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				This book is dedicated to older sisters, and in particular to my oldest sister Gail Cecelia, who is the most tenderhearted, determined, kind, practical, intelligent, lovely person ever to take on impossible tasks and see them through to successful completion. Gaily, you are a gift to all who know you.
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				One

				“The blighted, benighted, blasted, perishing thing has to be here somewhere.” Maggie Windham flopped the bed skirt back down and glared at her wardrobe. “You look in there, Evie, and I’ll take the dressing room.”

				“We’ve looked in the dressing room,” Eve Windham said. “If we don’t leave soon, we’ll be late for Mama’s weekly tea, and Her Grace cannot abide tardiness.”

				“Except in His Grace,” Maggie replied, sitting on her bed. “She’ll want to know why we’re late and give me one of those oh-Maggie looks.”

				“They’re no worse than her oh-Evie, oh-Jenny, or oh-Louisa looks.”

				“They’re worse, believe me,” Maggie said, blowing out a breath. “I am the eldest. I should know better; I should think before I act; I am to set a good example. It’s endless.”

				Eve gave her a smile. “I like the example you set. You do as you please; you come and go as you please; you have your own household and your own funds. You’re in charge of your own life.”

				Maggie did not quite return the smile. “I am a disgrace, but a happy one for the most part. Let’s be on our way, and I can turn my rooms upside down when I get home.”

				Evie took her arm, and as they passed from Maggie’s bedroom, they crossed before the full-length mirror.

				A study in contrasts, Maggie thought. They were the bookends of the Windham daughters, the eldest and the youngest. No one in his right mind would conclude they had a father in common. Maggie was tall, with flaming red hair and the sturdy proportions of her mother’s agrarian Celtic antecedents, while Evie was petite, blonde, and delicate. By happenstance, they both had the green eyes common to every Windham sibling and to Esther, Duchess of Moreland.

				“Is this to be a full parade muster?” Maggie asked as she and Evie settled into her town coach.

				“A hen party. Our sisters ran out of megrims, sprained ankles, bellyaches, and monthlies, and Mama will be dragging the lot of us off to Almack’s directly. Sophie is lucky to be rusticating with her baron.”

				“I don’t envy you Almack’s.” Maggie did, however, envy Sophie her recently acquired marital bliss. Envied it intensely and silently.

				“You had your turn in the ballrooms, Maggie, though how you dodged holy matrimony with both Her Grace and His Grace lining up the Eligibles is beyond me.”

				“Sheer determination. You refuse the proposals one by one, and honestly, Evie, Papa isn’t as anxious to see us wed as Her Grace is. Nobody is good enough for his girls.”

				“Then Sophie had to go and ruin things by marrying her baron.”

				Their eyes met, and they broke into giggles. Still, Maggie saw the faint anxiety in Evie’s pretty green eyes and knew a moment’s gratitude that she herself was so firmly on the shelf. There had been long, fraught years when she’d had to dodge every spotty boy and widowed knight in the realm, and then finally she’d reached the halcyon age of thirty.

				By then, even Papa had been willing to concede not defeat—he still occasionally got in his digs—but truce. Maggie had been allowed to set up her own establishment, and the time since had seen significant improvement in her peace of mind.

				There were tariffs and tolls, of course. She was expected to show up at Her Grace’s weekly teas from time to time. Not every week, not even every other, but often enough. She stood up with her brothers when they deigned to grace the ballrooms, which was thankfully rare of late. She occasionally joined her sisters for a respite at Morelands, the seat of the duchy in Kent.

				But mostly, she hid.

				They reached the ducal mansion, an imposing edifice set well back from its landscaped square. The place was both family home and the logistical seat of the Duke of Moreland’s various parliamentary stratagems. He loved his politics, did His Grace.

				And his duchess.

				One of his meetings must have been letting out when the hour for Her Grace’s tea grew near, because the soaring foyer of the mansion was a beehive of servants, departing gentlemen, and arriving ladies. Footmen were handing out gloves, hats, and walking sticks to the gentlemen, while taking gloves, bonnets, and wraps from the ladies.

				Maggie sidled around to the wall, found a mirror, and unpinned her lace mantilla from her hair. She flipped the lace up and off her shoulders, but it snagged on something.

				A tug did nothing to dislodge the lace, though someone behind her let out a muttered curse.

				Damn it? Being a lady in company, Maggie decided she’d heard “drat it” and used the mirror to study the situation.

				Oh, no.

				Of all the men in all the mansions in all of Mayfair, why him?

				“If you’ll hold still,” he said, “I’ll have us disentangled.”

				Her beautiful, lacy green shawl had caught on the flower attached to his lapel, a hot pink little damask rose, full of thorns and likely to ruin her mantilla. Maggie half turned, horrified to feel a tug on her hair as she did.

				A stray pin came sliding down into her vision, dangling on a fat red curl.

				“Gracious.” She reached up to extract the pin, but her hand caught in the shawl, now stretched between her and the gentleman’s lapel. Another tug, another curl came down.

				“Allow me.” It wasn’t a request. The gentleman’s hands were bare and his fingers nimble as he reached up and removed several more pins from Maggie’s hair. The entire flaming mass of it listed to the left then slid down over her shoulders in complete disarray.

				His dark eyebrows rose, and for one instant, Maggie had the satisfaction of seeing Mr. Benjamin Hazlit at a loss. Then he was handing her several hairpins amid the billows of her mantilla, which were still entangled with the longer skeins of her hair. While Maggie held her mantilla before her, Hazlit got the blasted flower extracted from the lace and held it out to her, as if he’d just plucked it from a bush for her delectation.

				“My apologies, my lady. The fault is entirely mine.”

				And he was laughing at her. The great, dark brute found it amusing that Maggie Windham, illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Moreland, was completely undone before the servants, her sisters, and half her father’s cronies from the Lords.

				She wanted to smack him.

				Maggie instead stepped in closer to Hazlit, took the fragrant little flower, and withdrew the jeweled pin from its stem.

				“If you’ll just hold still a moment, Mr. Hazlit, I’ll have you put to rights in no time.” He was tall enough that she had to look up at him—another unforgivable fault, for Maggie liked to look down on men—so she beamed a toothy smile at him when she jabbed the little pin through layers of fabric to prick his arrogant, manly skin.

				“Beg pardon,” she said, giving his cravat a pat. “The fault is entirely mine.”

				The humor in his eyes shifted to something not the least funny, though Maggie’s spirits were significantly restored.

				“Your gloves, sir?” A footman hovered, looking uncertain and very pointedly not noticing Maggie’s hair rioting down to her hips. Maggie took the gloves and held them out to Hazlit.

				“Can you manage, Mr. Hazlit, or shall I assist you further?” She turned one glove and held it open, as if he were three years old and unable to sort the thing out for himself.

				“My thanks.” He took the glove and tugged it on, then followed suit with the second.

				Except his hand brushed Maggie’s while she held out his glove. She didn’t think it was intentional, because his expression abruptly shuttered further. He tapped his hat onto his head and was perhaps contemplating a parting bow when Maggie beat him to the exit.

				She rose from her curtsy, her hair tumbling forward, and murmured a quiet “Good day,” before turning her back on him deliberately. To the casual observer, it wouldn’t have been rude.

				She hoped Hazlit took it for the slight it was intended to be.

				“Oh, Mags.” Evie bustled up to her side. “Let’s get you upstairs before Mama sees this.” She lifted a long, curling hank of hair. “Turn loose of that mantilla before you permanently wrinkle it—and whatever happened to put you in such a state?”

				***

				“Not the done thing to stare at a man’s daughters under his own roof.”

				Lucas Denning, Marquis of Deene, kept his voice down, but Benjamin Hazlit heard him nonetheless.

				“You’re happy enough to be staring,” Hazlit said, taking his walking stick from the footman.

				Deene glanced around. “Discreetly. Not like I want to leap upon the girl naked. What on earth did you do to that woman? Her hair is quite the most glorious thing I’ve seen outside a certain brothel in Cairo.”

				Hazlit felt an abrupt need to plant his fist in Deene’s handsome face. “Now who’s being rude?”

				“We both are.” Deene grinned momentarily, turning his severe Nordic features almost boyish. “But Lady Maggie never affords me more than the passing notice due to a family friend, so it matters little. Are you off to your club for a beefsteak?”

				“I am for home, and it’s a pretty day, so I’ll be on foot.”

				“I could take you up. My tiger is walking my horses as we speak.”

				“Thanks, but after sitting for two hours and listening to my betters parse the state of the realm, I can use some fresh air.”

				They parted, Hazlit trailing after the guests who hadn’t been detained by a red-haired Amazon bent on mischief.

				Except, to be fair, the whole little business had started without anybody intending anything, and it should have ended that way. Lady Maggie hadn’t appreciated his nonsense with the flower, so she’d stabbed him with his own pin.

				She’d done him a favor, in truth, because his wits had gone begging at the sight of all that silky, warm hair tumbling around her shoulders. He’d caught a whiff of her fragrance, a clean, bracing scent laced with cinnamon, and he’d tangled his fingers in a few long, silky strands of her hair. The feel of it sliding over his skin had momentarily shut down his reasoning powers, something the lady must have sensed.

				He didn’t often give offense to a lady, but there was something about Moreland’s by-blow that threw him off stride and brought out the ungallant side of his nature. They’d met only a handful of times, for Hazlit generally avoided the ballrooms and soirees and Venetian breakfasts. His half brother had recently become the first man to marry into the present generation of Windham daughters, making it even more imperative that Hazlit keep his distance.

				Socially, he had to keep a hand in, mostly for business purposes, but nobody was glad to see him arrive at their polite functions, and everybody was relieved to see him leave. The parliamentary matters were little better. On behalf of the Earl of Hazelton, for whom he ostensibly worked, he attended meetings such as Moreland’s earlier strategy session. Moreland and a few of the senior titles knew better, but they kept their mouths shut.

				Miss Windham’s mouth had been open. For just an instant, her jaw had dropped, presumably at the heat in Hazlit’s gaze. That was not well done of him. She was a lady, for all her unfortunate origins, and he was a gentleman.

				Most of the time.

				He made his way to his town house in less than a half hour, which really wasn’t long enough to get the mental stench of the duke’s meeting out of his mind. Moreland was a staunch Tory, though he had sympathy for the yeoman and could be surprisingly effective garnering votes from the moderates on even the most divisive issues.

				Still, Moreland’s meetings went on forever and all too often degenerated into grumbling and finger-pointing.

				Hazlit handed his hat, walking stick, and gloves to his butler, glanced at the longcase clock in his foyer, and headed for his library. There was still time to plough through several hours’ worth of correspondence and reports prior to the evening’s obligations.

				Before he sat at his desk, though, Hazlit scanned his shelves until he came across a volume of Wordsworth. He unfastened the little rose from his lapel and tucked it carefully between the pages of the book, then forced himself to get down to work.

				***

				“Valentine!” Maggie flew across her bedroom, throwing her arms around the tall, dark-haired man who’d appeared unannounced in her chambers. “Oh, I have missed you so, you scamp. You scoundrel! When did you get back to Town, and is Ellen with you?”

				He hugged her tightly, a good solid hug as only a brother who’d been rusticating with his new wife since Christmas could deliver to his sister, and kept an arm around Maggie’s shoulders as he walked her to a window seat.

				“Ellen accepted my plea for her to eschew travel,” Valentine said. “She gave me a letter for you.” Val passed her a single folded piece of paper.

				“Ellen is well?” Maggie asked, some of her joy dimming as she glanced at the pretty hand on Ellen’s note. Ellen and Val had been married only a short time, and already, they were in anticipation of a joyful event. She was happy for them, truly she was. Also envious.

				“Ellen is quite well, though my own nerves are sorely tried to think of her increasing. But, Mags”—he glanced around at the upheaval in her sitting room—“have I come to Town only to find my sister taking fits?”

				If Maggie Windham loved any men, it was the men of her family—her father and brothers, Uncle Tony, and her cousins. They were the best of fellows, but they fretted endlessly and called it doting on her, her sisters, and the duchess.

				“I’ve lost track of a favorite frippery. I got a little carried away searching for it.”

				“I’ll buy you another. I’m back in Town to do rehearsals with the Philharmonic Society but expect I’ve already been spotted by Her Grace’s spies. I might as well take you shopping before I face the maternal interrogation.”

				“You don’t have to stay at the mansion. You could stay at Gayle’s place, since he and Anna have the room.”

				“He said as much.” Val rose and began to wander the room, putting things to rights. He was sinfully handsome, with emerald green eyes, sable hair just a tad too long, and hands that could conjure from any kind of keyboard the sweetest music ever played.

				But he had the Windham gift for fretting over family, probably amplified by impending fatherhood.

				“You are not my lady’s maid, Val.” Maggie rose to straighten the pillows her searching had thrown into disorder.

				“I’m your darling baby brother,” he replied, holding up a dancing slipper with little roses embroidered on it. “Lovely, but not very well used. Are you still impersonating a recluse, Mags?”

				“I go out,” she said, folding an afghan over her fainting couch. “Her Grace will not permit me the privacy I’d choose, were I allowed.”

				“Neither will I.” Val held up another slipper. “I’m attending the Winterthurs’ ball tonight. Say you’ll come with me to be my protection. If I’d known how sincerely the merry widows considered married men fair game, I’d likely have declined tonight’s invitation.”

				“You’d best call on your mother before you show your face in public,” Maggie warned. “She could hardly sip her tea today, so anxious was she to interrogate you in person about your wife’s well-being.”

				“She’s your mother, too.” Val began draping silk stockings over the open lid of a cedar chest.

				“She is not my mother. Valentine, those are my unmentionables.”

				He shrugged. “I like unmentionables. I like pretty things and pretty ladies. Come dancing with me tonight, Mags. I won’t go without you.”

				“Very well, but you come by for me after you’ve made your bow at the mansion.”

				“Fair enough.” He smiled at her, wrapping a stocking around his neck and holding it up like a noose. “If I tell Her Grace you’re to come out socializing with me, she’ll hardly let me finish my tea.”

				“Stop disrespecting your sister’s personal effects.” She snatched the stocking from around his silly neck. “And how are you, really? You look tired.”

				“I’m working on a new composition, and it rather takes over my schedule. Ellen is very understanding, perhaps too much so.” As he spoke, he picked up a little music box from Maggie’s vanity.

				“You gave me that,” she said, watching those graceful hands of his lift the lid. “You’re going to leave here without playing for me, aren’t you?”

				“You’ve heard me play probably more than any other single person on the face of the earth. Just hum a few bars of Beethoven; you’ll hardly know it isn’t me.”

				“One doesn’t hum Beethoven, for pity’s sake.” She cocked her head to study him, realizing that in some way, her baby brother had grown up, grown more mature for taking a wife. “Ellen is truly well?”

				“She assures you of as much in her letter.” Val put the music box down, his signature smile in place. “I got a letter from Dev before I left Bel Canto.” He passed Maggie a slim epistle that bore their oldest brother’s slashing hand. “He seems to be thriving with his womenfolk.”

				“Then lucky Devlin.”

				“But you miss him, don’t you?”

				“Of course I miss him.” Maggie plopped down on the bed, both appreciating and resenting Val’s perceptivity. “We’re close in age, and we share…”

				“Bastardy.” Val crossed the room to sit beside her, taking her left hand in his right. “You’ve both been legitimated, you’re adopted, you’re accepted everywhere, and yet this haunts you.”

				“It’s different for a woman, Val. I can’t buy my colors and guarantee my standing in the world by riding off to whack at Frenchmen. Devlin is a perishing earl.”

				“He’s still our brother.” Val tucked a lock of hair behind Maggie’s ear. “And he specifically challenged me to look in on you and get your nose out of your infernal books. Spring is coming, Mags, and it’s time to dance.”

				It sounded not like a lighthearted invitation but rather like a lecture.

				Gracious.

				She got to her feet. “Shoo. You have a call to pay on your mama, and she won’t want to let you out of her sight.”

				“I’ll come by at eight, but let’s take your coach,” he said, rising as well. “Read Dev’s letter. I’m sure he’ll expect a prompt reply.”

				“I’ll read it, and I will see you at eight, but I don’t intend to stay out all night, Val.”

				“Nor do I.”

				He was gone, leaving behind the peculiar sinking of spirit Maggie felt each time a member of her ducal family left her here, alone in her own quarters, just as she’d spent years begging and pleading for them to do.

				***

				“Good evening, Mr. Hazlit.”

				The Winterthurs’ butler greeted him, though not in quite the stentorian tones the man might have used for the titled guests. It was the same in the receiving line. Grudging, hesitant, but polite tolerance from those who knew not what to make of the Hon. Benjamin Hazlit.

				He preferred it that way, and it was better for business. He didn’t pause at the top of the grand staircase when a herald all but muttered his name, but made his way quietly into the crowd milling under the enormous chandeliers.

				“Hazlit.” Lucas Denning gave him a nod and a grim smile. “I’d hoped the dancing would have started by now.”

				“I hear the orchestra tuning up, but the first sets always take a while to form. What social cataclysm has wrested you from your club?”

				Deene ran a finger around his starched collar and glanced about at the ladies in their finery. “Another lecture from my mother about duty to the succession. One might ask what social cataclysm has provoked your attendance. The hostesses never know whether it’s a coup when you show up or a reason to fret.”

				Hazlit took a half step into the shadows under the minstrel’s gallery and visually assessed his companion. “We aren’t all golden gods such as yourself. Given the title, it truly is a wonder you aren’t married.”

				Deene shuddered, and Hazlit had the impression it wasn’t entirely feigned. “Don’t say that word. I’m too young to be leg-shackled.”

				“It’s the debutantes who are too young. We marry them off before they’ve put away their dolls.”

				“Think that way, and you’ll soon be the one married off.”

				They fell silent as a footman approached, offering champagne from a carefully balanced tray. Deene tossed back his wine then slunk off to the card room, no doubt intent on avoiding the matchmakers.

				It was tempting to do likewise, but the evening was young, which meant nobody would be sufficiently inebriated to let slip the kind of information Hazlit came seeking. He made for the refreshment table and helped himself to a second flute of champagne, from which he drank nothing.

				Wallflowers and companions were a source of intelligence that often went unnoticed, so Hazlit scanned the ladies seated among the potted ferns and mentally started filling out dance cards.

				Abigail Norcross’s companion for starters.

				Then the companion of Lord Norcross’s current discreet interest.

				Perhaps Norcross’s widowed sister.

				That would likely bring him up to the supper waltz, and since there was no telling who might make a late appearance, he left his evening open thereafter.

				***

				“Helene, how nice to see you.” Maggie gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. “Budge over so I can malinger among the ferns with you.”

				Helene obligingly scooted over. “I saw you dancing with Lord Val. Brave of him to show his face without his new wife.”

				“He is brave.” Braver than Maggie, in any event. She settled her skirts around her as she took the half of the padded bench Helene Norcross Anders made available to her. “Growing up the youngest of five brothers, Val is both cannier and more determined than some of his elders. Now, who has made a cake of themselves, and which gentlemen are on the prowl?”

				“You aren’t a widow yourself, Maggie, to be taking such an approach to an evening of dancing.”

				“I’m not dancing.” Maggie held up a slippered foot and wiggled her toes. “And you’re not spilling. Come, Helene, I’m stuck here until after supper. You might as well entertain me.”

				“The debutantes are all atwitter because Deene’s here, and word is he’s looking for a wife.”

				“I like Deene,” Maggie said. “He doesn’t dissemble with a lot of flummery and false smiles.”

				“One hears he’s particularly friendly with the fashionable impure,” Helene said. “Were I them, I’d be snuggling up to Deene before many of his peers. There he goes now, and God help the twit on his arm. She looks like she went poaching for hares and got a boar in her gun sights.”

				“Naughty, Helene.” Maggie hid her smile by pretending to search in her reticule.

				“The truth often is.”

				They chatted away for the balance of the first set. Helene was a pretty, well-to-do widow, and a few of the more determined fortune hunters tried to get her to stand up. Maggie watched her deftly turn them aside with polite excuses, but Helene adopted a different tactic when Benjamin Hazlit approached.

				And oh, didn’t he look superb in his evening finery? Against his dark complexion and dark hair, his linen gleamed in the candlelight, and the gold of his stickpin and cuff links winked in coy contrast to his black evening coat. He was as well tricked out as any of the titles in the room, and he had the height and bearing to make evening attire truly magnificent.

				No rose, though. On his lapel was a bright red carnation. Maggie caught a whiff of the scent when he bowed over her hand.

				The hand he held just a moment too long, the idiot.

				“I was hoping Lady Anders might do me the honor of the supper waltz,” Hazlit said. The smile he aimed at Helene dazzled, for all it didn’t reach his eyes.

				“I promised this set to my brother,” Lady Helene replied, her show of regret equally superficial. “Perhaps you’d lead Miss Windham out in my stead? She’s been sitting here this age, good enough to keep a widow company amid all this gaiety.”

				Maggie glanced at her friend but saw only devilment in Helene’s eyes.

				“Lady Magdalene?” Hazlit held out a gloved hand. “May I have this dance?”

				The smile dimmed on his handsome face, and his gaze held hers. As much to get away from his inspection as anything, Maggie put her hand in his and rose. “I would be honored.”

				“Lady Helene, my thanks,” he said, holding up his left hand for Maggie to place her fingers over his knuckles.

				And it would be a blasted waltz.

				“You do not look honored,” he said, leading her to a position on the floor. “You look like you’re plotting the end of an association with Lady Anders.”

				“Helene has a peculiar sense of humor, but she knows I will retaliate at some point. I’ll make her dance with His Grace or perhaps with Deene.”

				“That would set tongues wagging.” He held out his left hand for Maggie to place her right in it. When she hesitated, he put her left hand on his shoulder, and took her right in his.

				“Really, Lady Magdalene, am I so offensive as all that? Your parents allow me under their roof, and your sister was happy enough to marry my half brother.” His hand at her waist was warm, even through her gown and stays.

				“You enjoy being difficult,” Maggie said as the orchestra began the introduction. “It isn’t becoming in a grown man. I’d take offense but I suspect you’re like this with most everybody.”

				“I can be charming.”

				“When it suits your purpose,” she said as the music began. “That isn’t charm, Mr. Hazlit. That is guile.”

				His rejoinder was to dance her around the room, holding her a little more closely than convention allowed, a little more firmly.

				She liked it.

				She was a good-sized female, and there were few enough partners with the height and presence to lead her on the dance floor. Maggie didn’t lead, though it was tempting with the more timid men, but she had to be careful she didn’t turn too exuberantly, lean too much, step too far. Partners lacking in assurance could lose their grip on her, stumble, or tangle their feet with hers.

				Not Hazlit. He danced well, maybe even better than her brother Val, whom she would have said was her favorite partner.

				Before. Before this obnoxious man floated her around the ballroom in his strong arms, his legs moving with hers so smoothly Maggie never once had to look down. It was… disconcerting, to be handled with such confidence and to like it so well.

				“Now I know how to still your sharp tongue.” He spoke right into her ear, his cheek almost against her temple. If he moved any closer, they’d become objects of talk. “All I have to do is stand up with you, and your temper falls silent.”

				“I don’t generally dance.”

				“I know, though I can’t fathom why. You move like a sylph.”

				“Are you teasing me?”

				“I am not.” He pulled back to study her by the candlelight. “I’ve partnered many women, and you are an accomplished dancer.”

				She relaxed a little at his words, because Hazlit might be a wretch, but he was an honest wretch. He’d tell her to her face when he was making fun of her.

				“I want you to promise me something,” Maggie said. He spun her under his arm and brought her back to waltz position. Perhaps it was her imagination, but he seemed to be holding her just a bit closer.

				“I don’t make promises lightly, my lady,” he said, his expression becoming severe. “Just because I like to dance with you doesn’t mean you can trespass on my good nature.”

				“I wasn’t aware you had a good nature. I want you to promise me you won’t be spying on any of my family members ever again.”

				Silence stretched between them while the music played on, and her partner never missed a step.

				***

				Benjamin Hazlit was a gentleman when anybody was looking. He did not labor for his living, did not get his hands dirty, did not toil in the creation of something—pots, barrels, corn, ale—such that he’d be denied the status of a gentleman. But because of what he did when others weren’t looking, weren’t watching closely, he was suspect in the eyes of Polite Society.

				It would soon be impossible to pursue his livelihood, so interested had his neighbors become in his doings.

				“You’re bold,” he said to his dancing partner, emphasizing his words by holding her a little too closely on a tight turn. “I’ll grant you that.”

				“Not as bold as you,” she said, twirling gracefully. “You sneak and snoop and lurk in gardens until nobody has any privacy.”

				“If I lurk in gardens, I do so to flirt and steal kisses, the same as any other callow swain.”

				She snorted her disbelief, and Hazlit decided his point was better made in private. As they neared the French doors, he danced her off the floor and out onto the flagstone terrace.

				“Mr. Hazlit.” She drew back, or tried to. “Whatever are you about?”

				“You brought up a subject best aired privately. No doubt you assumed the dance floor was a place where you could upbraid me with impunity. Think again, Lady Magdalene.”

				“I don’t use the title.”

				The words were shot out of a cannon armed with dignity, but Hazlit heard a little of the hurt also propelling them along.

				“Their Graces adopted you. I know that much, since your father thinks my confidence can be trusted.”

				She glanced up at him sharply in the near darkness. “Adopted perhaps, but I do not use the title.”

				Her motivations were a little mystery, and Hazlit enjoyed mysteries far more than he should, though unraveling Maggie Windham’s motivations wasn’t what brought them out into the chilly night air.

				“Miss Windham, then.” He frowned down at her as she rubbed her hands over her arms. “About my investigations.”

				“Your snooping.”

				He draped his evening coat around her shoulders and had the satisfaction of seeing he’d rattled her composure. A notice to the Times was in order for that coup. “May I remind you, your family retained me to research the origins of your brother’s housekeeper—the very lady now married to him.”

				“Gayle and Anna’s situation was made more perilous by your prying. I will not have it, do you understand me?” She paced away from the house, probably not even realizing she was heading for deeper shadows.

				Hazlit fell in step beside her, more than comfortable with poorly lit spaces. “So you will deprive me of my living and deprive your titled peers of the useful services I perform?”

				“You brought Lucille Ramboullet back to her papa after she tried to elope. She’s now married to Alfred Huxtable, a man twice her age.”

				Hazlit tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, as if they were merely chatting, not… bickering. “Which puts the doddering Lord Huxtable at about five-and-thirty years old. The girl ran off with a scoundrel who has pockets to let and was after her money. She’s seventeen, Miss Windham, without a brain in her pretty head. Do you claim her judgment on the matter should have carried the day?”

				“She ran for reasons. Her circumstances are instructive of the mischief your so-called investigating creates.”

				“We are not going to agree on this,” he said, pausing and frowning. Magdalene Windham was notably retiring, firmly on the shelf—which was a waste of glorious hair, if nothing else—but in her castigation of him, Hazlit detected a genuine note of outrage.

				Alarm.

				She had secrets. He realized this between one heartbeat and the next, and knew not a little temptation to ferret out those secrets. He did sometimes go secret-hunting without a client’s money to show for it. It kept his senses sharp.

				“I do not lurk in gardens.”

				She turned to look over the grounds. “You’re lurking in one now.”

				The moon was coming up, not quite full but spreading illumination as it rose from the horizon.

				“I am being chastised for earning my coin providing a needed skill. Come. If we linger near a torch, we’ll be seen having our disagreement, and neither one of us wants that.”

				She took his suggestion, as he knew she would. Magdalene Windham presented at least the appearance of propriety, though he could guess all too easily what kinds of secrets she was hiding. With hair like that…

				“Shall we sit?” he asked when they’d gone far enough from the terrace to have privacy. “You’re less likely to raise your voice if we’re not on our feet.”

				“I’m less likely to slap you,” she rejoined, though there was little heat in her voice. “You think I’ll start begging, but I’ve done some watching and listening of my own, Mr. Hazlit.”

				“You’re entitled to listen at keyholes, while I am not?” He purposely sat right beside her, body to body, wanting to disconcert her.

				Or perhaps keep her warm, or do both.

				“I do not listen at keyholes. I listen to my family’s table conversation. Just the other night, Her Grace asked how it is that of all the titled lords in Parliament, only the Earl of Hazelton sends a factor to attend confidential meetings. Of all the earls in the land, only Hazelton manages to vote his seat occasionally, but nobody can describe the man’s appearance in any detail. His Grace gave her a look and asked for more potatoes. Papa abhors potatoes. He says they’re peasant fare but permits them on the table because Evie loves them.”

				Damnation.

				“Hazelton is reclusive,” Hazlit said, but a distraction was in order. He tucked a lock of her hair, her warm, glorious, silky hair, over her ear.

				“Hands to yourself, Mr. Hazlit. I have brothers, and I can protect myself if need be.”

				“How would you protect yourself? I’m at least half a foot taller and probably six stone heavier.”

				“You’re a man.” She hugged his coat closer. “You have at least one other set of vulnerabilities besides your arrogance and your pride.”

				“Nasty, Miss Windham.” Wonderfully nasty.

				She gave him a disparaging glance. “Do you think it’s easy being Moreland’s bastard?” She turned her face to the rising moon. “There were two schools of thought among the so-called gentlemen. The first believed my unfortunate origins meant my morals would be as corrupt as my mother’s—His Grace being completely without blame—and I was fair game.”

				They would, Hazlit silently conceded. Most men would, that is. They would hope she was fair game.

				“The second group thought I ought to be grateful for the hand of any cit or baronet’s son who offered for me. Thank God for Papa’s stickling, or I would have had eight offers my first season.”

				And now they were on tricky ground indeed.

				“Do you still have to fend off these offers, my lady? One hesitates to point out that persistent suitors might be offering from genuine regard.”

				“Don’t think to turn up decent on me now, Mr. Hazlit. I am past thirty, on the shelf, and that is where I shall remain. But we wander from the stated reason for our discussion. You will not spy on my family.”

				He had a choice. He could offer some vaguely unpleasant rejoinder, because it sat ill with him to ever let anybody have the upper hand, and he enjoyed sparring with her a little too much. He could keep her out here until propriety demanded her return to the ballroom, leaving their discussion unresolved.

				Or he could be honest.

				“Miss Windham, when I am hired by a party, I do not turn around and gather information on that party without their permission. If I came across something unflattering to the Windham family, I would be honor bound to keep it to myself, lest it reflect poorly on a client.”

				“But would you tell Her Grace? His Grace?”

				This mattered to her, confirming Hazlit’s suspicion some lucky and discreet fellow had the regular pleasure of seeing all that hair tumbling down Magdalene Windham’s naked back.

				“I would not tell them unless I thought the information posed a threat to their physical health or well-being.”

				She wasn’t going to push for more. He saw that in the way she worried her full lower lip, in the frown that had little creases forming between her brows.

				“Papa had a heart seizure little more than a year ago.”

				“Right. Percy Windham, though he reportedly spent two weeks at Melton during hunting season, is on the brink of death.”

				“Don’t be callous. He’s Moreland to the world, but to us, he’s our papa.”

				“He’s also a tough old boot, Miss Windham. He has years left in him.”

				She raised her gaze to his, searching his expression.

				He did not peer too closely into those troubled eyes. “We need to take this interesting discussion back inside, though I’ll teach you a trick if you like.”

				“I most assuredly do not like.”

				“That’s my girl.” He lifted his jacket from around her shoulders and slipped into it. “When we go through the doors, don’t sidle along the wall, looking like you’ve just been stealing kisses in the garden.”

				“You are fixated on kisses and gardens.”

				“Walk in the door like a royal princess,” he said, buttoning his coat. “And don’t go but a few steps into the room before you stop and engage me in conversation.”

				“Why would I want to do that?”

				“So you are not seen coming or going. You are seen standing idly about, the same as a hundred other guests, perhaps nearer the door to get some air, but certainly not skulking around with something to hide.”

				She didn’t look happy, but she nodded.

				And shivered.

				“Come.” He took her hand, wishing they weren’t wearing gloves so he might at least offer her fingers a little warmth. She followed his instructions to the letter, stopping just six steps inside the French doors and turning a winsome smile at him.

				“The waltz was delightful. You really must allow more ladies the pleasure, Mr. Hazlit.”

				“Would that more ladies had your grace on the dance floor.”

				They batted the conversational shuttlecock back and forth a little more before tacitly agreeing neither wanted to endure the other’s company at supper. The lady swanned off ostensibly to find her brother, and Hazlit was left to pursue the matter of Abigail Norcross’s suspected infidelity.

				And as he danced and flirted and chatted up the wallflowers, he wondered what sort of mother would name her by-blow Magdalene. The biblical connotations were not kind. Not kind at all.

				***

				“What has you in a swivet?” Evie flounced back against the squabs of her sister’s town coach and organized her skirts.

				“Nothing.” Maggie glanced out the window at the chilly darkness and to the bright façade of the Winterthur mansion beyond. With every lamp and torch lit, the white marble looked like a ghoulish, openmouthed face, staring at her.

				She dropped the curtain and tried to focus her thoughts. “I’m not in a swivet. I still haven’t found my reticule.”

				“It will turn up. I saw you dancing tonight, Maggie dearest, and with the delectable Mr. Hazlit.”

				“Sometimes, baby sister, your powers of observation border on rudeness.”

				“It goes with never getting any attention. Val and I have discussed this, each being a youngest. Tagging along is our lot in life, or it was. Don’t you think Hazlit is handsome?”

				“I suppose.”

				She should have said yes, for that would have put Evie off the scent. Hazlit was handsome, just not in a typically blond, blue-eyed English way. His looks were wilder than that. More compelling.

				“I took my turn dancing with Deene.” Evie sighed and sat back. “I rather pity him having to face all the debutantes, and he’s not a bad dancing partner.”

				“Don’t be bruiting that about, or Papa will be talking terms. He’s a marquis, Evie, and a friend of the family. He’d do.”

				“He would not do in the least, but he’s a marvelous dancer. Jenny says his conversation is amusing.”

				“His flirting, you mean.”

				Evie’s dreamy smile dimmed. “Mags, when did you become so ungracious toward all save your family? Or are you going to chastise Valentine for tarrying with his friends tonight?”

				“I’m just tired.” She did not say she was increasingly worried about her reticule.

				“Dancing will do that.” Evie sat up, and Maggie knew her inquisition wasn’t quite over. “You and Mr. Hazlit make a gorgeous couple.”

				“Nothing I do constitutes a gorgeous anything, Eve Windham. You will cease that talk immediately.”

				“You sound just like Mama in a taking with one of the boys,” Evie said, smiling widely. “You should have seen yourself, Mags. Your eyes sparkled when he held you in his arms.”

				“Evie!” Though Maggie had to smile. In some ways, Evie was still their baby girl, allowed to hold on to the innocence of childhood well past her come out.

				“They did. Mama had already gone on to Almack’s with the others, but Val and I saw you.”

				“I wanted to assure myself the man wasn’t up to his spying. Not on us, anyway.”

				“Mags, he wouldn’t be spying at a ball.”

				“Yes, Evie, he would.”

				And that was something else she’d be talking to Helene Anders about in the morning.

				***

				Hazlit slowed his pace as he made his way home, forcing himself to calm down. He’d made a few more passes among the Winterthurs’ guests, had gleaned what information he could, then taken himself off before the dancing had resumed after supper.

				Spying, indeed. Spying was for sneaks and voyeurs, not for belted earls.

				The hypocrisy of that—his holding a title but hiding it—slowed his steps even further. He didn’t hide his title, exactly, he just didn’t trade on it.

				He was still trying to sort out his temper when he took a snifter of brandy up to his chambers. He managed without his valet, undressing himself down to his skin, hanging his evening attire on the wardrobe door, then finding his favorite silk dressing gown. The evening was chilly, but his chambers were warm in anticipation of his arrival.

				Out of habit, he took his drink to the desk near the blazing hearth in his private sitting room.

				What had he seen?

				He began to record the evening’s harvest of information and concluded he could narrow down the possible paramours for Lady Abigail Norcross to two. Lord Norcross had assured Hazlit he wasn’t going to use the information to bring adultery grounds against his wife in a divorcement proceeding.

				But he was going to threaten, Hazlit knew. He was going to stomp about, bellow, and strut, when the man himself was no scion of fidelity.

				But women could not sue for adultery, as a man’s seed was his to spend where he pleased. A wife’s womb belonged to her spouse, though, just like the rest of her. Norcross had his heir and two spares; all he wanted was the freedom to live apart from his wife on some sort of terms. The lady was loathe to give up her place at his side but equally given to finding her consolation outside the marriage bed.

				It shouldn’t matter, of course, since her by-blows were unlikely to inherit, but to Lord Norcross, it did.

				The dismal topic brought him back to the matter of Miss Magdalene Windham, a ducal by-blow raised with Moreland’s legitimate brood.

				Without conscious volition, Hazlit began to sketch her. She had magnificent eyes to go with that hair, and a rather strong nose. The nose suited her, as did the defined jaw and chin. As his pen moved over the paper, he watched the image taking form on the page.

				Magdalene Windham was beautiful.

				Not in the pale, mousey English mold, but in an earthier, more dramatic way. Her brows and lashes were darker than her hair, and having held her in his arms he could attest to a few freckles across her nose and on her shoulders. Just a few.

				They made a man want to kiss…

				He tossed the pen down, for he’d drawn the woman not in her ballroom attire but as he’d seen her previously, with her hair tumbling down, her eyes alit with mischief as she prepared to stab him with his lapel pin.

				A soft tap on the door interrupted his musings.

				“Come in.”

				“Make way,” his visitor said. “It’s bloody bleeding cold out for being almost spring, and a man could use a medicinal tot.”

				“Here.” Hazlit passed his untouched drink to his guest. “Shall I ring for food?”

				“Please.” Archer Portmaine lowered his long bones to the settee facing the fire. “Busy night.”

				“A fruitful night?” Hazlit gave three tugs on the bellpull in short succession, the signal for a late tray.

				“Don’t know.” Portmaine ran a hand through blond curls, no doubt knowing he was as attractive disheveled as he was dressed to the nines. It was one of the reasons Hazlit was in business with his handsome cousin.

				“Lady Abby’s coach departed at the close of the dinner hour,” Portmaine said. “With her in it. She traveled precisely four blocks before her conveyance stopped and she climbed into Hamway’s vehicle. Scurried into it, more like.”

				“Did you positively identify her?”

				“Yes, as she got in at the Winterthurs’. The footmen carried torches so the ladies could watch their step getting into the carriages.”

				“And Hamway was stupid enough to leave his crest exposed?” Hazlit frowned, because answers this easy were suspect on general principle.

				“Later in the evening there was cloud cover over the moon, Benjamin.” Portmaine leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

				“Then how did you determine it was his?”

				“I was riding back with the footman on the boot,” he said, “pretending I’d gotten off Lady Norcross’s vehicle. I saw the crest for myself by the occasional street lamp.”

				“Did anybody see your face?”

				Portmaine lifted his head and opened his eyes to glare at Hazlit. “I know my job, and you haven’t doubted me like this for at least the past two years. I was in disguise, per procedure.”

				Hazlit frowned, because Archer Portmaine was as good at his job as he was good-looking. The man’s instincts were infallible and tonight’s job completely routine.

				“Last week, she got into Lord Doolish’s conveyance in the same manner,” Hazlit said.

				Portmaine blew out a breath. “You want me to swive her? She apparently likes variety, and she’s a pretty little thing. Not her fault if her husband is smitten elsewhere.”

				Hazlit turned a stern eye on his associate. “There are lines we do not cross, Archer.”

				“You have lost all sense of fun.” Portmaine took a sip of his drink. “It’s fortunate you still serve decent brandy, or I’d despair of you entirely.”

				“You will not get under the lady’s skirts now, and you will not offer her consolation when her husband banishes her to their country house.”

				“Speaking of skirts.” Portmaine’s eyes began to dance. “I saw you turning down the room with Maggie Windham. Excellent choice, old man. How’d you get her to stand up with you?”

				“She was inveigled onto the dance floor by a friend. How is it you know her?” Much less know her as Maggie?

				“I knew her younger brother in Rome, and we’ve kept in touch,” Portmaine said. “Man can do anything with the keyboard. He’s introduced me to his siblings as we’ve bumped into them. There’s an entire gaggle of pretty sisters in addition to the one your half brother married.”

				“Is this like the old king’s problem with his princesses; no one is good enough for his womenfolk?”

				“Wouldn’t know”—Portmaine got up to answer the tap on the door—“not having made His Majesty’s acquaintance.” He brought a tray to the desk and pulled up a chair before settling in with his meal. “Lord Val says Maggie’s the most retiring of his sisters. She’s had to be, given her antecedents. His Grace had her and the other one, the soldier, brought up under his own roof, though. By God, we aren’t paying the kitchen enough. This is delicious soup and piping hot.”

				He slurped delicately, as if to underscore the point.

				It was tempting, very, very tempting, to gently pry details from Portmaine. Here in their home, brandy warming his gut, Portmaine would prattle on the same as any other man on familiar turf.

				But there were lines Benjamin Hazlit wouldn’t cross.

				Though it would just be gossip, after all. They gossiped with each other, because really, there wasn’t anybody else with whom they could share all the society effluvia they came across in their work.

				“So what else had Lord Val to say about his steadiest sister?”

				***

				Maggie’s head footman rapped on the open door of the breakfast parlor.

				“Lord Valentine to see you, madam.”

				“Thank you, Hobbs,” Val said, sauntering in still sporting his evening attire. “But since when do we announce family?”

				“Since you’ve gone for a husband,” Maggie said, rising to kiss his cheek. “And your arrival twice in twenty-four hours has to be worth noting. Have some breakfast.”

				“Don’t mind if I do.”

				“Were you up all night playing?”

				He filled a plate at the sideboard, while Maggie noted the signs of fatigue about his eyes. Val had been a gorgeous youth, sensuous, dreamy, and probably more sexually attractive than he knew. Having been parted from her for months though, Maggie saw him with new eyes, realizing he was making the transition from handsome young man to breathtaking maturity. She’d missed him and missed his music, too.

				“I played some,” he said, taking a seat at her right hand. “I’m bunking in with Viscount Fairly, and I wanted you to have my direction. When was the last time your Broadwood was tuned?” He passed her a calling card with an address on the back. One of the better addresses, actually.

				“You sent your fellows over at the first of the year. You always do if you aren’t here to see to it yourself.”

				“Mags, are you happy?” He tucked into his eggs as if he hadn’t just asked a very personal, unusual question.

				“What makes you ask?”

				He looked up from his eggs, green eyes troubled. “That isn’t a yes.”

				“You’ve been up all night, Valentine. Were you perhaps imbibing for much of the evening?”

				“Right.” He smiled at her. “I’m knee-crawling drunk and in need of a good old-fashioned scolding. If you’re not happy, what would it take to make you happy?”

				There was something behind his smile, something Maggie suspected a woman would call concern and a man wouldn’t deign to put a label on even under threat of torture.

				“It’s just that until I married Ellen, there was something missing—a large something. Still, I wasn’t unhappy. You’re not unhappy, either, unless I miss my guess.”

				Not unhappy. He was insightful, her baby brother. Inconveniently so.

				“I have my charities,” she said, rising with the need to put some distance between them. A few beats of silence went by while Maggie stared out the window at her back gardens and Val said nothing.

				Then, “You danced with Hazlit.”

				“Gracious God.” Maggie turned and braced her hips on the windowsill. “I danced with Lord Fanshaw and Dudley Parrington, too. What of it?”

				“The last two are His Grace’s cronies of long standing, and you danced a waltz with Hazlit. I can’t recall when you’ve waltzed with anybody but me or Dev or Gayle.”

				Or Bart or Victor, their two deceased brothers.

				“I waltz with His Grace.”

				“At your come out, maybe, fifteen years ago.”

				“It wasn’t fifteen years ago.” Though it soon would be.

				“Mags, bickering won’t answer my question. Why Hazlit?”

				“I wanted to speak to him, and the dance floor has a kind of privacy.”

				“About?”

				“Valentine.” She put as much of the Duchess of Moreland’s hauteur in her tone as she could, which was considerable.

				“Gayle likes him,” Val said, clearly not the least cowed. “And not only because Sophie just married his half brother. I thought you should know.”

				Which meant Gayle would be coming around to dispense his questions and advice as well. “You may go back to Oxfordshire if all you’re going to do is interrogate me about my dancing partners, Valentine.”

				He studied her for a long moment, green eyes seeing far more than Maggie was comfortable with. “Dev and Emmie? Their Graces?” he said. “Their lives have meaning, Maggie, and they have somebody to love them. God willing, that’s what I’m building with Ellen, and Gayle with Anna.”

				“I love you,” she said, her concern now for him. “I love all my siblings.”

				“And we love you,” he replied, his smile sad, “but I’m not sure that’s enough, Mags. Not for you—it wasn’t for me, though I couldn’t have said as much to save myself. You’ll give Gayle my direction?”

				“Of course. You left it with Their Graces?”

				“I’m off to the mansion once I change, and yes, I’ll pass it along to them.”

				Val stayed long enough to finish his breakfast, but for the second time, he left without even sitting down at Maggie’s piano. When he was gone, Maggie went upstairs, promising herself she would not panic. Methodically, she searched her rooms again—bedroom, sitting room, dressing room.

				No reticule.

				She searched her back hallway and the closet off the foyer. She traced her usual path from the kitchen to the mews and then wandered every inch of every walkway in her gardens.

				No reticule.

				She took a break and read the financial pages of the paper, something she’d been doing since the age of twelve, and then repeated her entire search.

				Still no reticule.

				Her brother Gayle, Earl of Westhaven and the Moreland heir, chose to stop by and share luncheon with her. All the while she was smiling and nodding at his conversation, Maggie was also trying not to panic.

				Where in all of perishing creation could that reticule be?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				William the Conqueror had been a bastard.

				King Charles II had sired twelve bastards at least, raising three of them to dukedoms with a flourish of the royal pen.

				More recently, the Duke of Devonshire had raised two—or was it three bastards?—in the miscellany sharing a roof with him, his duchess, and his mistress.

				One of the royal princesses was more than rumored to have a bastard son being raised by the boy’s father, and the royal dukes had propagated bastards at a great rate in response to their dear papa’s Royal Marriages Act.

				These facts and more like them had been imparted to Maggie at her first private tea with Esther, Duchess of Moreland. Maggie had been thirteen, a year into the ordeal of having her courses among a houseful of brothers over whom she towered, a year into the mortification of needing a corset before any of her friends had confessed to same.

				With almost two decades of hindsight, Maggie could see Her Grace had been trying to impart reassurance, but what had come across to a young girl floundering for confidence was something on the order of: “Sit up straight, quit feeling sorry for yourself, and stop tapping your spoon on your teacup.”

				Private teas could still be harrowing to her and her sisters both.

				Maggie had only recently begun to suspect private teas were just as harrowing for Her Grace, except that good lady had raised ten children and survived three decades of marriage to Percival Windham. When Esther Windham took a notion to see a thing done, Wellington’s determination paled by comparison.

				So it was to Esther’s example Maggie turned when her reticule remained missing for a third day.

				***

				The life of an investigator wasn’t easy. Gathering information in the ballrooms kept a man up late of an evening, and meeting clients at breakfast or while riding at dawn had him out of bed before first light.

				Hazlit often solved the dilemma by spending the waning hours of the night at his desk, reading reports and getting the bulk of his sleep in the daylight hours. He was no different from many of his peers in this regard, at least during the spring Season.

				Lady Norcross had gone to ground, and Hazlit had a sneaking suspicion he knew why. A word whispered in Helene Ander’s ear by a certain presuming, statuesque redhead, a little warning between Helene and her sister-in-law, and that would be that. He tried to feel some stirring of regret for Lord Norcross, but taking on the man as a client had been a mistake.

				Hazlit made his way back to his chambers, only to find some servant had pulled back all the drapery, leaving his sitting room flooded with sunlight.

				Spring was trying to advance, but it was heavy going. Hazlit considered spending the morning loitering at the coffee shops rather than catching forty winks, and his eyes fell on the jacket he’d worn to Moreland’s meeting earlier in the week.

				A little glint of fiery gold at the cuff had him examining the sleeve.

				And damned if there weren’t three long, reddish-gold strands of hair caught on the button. Very long. So long that when he coiled them around and around and around his finger, they made a band as thick as a wedding ring.

				A token of a well-fought skirmish. He rummaged in his wardrobe for the sewing kit, bit off a length of silk thread, and tied it around his prize.

				“Excuse me, sir.”

				Hazlit’s butler, Morse, stood in the doorway, attired in sufficient dignity to grace the Regent’s residence.

				“What is it?”

				“A lady to see you. I put her in the small parlor and ordered her tea and cakes.”

				“A lady?” As opposed to a female, since Hazlit employed women as eyes and ears at many levels of society. They generally came in through the mews, after dark, cloaks pulled up over their hair, or they suffered his wrath.

				Morse extended a calling card on a silver salver, the salver held in a gloved hand. Hazlit read the card.

				Well, well, well.

				Another skirmish. His fatigue fell away. He shrugged into a morning coat, gave his cravat a last-minute inspection, and headed downstairs. His only detour on the way to the small parlor was to tuck his little token into the pages of Wordsworth, several poems away from the drying rose.

				“Miss Windham, a pleasure.” He bowed over her hand, automatically taking in the details.

				She was pretty in the morning sunshine, though that wasn’t a detail. He put her age around thirty, which by his lights was the start of a woman’s prime or her decline, depending on how she lived her life. Too often late nights, excessive food and drink, and moral laxity aged a lady before her time. She might catch a man’s eye by the light of the evening’s candles, but morning sun was a brutal mirror of truth.

				And the truth was, Maggie Windham was lovely. She had none of the lines of incipient dissipation creeping up around her full mouth. Her eyes were clear and limpid green, the same shade as her beautifully tailored walking dress. Her hair had the healthy luster of a lady who enjoyed fresh air and proper nutrition.

				That hair…

				She half rose to offer him a little curtsy, then subsided onto the sofa. “Will you be seated, Mr. Hazlit?”

				He took a place next to her, just to watch her eyes widen in surprise, though that was her only reaction—no nervous shifting away or popping out of her seat.

				“It is a pleasure to see you, Miss Windham, as stated, but an unexpected pleasure. Particularly as you’ve come calling all on your lonesome, no lady’s maid trailing about, no younger sister at your side.”

				A question dangled on the end of his observation, but his guest was saved responding by the arrival of the tea tray.

				“Shall I pour, Mr. Hazlit? And I assure you, my footman is flirting with your scullery maid as we speak.”

				“Please. It isn’t often my tea tray is graced by such a pretty lady.”

				She drew off her crocheted gloves and set them beside her on the sofa, revealing, of course, pretty hands. Not small, but slim, long-fingered, and ringless. Her nails were short and unpainted, which surprised him a little. Practical hands, not ornamental.

				“How do you like your tea?”

				“Sweet, nearly white.”

				She served him, prepared a cup for herself, and only then met his gaze. “I need your help.”

				He nearly sputtered his tea all over them both, so effectively had she surprised him. He took a deliberative sip, letting a silence stretch until he was good and ready to offer return fire.

				“You expect me to believe a duke’s daughter with no less than three strapping brothers extant requires my assistance?”

				“I am a duke’s daughter, but having titled antecedents doesn’t smooth every bend in the road of life, does it, Mr. Hazlit?”

				She let a little silence of her own build, and Hazlit nearly saluted with his teacup.

				She was good. By God, she was good.

				“I am not enthusiastic about working for a female. Nothing personal.”

				She didn’t even flinch at his brusque tone but took a delicate sip of fine Darjeeling. “Her Grace has mentioned that you will work for a lady.”

				“Exceptions, all. I assume you’ve conferred with her regarding retention of my services?”

				“I have not, but I know you are a demanding employee.” She grimaced a little at her tea.

				“How would you know such a thing?” For it was the truth.

				“You will determine the time and place of all meetings. You will not render any reports in writing but will convey them only orally. You demand compensation at the outset in cash and return unused monies in cash only. You’re rather like a barrister in that you don’t solicit business, but one accounts oneself lucky to have your services.”

				“I don’t believe the analogy flatters me.”

				“Nor was it intended to.”

				He might have missed it, because she bent her head to sip her tea. His living depended on noticing the small clues, though, so he saw the first tiny temptation to turn her lips up into a smile. She hid it almost fast enough.

				Miss Windham, Miss Windham… She was here in broad daylight but without a companion to ensure the proprieties. He still didn’t know what her game was and really did not have time for games in any case.

				“Very well.” He was gentleman enough to wait until she set down her teacup. “If you’re prepared to pay the shot.” He named an exorbitant sum and waited to see how she’d regroup without sacrificing her considerable dignity.

				“You’d prefer it in cash?”

				“I will accept it only in cash.” He felt a twinge of pity for her. A very small twinge.

				“I’ll have the sum delivered to you before the sun sets. More tea?”

				“Please.” He frowned at her practical, pretty hands while she poured tea he didn’t particularly want. Of course, the money would never materialize, and that would be that. While he reasoned himself to this conclusion, she executed the tea ceremony like the daughter of a duke.

				No, he corrected himself, like the daughter of a duchess.

				“Cakes, Mr. Hazlit?”

				“Thank you. My breakfast is becoming a distant memory.”

				She passed him a plate with two cakes, their hands brushing as she did.

				By accident? By design? He was becoming unwittingly curious as to Miss Windham and her stratagems. “You’re not having a sweet?”

				“One must refrain occasionally for the sake of fitting into one’s gowns.”

				He flicked an eye over her, though did not permit himself to linger at the obvious locations. “Your sacrifice is duly appreciated; but tell me of your circumstances, Miss Windham, and how I might be of service.”

				She stirred her tea, a slow dragging of the spoon around the bottom of the teacup. A tell, he suspected. A small, personal flag denoting nervousness or impending mendacity.

				“I’ve lost something precious.”

				“Jewelry? That’s easy enough, as it usually turns up somewhere around Ludgate, kept out of sight for all but particular customers. Was it something that could have been easily broken down and fenced?”

				“Why would anyone put a fence around jewels?” She frowned, those little creases appearing between her brows.

				“Let me acquaint you with a bit of terminology, Miss Windham. When a thief steals something distinctive, something of value, he can hardly stand on a street corner and wave it about, inviting bids.”

				“Or she cannot.”

				“Just so. If the goods are to be liquidated profitably, they are usually transferred to a merchant who traffics in such items, for example, the jewelers over by the City. The thief is given some coin for his wares but nothing like what the thing would be worth if sold openly. The jeweler can recover a great deal for it, though, since he’s selling to legitimate customers. The jeweler is the fence.”

				“And if somebody asks, the jeweler will say it was sold to him as part of some Northumbrian dowager’s estate?” The frown smoothed, but her mouth was disapproving.

				“You understand the criminal mind.”

				“I understand not getting caught.”

				“Have you been caught, then?” He kept his gaze on her face. “Is the missing object a lover’s token you shouldn’t have?”

				“Gracious!” She sat back, looking dismayed but not insulted. “Investigating must call for a vivid imagination, Mr. Hazlit.”

				“Hardly. Human nature seems to draw most people into the same predictable peccadilloes over and over. So which misstep have you taken? Do you need to locate the child’s father? Pay off his wife to keep her mouth shut? Those aren’t strictly investigatory matters, but I can see where the need for discretion… What?”

				“I should slap you.” The words weren’t offered with any particular animosity, more a tired acceptance. “You are a man, though, and allowances must be made.”

				“I beg your pardon.”

				“And well you should.” She sipped her tea then tipped her head back to regard him. “Despite the foul implications of your questions, Mr. Hazlit—questions I doubt you would have put to any of my sisters—I still need your help, and I still intend to retain you. I have committed no indiscretion; I have no ill-conceived child on the way; I need not go for a tour of the Continent to eschew my dependence on laudanum.”

				“So your problem is not that serious,” he said, relieved for her to find it so, and irritated with himself—for no particular reason.

				“It is only serious to me. I will meet with you to discuss the details when your retainer has been delivered.”

				“I’ll speak to you tonight at the Livien soiree.”

				Distaste flitted through her eyes, but he steeled himself against it. She started this little game; let her cry forfeit if she couldn’t keep up with his rules.

				“Until tonight then.”

				She took her leave, going right out the front door for all the world to see, and he had to wonder again what exactly Miss Maggie Windham was about.

				***

				“So what’s your brother up to?” The Duke of Moreland kept his voice down even in his private study, lest his duchess catch him interrogating one sibling about the other. Bad parental form, she claimed, but the children outright told her things they’d never confide in their dear old papa.

				Gayle Windham, Earl of Westhaven, shot his father an amused look from his place in the opposite armchair.

				“As far as I know, Dev’s rusticating in Yorkshire, and Val will soon again be enjoying connubial bliss with Ellen in Oxfordshire.”

				The duke sat back, smiling broadly. “St. Just is making a go of his earldom, we can say that for him, and he married a good breeder, too. No complaints from this quarter, but I speak of young Mozart. He’s departed from his wife’s side and is larking about with Fairly here in Town, or with Fairly’s piano.”

				“Why don’t you ask him?”

				“He never sits still long enough unless his handsome arse is planted on a piano bench.” His Grace’s gaze traveled over the paneled ceiling twelve feet above their heads. And this was one of the mansion’s cozier rooms.

				Westhaven shifted in his chair, crossing his legs with a casual elegance His Grace could only envy. “Last I heard, Val was helping rehearse the Philharmonic Society ensemble and scribbling away on some new composition.”

				“He’s always scribbling away on something these days. I think it agrees with him. How is our Anna?”

				“She sends you her regards, and I’ve sneaked a box of crème cakes to the kitchen for your personal delectation.”

				“Any of ’em chocolate?”

				“At least half. I took all the chocolate ones headed for Maggie and switched them to your box.”

				“Miss Maggie does enjoy her sweets. Did you know she danced with Ben Hazlit?”

				“Keep your ducal paws off, Your Grace,” Westhaven said, his tone deceptively mild for the implied rebuke. “Val said it was merely a polite waltz, and they declined to share supper with each other.”

				“Val said. Do you think he’d hint his sister finally took an interest in a decent man? Thick as thieves, you lot.”

				“So why are you asking me?”

				“Because, dear fellow, when I shuffle off this mortal coil, your unmarried sisters will be your cross to bear.”

				Westhaven rolled his eyes. “Not the threat-of-death speech. You’ve never felt better, and you know it.”

				“Mark me, my boy, a woman left unmarried gets up to tricks. Think of Sophie’s little Christmas revel all on her own—or almost on her own but for Sindal’s dubious company. Think of your sister Evie and that ghastly footman. Disaster was at hand, and if fate hadn’t intervened…”

				“Evie would be married to a handsome footman. Maggie isn’t Evie, and Hazlit isn’t a footman.” And the very calm with which his son spoke was a source of pride to His Grace. The boy—the man—was going to make a splendid duke.

				“Hazlit is not a commoner, either,” the duke said, quietly.

				“He told me as much in the course of our dealings. But if I were you, Your Grace, I would not try to push Hazlit on Maggie. She’ll balk and head for the barn at a dead gallop, and Her Grace will scold you and hide your stash of cakes.” Westhaven rose and went to the sideboard, pouring himself half a glass of… lemonade.

				Perhaps the Windham heir was not quite so ducal yet.

				“Good heavens, as bad as all that? Has Maggie said something to you?”

				“No, she has not.” Westhaven eyed the crystal goblet in his hand. “Not that I’d violate her confidences when you’ve yet to ask her yourself.”

				“Such a stickler I’ve raised.” But the duke let a little pride infuse his words, for Westhaven was a stickler in the best sense. A detail man who was fast putting the duchy back on sound financial footing.

				“Tell Her Grace I’m sorry I missed her.” Westhaven drained his glass and set it aside. “And do not let me hear of you meddling in Maggie’s affairs, or Hazlit’s. And a word of advice?”

				“I’m not too arrogant to turn aside a prudent man’s advice.” Provided the man was his own son.

				“Keep an eye on Her Grace,” Westhaven said. “She was asking Anna about Maggie’s waltz and waited until I was out of earshot to do it.”

				“My, my, my…” The duke rose, as well, glad once again no twinge of pain flared in his chest as he did. “You will give Anna my compliments and tell her to keep her ears open.”

				Westhaven smiled, shook his head, and gave his father a parting hug. The duke saw him out and then made a dash for the kitchen as quickly as stealth and dignity would allow.

				***

				Maggie had grown up with five brothers, and she wasn’t bothered by a display of male pique. In their frequent tempers, her brothers bellowed and stomped and regularly fell into noisy horseplay that sometimes resulted in broken furniture and those despairing looks from Her Grace.

				Her father held one of the most powerful titles short of royalty and wasn’t above shouting indoors to get his way or to express his displeasure with the state of his world.

				But it was mostly noise, mostly bluster and show. Sound and furying, as Her Grace put it. Nobody was ever going to get hurt in the tantrums and tussles Maggie had seen.

				The look in Benjamin Hazlit’s eyes communicated lethal intent without a word.

				“You want me to find your reticule?”

				His voice was calm, perfectly civil in fact, as befitted a gentleman on the shadowed terrace outside a genteel soiree, but still Maggie’s arms broke out in goose bumps.

				“I do. It holds great personal significance for me.”

				“And about a week’s worth of pin money. Come.”

				He tugged her by the wrist down a dimly lit garden path. The moon was up, creating some light even on the unlit trails.

				“This is not well advised, Mr. Hazlit.” She dragged her feet but didn’t plant them for fear he’d pull her over onto her face.

				“Having this discussion where we could be overheard is less well advised,” he said over his shoulder. “There. That bench.” He dropped her wrist and waited for her to take a seat. That little civility only made his banked temper more unnerving.

				“It’s a perfectly reasonable request,” she said. “You’re an investigator; something of value has gone missing. Investigate.”

				“For your information, Miss Windham, I find missing people.” He dropped down beside her without asking permission. “I find daughters gone haring off to their social ruin; I find embezzlers and arsonists. I track the criminals Bow Street can’t touch because of rank and privilege. I do not go chasing after missing hairpins for bored women who have nothing better to do than aggravate a man at his labors.”

				She was silent, absorbing an aspect of his situation she hadn’t appreciated before.

				“Cat got your tongue, Miss Windham?”

				“This is not a trivial matter to me.”

				“It is to me,” he shot back. “And as you well know, I choose among my potential clients. I serve at my own whim; I do not fetch on command like a handsome young footman trying to cadge his lady’s favors.”

				“That was uncalled for.” Particularly when Maggie employed only the plain-faced variety. They worked harder and did not provide fodder for gossip.

				Beside her, Hazlit took a deep breath, his broad shoulders heaving up then dropping down. “My apologies, but I am refusing your request.”

				“I don’t believe that’s legal.”

				“Of course it’s legal.” He turned to frown at her. “You have no hold over me, Miss Windham. I am a free agent. Like a barrister.”

				She had to smile at him for that. A barrister, indeed. “You are contractually bound to me, sir.”

				“I’m unbinding myself. I can give you the name of several other investigators who will be happy to work for you at much lower wages than I charge.”

				“We have a contract,” she said, very sure of this point, at least. “You cannot unilaterally renege, or I’ll see you sued for breach, and I will win.”

				“How will you prove such a thing when there’s not one word of our dealings in writing and we had no witnesses?”

				“Offer, acceptance, consideration, and capacity,” she said, drawing the words out for him. “The elements of a contract are in place, and you are equitably estopped from claiming we had no contract just because there is no sealed document.”

				That got his attention, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing in his present mood.

				“What are you going on about?”

				“My brother Westhaven read law. I consult with him on business matters, as His Grace has no time for ledgers and figures. I’ve borrowed some of Westhaven’s texts and consult with his solicitors when the mood strikes.”

				“A damned bluestocking spinster. Blackstone is spinning in his grave.” Hazlit sounded amused, which was some relief.

				“It isn’t complicated, not in theory. Besides, you have a point. There are no witnesses, but I could try you in the court of public opinion, and you would surely not win there.”

				“You could,” he said, his tone thoughtful. “You’d have to go out and about to do that, Miss Windham, and I think you prefer a retiring life.”

				“I very much do. Which is why I do not relish the idea of quizzing my staff, retracing my steps, quizzing the fellows in the mews, asking my friends and neighbors and family if they’ve seen my purse, and turning my house upside down to find what is precious to me. I feel like an idiot for losing it.”

				He gave her another considering look then hunched forward, forearms on his thighs. “You might have started there. You might have tried to gain my sympathy before you bludgeoned me with common law.”

				“And leave your pride a little fig leaf?”

				“Maybe a not too little fig leaf. Maybe a fig bush.”

				She smiled at his attempt at humor, though it could be interpreted vulgarly, if one had such a turn of mind.

				“Mr. Hazlit, won’t you please, please help me find my reticule? It is one of my dearest possessions. I feel horrid for having lost track of it, and I’m too embarrassed to prevail upon anybody else but you to aid me in my hour of need.” She turned her best swain-slaying gaze on him in the moonlight, the look Val had told her never to use on his friends. For good measure, she let a little sincerity into her eyes, because she’d spoken nothing but the truth.

				“God help me.” Hazlit scrubbed a hand over his face. “Stick to quoting the law with me, please. I might have a prayer of retaining my wits.”

				She dropped the pleading expression. “You’ll keep our bargain, then?”

				“I will make an attempt to find this little purse of yours, but there are no guarantees in my work, Miss Windham. Let’s put a limit on the investigation—say, four weeks. If I haven’t found the thing by then, I’ll refund half your money.”

				“You needn’t.” She rose, relieved to have her business concluded. “I can spare it, and this is important to me.”

				“Where are you going?” He rose, as well, as manners required. But Maggie had the sense he was also just too… primordial to let a woman go off on her own in the moonlight.

				“I’m going back to the ballroom. We’ve been out here quite long enough, unless you’re again trying to wiggle out of your obligations?”

				“No need to be nasty.” He came closer and winged his arm at her. “We’ve had our bit of air, but you’ve yet to tell me anything that would aid me in attaining your goal. What does this reticule look like? Who has seen you with it? Where did you acquire it? When did you last have it?”

				“All of that?”

				“That and more if it’s so precious to you,” he said, leading her back toward the more-traveled paths. “That is just a start. I will want to establish who had access to the thing, what valuables it contained, and who might have been motivated to steal it.”

				“Steal?” She went still, dropping his arm, for this possibility honestly hadn’t occurred to her. She realized, as he replaced her hand on his arm, that she’d held the thought of theft away from her awareness, an unacknowledged fear. “You think somebody would steal a little pin money? People are hung for stealing a few coins, Mr. Hazlit, and transported on those awful ships, and… you think it was a thief?”

				“You clearly do not.”

				She was going to let him know in no uncertain terms that no, she could not have been victimized by a thief. She was too careful, too smart. She’d hired only staff with the best references, she seldom had visitors, and such a thing was utterly…

				“I did not reach that conclusion. I don’t want to.”

				Voices came to them from up the path. A woman laughing a little too gaily, drunk, perhaps. Another woman making an equally bright rejoinder, and then a man’s voice, or two men’s.

				“Come.” Hazlit drew back into the foliage, his hand around Maggie’s wrist. He stepped behind a tree and drew her to stand before him, his legs on either side of hers as he leaned back against the tree.

				“Remain still; breathe naturally,” he whispered right in her ear, very, very quietly. She did as he suggested, not wanting to be found in the darkness with him by people too inebriated to observe a little discretion.

				And while she stood so close to him, the night breeze stirred the air, bringing Hazlit’s scent to Maggie’s nose. She puzzled over it, because it was faint but alluring.

				Complicated, like the man who wore it.

				Honeysuckle was the primary note, as sweet a scent as ever graced a bottle—and as intoxicating. She was marveling over that bit of deduction and deciding the undertone was bergamot, when she felt Hazlit’s hand in her hair.

				Holding her still?

				He gathered a few of the locks drifting over her right shoulder and rubbed them silently between his fingers.

				When had he taken off his gloves?

				Remain still; breathe naturally. It was good advice, when her heart wanted to pound, when she wanted both to run and to stand there forever, his fingers playing with her hair. His hand shifted so he brushed her hair back over her shoulder, just once.

				Maggie’s heart started to thud in her chest. She wasn’t frightened, exactly, but she was rattled. Men never touched her, not if they knew what was good for them, and she ought to abhor being rattled like this. She held still, waiting for him to repeat that simple caress.

				“They’re gone,” he said, still whispering. He took her by the wrist again and led her to the path, offering her his arm with perfect propriety.

				They returned to the house without incident, and Maggie thanked every merciful god in the pantheon she and her escort had missed the dancing.

				“Will you be going in to supper?” he asked.

				“I’d prefer not to.”

				And what had that business been with her hair? Was he going to pretend he hadn’t taken such a liberty?

				“I’ll fetch your coach. Find your wrap, and if you brought one, your reticule.”

				He offered her an ironic little bow and went off on his gentlemanly errand. Maggie was home and fighting her way toward sleep before she realized Hazlit hadn’t been pretending he’d never touched her hair.

				He’d been letting her ignore the fact that she’d allowed it.

				***

				“You were off in the bushes with Maggie Windham,” Archer Portmaine said, passing Hazlit a glass with two fingers of brandy in it. “That’s two encounters in one week, Benjamin. What’s afoot?”

				“My ruin.” Hazlit nodded his thanks for the drink and settled on the library’s leather sofa. “No sign of Lady Norcross this evening, at least not on my territory.”

				“I picked her up at Lady Bonratty’s musicale, but she left in her own carriage and took it all the way home.” Portmaine pushed back to sit on Hazlit’s desk, his arse on a stack of reports.

				“Wee, wee, wee, wee, all the way home,” Hazlit quoted the nursery rhyme.

				Portmaine paused before sipping his own drink. “Did Maggie Windham strike you on the head?”

				“No. She hired me, and it took me half my walk home to figure out what she’s truly about.”

				“She wants to have her way with your tender young flesh,” Portmaine suggested. “You’re overdue to get your wick dipped, you know.”

				“Your concern is touching, Archer.”

				“You always get short-tempered when you’ve neglected your romping. Maybe you should go a round or two with Lady Norcross.”

				“Maybe I should find a partner who can think beyond his next swiving.”

				“I like swiving.” Portmaine pushed off the desk and refilled his drink, then came to rest on the sofa a couple of feet from Hazlit. “It’s normal to like swiving. Lady Norcross apparently understands this. You used to understand this. I certainly understand it. More brandy?”

				“You’re outpacing me,” Hazlit said, smiling slightly at Portmaine’s predictable simplicity.

				“And Lady Maggie’s outfoxing you.” Portmaine took a substantial swallow of his drink. “You usually avoid the society women, leaving me to console them on your unavailability. What’s afoot with Lady Maggie?”

				“She doesn’t use the title, though she understands business very well, and while I assured her I wouldn’t take coin from a client then spy on that client, Maggie Windham is clever enough to recall that her parents retained me, not Maggie herself. If she wants to spike my guns so to speak, to make sure her parents won’t ever use me to pry into her life, then she has to hire me herself.”

				Portmaine nodded in comprehension. “I always say women have the greater natural cunning.”

				“If they do, it’s because men drive them to it.”

				“You’re thinking of your sisters again. I knew something was putting you off your oats.”

				“It’s spring, and for the first time in years, my sisters need not hide from the social pleasures that are their due, but the habit is already ingrained, and the mere acquisition of husbands hasn’t affected it. Avis, at least, has the excuse that she’s up in Cumbria, where the weather won’t moderate for weeks yet.” Hazlit eyed the rapidly dropping level of his drink.

				“What kind of name is that for a female? Bird. What of the other one, the governess?” Archer tossed back his drink and remained where he was, like some happy, handsome gargoyle sitting on Hazlit’s tidy desk.

				“Alex says she’s too busy being a mother to her stepsons. I suspect she’s increasing already.”

				“So it isn’t your sisters plaguing you, specifically,” Portmaine said. “We’re back to my theory. I’m guessing Maggie Windham has indulged in a discreet liaison or two. You might broach it with her.”

				“She’s a client.”

				“And what is it you’re supposed to do for this client?”

				“Find her reticule.”

				Portmaine’s brows rose, and his smile was devilish. “Not very original, finding her reticule. Did she last see it in the vicinity of, say, her spread knees?”

				“Your puerile tendencies are showing, Archer.”

				“I’m tired. My creativity is at low ebb. So why, if you’re not going to swive the lady, are you letting yourself be led on this dance?”

				“Because I’m contractually obligated.”

				“Are peers tried in the Lords for breach of contract?”

				“We’re not going to find out.” Hazlit got up and went to the decanter to freshen his drink. “As I handed her up into her coach, she paused and looked around to make sure no one could hear us. When she was assured we had privacy, she gave me one last bit of instruction.”

				“Say on.” Portmaine gestured with his empty glass. “We’re not getting younger, and the tale grows interesting.”

				“She said I must promise not to look inside this reticule. Not even to peek.”

				Portmaine studied Hazlit by the firelight. “Peeking is what we do best. Well, one of the things we do best… but you promised, didn’t you?”

				“I did.”

				“Why?”

				“Because in that moment, Archer, the lady’s guard dropped just for an instant. She’s good, maybe even better than I am, at keeping her reactions under control.”

				Portmaine shrugged. “She’s a duke’s by-blow. Maybe she’s had to be.”

				“Maybe, but beneath her pretty looks and sharp wits, Maggie Windham is one very scared lady.”

				***

				Maggie tossed aside the third gown in a row and stood, hands on hips, in the middle of her dressing room.

				“The green velvet looked very nice, mum.”

				Alice, her lady’s maid, had mutiny in her eyes, despite the deferential tone.

				“Forgive me, Alice. It’s just that for years I’ve tried to dress so no one would notice me. I wanted to look… forgettable.”

				“And tonight?”

				“I want to make a point.” Maggie fingered the green velvet, which was a recent whim, something she’d had made without being sure she’d ever have a chance to wear it.

				“What point would that be?”

				“I’m not sure.” Maggie put a brown dress trimmed with red piping against her body and considered her image in the mirror. “I don’t want to be quite forgettable. This is a pretty dress.”

				“All your dresses are pretty. It’s you the guests should be noticing, not your dresses.”

				Maggie put down the brown dress and picked up one in aubergine.

				“A matron’s color,” Alice said, taking the dark dress and hanging it up. “If you want to be noticed, mum, you put on the green velvet without a fichu, and you let me do something with that hair.”

				“My hair?” Maggie’s hand went protectively to her hair, twisted back in its usual severe knot. “My hair is impossible, Alice, but I won’t let you cut it.”

				“Trust me a little, Miss Maggie. Cuttin’ it is the last thing we’ll be doing.”

				She led Maggie by the hand over to the vanity and Maggie sat, willing for some reason to take risks she’d denied herself for more than a decade.

				***

				“Good God Almighty.” Lucas Denning’s soft, appreciative whistle sounded from beside Hazlit. “Would you look at that?”

				Hazlit followed Deene’s gaze to the steps leading down to the ballroom.

				“Jesus God.”

				Maggie Windham prowled down the staircase, a shimmery brown silk paisley wrap dangling from her shoulders and soft green velvet clinging to her curves. The dress was decent, though the décolletage was gratifyingly low from a male perspective. What made the whole ensemble so riveting was… that hair.

				She’d piled much of it high in a soft coil on her crown, adding to her height, making her even more striking. But the rest of it, oh, the rest of it… It came down around her shoulders in curls and riots, dropped down her back in an ongoing cascade of auburn, and swished around her hips—her curvaceous, womanly hips—to tease against her fundament as she moved.

				It was daring, different, and yet, not quite indecent.

				Hazlit’s hands ached at his sides, though whether he wanted to get a fistful of her hair or spank her, he couldn’t say.

				“I’ve taken a sudden notion to appreciate mature females,” Deene was saying. “Though if her brothers ask, I’m being protective in their absence. Hold my drink.”

				And that, the simple fact of Deene’s unthinking response to a gorgeous woman, saved Hazlit from making a similar fool of himself. He supposed he’d make a little different fool of himself later in the evening, after Maggie had had her fun and left a trail of broken hearts all over the room.

				When the buffet had been served and a violin soloist had performed along with the quartet, Hazlit understood Maggie was waiting for him to come to her. Her glance swept the room occasionally, as if she were merely surveying the attendees, the same as anybody would do on a social evening. When her eyes passed over him, they kept on moving. No telltale nod or widening of the eyes.

				Self-possessed, was Maggie Windham.

				So he let her stew, made his own plans, then resigned himself to a late evening.

				It was a particular pleasure when she climbed into the dark confines of her coach and sat back with a deep sigh, all without realizing he was sitting in the shadows across from her. She rapped on the roof three times, and the coach pulled away with the horses at a sedate walk.

				“Did you have fun, Miss Windham?”

				She didn’t scream, which was a point in her favor, though her hand disappeared into her reticule.

				“You might hit me at this range, even in the dark,” Hazlit said. “But I really wish you wouldn’t. In such a situation, even a gentleman might be forced to take desperate measures.”

				“Good evening, Mr. Hazlit. Not quite a pleasure to see you.”

				“You hired me, Miss Windham. Were we to communicate exclusively in notes written in disappearing ink?”

				“No.” Her ungloved hand emerged from her reticule. “I meant I can’t quite see you.” She took off her other glove and stuffed them both into her bag. “I suppose it makes sense you’d prefer to meet in private. I wasn’t sure whether to approach you, since you insist on determining the time and place you meet with a client. You did not look to be enjoying yourself.”

				“You did.” How could peevishness creep into only two syllables?

				In the dark, her teeth gleamed in a smile.

				“I did. A little bit, I did. There are advantages to being on the shelf, though I’ve yet to truly appreciate them.”

				“One being that you can tease and flirt and carry on like a strumpet all night?”

				The peevishness was gone, but Hazlit hardly liked himself for the condescension that had taken its place.

				“If I’m flirting and teasing, then the gentlemen are also flirting and teasing, and yet you hardly compare them to streetwalkers. They are being gallant, but you accuse me of being immoral. Hardly fair, Mr. Hazlit.”

				“They do not have their hair swinging around their backsides like some dollymop working the docks.”

				She went still, as if he’d slapped her, and Hazlit had to wonder if she wouldn’t be justified in shooting him. “That is a gun you have in your purse?”

				“A knife.”

				“Oh, for God’s sake.” He switched seats and settled directly beside her on the forward-facing seat. “Go ahead, try to stab me.”

				“You deserve to be deflated, but why attempt a violent felony?”

				“So I can show you why you ought not to carry such a thing.”

				“But my papa…”

				“Is a duke, who hasn’t been in a hand-to-hand brawl since his duchess got her mitts on him three decades ago. Pull the knife.”

				“But what if I hurt you?”

				“I want you to try to hurt me, try your absolute—”

				She got the thing free of her purse, at least, but he had her wrist pinned up against the squabs, his body forcing hers back against the seat so snugly he could feel her breathing.

				“I take your point,” she said, her breath fanning past his ear.

				He wasn’t finished. He eased the pressure on her wrist just a hair, and while she perhaps thought the demonstration over, he brought the knifepoint up right under her chin, making further speech for her perilous.

				“The gun,” he said, “will at least make a hell of a noise and bring help. If both barrels are spent, it’s harmless. The knife can be turned on you over and over again, and if you don’t bleed to death, then infection will likely carry you off eventually.”

				“I understand, Mr. Hazlit.”

				He stayed for a moment, his weight still pressing into hers, lowering the knife only slowly. In the darkness, he couldn’t tell if she’d gone pale, but she wasn’t crying. Her breathing told him that.

				And the scent of her, God in heaven the scent. Cinnamon and mille fleurs, maybe. A little lilac, some hyacinth, even a touch of rose, a whisper of jasmine, and it all twined through a man’s senses and made him want to linger near, teasing fragrance from fragrance until he was drunk on an olfactory catalogue of sweetness.

				She said nothing. Hazlit felt her hands on his chest, not pushing, but maybe ready to push.

				Prey went still like this sometimes when a predator spotted them. It was an attempt to become invisible, a futile attempt. He shifted to sit beside her, fished around for a few moments, then reached in the dark for her hand.

				“Get rid of it,” he said, settling the hilt of the knife in her palm. “I’ll get you a lady’s version of a pocket pistol and teach you how to use it, unless you’d rather approach one of your brothers to see to it.”

				“My brothers?”

				“St. Just would be best suited to the task.” Devlin St. Just was a decorated cavalry officer, one who’d been awarded an earldom for his exploits in the Peninsular War.

				Or for being a duke’s firstborn bastard.

				“He’s gone back North, where he’s likely to stay,” Miss Windham said. “If you can spare the time, I will take my instruction from you. But I hardly think your purpose in meeting me tonight was to accost me with a knife.”

				“Of course not. We’re to begin your investigation, assuming you still haven’t located this reticule?”

				“I have not.” She sounded tight-lipped about it, though her reply brought Hazlit an odd sense of relief.

				“Then let’s begin with the obvious. When did you last see it?”

				She turned her head to regard him by the light of the occasional porch lamp.

				“I could write much of this down for you. When I last saw it, who works for me, what was in it.”

				“And then there’d be a written record, which could also be stolen, copied, distorted, or lost. We haven’t much time, Miss Windham. I suggest you answer the question.”

				“I last recall having it when I returned from visiting with Anna out in Surrey. That would be four days ago.”

				“What does it look like?”

				“It’s beaded, white, brown, and turquoise.”

				“What shape?”

				“Bag-shaped.”

				“Miss Windham.”

				“Well, it is. It’s a drawstring design and about fifteen inches square.”

				“Fringed?’

				“Yes, fringed at the bottom.”

				“What all was in it?”

				Silence, and Hazlit let his fingers close around the lock of hair he’d been slipping over his knuckles in the dark. Her hair was so long, she hadn’t felt him toying with it.

				Or she was that distracted by his interrogation.

				“Miss Windham, perhaps you didn’t hear the question.”

				“I’m thinking.” She was the peevish one now, but he didn’t mind if she wanted to keep them trotting around Mayfair all night. “I forget.”

				“Perhaps you can recall this: You threatened to try me in the court of public opinion, Miss Windham. Did you think I’d find your purse through divination? You’re going to have to trust me a little, and if you can’t, then I’ll return your money to you, and we’ll forget this charming interlude over knives in the dark.”

				“It was only one knife, and you started it.”

				Did not. She’d started it when she’d come down the stairs to the ballroom looking… tumbled. Or worse, willing to be tumbled.

				He was certainly willing to be tumbled, by her, anyway. The evidence of same was literally growing in his breeches, and that would never do.

				“Do you want my help or not, Miss Windham?” The question cost him, for she’d be smart to cut him loose. He was enjoying their chat in the dark entirely too much.

				He let her stew in silence while he offered his unruly parts a stern, silent lecture. He pictured his favorite vistas up at Blessings, recited the Lord’s Prayer in Latin, and—most productive of all—dropped the silky coil of hair he’d been tormenting himself with for the past five minutes.

				“I can’t go to my brothers.”

				It was an admission; he gathered that much and went carefully as a result. “Over a misplaced reticule?”

				“There’s more to it,” she said, sighing in the dark. Hazlit wasn’t sure, but he thought perhaps she leaned a little on him. “I have a half-dozen reticules and could buy a dozen more tomorrow.”

				“Are you concerned you left it in an incriminating location?”

				“You’re back to my wicked love life.” She sounded amused. “Think what you will about me, Mr. Hazlit, but it will be a waste of time. I don’t go places I’m not supposed to be. I don’t dally with men who aren’t available, and I know better than to deal in the vices that condemn a lady beyond recall.”

				“What vices would those be?”

				“Gambling, opium, cockfights, university boys, the usual list. Given my antecedents, I cannot afford even a whiff of association with any of it.”

				He sat beside her in the dark, breathing her scent and yet feeling a little ashamed of himself. Her voice rang with truth, underlain with sadness. She was either a consummate liar or she was confessing to a little loneliness.

				Maybe a lot of loneliness.

				“Would you want to make those associations, Miss Windham?”

				It wasn’t a fair question, not within the realm of his investigation. It was just him, admitting to a little curiosity about the woman beside him.

				“I would want the option to make them,” she said, the honesty of her answer surprising him. “The freedom. I have no desire to see two roosters reduce each other to masses of bloody feathers. I have no wish to lose money or even gain it on the turn of a card. I certainly have no wish to lose my wits to opium, but maybe I’d like to think I could if I felt like it.”

				“You can, but it’s risky, as you say.” And for reasons that did not bear examining, he would be damned if he’d let her be exposed to such risks.

				“I am prudent. My family values this in me; it has been a relief to them.”

				“They’ve said as much?”

				“Her Grace has.” She glanced out the window. “We’ll be back to my house soon. Shall I have the coachman drop you off at your own address?”

				“We still have much to discuss.”

				“And yet we’ve been in constant conversation.”

				Unfortunate word choice.

				“I can call on you tomorrow.” But God in heaven, where had that brilliant notion come from? He seldom called on women, and it would be remarked by all and sundry if he started with Maggie Windham.

				“I don’t generally have callers outside my family.”

				“None?”

				“Helene, a few other women, but not… not gentlemen, and certainly not handsome single gentlemen with polished address.”

				She thought he was handsome?

				“Make an exception for me. We were seen waltzing; a follow-up social call wouldn’t be that unusual. I could meet you riding in the park, if you’d rather, but there’s less privacy.”

				“I do not keep a riding horse.”

				“Then I will call upon you at two of the clock. I will expect you to be a little more forthcoming than you were this evening.”

				“I will try. You never answered my question: Shall I have John drop you at your home?”

				“God, no. You might think he’d keep such a thing to himself, but I’ve yet to meet the coachman who didn’t enjoy his pints at the local watering hole, and that’s a situation rife with opportunity for hanging a lady’s laundry in the street, so to speak. He’ll slow on the turn into the alley, and I’ll be off.”

				“Like a thief in the night.”

				“Like a gentleman in the night.”

				He tucked into his pocket the lock of hair he’d surreptitiously cut with her knife, and as soon as the coach slowed, darted out the door without another word.

				***

				“You think my wits have gone begging,” Maggie said. She didn’t blame Alice for a look of exasperation, not in the least. “I just haven’t had a caller outside family in ages, and I’m… nervous.”

				Standing in her corset and stockings, Maggie was undecided.

				“Anything in your wardrobe will be above reproach, mum. You’ll feel most confident in something you like wearing.”

				“Good advice. The bronze silk and the cream gloves.”

				“You’re stepping out with your caller?”

				“I’m not.” Maggie took the dress from Alice and pulled it over her head. “But there’s no need for informality.”

				“A coronet, then?”

				“A tidy coronet, one braid, no jewelry.” As plain and severe a toilet as she could politely manage for a morning call. Hazlit was coming to talk business, and yet Maggie’s insides were jumping around as if she were seventeen and permitted to dine at table for one of Her Grace’s formal dinners.

				There was no need for this. None.

				She sat at the vanity and passed a brush back to Alice, who went to work on the thankless task of brushing out Maggie’s hair.

				“Did you catch your hair on something last night?”

				“I did not. Why?”

				Alice dangled a coppery skein over Maggie’s shoulder. “You must have snagged it. This length is a good three inches shorter.”

				“I doubt that. The whole business is in need of a good trim, and it’s probably just getting uneven.”

				“Yes, mum.”

				Alice fell silent, her fingers deftly pinning a fat braid into a circle that coiled one and a half times around Maggie’s head. Alice loaded the thing with what felt like several dozen pins, then handed Maggie cream knit gloves.

				“Will I do?”

				Alice’s homely face creased into a smile. “Aye, mum. You’ll do. Whoever he is, he’s in for a treat.”

				“How did you know it’s a man?”

				“Because I’ve not seen you this flummoxed since your first season,” Alice said, hanging a discarded gown back in the wardrobe. “About time, if you ask me.”

				“Alice…”

				“I know.” Alice waved a hand and picked up the second dress and the third. “I’m not to be braying your business about should His Grace’s footmen get to visiting in the kitchen, or Her Grace’s lady’s maid, or your sisters or brothers. Your business is yours and yours alone.”

				“You don’t agree?”

				Alice had been Maggie’s maid since Maggie had turned sixteen—roughly half Maggie’s lifetime. She was permitted a certain familiarity, in part because she never took advantage of the privilege.

				“I’m thinking a woman with as much decent family as you have, mum, shouldn’t be trying so awfully hard to keep her distance from them.”

				Alice might have said more, might have let Maggie have a rare piece of blunt Irish common sense, but the tweeny rapped on the bedroom doorjamb.

				“Beg pardon, mum, there’s a gentleman here to see you.” She passed over a silver tray, upon which lay one calling card.

				Cream linen, green ink, and all it said was: “The Hon. Benjamin Hazlit.”

				Honorable? Was he in line for a title, or did he truly have one? Maggie decided to put the question to her papa, who knew as much about the business of the Lords as Her Grace knew about the order of precedence. This would involve a trip to the ducal mansion, but needs must.

				“Put him in the family parlor, Millie, and get the teakettle going. Sandwiches and cakes both on the tray.”

				“Yes, mum.” Millie bobbed away toward the servants’ stairs, leaving Maggie feeling an odd giddiness.

				“Let him wait five minutes,” Alice said from the depths of the wardrobe. “You’re worth that much of his time.”

				“But the sooner I greet him, the sooner he’ll be gone.” Maggie squared her shoulders and prepared to meet her caller. Her first gentleman caller in fourteen years, and all he’d want to talk about was her very sorry personal business.

				***

				“You’re studying my garden,” Miss Windham said. “It isn’t very far along yet, but the Holland bulbs are making a good effort.”

				“I grew up in the North,” Hazlit replied. “We appreciate any gestures in the direction of spring, from any quarter. Good day, Miss Windham, a pleasure to see you.”

				He bowed very correctly over her hand, and she curtsied with equal punctilio.

				“Where shall I put…?” A little maid stopped in the doorway, all but hidden behind a large bouquet of bright red carnations.

				Alas for my heart. Hazlit knew the sentiment associated with red carnations and had had them delivered anyway. He certainly wasn’t going to send the woman roses, for God’s sake. Carnations were durable, and they had a fresh, spicy scent that put Hazlit in mind of his hostess. She didn’t strike him as the type of lady to waste time decoding bouquets in any case.

				“On the sideboard, Millie.” Miss Windham’s lips turned up in a smile more sweet than any Hazlit had seen on her. “My youngest brother is temporarily returned to Town,” she said, taking the card from the bouquet. “Of all my siblings, Valentine is the one most likely to make the gallant gesture…”

				She fell silent while she read the card, her smile shifting to something heart-wrenchingly tentative. “This wasn’t necessary, Mr. Hazlit.”

				Regards, Hazlit. Not exactly poetry, but proof he’d upstaged at least her doting brother.

				“Perhaps not necessary, but a man can hope his small tokens are appreciated.” He glanced pointedly at the maid while he delivered that flummery, because the girl was lingering over the flowers unnecessarily.

				“That will be all, Millie. Shall we be seated, Mr. Hazlit?”

				Maggie Windham was smart enough to allow him to steer the conversation. While she poured tea and fed him a surprisingly generous cold meal, Hazlit kept the conversation social and inane. If he hadn’t been watching her closely, he’d have missed the signs of her growing impatience.

				But he was watching her closely, delighting in it, in fact. He saw her steal repeated glances at the flowers, her expression betraying muted strains of longing and bewilderment. He saw her gaze flicker over the chocolates every time he paused to take a bite of his food. He saw her stirring her tea with her spoon, tapping it against the bottom of the cup—plink, plink, plink—as he went on about the weather and the seasonings on the chicken and the previous evening’s music.

				She was good, never dropping a conversational stitch, never letting the polite interest slip from her eyes.

				He was good, too, babbling away, stuffing his maw, and all the while not allowing his attention to linger on the long, graceful line of her throat or the way the sun glossed her hair with brilliant gold highlights.

				That hair, spread over a pillow…

				“May I offer you another sandwich, Mr. Hazlit?” She lifted the caddy toward him, which meant her décolletage was inclined toward him, as well.

				“No, thank you. I’ve quite disgraced myself. My sisters admonish me regularly about the hazards of neglecting my nutrition. Perhaps if my kitchen were as skilled as yours, I might heed their guidance with more alacrity.”

				“If you’re no longer hungry, shall we take a turn in the garden?” She rose as she spoke, her tone pleasantly causal, though Hazlit acceded her point: It was time to be getting on with business.

				“I can walk off the last of those tea cakes.” He winged his arm at her. She did not lead him into the corridor, which would have necessitated a trip through her house. She instead took him out a pair of French doors leading directly to her back terrace.

				“A pretty afternoon,” he said as they moved away from the house. “I’m afraid we’re to have a rather unpretty discussion.”

				“You’re going to castigate me again for my coiffure last night.” Her tone was mild, teasing almost, and they were still within earshot of the house. His respect for her—a man could respect even his enemies—rose a notch.

				“It was daring.” He chose the word so as not to offend. Offended women were tedious and endlessly befuddling. “But quite attractive.”

				“Don’t flatter me, Mr. Hazlit. You compared me to a streetwalker.”

				She spoke very quietly, her expression utterly serene, and he felt… guilty. Guilty for being male and judgmental, and even a little guilty for finding her attractive. The notion was so foreign it took him half the length of the garden to identify it.

				“You must be desperate to find this reticule.”

				“Was your insult a test of my resolve?” She ran her hand up a sprig of lavender a long way from blossoming. “I’m to tolerate your opinion of me, your casual vituperation, in order to see my belongings restored to me?”

				“I apologize for calling you a… dollymop.” He meant the apologetic words, he just did not enjoy saying them, particularly when they effected not one iota of softening in her serene expression.

				“Shall we sit, Mr. Hazlit? We’re far enough from the house.”

				They were. Her back gardens, like those in most of the better neighborhoods’, were quite deep and surrounded by walls high enough to ensure privacy. The breeze was blowing toward the mews. If they kept their voices down, they could speak freely.

				He led her to a bench in the shade, waiting while she took a seat.

				“You can’t loom over me if we’re to have a proper conversation,” she said. “I accept your apology, though I need some assurances, as well.”

				He took his place beside her, feeling himself brace inside. He’d apologized; it was time to get on to business. “What assurances?”

				“You will treat me with the respect due the adopted daughter of a duke and duchess, or no matter how badly I need to find my reticule, I’ll seek the assistance of another. If I must, I will, Mr. Hazlit. I’ll do so without mention of your disappointing behavior, but I’ll do it.”

				She’d broken off a bit of lavender as they’d strolled along. She was crushing it in her fingers as she spoke, the scent as pungent as her words.

				Lavender, for distrust.

				“I will treat you with every courtesy due any lady,” he said, watching her fingers destroy the little green sprig.

				“Not good enough.” She continued to torment the remains of the plant. “Courtesy can be a weapon, Mr. Hazlit. Her Grace taught me this before I was out of the schoolroom. She taught me how to wield it and how to defend myself against it.”

				What was he supposed to say to that?

				“We will not have this discussion again.” She let her hands settle in her lap. “Their Graces bought me, you know. They’d acquired my brother Devlin the year before, and my mother, inspired by this development, threatened to publish all manner of lurid memoirs regarding His Grace.”

				Acquired her brother? As if he were a promising yearling colt or an attractive patch of ground?

				“You are going to burden me with the details of your family past, I take it?”

				“You are the man who glories in details.” Without the least rude inflection, she made it sound like a failing. “My point is that my mother sold me. She could just as easily have sold me to a brothel. It’s done all the time. Unlike your sisters, Mr. Hazlit, I do not take for granted the propriety with which I was raised. You may ignore it if you please; I will not.”

				She had such a lovely voice. Light, soft, lilting with a hint of something Gaelic or Celtic… exotic. The sound of her voice was so pretty, it almost disguised the ugliness of her words.

				“How old were you?”

				“Five, possibly six. It depends on whether I am truly Moreland’s by-blow or just a result of my mother’s schemes in his direction.”

				Six years old and sold to a brothel? The food he’d eaten threatened to rebel.

				“I’m… sorry.” For calling her a dollymop, for making her repeat this miserable tale, for what he was about to suggest.

				She turned her head to regard him, the slight sheen in her eyes making him sorrier still. Sorrier than he could recall being about anything in a long, long time. Not just guilty and ashamed, but full of regret—for her.

				The way he’d been full of regret for his sisters and powerless to do anything but support them in their solitary struggles. He shoved that thought aside, along with the odd notion that he should take Magdalene Windham’s hand in some laughable gesture of comfort.

				He passed her his handkerchief instead. “This makes the stated purpose of my call somewhat awkward.”

				“It makes just about everything somewhat awkward,” she said quietly. “Try a few years at finishing school when you’re the daughter of not just a courtesan—there are some of those, after all—but a courtesan who sells her offspring. I realized fairly early that my mother’s great failing was not a lack of virtue, but rather that she was greedy in her fall from grace.”

				“She exploited a child,” Hazlit said. “That is an order of magnitude different from parlaying with an adult male in a transaction of mutual benefit.”

				“Do you think so?” She laid his handkerchief out in her lap, her fingers running over his monogrammed initials. “Some might say she was protecting me, providing for me and holding the duke accountable for his youthful indiscretions.”

				Despite her mild tone, Hazlit didn’t think Miss Windham would reach those conclusions. She might long to, but she wouldn’t. By the age of six a child usually had the measure of her caretakers.

				And to think of Maggie Windham at six… big innocent green eyes, masses of red hair, perfect skin… in a brothel.

				“I am going to suggest a notion for which you should probably slap me,” he said. Hell, he ought to slap himself. Call himself out, more like.

				“I gather the topic has been changed.” She passed him back his unused hanky. “Say on. I have correspondence to attend to, and you need to be about your snooping.”

				She did not, he noted, mention having calls to make.

				“To facilitate our dealings over the next few weeks, I suggest you allow me to court you. To appear to court you.”

				***

				Mr. Hazlit had measured his words, neither hurrying through them nor dropping his voice, but making the careful distinction between courting her and appearing to court her.

				She’d already cried, or nearly had, so Maggie concluded she ought possibly to laugh.

				“Appear to court me. Explain yourself, Mr. Hazlit.”

				“What do you know about your maid, Millie?”

				She took her time answering, in part because she was mad at him—he’d necessitated that she disclose her origins, something she hadn’t felt the need to speak of in years—and in part because she wanted time to study his surprisingly handsome profile.

				He was tall and broad-shouldered, like her brothers. He also had dark hair like them, but there the similarity ended. Hazlit’s eyes were not the much-vaunted Windham green, but rather a brown so dark as to appear black. Sitting next to him, Maggie could see golden flecks radiating around his pupils, but from across a room, his eyes were merely dark.

				And slanted a little under swooping dark brows, giving him a piratical air.

				Did she want to be courted—to appearances—by a man with such eyebrows?

				His nose was no better recommendation, being on the generous side and a trifle hooked. There was nothing sweet or apologetic about that nose. It was probably a good nose for snooping.

				His mouth, however… It was a severe mouth, all grim lines and clipped speech. A perverse part of her wondered if he even knew how to offer a genuine smile. And if he were to kiss her—courting involved kissing, of that she was certain—would his mouth be as cold and stern as it looked?

				“Millie has been with me for two years. Her father was wounded on the Peninsula. She’s the oldest girl of seven; her family name is Carruthers.”

				It was more than most employers would know about their tweeny, but as Maggie watched Hazlit’s eyebrows twitch down, she realized it wasn’t very much at all.

				“She likes scones with sultanas,” Maggie added, “and she’s quite smitten with my head footman, though he’s old enough to be her father.”

				The expression Mr. Hazlit turned on her held lurking I-told-you-so smugness. “She had motive, therefore, to betray you.”

				“Betray me?”

				“To sell your reticule or whatever was inside it that you do not want to discuss with me. To sell it to aid her hungry siblings.”

				Studying him lost its appeal as Maggie decided it wasn’t condescension he was trying to mask, but possibly pity. “Millie is well fed, warm in winter, and given a full day off each week. Her wages are generous, and my housekeeper is a cheerful person to work for. Why should she betray me over a few coins?”

				He crossed his legs at the knee like a Continental dandy, except there was nothing fussy about such a posture when he assumed it. “Her father can’t work and has what, seven other mouths to feed? They are her family; you are her employer. Her loyalty to you cannot be so great as her loyalty to them.”

				“You place a great store in family loyalty, Mr. Hazlit.”

				Though, damn him, he had a point.

				“If I am seen to court you, then even before your staff we will have excuses to be whispering in corners and spending a great deal of time together. I make this suggestion to better effect your stated goal of retrieving the reticule, Miss Windham, not to prolong our association or in any way inconvenience you.”

				That mouth of his was a flat, grim line, which was reassuring in a way. He didn’t like this idea any more than she did.

				“What is involved in appearing to court me?”

				He quirked an eyebrow at her. “You haven’t been courted before? What about the climbing cits and baronets’ sons? They never came up to scratch?”

				“Many of them did.” She wondered what he’d look like if somebody were to shave off those piratical eyebrows. “They did not bother much with the other part of the business.”

				“The wooing?”

				“The nonsense.”

				“We need the nonsense,” he said. “We need to drive out at the fashionable hour; we need to be seen arm in arm at the social events. I need to call upon you at the proper times with flowers in hand, to spend time with your menfolk when I creditably can. I’ll carry your purchases when you go shopping and be heard begging you to save your waltzes for me.”

				“There’s a problem,” she said, curiously disappointed to see the flaw in his clever scheme. He was a wonderful dancer; that was just plain fact.

				And she loved flowers, and loved the greenery and fresh air of Hyde Park.

				She also liked to shop but generally contented herself with the occasional minor outing with her sisters.

				And to hear him begging for her waltzes…

				“What sort of problem can there possibly be? Couples are expected to court in spring. It’s the whole purpose behind the Season.”

				“If you court me like that, Their Graces will get wind of it. They very likely already know you’ve called on me.”

				“And this is a problem how?”

				He wasn’t a patient man, or one apparently plagued with meddlesome parents.

				“They will start, Mr. Hazlit. They will get their hopes up. They will sigh and hint and quiz my siblings, all in hopes that you will take me off their hands.”

				“Then they will be disappointed. Parents expect to be disappointed. My sister was a governess, and she has explained this to me.”

				He looked like he was winding up for a lecture before the Royal Society, so she put a hand on his arm. “I do not like to disappoint Their Graces,” she said quietly. “They have suffered much at the hands of their children.”

				He blinked at her, his lips pursing as if her sentiments were incomprehensible.

				“I won’t declare for you,” he said. “If they let their hopes be raised by a few silly gestures, then that is their problem. You have many siblings. Let them fret over the others.”

				“It isn’t like that.” She cocked her head to study him. Hadn’t he had any parents at all? “I could have seventeen siblings, and Their Graces would still worry about me. You mentioned having sisters. Do you worry less about the one than the other?”

				“I do not.” He didn’t seem at all pleased with this example. “I worry about them both, incessantly. Excessively, to hear them tell it, but they have no regard for my feelings, else they’d write more than just chatty little…”

				“Yes?”

				“Never mind.”

				Some imp made her press for details. “What are their names?”

				“Avis, who remains near the family seat in Cumbria, and Alexandra, who has recently given up governessing here in the South for the questionable charms of her husband.”

				His expression had shifted, disgruntlement creasing his brow and banked fraternal frustration lurking in his eyes. He looked like a brother then, like a man who wanted to care for his sisters but didn’t know quite how to go about it.

				Maggie knew that expression, had seen it on all of her brothers, particularly Devlin, the oldest and the only other one to bear the stigma of illegitimacy. Despite her general distaste for Hazlit, she had to approve of brothers who worried.

				Within reason.

				“You will court me—to appearances—but in a desultory fashion.”

				“I am not a desultory man, and you are not a woman a sane man could approach in a desultory fashion.”

				“Is that a compliment?” Because if it wasn’t a compliment, then she strongly suspected it was an insult.

				“It is a statement of fact.” He glanced over at her, his gaze lighting on her hair, which was coiled tidily on her head. He frowned at her hair, then his lips turned up. “And it is a compliment. You are quite pretty, Miss Windham.”

				“Gracious.” She rose, needing distance from him if he was going to spout nonsense and very nearly smile at her. “You need not dissemble when we are in private.”

				“Oh, but I do—though that was the God’s honest truth.” He was on his feet, strolling along right beside her. “Unless I am absolutely certain we cannot be seen, heard, or detected by others, I will comport myself like a man smitten.”

				“Smitten?” The notion was laughable. She could conceive of him allowing a discreet, calculated interest in some woman of impeccable breeding and tidy blonde hair, but nobody would believe him smitten with her.

				“Smitten.” He nodded once, agreeing with his own word choice. “Perhaps cautiously so, but smitten.”

				“This will require the thespian skills of Mr. Kean.” She eyed him curiously. What would it be like if he were smitten with her?

				“I shall rise to the challenge easily enough.” He glanced around as they approached a greening rose vine winding over an arched trellis. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

				He turned to face her under the trellis, bent his head, and kissed her.
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