can you? There is no better way for you to return home. If you were to reside with Julian and Claudia, or even Ann, it would be remarked. But with Madame Fortier, why, your presence may not be generally remarked a’tall! Of course you will go! You can’t hide yourself away from your homeland or your family forever, Sophie. You could not ask for a better circumstance, not really, not after your misstep.”

Her misstep.

The ton did not forget. Yet her family had nonetheless convinced themselves it was safe for her to return, just as long as she did not think to enter society in any “remarkable” way. Even worse, not one of them had thought to inquire as to her desires.

Ah, but that had been the way of her life, had it not? The youngest and plainest of them all, the one who needed constant governing. Well, she was a grown woman now, one who had traveled the world over as Honorine Fortier’s companion, and her family would do well to stop treating her like a child. And Sophie might very well have taken issue with Eugenie on that important point, right then and there in the middle of that insufferable game of croquet, but for one small problem—she had not the vaguest idea what she desired.

She swung her mallet; the ball scudded across the grass before splashing loudly into the fishpond.

How she despised this insipid game.

“Perhaps if you didn’t try so hard. You always try too hard,” Eugenie offered, and politely exchanged her mallet for her wineglass as Sophie stalked off to retrieve her ball. Another string of colorful French prompted her to look over her shoulder just as Eugenie handed her wine to the footman and picked up her skirts. “Louis, darling, not with the mallet, if you please,” she called, and glided to where Louis was threatening to smash the croquet wickets as Honorine stood by, watching his tantrum with a look of pure tedium.

It was the perfect opportunity for escape.

Sophie continued walking right past her ball and the fishpond, headed in no particular direction except away from all those who claimed to know what was best for her. Her mind was consumed with the indecision and confusion that had come over her the moment Honorine had mentioned London.

She desperately wanted to see England again, but she just as desperately dreaded the prospect. It hadn’t been so long that she couldn’t recall, rather vividly, thank you, how people had looked at her those last few weeks in London, morbid curiosity and censure so plainly evident in their expressions. The ton fed like wolves on scandals such as hers, devouring it until there was nothing left but a few details to pick over. How well the scandal had held up to the test of time? Did they truly remember? Could she go to London and risk bringing dishonor to her family once again?

But she missed her home! In spite of her attempts to convince herself otherwise over the years, deep down she yearned for her home like a child for an absent mother. There were days she longed to walk on English soil, to smell the salt air of the sea, to see the tall, stately trees surrounding Kettering House, the splendor of St. James Square, the endless green lawns of Hyde Park.

There was so much she missed! Simple things, really, such as speaking her native tongue, or the roses that bloomed beneath the sitting room window at Kettering House, or the way her Aunt Violet snored when she napped after luncheon. And Tinley, the family butler, who had died last fall after more than forty years in their service. She had never even bid him farewell.

So much she missed, yet so much she feared, she thought morosely as she reached the old fountain on the east lawn, that she did not know quite what to do with herself.

Sophie paused, looked behind her. Louis and Honorine were still arguing. As she watched them, she was suddenly struck with the monumental realization that she had never really known what to do with herself. For eight and twenty years now, it seemed as if she had been searching for her place in this world, and instead of growing stronger, she was less certain of who she was or where she belonged each passing year. Sir William, the scandal, her exile…all of it had created the chaos deep within her, until she no longer knew who Sophie Dane was. Or wanted to be.

Certainly nothing pointed to that more painfully than her infatuation with William Stanwood.

How long ago that seemed now.

She had been searching then, too. She had never really fit in with the ton, and Sir William had paid her kind attention at a point in time it was clear she would have no true suitors. Her infatuation had been instant, her relief that someone had noticed her overpowering. She had been naively blind to his motives, blind to her own wealth, which he had so blatantly coveted. Blind to it all—she, Sophie Elise Dane, the youngest sister of the powerful and influential Earl of Kettering, had eloped with the bastard, had run away when he beat her, and then had sought the unmentionable, positively shameful, parliamentary divorce.

Oh yes, the most scandalous of scandals, a slap to the face of the ton and everything it stood for. She had eloped with a known blackguard, had endured his beatings, had risked the consequences of her escape, then had allowed her brother to drag her name through the high-profile mud of the ton in pursuit of a parliamentary divorce. It was the only way in which she could be completely free of Stanwood and protect what little of her inheritance he had not squandered.

The whole, sordid scandal had cost her family standing and had made her a pariah among the English aristocracy.

She had been sent to France, effectively banished from the ton’s sight. She could still remember the awful coach ride along the rutted path to Château la Claire, the axle groaning beneath the weight of all her worldly belongings. The weight of her life. It was unspoken but nonetheless understood between her and her family that she would not return to England and her disgrace, but would remain in France, where she hoped the scandal would not taint her.

With a restless sigh, Sophie trailed her fingers along the edge of the fountain pool, her mind returning to a time in her life that she had managed to bury in the dark recesses of her heart. But now a shiver crept up her spine as the memories edged into light.

She turned her face upward, to the sun, and let its delicious warmth seep into her skin.

Those first wretched days of her arrival were thankfully a blur now. She could recall little more than her incessant crying, the inability to eat anything, and the fitful, recurring dreams in which William threatened her and chased her until she lay breathless in her bed.

In those first weeks she had wanted to escape forever the enormity of what she had done, to sleep for all eternity so that she might forget his betrayal and the sickening feeling each time he raised his fist against her. She had wanted to die, a thousand times over she had wanted to die for being duped so egregiously and having caused her family such grief and irreparable notoriety.

But Eugenie had been frightened by her lethargy, and after weeks of watching her drift from one nightmare to another, she had finally dragged her from her bed, admonishing her to raise herself up and learn from her mistakes, not drown in her despair of them. Eugenie had pushed Sophie to Dieppe, had forced her to find a charitable cause on which to focus her thoughts and actions. Anything was better than the misery she was putting them both through.

It was no accident that Eugenie had pushed her to work with the ladies of the Eglise St. Jacques, who twice weekly carried food and medicine to Dieppe’s poor. She had resisted at first, but in the course of those calls, Sophie met women and children who suffered from poverty and despair far greater than anything she had ever endured. Gradually, she began to understand that these women and children could not escape the poverty or the surroundings poverty bound them to, and that it was only by virtue of her aristocratic birth that she had managed to escape her despair.

By the following spring, Sophie was collecting used clothing and sundries for the poor.

That was when she met Honorine.

Oh, she remembered her first encounter with Honorine, all right. It wasn’t something a body could easily forget.

She smiled, recalling the day that she had been shown into the drawing room of one benefactress in Dieppe. The woman’s guest stood as Sophie entered, wearing a gown of bright orange and yellow and the most outrageous hat Sophie had ever seen. It was covered with feathers and lace and was a most atrocious shade of blue. Startled beyond her senses, Sophie was nonetheless instantly struck by Honorine’s good looks and even more so by her winsome smile.

Honorine had listened politely as her friend explained who Sophie was, but she had seemed almost bored with the woman’s charitable proclivities. Sophie had left with a pair of faded silk slippers, curiously amused by Madame Fortier.

Over the next several days, she forgot about Honorine, but one bright morning as she and the sisters of Eglise St. Jacques prepared their daily packages, Honorine swept into the small narthex carrying a hatbox in each hand. Behind her were two men—who Sophie later learned were the ever-present Roland and Fabrice—each carrying several precariously balanced hatboxes. She had brought, she explained half in English, half in French, bonnets from her Parisian milliner for the women Sophie served. Her smile impossibly broad, Honorine had eagerly removed the lid from one hatbox…and withdrew another god-awful bonnet in an appalling shade of purple, adorned with yellow silk flowers under the brim and edged along the bottom with what looked to be pink hydrangeas. Pink hydrangeas. The men removed the lids of all the hatboxes, displaying bonnets that were identical, with the exception of the many wild combinations of atrocious colors.

It was Madame Fortier’s intent, Sophie understood, to offer the bonnets to Dieppe’s poor women.

She had tried to explain that the poor were hardly in a position to wear such colorful bonnets.

“Pourquoi?” Honorine had insisted.

“Well, because they aren’t!” Sophie had responded, flustered.

Honorine shrugged and fidgeted with a long green ribbon dangling from a yellow bonnet. “Les femmes, they all want for fine bonnets!” she said. “They will want them, of course they will want them!”

Oui, the women of Dieppe did want them.

Much to Sophie’s great surprise, women from all walks pounced on the bonnets with glee, and soon it was not an uncommon sight to see bonnets of mind-boggling hues bobbing along the crowded streets of Dieppe.

Honorine kept coming to the church. She and Sophie forged a fast friendship that summer, so strong that by the end of that summer, Honorine had convinced Sophie that she would make her a wonderful companion.

Not that it was particularly hard to convince her—after what she had been through in England, the talk of travel and adventure in exotic places had excited her. The moment Honorine saw that Sophie was seriously considering her offer, she took the liberty of speaking to Louis Renault.

Naturally, Louis was reluctant—he knew Madame Fortier by reputation, and her odd appearance did not exactly inspire his confidence. But Eugenie thought the idea a splendid one and exactly what Sophie needed. Moreover, she was amused by Honorine’s uncommon manner and impressed with her impeccable credentials, a fact that she pointed out with great verve to Louis. Honorine’s husband had been a member of one of the oldest and most revered French families, one of the few names among the aristocracy to have escaped the carnage of the last century. Monsieur Fortier had been quite a lot older than Honorine, had lived an austere life, his wife a dutiful shadow of himself. But when he died, Honorine had emerged like a butterfly, colorful and free. It was a well-known fact that Honorine Fortier now did as she pleased, society be damned.

And that pleased Eugenie enormously.

It frightened Louis tremendously.

He had, at first, valiantly resisted the suggestion that Sophie trot off to lands unknown with a woman who thought nothing of wearing bright pink, puce, and red in the morning. But as he had never been able to deny Eugenie a blasted thing, he was soon convincing Julian that companion to Madame Honorine Fortier was indeed a worthy occupation.

With Julian’s eventual consent—another surprise, seeing as how her brother had always been so bloody strict and protective of her—Honorine did not waste a moment, and very soon thereafter, whisked Sophie off to Italy in search of olive oil, which she maintained would keep her skin looking as smooth and firm as a girl of twenty years.

In Venice, Honorine set up an elaborate house, but it wasn’t long before Sophie understood that while Honorine provided the house, her true method of survival was to live off the kindness of gentlemen. Which left Sophie, Fabrice, and Roland in search of the basic necessities of life.

Sophie quickly took up cooking as her primary hobby.

Fabrice and Roland eagerly served as her guinea pigs, enthusiastically trying her many dishes, embellishing their praise when they thought something delicious, but making no effort to soften the blow when they disliked the food. By some miracle, Sophie actually developed quite a knack for cooking, and before too long, she was routinely preparing dishes that had both Frenchmen swooning.

In the midst of her learning to prepare sumptuous dishes, a fawning gentleman from Portugal captured Honorine’s fancy, and one morning, over poached eggs and fresh tomatoes, she announced they were to Lisbon. There was no time to protest or offer an opinion of any sort, as they left the very next afternoon. Their belongings trailed a few days behind them.

In Lisbon, they had scarcely settled into a household when Honorine lost interest in Marcelo in favor of the very dashing Ernesto, the Spanish diplomat. Within a matter of weeks, they had up and left for Spain and Ernesto. When Ernesto turned out to be quite married, it was on to Vienna, then Rome, then Brussels, and from there to the remote city of Stockholm, where Honorine was determined to rest in the city where the sun never set. But Alrik, a Swedish prince with a passion for Frenchwomen, saw to it that she did not rest at all.

It took Balder, a Norwegian aristocrat in the Swedish court to rid Honorine of the pesky Alrik. So captivated by her Nordic prince was she that Honorine next whisked her entourage to Christiania, Norway.

Even now, on the banks of the placid river that ran below Château la Claire, it was exhausting just thinking of it all. With a small shake of her head, Sophie continued walking through the daisy-dotted grass that covered the riverbanks.

In spite of the helter-skelter way of her life, Sophie had learned a lot from Honorine in the last seven years. Not that she couldn’t be terribly exasperating at times, and her penchant for indoor picnics and evening dances was enough to put a person in Bedlam. That, and her incessant remarks about Sophie’s love life—or lack of one. “These pantaloons!” she had exclaimed one day as she rummaged through the clean clothes a maid had brought to Sophie’s rooms. “They are very old! Ah, but this matters very little, as no one shall see them, non?”

Or her penchant for tapping Sophie just above her left breast. “Le coeur, it will dry to a peanut with no l’amour!”

Yes, well, Sophie had long ago resigned herself to her fate, and she really didn’t need Honorine reminding her how empty she was.

But in spite of that, Sophie adored Honorine immensely for her unconquerable attitude toward life. She admired the fact that Honorine was a woman of independent means who marched to the beat of her own drummer. The woman simply did not care a whit for what French society thought of her, much less the inhabitants of the world at large, and least of all, her whimpering son, Pierre, who was among her greatest critics. As she often recited to Pierre, she had but one life to live, and she would be damned if she wouldn’t live it very well indeed.

No one could dispute that she didn’t do just that.

And while Honorine was busy living these last seven years, Sophie had quietly tapped down the chaos in her. There was a silent but tenacious desperation growing in her, a need for something she could not name. But she pushed that desperation down, stomped out the little fires that blossomed with long walks, cooking, and when she could, charitable endeavors.

Charity was one thing she was determined to continue, as it was the only way she knew to repay the kindness of the women at the Upper Moreland Street house in London. That was where Claudia had taken her the day she had fled William; to a secret house full of women in need of refuge, just like her. Those women had seen the worst life had to offer, yet they had showed her strength, had given her the courage she needed to continue her flight to France. Sophie would never forget them.

But certainly she never thought she would see that little house again—wasn’t certain she even wanted to see that house again. It was all so confusing! She felt quite literally torn in half between a longing so deep and a fear so impossibly wide. How would she ever face so many demons?

         

Nevertheless, Sophie found herself sailing for England in the late spring, with Julian, Honorine, and naturally, Fabrice and Roland, who sported identical beaver hats.

They landed on England’s eastern shore at dawn, where they were met by two traveling chaises brought down from Kettering House. They drove through a heavy fog for most of the morning, but by early afternoon, the fog had begun to lift, leaving the countryside wet and fresh beneath a slate-gray sky and drizzling rain that accompanied them all the way to London.

The sights and sounds of that bustling city assaulted their collective senses, particularly after the serene lifestyle they had enjoyed in Norway.

It all felt very foreign to Sophie—she had forgotten this London. She had forgotten the unbearably congested streets where carts, horses, and carriages all vied for space in the thoroughfare. She had forgotten the din of dozens of drivers shouting at one another, and the pungent smell of horse manure mixed with smoke.

It seemed to take them hours to push through the crush and press of humanity in the narrow lanes to the old Fortier house on Bedford Square.

As usual, Honorine was unabashed by the journey. “Lovely!” she cried as she bounced out of the coach and looked around the old courtyard. “Sofia, we shall have a dog!” she announced, and marched up the steps to the massive town home that had once been her husband’s foreign residence.

Sophie exchanged a weary look with Julian. “She is fond of animals.”

“Let us hope she is not quite as fond of animals as she is of ale. I was beginning to think we’d be forced to seek permanent quarters at the public house in Bruhaven. Well, all right then, darling,” he said, brightening noticeably, “I shall leave you to get settled. Your sister Ann is quite excited to have you home and will undoubtedly call at the day’s first light. I imagine Claudia will be close behind her. We’ll supper at Kettering House on the morrow if it pleases you and Madame Fortier.”

Out of ancient habit, Sophie nodded obediently to Julian’s suggestion. When he had seen to it that her things had been unloaded from his coach, he bid her a good evening with a warm hug and a promise to see her on the morrow.

“Bonne nuit!” Honorine called after him from the door of her home, and hurried down the steps as the coach rolled out of the courtyard. “Come, Sofia, you must see!” she exclaimed delightedly, and grabbing Sophie’s hand, dragged her inside for a tour of the house.

It was clear that the house had been a home of some grandeur at one point in time. Paintings and portraits lined the corridor walls. Elaborate papier-mâché friezes adorned the ceilings of the dining hall and ballroom; thick tapestries from a bygone era hung in the sitting rooms.

But much of the furniture had been covered with muslin sheets and there was a choking layer of dust throughout the house. Honorine clucked and muttered to herself as they moved through each room. When they agreed they had done as much as they could for one evening, they pulled the muslin sheets from the beds in the bedroom suites and said good night.

Sophie lay down on the bed in the suite of rooms that would be hers and immediately sank into the down, unconscious of the moment she fell into a deep, exhausted sleep. It seemed only moments had passed before her sleep was rudely interrupted by a clattering and banging below, as if someone had dumped the entire contents of a trunk onto the tiled foyer. Sophie bolted upright, struggling in the fog of a deep sleep to remember where she was. The room was dark—the shutters had not been opened. Then it slowly came to her—this was the house on Bedford Square.

This was London.

With a groan, she pushed out of bed and padded across to the first window, struggling with the latch before managing to shove the heavy shutters aside.

Bright daylight streamed into the room, blinding her. Blinking and sneezing all at once, she stepped back and looked around her. In the dusty light, the room was magnificent, painted in soft blue and gold. The canopy bed was draped in blue china silk; the settee and daybed were covered in matching fabric. Sophie opened the second set of shutters and leaned against the thick panes of glass. Below were manicured gardens, edged on one end by a crowded cluster of dwellings. This was indeed a beautiful home, sitting peacefully and serene in the midst of the chaos of London.

It reminded her of Kettering House on St. James Square and a faint glimmer of pain flitted across her chest.

The banging started again. With a groan of exasperation, Sophie turned from the window to rummage in her things for a dressing gown, stubbing her toe in the process.
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