
	
		
			[image: frontcover.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			[image: titlepage.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			Copyright

			Copyright © 2011 by Shana Galen

			Cover and internal design © 2011 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Cover illustration by Alan Ayers

			Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

			Published by Sourcebooks Casablanca, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

			(630) 961-3900

			FAX: (630) 961-2168

			www.sourcebooks.com

		

	


	
		
			Contents

			Front Cover

			Title Page

			Copyright

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-one

			Twenty-two

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

			Back Cover

		

	


	
		
			For mothers, especially those

			who know the pain of loss.

		

	


	
		
			One

			Somewhere in Europe, July 1815

			The spy called Saint hunkered down in the bottom of the wardrobe she’d occupied for the last four hours and attempted to stifle a yawn.

			She didn’t need to crack the door to know the activities in the bed across the room were still very much in progress. She could hear the courtesan urging her “horse” onward, the woman’s demands punctuated by the man’s loud neighs.

			Saint sighed, shifting so her muscles remained limber. She’d given up being embarrassed about three and a quarter hours ago and now wondered how much longer the game could persist.

			Where was Lucien Ducos? If Bonaparte’s advisor didn’t make an appearance tonight, Saint was going to have a lot of explaining to do. Despite being ordered to track Ducos to France, she’d elected to remain right here.

			Something told her Bonaparte’s advisor would visit his mistress one last time before leaving. It was a feeling—her intuition speaking to her. And Saint always listened to her intuition.

			It had led her to this wardrobe, where she’d been treated to The Sassy Upstairs Maid, The Very Bad Boy, and now Horse and Rider. Ducos had better turn up soon—before someone decided to play Hide and Seek and discovered the wardrobe held more than clothes.

			The horse’s neighs grew louder, and Saint covered her ears. How much longer? She was definitely leaving as soon as the horse… was stabled.

			She sighed. Oh, who was she fooling? Of course she wouldn’t leave. She’d stay as long as necessary to secure Ducos.

			That was her mission.

			Failure was not an option.

			The horse neighed frantically, and Saint dropped her head in her hands and tried to remember why she was putting up with this. Bonaparte had escaped after his defeat at Waterloo. England—nay, Europe—would not be safe until he was apprehended and dealt with. All sources pointed to Ducos as the man who knew where Bonaparte was hidden.

			Her mission was to find Ducos and make him talk.

			And she’d do her duty. She’d tracked him here, discovered the name of his courtesan, and set the perfect trap. So where was the Frenchman?

			Suddenly the slaps and neighs were interrupted by three loud bangs on the front door. The courtesan’s house was small, the outer door located down a short flight of steps near the bedroom. In the abrupt silence, Saint could hear the housekeeper’s shoes clicking through the vestibule.

			“What are you doing?” the horse asked the courtesan in one of the seven languages Saint knew well. “You can’t stop now.”

			“One moment,” the woman answered, her voice tense.

			Saint’s nose itched, and she sat forward, careful to remain absolutely silent. She heard a man’s voice, the housekeeper’s negative answer, and the man’s voice again. She could tell, despite the housekeeper’s refusal of entrance, the intruder had entered.

			Inside the bedroom, the courtesan scrambled to dismount as the intruder spoke again.

			In French.

			Saint allowed herself a smile—the first in weeks. It was Ducos. It had to be. She heard his footsteps on the stairs and extracted her pistol from beneath her mantle, shifting the dagger to her other hand.

			The footsteps drew closer, and the courtesan’s whispers grew more frantic. “You must hide. If he catches me with you—”

			“Ha! You think I am afraid of some little French clerk? His time is over.”

			Little French clerk? Ducos was over six feet tall and known for violent outbursts.

			“Please,” the courtesan all but begged. “Please, hide.”

			If the stallion had an ounce of sense, he’d listen.

			The courtesan continued, “Hide in the wardrobe. I will get rid of him.”

			Saint’s eyes widened. No! Not the wardrobe. Damn!

			She scrambled to arrange a dressing gown so it concealed her, but she knew the furnishing would never fit them both. The wardrobe shook as the stallion stumbled against it.

			Footsteps thumped on the landing, and a tap rattled the bedroom door. “Ma chérie? Are you in there?”

			“Who is it?” the courtesan called innocently. Then she hissed, “Never mind, there’s no time. Get under the bed.”

			Saint exhaled and closed her eyes in relief.

			“Ma petite chou? Open the door, chérie.”

			“I’m coming.” There was the sound of clothing rustling, and then the woman’s footfalls as she crossed the room and opened the door.

			Saint squinted through the keyhole in the wardrobe. Lucien Ducos, wearing a black greatcoat with a chapeau bras tucked under his arm, stepped into the room. Wasting no time, he pulled the courtesan into his arms and kissed her.

			Saint held her breath. Now was the time to take action—burst out of the wardrobe, pistol in one hand and dagger in the other. In a matter of moments, she could disable Ducos, tie up the courtesan and her lover, and begin her interrogation.

			Heart drumming, Saint extended two fingers and pushed gingerly on the wardrobe’s door.

			It didn’t move.

			She pushed again, this time using her whole palm.

			Nothing.

			Damn! The ridiculous stallion must have turned the key when he knocked against it. She was locked in here—and Ducos was out there.

			This could not be happening. She had not spent four hours cramped in a wardrobe only to be thwarted by a flimsy lock and insignificant key. She considered and discarded several ideas, and then the perfect solution flashed into her mind. She shifted her weight, curled her fingers around her pistol, and—

			Before she could pull the trigger, the silence in the room was broken by the dissonant sound of glass breaking followed by an eardrum-shattering crash. Saint froze as pandemonium erupted in the room.

			The courtesan screamed, Ducos swore, and Saint heard the crack of a gunshot. The lead ball blasted through the door of the wardrobe and smashed into the wood just above her head.

			She slammed her head and shoulders down hard and swore. Her instincts were to panic, to escape, but her training took over. Keep a level head. Assess the situation.

			Her ears were ringing, the sound like a bell clanging against her brain. Shaking her head, she strained to hear what was going on. The sounds were muffled—a low voice telling Ducos to put his hands behind his back. She plugged and unplugged her ears, trying to clear the awful ringing. Ducos was arguing, and there was a thump and the sound of struggle.

			Saint knelt and peered through the bullet hole. A man in a gray cape and tricorn hat that hid his face was wrestling with Ducos, who was trying to regain his footing after being knocked on the bed. The courtesan stood off to one side, holding her robe closed with trembling fingers. Finally the man in the cape managed to pin Ducos’s arms. The man freed a set of hand shackles from inside his cloak and clapped them on Ducos.

			Saint gaped. There was only one reason the man would have shackles with him—he was after Ducos, too. She jabbed at the wardrobe again. Damn it!

			The man jerked Ducos off the bed and pushed him toward the door. Saint couldn’t see his face, but she saw him nod to the courtesan as he took his leave.

			Saint bristled. The intruder was not absconding with her man. She sat back and kicked the wardrobe door hard.

			Once.

			Twice.

			The wood cracked and splintered on the third kick. She pushed the broken door aside, and the courtesan, in the process of helping the horse out from under the bed, looked up, startled. “Who the hell are you?”

			Saint arrowed for the open door. “Maid. Cleaning the wardrobe.” Ignoring the woman’s curses, she closed the bedroom door behind her. The gray-caped man was gone, but he couldn’t be more than ten seconds ahead of her.

			Readying her pistol, she charged down the steps. Upon seeing her, the housekeeper screamed and put a hand to her throat. Saint dodged the woman and leapt for the door. She threw it wide, rushed onto the stoop, and stared at the empty street before her.

			She looked right, then left, then right again. No!

			Frantic now, she ran down the walk, hopped the small gate, and chose a direction. Running at a light jog, she scanned the houses and buildings. She had excellent vision, even at night, but she saw no one. She slowed, peered harder.

			Nothing.

			“Damn it!”

			“Such language. Tsk-tsk,” someone said in English.

			She spun around, lowering her pistol when she recognized the face. “Agent Blue. I should have known. What in bl—?” She cleared her throat. “What is going on?”

			Blue, so called because of his startling azure eyes, frowned. “As fond as I am of standing about on street corners discussing covert operations, I believe my carriage would be more apropos.” He unfurled his fingers, indicating a coach waiting at the corner. Then he crooked one finger and beckoned her to follow.

			When they were inside, she settled back on the squabs and closed her eyes. Her mind was racing, thoughts and questions piling one on top of another. How had she lost the man in the gray cloak? Should she have gone right instead of left? No, her instincts had been correct, but—

			She opened her eyes and stared at Blue. Her nose itched… something was wrong.

			Blue’s expression offered no answers. He had a face easily forgotten. It was nondescript, except for those amazing blue eyes. And even that worked to his advantage. People remembered the eyes and little else.

			Blue had known she was after Ducos. He had given her the orders to apprehend Bonaparte’s advisor—orders straight from the top echelons of the Barbican group. Who else knew she was here? And who but an agent of the Barbican group could act with such efficiency, such calm in the midst of chaos, as the man in the gray cloak had shown?

			“That man in the gray cloak,” she said, finally piecing the events of the evening together. “He was one of ours.”

			It was a calculated guess. Her ears had been ringing so loudly she hadn’t been able to detect anything about the man’s voice or accent, let alone his affiliation.

			Blue inclined his head, proving her supposition correct.

			“Is that… all you noticed?” Blue asked smoothly.

			Saint narrowed her eyes. There had been something else. Something familiar about the gray-cloaked man. The way he moved perhaps. Or the way he stood.

			She shook her head. She’d been peering through a bullet hole and had seen no more than mere snatches of the intruder.

			“Ducos was my target,” she said. “If I was pulled from the mission, why wasn’t I notified?”

			Blue gave her a dubious look. “You disobeyed a direct order to leave for France.”

			“Because I knew Ducos would stay here.”

			“You took a guess, and while I will admit your instincts are unsurpassed, they are no excuse for disobeying orders.”

			“My orders were to apprehend Ducos.”

			“Your orders were to follow the plan—and your part of the plan was to leave for France.”

			“Plans,” she scoffed. “A good agent thinks on her feet.”

			“A good agent does as she’s told.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Who was he?” Saint asked, returning to her original subject. “The man in the gray cloak? Ducos was mine, and I want—”

			Blue shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“It doesn’t matter? I’ve been tracking Ducos for weeks.”

			“And now we have him. Ironically, we don’t need him anymore.”

			“But of course we need him! Ducos might be the key to finding Bonaparte. He…” Saint stared at Blue, comprehension dawning. “You have him—Bonaparte.”

			“Yes. Bonaparte surrendered two days ago. He’s on a ship, bound for exile.”

			Saint blinked. It was good news. And yet… 

			Blue was watching her, his expression one she’d never seen before. “I’ve been sent to tell you the King appreciates your services, but they’re no longer needed.”

			Saint started. “What do you mean?”

			Blue gave her an impatient look. “You know what I mean. It’s the same for most of us agents. The war is over.”

			“But there are other conflicts—other missions. I could—”

			Blue shook his head, and Saint suppressed an exasperated scream. No point in venting her anger on Blue. He was only the messenger, and the group’s message was final.

			She was no longer needed.

			She sighed, resigned for the moment. “So that’s it. Thank you and good-bye.” She tried to imagine her life without missions and targets and felt her stomach roil uneasily. She’d been an agent, in one capacity or another, practically all her life. Without her work, what did she have?

			Nothing but failure—empty dreams, an empty house, an empty cradle. And now—now she was being summarily dismissed, back to that barren life. To be reminded, daily, of her domestic failures.

			“It’s a shock, I know,” Blue said, “but look on the bright side. You can go home to your—who are you going home to?”

			Under normal circumstances, such a personal question would never have been asked, much less answered, but she was out of a job. Her life’s work ripped out from under her. Saint didn’t see the point of concealment anymore. “I have a husband.”

			“Ah, well, go home to him. No doubt he misses you terribly.”

			Saint raised a brow. “No doubt.”

			No doubt he never even noticed she was gone. Their wedding had been nothing more than a union between two noble families, their marriage a failure from the start. And five years later, Adrian was a stranger to her. And she to him—a necessary circumstance in her line of work. There was a palpable distance between them. She knew, because she had fostered and nurtured it.

			It kept her safe.

			And lonely.

			She shook off her self-pity. Loneliness wasn’t important. It quickly dispersed when she embarked on another mission. And surely the Foreign Office would find something consequential for her to do.

			Wouldn’t it?

			She glanced at Blue, noted that unfamiliar expression again. Except now she placed it: pity.

			Saint stared out the window at the lights of the alien city, at the residents’ energetic hustle and bustle, at her glorious career for the Foreign Office fading away.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			London, five days later

			“What do you mean, you no longer require my services?” Adrian Galloway, Lord Smythe, rose from his chair and planted his hands on Lord Melbourne’s desk. “I just delivered Lucien Ducos to you. I risked my hide for this office—again.”

			“And we appreciate your services.”

			With a flick of his wrist, Adrian dismissed the meaningless sentiments. He leaned closer, so his gaze was level with the secretary’s. “Do you know how much I’m worth to the French?” His voice was little more than a tense whisper. “Do you know what the bounty on my head will be after they learn I took Ducos?”

			“That is precisely what I am attempting to explain,” Melbourne said, appearing unfazed by Adrian’s glower. “The French are no longer our enemies. We have Bonaparte.”

			Adrian stepped back, his eyes never leaving those of the older man. Melbourne was in his early fifties and still retained his athletic build. Adrian had heard Melbourne was the premiere spy of his day. Now the man served as secretary for the elite Barbican group, a subset of England’s Foreign Office.

			Less than a handful of Englishmen knew of the existence of the Barbican. Its own members usually worked alone, and Adrian knew of only one other agent—an operative named Blue, who had done a job with him in Brussels last year. Adrian’s sole contact with Barbican came through Melbourne. The older man had been a good friend and mentor—at times more like a father than a superior.

			And now Melbourne was dismissing him, cutting Adrian out of the only family he’d ever really known. The sting of it burned, felt more like a personal betrayal than a professional decision. He had to put the personal aside.

			Adrian let out a long breath and, gripping the arms of the chair behind him, took a seat. “Fine. We have Bonaparte. I’ll take another assignment. Surely the French are not the only threat to English sovereignty. What about the bloody Americans?”

			Melbourne steepled his fingers and pursed his lips, and Adrian wanted to fly across the polished cherry desk and erase Melbourne’s cool demeanor. How could the man sit there so calmly and annihilate Adrian’s life?

			“As Agent Wolf, you have been a great asset to your country and this organization. God knows no other operative has your gift for strategy. When your country needed you, you answered the call. But I think it time you explored other avenues of interest.”

			Adrian clenched his jaw. “I see.”

			“Your king and your country are eternally grateful for your services. If you had not already been granted a knighthood for your bravery and sacrifice, we would bestow one on you—secretly, of course. But, as it stands, we have no choice but to retire you.”

			“I’m thirty-five,” Adrian said, his voice a cold whisper. “That’s a bit young for retirement.”

			“Yes. Well…” Melbourne cleared his throat, and Adrian tapped his fingers impatiently. He knew exactly what his friend was telling him. He had known this day would come eventually. But that didn’t mean he would go without a fight. That didn’t mean he would make this easy or painless for Melbourne.

			Melbourne straightened. “What about parliament? You hold a seat in the House of Lords.”

			“Parliament?” Adrian’s his lip curled. “It’s a gaggle of self-important idiots who, rather than take any action, stand about listening to themselves speak.”

			“What about a hobby then? Gardening?”

			Adrian gave him a pained expression.

			“Golf?”

			Adrian sighed. Loudly.

			“Poetry?”

			Adrian flashed him a warning glance, and Melbourne shrugged. “Listen, Adrian, I know how much the Barbican group has meant to you. I know why you need it.”

			Adrian’s chest tightened, but he didn’t speak. Didn’t move.

			“But you’ve done your duty—more than your duty. Whatever demons you’re still fighting, let them go. Your father—”

			“Don’t.” It was the one word Adrian could manage without choking. Even so, his voice was strangled, the word garbled. “Don’t,” he said again.

			“Fine.” Melbourne rose. “But like it or not, you’ll hear my advice—stop being a martyr, and start living your own life. As Wolf, you invented a thousand identities for yourself, but I don’t think you know the first thing about Adrian Galloway. Who are you, Adrian?”

			Adrian opened his mouth, but Melbourne hurried on. “Other than a spy for the Barbican group.”

			Adrian closed his mouth again.

			“And what about that pretty wife of yours?” Melbourne rounded his desk and moved toward the door behind Adrian. “In the last year, you’ve been away more than you’ve been home. Now might be a good time to start a family. A couple of hale and hearty boys running about the house would be good for you—both of you. You’ll soon see there’s more to life than missions.” Melbourne opened the door, and the empty hallway beyond yawned at Adrian.

			He rose. “About Bonaparte—”

			“Go home to your wife,” Melbourne continued before taking Adrian’s shoulder and guiding him through the door.

			No fool, Adrian knew this battle—though not the war—was over.

			The door closed with an echoing thud, and Adrian stood in the deserted hall and stared at the stone walls. This wasn’t the end. He wouldn’t give in that easily. He couldn’t—no matter what Melbourne said. There was so much still left to do, to prove. In the meantime… 

			Adrian sighed.

			His wife. Even the thought of Sophia caused a flicker of pain. A couple of hale and hearty boys, Melbourne had said. They had tried that.

			He’d married Sophia because he was the eldest son, and he was expected to marry and produce heirs. She was from a good family, and his mother and stepfather had encouraged—very well, practically insisted on—the match. Adrian hadn’t argued.

			He knew his duty and figured he could have done worse. He had better things to do than waste time at balls and soirees flirting with females. Things like saving his country.

			Sophia wasn’t the kind of woman to demand attention or interfere with his work. Even when he was courting her, she never asked intrusive questions and never complained at his long absences.

			More importantly, she never mentioned his father.

			He was already working for the Foreign Office, taking the most dangerous assignments in order to prove himself to Melbourne and the leaders of the Barbican group.

			Then, just a day after the lavish wedding, he’d been asked to lead a very dangerous mission. His success would mean an invitation to join the Barbican group—work he considered far more important than any wife or marriage.

			At precisely the time Adrian would have spent hours in seclusion with his wife, coming to know her intimately—perhaps even falling in love with her—he’d been in France, doing surveillance from a cold, austere garret.

			When he’d come home, his town house had felt little different. But two months into his marriage, he’d been inducted into the Barbican group.

			He’d tried to be a good husband when he was home, and for a time they’d been happy.

			Expectant.

			But mostly there had been pain and disappointment. He’d never expected his marriage would be a love match. Loyalty, honor, sacrifice for king and country—those meant more to him than any woman.

			And, unlike his father, he would never allow himself to forget it.

			But he had allowed his marriage to unravel. At this point, he couldn’t say where Sophia was or what she was doing. He couldn’t even remember what she looked like.

			No. That wasn’t true.

			He remembered all too well.

			Adrian began to walk, frowning as he stepped out of the nondescript building housing the secretary’s office and into the bright summer sunshine on Pall Mall.

			Perhaps Melbourne was right. Perhaps he could use this holiday—he refused to think of it as a retirement—to repair his fractured union. They might even try for a child again.

			Adrian made his way down Piccadilly then turned onto Berkeley Street, nodding to a gentleman from his club. Adrian needed something to distract him for a week or so, until he could find a way to convince Melbourne he was still indispensable. Adrian didn’t even think he’d need to convince Melbourne. The leader of the Barbican group would come to him, no doubt.

			Until then he would spend time with Sophia and concentrate on beginning the family he’d always wanted. But how to broach the topic of children with Sophia? She’d closed the subject and her bedroom door to him a year ago—or was it two? He shook his head. It had been some time since he’d shared her bed.

			Quite some time.

			It wasn’t that he didn’t want her. Despite her huge glasses, severe hairstyle, and high-necked gowns, he knew she was a lush, tempting woman. She might try to hide her beauty, but he knew her with her wild chestnut curls tossed over a pillow, her red lips parted, her dark eyes drowsy with pleasure.

			His body tensed as the images, each one more wanton than the last, flooded him. Need, like a fire, licked at him. Perhaps this was why he avoided his wife.

			Adrian had thought of acquiring a mistress, but infidelity always seemed a sordid business to him. His father had taught him that and taught him well.

			Adrian turned onto Charles Street, and after passing The Running Footman tavern, his elegant town house came into view. The sight robbed him of most of his resolve.

			Perhaps the subject of children was too bold a start. It might be better to begin with the basics.

			A simple conversation, for example. They might discuss the weather or the… price of corn. The idea wasn’t promising, but it was a step up from their usual good morning, excuse me, and good night.

			He approached the town house door and took a deep breath. One day he would understand how he could enter a room full of armed men intent upon killing him and not even perspire, while the thought of ten words with his wife made him all but break out in hives.

			Adrian gritted his teeth and opened the door.

			***

			Sophia Galloway caught the lamp just as the small table tumbled over. Unfortunately, she was not quick enough to grasp the Sèvres porcelain plate, and it crashed to the wooden floor, splintering into a hundred pieces.

			Norbert, the devil child who’d knocked the table over, erupted into loud screams at the noise, and his mother, who’d been stuffing her face with tea cakes and scones, scowled at Sophia.

			“Good lord, Sophia. What are you thinking, putting those dangerous objects in a child’s path?” Cordelia scooped the howling Norbert into her ample arms and patted him absently on the back. “Norbert could have been hurt. There now, sweetheart. Would you like a cake?”

			The chubby-cheeked toddler’s tears disappeared in an instant, and he reached eagerly for the sweets.

			“Had I known you were coming,” Sophia said, placing the lamp on the drawing-room mantel and righting the table, “I would have moved the items.” And everything else of value.

			She adjusted the glasses slipping off her nose and caught sight of Eddie, her sister-in-law’s other demon child, peeking out from under the heavy draperies. Before he could stick a piece of broken porcelain in his mouth, she grabbed him.

			Sophia yanked the shard out of his hand, and then he, too, exploded into wails of displeasure. “Sophia!” Cordelia screeched around a mouthful of crumpet, and it was all Sophia could do not to pull the dagger she had hidden in her boot and fling it into her sister-in-law’s chest.

			But that would only make the children cry louder and probably wake Edward, her husband’s snoring half brother. And so, instead of dispatching Cordelia, as she would have liked, Sophia smoothed her skirts and took a stiff-necked seat in her favorite chair, a Sheraton upholstered in cream satin.

			And to think a week ago she’d been Saint: England’s most resourceful, most skilled, most elusive spy. How quickly she’d been reduced to… this.

			Wallace, her butler, stepped unobtrusively into the room, and Sophia made a motion toward the shattered Sèvres piece. He nodded. “I’ll send the maid—again, my lady.”

			Cordelia had finally quieted both of her children, and now she leveled her gaze on Sophia. “This house is entirely too dangerous,” Cordelia pronounced. “Who puts a table in such a precarious location?”

			Tempted as she was to respond with her true feelings, Sophia resisted the urge. Adrian’s family knew her as his meek and docile wife. It was a ruse that had served her well while working for the Barbican group. Who would suspect a mouse like her to live a double life as a secret agent? She had only to keep the pretense going. Surely the Barbican group would have need of her again, and this ridiculous ruse would once again be useful.

			“You’re right, Cordelia,” Sophia answered, though she thought it perfectly reasonable to place a lamp table between a couch and chair, where a lamp might actually be needed. “Perhaps you have some ideas on how I might rearrange the furnishings in this room.”

			Cordelia puffed up like a bird looking to mate and launched into a litany of helpful suggestions.

			Sophia pasted a smile on her face and glanced surreptitiously at the clock on the mantel. Adrian’s family had been here exactly twenty-three minutes. How long was she expected to put up with them?

			Not that she had anything better to do now that her career as an operative was at an end. In truth, since she’d arrived home from her failed attempt to apprehend Lucien Ducos, she had done nothing but pace, her mind turning over every possible way she might regain her position. Or any operative position.

			She glanced at Norbert and Eddie. Devil children that they were, her heart constricted. She must make the Foreign Office take her back. But how?

			The past few days she’d tried every distraction she knew. Usually reading helped, but Adrian’s library contained mostly sermons and biblical treatises. What she’d really wanted was a volume on weaponry. She was a master with a dagger, relatively good with a rapier, but her aim with a pistol might be improved… 

			Sophia clenched her hands into fists. No thinking of pistols! It would drive her mad.

			“And those draperies,” Cordelia was saying. Sophia nodded absently, attempting to ignore Eddie, who stuck his tongue out at her.

			To clear her mind of pistols, Sophia had also tried taking an active part in a few of the charitable organizations in which she was supposedly enormously involved. But while the women were kind to her—she was a viscountess, after all—they seemed far more interested in gossip than helping war widows and orphans.

			And so she’d ended up staring out her bedroom window for hours on end. The view was depressing, as the garden had been sadly neglected these past years. Perhaps she could try her hand at botany. She’d always been interested in the components of poisons… 

			Damn! She had to stop thinking about poisons and pistols! Perhaps if she treated this as a temporary assignment, it would be more bearable.

			She took a deep breath. She was Sophia Galloway, Lady Smythe, a peeress, a lady of the ton.

			She glanced at her sister-in-law, whose life revolved around fashion, nannies, and, of course, tea cakes. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad life. Perhaps she could figure out a way to lace tea cakes with a tasteless poison… 

			“What are you smiling about, Sophia?” Cordelia asked, her small eyes narrowing with suspicion. “Do my suggestions amuse you?”

			Sophia blinked and composed her features. “No, not at all. In fact, I was imagining this room with all of the changes you’ve recommended. The final effect will certainly be charming.”

			“Do you really think so?” Cordelia’s brows lifted. “I thought you would object to sealing the fireplace.”

			Sophia almost coughed. “Sealing the—? Ah, no, splendid idea. Why is that necessary again?”

			“To protect your children, Sophia.” Cordelia spoke as though Sophia were a child, even though, at twenty-eight, Sophia had six years on Cordelia. “Surely you and Lord Smythe would not want your little son or daughter to fall into the fire.”

			Sophia stiffened. She should have expected this. She should have prepared a response. Now she was left speechless, mortifying tears welling in her eyes. She blinked them back, her eyes stinging.

			“Sophia?” Cordelia was studying her. “Is there something wrong? Or—something you want to tell me?” She clapped her hands together. “Oh, I knew it! You’re expecting.”

			“No!” Sophia shook her head emphatically, but it was too late. Cordelia was out of her seat, engulfing Sophia in her arms. Sophia tried to speak, but the sound of voices below interrupted them.

			“Ah, there’s the new papa now,” Cordelia gushed.

			For once, her husband’s timing was perfect. Sophia needed out of this room before the tears started in earnest. She rose, intending to make certain Wallace showed his lordship into the drawing room. If Adrian so much as thought about avoiding his brother’s family and retreating to his library, Sophia would strangle him.

			“Lord Smythe!” Sophia called down the stairs, knowing it was exceedingly gauche to do so and not caring a whit. “My lord, come up to the drawing room. We have visitors.”

			She could almost hear his hesitation and could picture the frown on his handsome face. But true to his predictable nature, Adrian started up the stairs. His boots clomped on the marble, and Sophia waited until he came into view.

			He glanced up at her, his gray eyes full of his displeasure. “Good afternoon, Lady Smythe.”

			“Good afternoon, my lord.”

			He reached the landing and raised a brow. “And who are these guests?”

			“Your brother and his family. Isn’t it wonderful?”

			His expression said the visit was anything but. Still, he continued climbing the steps. To her chagrin, Sophia found herself taking a step back as Adrian came closer. He’d always been a handsome man. Exceedingly handsome. So handsome, in fact, that when they’d first met, he’d all but taken her breath away.

			And that was precisely why she shouldn’t have married him. She’d always known she had to marry. No innocent miss could ever hope to secure a place in the Barbican group. But from the first, she’d known Adrian was the wrong man. She had a duty to her country to keep who she was and what she did a secret. She had vowed never to allow anyone to get close to her, to know her, to suspect what she really was.

			Adrian made her want to break that vow. Adrian, with his muscled body and his skilled touch. At times, it took all she possessed to stay away from him.

			For so many reasons, life was easier if she avoided him and his bed. Not that he wanted her in his bed. And she could hardly blame him. She’d turned him out of her bedroom, shut the door in his face. He thought he was not welcome. Heaven help her if he ever realized the truth.

			And now here he was—her husband—that prime specimen of male magnificence. His short, dark blond hair framed a square face of hard edges and flat planes. He had a slash of eyebrows over those mesmerizing gray eyes, and his Roman nose cut his stark features in two. His lips were full, even when tightened in displeasure, and his jaw was strong and angular. Though he was only an inch or two taller than average, his broad shoulders and wide chest gave him an imposing presence. He looked larger than he was, especially when one noted the way his chest tapered into a slim waist, lean hips, and long legs.

			Her pulse sped, and she took a shaky breath.

			He reached the top step so that Sophia felt as though he truly did tower over her. She teetered on the line between short and medium height, so she squared her shoulders in an attempt to appear taller. Glancing up at her husband, she waited—almost hoped—to see some flicker of interest in his eyes.

			Were his hands clammy at the sight of her? Did his chest feel tight? Did he imagine their bodies naked and entwined?

			She stared at his broad chest, traced the stubble on his jaw with her gaze, and met his gray eyes. In them she saw nothing.

			Thank God. If he ever looked at her with more than passing interest, her resolve would surely falter. She couldn’t allow that to happen. She couldn’t drop her guard, not even for an instant. She couldn’t go through that pain again. She couldn’t face the hollow nursery, echoing with the keening rock of the empty cradle. The cradle Adrian had made, lovingly and with his own hands. The cradle they had both knelt beside, fingers and gazes linked, long ago when they still touched, still had dreams of happiness.

			“My brother is here,” Adrian said now, stating the obvious.

			Sophia nodded. “As are Mrs. Hayes and the two boys. I am certain they are anxious to see you, my lord.”

			“I suppose I can spare a moment.”

			Sophia smiled tightly. He was going to spare more than a moment. In two minutes, she was going to recall an important meeting and rush away. Let Adrian amuse the demon children and listen to Cordelia’s decorating schemes.

			She turned to follow him into the drawing room, but he paused before entering, turning back to her. “I need to talk with you later. We should have a… conversation.”

			Sophia raised a brow at the uncharacteristic expression on her husband’s face. “Very well, my lord,” she said slowly. Adrian was never one for mystery. Still, she dared not allow him to pique her interest. He had probably misplaced his copy of the Times again and wondered if she had taken it.

			Adrian stepped into the drawing room and was immediately assaulted by Cordelia. “Lord Smythe, I have just heard the good news.”

			“Oh?”

			Behind him, Sophia grimaced. There was no way to escape this now.

			“What good news?”

			Sophia heard Edward Hayes snuffle and wake. “What? What?”

			She could not see the state of the room. Adrian’s broad back blocked her from view, and she was more than glad to hide. She did not want to see her husband’s face just now.

			“Oh, Mr. Hayes!” Cordelia screeched. “Didn’t you hear? Lady Smythe is in a delicate condition.”

			Adrian’s body tensed immediately, and she realized too late the conclusion to which he’d jumped. Cordelia was speaking again. “Oh, but Lord Smythe, didn’t you know? You look surprised.”

			Sophia imagined he was indeed surprised. He turned to her, gray eyes hot like molten steel. “Sophia, is this… happy news true?”

			All eyes were on her—even the glowing red eyes of the demon children. But it was Adrian’s eyes that stopped the denial on her lips. For the first time in—she could not think how long—she saw his eyes darken with interest. It was probably anger, but he was looking at her as more than an object at the moment. And in that moment, she wanted desperately to tell him it was true. There would be a baby—a darling, sweet, soft baby. She wanted him to keep looking at her that way. She wanted the closeness they had shared—so briefly—back again. She wanted something—someone—to share with him.

			But it wasn’t true, and she didn’t have to humiliate herself in front of Cordelia and tell him so. If he had any ounce of intelligence, he would know it wasn’t true, and he wouldn’t have put her in this position.

			Forcing a smile, she announced, “I do believe I have just remembered a pressing engagement. I am so sorry, but I must be off. Good day!”

			She walked out of the drawing room and didn’t look back.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Adrian sat at his polished desk in his small, spartan library and attempted to concentrate on the newspaper. He should be reading the article before him, advocating changes in a commerce law. There was a parliamentary session this afternoon, addressing that very issue, but if Adrian’s lack of concentration now was any indicator of what was to come, he’d be wasting his time at Whitehall.

			Perhaps part of the problem was the incessant pounding outside his window, where his once quiet, undemanding wife claimed to be gardening. How was he supposed to concentrate on commerce law when his wife was carrying another man’s child?

			Sophia had been unfaithful to him.

			Rage like he’d rarely known welled up inside him. Rage and anger at his own stupidity. What had he thought would happen? He was never here. Of course Sophia—young, attractive, intelligent—would find another man to warm her bed at night.

			This was his own damn fault.

			If he even believed it. He’d been furious last night, unable to sleep or even lie down most of the night. But this morning, he’d had moments of lucidity. Sophia had never actually confirmed she was pregnant. She’d given no response to Cordelia’s pointed questions. He knew how delicate the subject of pregnancy was to Sophia. Should he be surprised that rather than deny the pregnancy—something she’d had to do countless times—she chose to escape and say nothing?

			There was only one way to know for certain.

			Ask her.

			And wasn’t that what he’d wanted to do all along—broach the subject of their marriage and trying once again for children? He wanted children. He wanted to be the father he had never had.

			The pounding in the garden seemed to increase, and Adrian thought that perhaps the conversation could wait a little longer.

			He looked at the article on his desk again then sighed. Perhaps the problem wasn’t Sophia at all. Perhaps he just didn’t care about the nuances of commerce law. Perhaps he didn’t care for the life of a viscount—estates, tenants, rents, the House of Lords… 

			Adrian had always lived a simple life. He served his country; he protected its sovereignty; he atoned… 

			That was where life grew complicated.

			His father’s treason. Even after all these years, anger lanced through him, still raw and blistering and festering with shame.

			He should forgive his father. The man was long dead, and God knew he’d paid for his crimes. Melbourne was right. Adrian should forget his father, step out from his shadow. After all, he’d barely known the man.

			But the more Adrian contemplated having his own family, the more his father’s legacy haunted him. Adrian swore he would be different. His children would be proud to call him father, proud of what he’d accomplished.

			If he ever had children. A new pain, this one a dull throb, replaced the anger.

			The sharp, staccato pounding continued, and Adrian pushed out of his chair, rose, and stomped to the window. What the hell was the woman doing out there? Gardening was supposed to be a peaceful, quiet activity—tilling the soil, dropping in seeds, pulling weeds. Why did it sound like she had taken shovel to stone? And why did he care? The banality of life at home was driving him mad. He wanted to throw open the French doors, stride to Melbourne’s office, and force the secretary to reinstall him.

			Adrian massaged the bridge of his nose. Even as a child, he’d hated being told no—a selfish trait everyone said he shared with his treacherous father.

			Stop it, he told himself. He was nothing like his father. James Galloway had been a criminal, and he’d been tried and hanged for his treason. Adrian was knighted for his service to England.

			He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the window. But was it enough? Had he done enough to wipe the taint from the family name?

			Can you ever do enough? a dark voice whispered.

			“Yes,” Adrian muttered to himself. But he hadn’t yet. He could do more, would do more, and if Melbourne thought he could stop him—

			He heard a tap on the door. “Enter.”

			A footman did so, carrying a silver tray. Even from across the room, Adrian recognized Melbourne’s handwriting on the card in the center. Adrian stiffened as the familiar rush of anticipation coursed through him.

			***

			Adrian was angry, and it didn’t take a spy to figure that out. For the past day, he’d stomped around the town house like an irate dragon. This morning he’d snapped at one of the maids for dusting too loudly. Before long, Sophia wouldn’t just be imagining smoke furling from his nostrils.

			He’d even deigned to notice her. He was usually benignly neglectful toward her on the infrequent occasions they dined together, but at breakfast this morning, he’d scowled at her.

			How she wished she could scowl right back, tell him he was being ridiculous if he believed she was pregnant. She would never betray him. How could he even believe that of her? If he thought that little of her, he deserved to stew. Besides, he wasn’t the only one in an infernal mood, and at least she had a valid reason for her ill temper. Yesterday afternoon, she’d tried to gain an interview with Lord Melbourne, secretary of the Barbican group, and her request had been denied. She was no closer to reinstatement than before. Her patience, never her best trait, was wearing thin.

			Thank God she had this garden as an escape. This hot, overgrown, dirty garden. She’d been out here for several hours and had accomplished almost nothing. The only task she seemed capable of was tapping her metal spade against a large rock protruding from what should have been her flower bed.

			Clank. Clank. Clank.

			The sound was oddly soothing—perhaps because it drowned out the loop of desperate pleas racing through her head.

			“What on earth is that infernal noise?” A voice rose from the other side of the gate, and Sophia jumped in recognition.

			With a furtive peek at the house behind her, she rose. “What are you doing here?”

			“Saving you, as usual,” Agent Blue said, crossing one ankle over the other and leaning one shoulder against the gate. “And not a moment too soon.” He gave Sophia a quick perusal. “I’ve seen you look better after a knife fight. Good God, Saint, where did you get those enormous glasses?”

			At the sound of her code name, Sophia glanced back at the house again. Adrian was probably asleep in his library chair, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She placed a finger over her lips and opened the gate. After walking through, she closed it silently and pulled Blue to the side of the stone wall. They could still be seen by neighbors and passersby, but they were obscured from the household’s view.

			“How did you find me?” she asked, still whispering.

			Blue cocked a brow. “I’m a spy, remember?”

			Actually, that fact was rather difficult to digest at the moment. She had never met with Blue when they weren’t on assignment, and his appearance now was a bit unsettling. And not only because she hadn’t expected to find him in her garden. He looked… the kindest word Sophia could think to describe him was eccentric.

			Sophia never thought much about whether the other members of the Barbican group disguised themselves when they were off-assignment. She used disguise because that had always been her custom. She’d joined the group after working domestically for the Foreign Office. That is, she had investigated suspicious persons and allegations of treason and spying in London.

			As a gentleman’s daughter, the daughter of a man who had himself been secretly part of the Foreign Office, Sophia had unprecedented access to the world of the upper classes—a world where power reigned and corruption was a constant threat.

			How much easier to remain anonymous and unnoticed by the ton if she dressed plainly and played the meek mouse? In fact, so few people took notice of her, she became a master at her profession. And she had been rewarded for her skills. The day she had been invited to join the ranks of the Barbican had been the happiest of her life.

			But, for whatever reason, Blue apparently also found disguising himself in London a necessary evil. And his attire today was certainly evil. He wore orange pantaloons, a green silk waistcoat, and a purple tailcoat. His stockings and cravat were white, and his brown hair was curled and tousled within an inch of its life. For once, she didn’t notice his blue eyes.

			“Why are you dressed like this?” she asked.

			Once again, he looked her up and down. “I might ask you the same thing. Is that gown made out of sackcloth?” He reached forward to finger the material, and she slapped his hand away. For some inexplicable reason, she was embarrassed.

			“Why are you here?”

			“Finally. Thank God you haven’t been asked to do many interrogations. It takes you a moment to get to the point, doesn’t it?”

			Sophia raised her brows. “Only when I’m overwhelmed by so many varied and clashing colors.” She flicked a finger at his clothing, but Blue only struck a dashing pose.

			“Like it?”

			“No.”

			He huffed. “Well, if I had known you were going to be this cold, I would not have called. Perhaps you don’t want to be saved.”

			“Saved?” Sophia stepped back and peered through the garden gate to ensure she hadn’t been missed. “Saved from what? Or whom?”

			Blue indicated the house and gardens behind her with a sweep of one lace-bedecked sleeve. “Saved from this life of drudgery. But if you prefer to stay home, work in the dirt, and let the rest of us have all the adventure, so be it.” He turned and began to walk away, but Sophia gripped his horrid tailcoat and tugged him back.

			He immediately shrugged off her hand. “Careful, madam! You’ll wrinkle it.”

			“I’ll do more than that if you don’t explain what you mean. Is another assignment available? Does the group need me to come back?” She pushed her unnecessary glasses onto the bridge of her nose.

			Blue gave her a hesitant look. “Not exactly. This is more of a private matter.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			He reached into his grape-colored tailcoat and withdrew a slim card. “Come to this location tonight at midnight, and all will be explained.”

			Sophia eyed the card and snorted. “You cannot be serious. As though I would traipse about in the middle of the night without a very good reason.”

			Blue took her hand and pressed the card into it. “Whether you come or not is entirely your decision, but be aware that you are not the only one in contention for the position. If you are late or do not make an appearance, you lose.”

			With a nod and a bow, he turned and began to walk away. Sophia watched him for a moment and then called, “Lose what?”

			Without looking back, he raised a hand and waved.

			***

			“I did not ask you here to call you back into service,” Melbourne said as he opened his office door to admit Adrian. Immediately, the surge of pleasure Adrian had been riding since receiving the summons this afternoon vanished.

			He stepped into the office and scowled. “I see.” He made a show of taking out his pocket watch and studying the face. Nine o’clock in the evening. “I don’t have time for social calls.”

			Ignoring him, Melbourne lifted two brandy snifters from his desk drawer and filled each from a decanter he unearthed as well. He offered one to Adrian. “Brandy?”

			Adrian accepted it, sipped the liquid, and crossed his arms. The older man took a seat and proceeded to savor the amber liquid. Adrian felt a heave of impatience as he watched the other man’s languid, unhurried movements. In contrast, Adrian’s heart beat quickly, and every muscle was taut, but he controlled his expression, controlled his breathing. He might seethe with irritation, but Melbourne would never know.

			“Care to sit down, old chap?”

			“I’ll stand.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			Adrian closed his mouth, exerting considerable effort to refrain from asking the purpose of Melbourne’s urgent summons. He could be as patient as the devil, if need be.

			“You must be wondering why I called you here,” Melbourne said before finishing the last of his brandy.

			Adrian lifted one shoulder slightly. “I’m used to coming when called. It’s one of many things about the group I won’t miss.”

			“And yet, two days ago, you were at loose ends. I was left with the distinct impression you rather wanted to remain part of the group.”

			Hell, yes, he’d wanted to remain part of the group. He needed the Barbican group. Melbourne knew it, but Adrian would eat the snifter before admitting how much he wanted his position back. Let Melbourne think domesticity suited him perfectly. Let Melbourne worry about losing his best agent for a change. “I’ve found other amusements.”

			“I see.” Melbourne poured another two fingers of brandy for himself. He raised the decanter toward Adrian. Much as he wanted another glass, Adrian shook his head and watched Melbourne relish another swallow.

			“Then I suppose you would not be interested in a new venture recently come before me,” Melbourne said. “You are, after all, a free man now.”

			Adrian swallowed and waited five long heartbeats. “What new venture?”

			“Nothing to do with our group,” Melbourne replied with a wave of his half-empty glass. “Not directly, at any rate. This is a private matter, but it requires the involvement of someone in whose loyalty we are absolutely secure.”

			Adrian shifted slightly and clenched his hidden fists to keep from blurting out a barrage of questions. Finally, he settled on, “Who is we?”

			Instead of answering, Melbourne sipped his brandy and searched another drawer, unearthing a small white card, which he held out to Adrian. Printed in neat black script was an address and midnight.

			Adrian’s eyes met his superior’s. “A midnight rendezvous? What is this? A love affair?”

			“Hardly. It is a matter of extreme consequence, but as I said before, you are free from my command. What you do with the information on that card is entirely your decision.”

			“So I’m at perfect liberty to go home and to bed.”

			“If that is what you wish.”

			The two men locked gazes for several seconds.

			“But you won’t.”

			Adrian pocketed the card and turned to the door. “Good night, sir.”

		

	


	
		
			Four

			By the stroke of midnight, Sophia had swept through the rendezvous building to familiarize herself with the layout, and now she crept down the slick back staircase, wincing as a step creaked under her. She paused, listened. Somewhere in the distance was the drip and splat of water. She supposed the decrepit building on London’s East End must have a leak or ten somewhere, but that didn’t explain why the staircase felt so slimy. There was more than water underfoot.

			She tested the next step then moved gingerly downward, inwardly cursing her black mantle. She was suffocating in the heavy garment, the perspiration making its way down her back in tepid rivulets.

			Why did these rendezvous always have to be in dank, smelly hovels? Why could one never receive a summons to meet in a bright, airy drawing room? And why was midnight always the appointed time? It was practically cliché, not to mention it made things dreadfully difficult.

			When Sophia had slipped out tonight, she had to escape not only the notice of the staff but also her husband. Adrian usually spent evenings at his club, but tonight he’d stayed home. When she’d crept past his bedroom door, his light burned, and she could hear him moving about.

			The soft plop of a footstep in water made Sophia catch her breath and flatten her back against the wall beside the stairs. She looked up at the origin of the sound and then down at the darkness before her.

			She wasn’t alone.

			Her own boot was still wet from trudging through that puddle at the top of the stairs. When she’d searched the ground floor of the building and found it empty, she’d decided to try the lower level. Obviously, someone else had the same idea. It could be Blue behind her, but until she was certain, she was taking no chances.

			Sophia didn’t hear the interloper again, but that didn’t mean he—or she—wasn’t there. Balancing caution and speed, Sophia took the last few steps and descended into the musty gloom of the lower level. She felt along the base of the damp, moldy stairs until she found an opening underneath which to crouch.

			A cobweb brushed across her face, but she ignored it and focused on unsheathing the dagger strapped to her thigh. She was lowering her skirts and mantle again when she heard the step squeak—the same step she had made creak a moment ago.

			The intruder was close.

			She adjusted her weight so she was balanced on the balls of her feet then loosened the grip on the dagger so she held it firmly but could still manipulate it. Like she, the person on the stairs had paused when the board whined, but now he—his step had been heavier than hers, and Sophia was fairly certain it was a man—was moving forward again.

			She had to give him credit. She could not hear him moving—he was as silent as the fog—but she could feel the subtle disturbance in the air as he continued his descent.

			Sophia counted the steps in her head. Four.

			Three.

			Two.

			She leapt nimbly from her hiding place and thrust her hand out at the dark shape before her, intending to disable him. Once she was in control and knew with whom she was dealing, she could decide how best to proceed. She’d aimed for his throat but had to adjust when he was taller than she expected, and her hand hit him in the chest.

			Before she could wrap her fingers about his windpipe and force him back against the wall, he had his own hand around her wrist and was squeezing painfully.

			Sophia did not cry out, and it only increased her concern when, despite her surprise attack, her assailant made no sound. She knew he had not heard her. She had taken him completely by surprise.

			And yet, he was reacting with calm and skill that came only from years of training.

			Blue?

			No. This man was taller and heavier than Blue. He was certainly far more muscled and powerful than she. Not that she considered this a problem. It was merely an observation.

			Blocking the pain of his punishing hold on her wrist, Sophia brought her other hand up and slashed with her dagger. She cut him across the forearm and heard him hiss. His hold on her wrist loosened, and she jerked free.

			She knew she had some space behind her, and she moved away, giving herself room to maneuver. The farther she pulled back, the more she was shrouded from the meager light near the stairwell. She could use the darkness to her advantage only so long as the man, who she now knew must be a trained operative like herself, was unsure of her location. The lower level was almost without light, and she could barely make out the indistinct shapes of boxes and crates behind her. She stepped carefully to avoid disturbing anything and giving away her position.

			She had been taught to strike first and ask questions later. Whoever this man was, she considered him a threat.

			The threat moved forward. Whether by chance or skill, he came directly for her. Sophia shifted to the side, trying to clear his path. Without the benefit of surprise, a direct attack favored the larger, stronger participant. If she wanted the upper hand, she would have to ambush him.

			But the man had eyes as keen as hers.

			As soon as she shifted out of his path, he shifted to follow. He couldn’t possibly have seen her movements. Even with her acute vision, she was practically guessing at his location. Could he hear her?

			Suddenly, he lunged, and she ducked, narrowly avoiding capture. But she came up fighting. Dagger in hand, she slashed at him, catching his cloak and, unfortunately, nothing else. He reached for her weapon, caught her wrist, and there was a brief struggle. He tried to shake the dagger free of her grip, but she would not release it. Instead, she kicked, connecting with what she thought must be his knee.

			With an “oof”—the first sound he had made—he stepped back.

			He did not release her hand.

			Sophia tamped down a surge of frustration and tried a new tactic. She pivoted, presenting him with her back and driving her elbow hard into his middle. Little surprise, that part of him was as firm and unyielding as the rest. But she was not through yet. She shoved into him, as close as a lover, then arched her neck and slammed the back of her head into his chin.

			The blow reverberated through him, and he staggered back.

			Unfortunately, he took her with him.

			They stumbled blindly for a moment. Sophia’s heavy mantle caught on something, but he managed to right himself.

			The counterattack was swift and sure. He propelled her forward, throwing her off-balance then whipping her around. Again, he shook her wrist, trying to loosen her fingers from the dagger. Although her nerves screamed for release from the pain, she would not comply. She slammed against the wall behind her, ducking before he could grasp her throat with his free hand. Instead, she struck out first, catching him hard on the jaw. She heard the pop as his head snapped back and then grunted when the retaliatory blow came: a hard jab to her abdomen.

			For a moment, she could not breathe. Small dots of light danced before her eyes, and then with a roar, she launched herself off the wall and collided with his body.

			He lost his grip on her wrist, and she fell awkwardly, losing possession of her dagger in the process. The clink of the metal on the hard floor startled them both, and as one, they began to grope for the weapon.

			They were on the floor, her legs tangled with his as their hands patted the cold dirt beneath them. Sophia felt a jolt as his hand brushed over hers, and her reaction was to kick out at him, increasing the distance between them. It was then that she realized how close to the stairwell they’d fallen. Three or four steps, and she could be on the stairs and away. For the first time in her career, she was not certain she would win a battle. And why did it matter? There was no Lucien Ducos to take prisoner. No Napoleon Bonaparte to defeat. Exactly what was she fighting for?

			She shoved at the man again just as she heard the dagger scrape against the ground. He had it, and now was her chance. While he closed his hands about the weapon, she freed her legs from him and dove for the stairs.

			She had gained the first one and would have gone farther had her skirts not tangled about her ankles. Damn! She knew she should not have worn this gown. It was her own vanity, her own desire to please whoever had arranged this meeting, which had caused her to be impractical.

			And now she would pay for it. Her slight delay gave her attacker the perfect opportunity, and she felt his hand close on her ankle.

			“Oh, no, you don’t,” he murmured.

			“Oh, yes, I do,” she growled, lowering her voice to disguise it. Sophia kicked back and felt her ankle collide with his jaw. Thank God she had worn her half boots and not some silly satin slippers. And yet the man seemed almost unfazed by the blow. He pulled back on her ankle, hard, and she went down. Kicking free, she gained the stairs once again, but this time his hand snagged her waist, and he pulled her off her feet and back into the darkness of the lower level.

			“Let go!” she barked, kicking and clawing fiercely. Sophia much preferred a disciplined, structured attack, but she was not averse to an unruly approach. Only this time, neither seemed to work.

			He had her, and he had her firmly. They stumbled back, and as he struggled to maintain control, his hand brushed over her breast. He must have felt it, too, because he jerked and then clamped his hand hard about her flesh.

			“Bloody hell. I knew it!” he exclaimed. They fell into a wall, the reverberation from the impact jarring both of them. But not jarring him enough to release her.

			Even muffled by the pounding in her head and the blood rushing through her veins, his voice sounded familiar. If she could just place it… 

			“Knew what?” she asked, ramming her elbow into his gut. A whoosh of air escaped his lungs, and he squeezed her breast hard in retaliation. “Knew you were being beaten by a woman?” The words came out between gasps as she fought to suck in air.

			“I am hardly being beaten, madam. If I so chose, you would be on the floor, unconscious.”

			She gave a bitter laugh. “You are most welcome to try.”

			He pushed her free, and she did fall, but at the last moment, she tucked her legs and rolled into a crouching position. Without waiting for him to recover, she shot forward, ramming her head into his gut. She’d hit him there repeatedly now, and she knew he must feel the pain.

			But he grabbed her shoulders and thrust her back, spinning her about and, once again, imprisoning her about the waist. But this time, his arm had come around her, confining her limbs so she could not use elbows or hands.

			She kicked back, but he danced out of her reach. She could hear his own gasps for breath, and then his mouth was beside her ear. “Who are you?”

			“I might ask you”—she fought to take another breath—“the same question. Let go.” She was positive now that she knew the man. The spy from Calais? The double agent from Lisbon? If she could just grab a moment to think… 

			“Stop fighting.” His breath was warm, and it tickled the sensitive skin of her ear. She felt her body heat in response and shook her head to clear her mind.

			What was wrong with her? This man held her prisoner, would probably kill her, given half a chance, and she was becoming aroused? No wonder the Barbican group no longer had need of her. She was going soft.

			“You are not going to win.” His velvet voice rumbled through her, and his breath skated over her neck. She shivered. There was something about his voice. It was doing something to her, having this erotic effect on her.

			“I’ve never lost.” She managed to wiggle her hand into the slit at the side of her skirt. The pockets tied underneath held her last hope.

			“Famous last words.”

			“Yours.” And with that, she freed the small pistol and pressed the muzzle into his thigh.

			He stiffened.

			“Now, let me go. Slowly.”

			She’d expected immediate compliance, but for some reason, the man hesitated. She dug the muzzle harder into his flesh. “Let go.”

			But he was still, listening. “Wait a moment.” His voice was far away, distracted.

			Damn. He’d recognized her voice. That was the last thing she needed. She tried to distract him with another nudge from the pistol, but he shook his head. “Who are you?”

			“Someone with whom you should not trifle.”

			“Sophia?” The word was strained and almost high-pitched, and before she could stop herself, she jerked, giving all away. “My God.” His hands suddenly flew from her, releasing her as though she’d just told him she had the pox. “It is you.”

			Sophia landed on her feet, stumbled, then whirled to face him. There was a scratching sound, and the acrid smell of smoke assaulted her nostrils. A lone match flared, and she was staring into Adrian’s face.

			Shock, like the blow of a blacksmith’s hammer, slammed into her. She felt as though her head had been cleaved in two, and she could make no sense of the apparition before her.

			“Adrian?” she managed before the flame went out. “But how—?”

			The sound of footsteps above them jerked her back into the danger of the situation. She went absolutely still, noting Adrian did the same. As one, they slid toward the shelter of the staircase. Sophia ducked down, bumping shoulders with Adrian as he did the same.

			“Get out of my way,” she hissed.

			“You’re in my way.”

			The footsteps began again. “Shh,” they said in unison.

			Sophia bristled. Who was he to shush her? And what was he doing here? Adrian’s idea of excitement was walking home from his club in a drizzle. She had to be imagining this… or was it some kind of test? Had whoever arranged this meeting brought Adrian here to evaluate her loyalty? Or perhaps to expose her… 

			“Are you down there?” a man’s voice called from the top of the staircase. The warm glow of lantern light flickered above and cascaded over them.

			“Who the hell are you?” Adrian called, careful, she noted, not to reveal himself.

			“Why, Lord Smythe, come upstairs and see for yourself. You, too, Lady Smythe.”

			Sophia snapped a look at Adrian, but he appeared as confused as she.

			“No need to worry,” the man said. “I know all about you and the Barbican group.”

			Sophia was still staring at Adrian, and it was then that she saw it.

			He was wearing the gray cloak. The same gray cloak the operative who had stolen Ducos out from under her had been wearing.

			Her eyes must have widened, because Adrian’s expression went from bewildered to alarmed. “What is it?”

			“You,” she spat. She reached forward and grasped a handful of the offending cloak. “It was you. I do not believe this. It’s impossible.”

			And it was. Adrian? He had been the agent to apprehend Ducos?

			Adrian looked at the wadded material of the cloak in her hand, looked at her face. “What are you talking about?”

			“Lucien Ducos.”

			His face showed no reaction to the name. “I don’t follow.”

			It was a blatant lie, and yet his voice betrayed nothing. He was good. Damn! He was good.

			“You stole him from me,” Sophia spat. “You’re the bastard who walked in and stole Ducos from under my nose.”

			His gray eyes widened. “You’re the other spy? You’re the agent who couldn’t catch him?”

			Her jaw dropped indignantly. “Couldn’t—I had him, you fool. That was my trap you stepped into. Days of preparation, and you ruined everything.”

			Adrian shrugged—arrogant, cocksure. It was a new look, a novel attitude for him. She hated it and was drawn to it at the same time. This man was not her husband.

			“I guess we know who the better agent is,” he drawled.

			“Better at pilfering, perhaps. But who won the confrontation down here?” She gestured to the lower level. “I had you right where I wanted you.”

			He glanced at the pistol she still held and snorted. “With that toy? I was hardly concerned.”

			Sophia’s eyes narrowed, and she raised the weapon. “This toy, as you call it, will put a nice hole in your belly.”

			“If you can even fire it straight.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

			She inhaled sharply, partly because of the insult and partly because it was truer than he could have guessed. Handling pistols was not her forte. But even she could not miss at this close range. She cocked the hammer. “Shall we test that theory?”

			They locked eyes.

			The man at the top of the stairs cleared his throat. Neither Sophia nor Adrian looked away.

			“If you two want to kill each other, fine with me. But if you are interested in this assignment, I suggest you make your way upstairs. I will not be kept waiting.”

			He withdrew, taking the lantern with him, and the lower level was once again pitched into darkness. Neither Sophia nor Adrian moved. There was silence, except for the drip of the water.

			Plop, plop, plo—

			“I’m going up,” Adrian announced. “If you want to shoot me, now is your chance.”

			And Sophia was just tempted enough by the conceited tone in his voice to do it too. Instead, she eased her hand off the pistol’s hammer and lowered the weapon. “This isn’t over.”

			“Not by a long shot,” he agreed.

			They rammed shoulders as both attempted to take the stairs.

			“Excuse me,” he said, trying to shoulder past her.

			She shoved him back then stepped nimbly out of his way. “Go right ahead, my lord. I’ve always said, ‘ladies first.’”
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