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Sealing the Deal

“I agree to the arrangement.”

“Excellent. I suggest we seal the pact with—”

“A handshake?” she offered helpfully.

His gaze tracked down to her lips. “I was thinking of something a bit more binding.”

“A blood oath?” she tried.

“What? No, a kiss. Where do you get these ideas? You’d prefer a blood letting over kissing me?” he asked in bemusement.

“A minor pin prick would suffice,” she pointed out reasonably. “I have a hat pin in my reticule that will do nicely.” Sophie reached into her bag and withdrew her weapon with a flourish.

He dropped her hand. “You have succeeded in ruining the moment. Put the pin away, Sophie, we’re about to arrive at your front door.”

“Oh!” She began making futile attempts to straighten her disheveled appearance. “Thank you for everything, Alex,” she said sincerely, if a bit distractedly. She crammed her mostly crushed bonnet atop her head and tied the ribbons in a limp bow beneath her chin. “How do I look?”

Bedraggled, wrinkled, dirty, mussed and heart-wrenchingly beautiful.

Alex took her face in his hands and kissed her. He didn’t have time for anything more than a brief but passionate pressing of his lips to hers. But it was enough to heat his blood and render her breathless. He nipped her bottom lip playfully, then kissed her gently on the brow.

“I thought you said I had ruined the moment,” she whispered.

“You had,” he replied, “but only for a moment.”
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“A seductive debut filled with rapier-sharp repartee, passion and espionage.”

—RITA Award–winning author Sophia Nash





Prologue

1796

In the years to come, it would be said that the Duke of Rockeforte had died well. Very well indeed.

At the moment, however, His Grace was far less concerned with the manner of his death than with the notion that he was, as yet, still dying—as opposed to being fully dead—which indicated he might have the time for a few final words. And because his dear friend, the sole witness to his untimely demise, looked so damnably glum, one last spot of fun as well.

“A good run we had, old man, a good run.”

A warm hand covered his own. “Save your strength, Rockeforte.”

“I have been, and for this very bit.”

“Which bit?”

“The bit where the dying man wrings…tremendously inconvenient promises from…whomever happens to be nearest.”

His friend smiled at that. “Tell me what to do.”

“My children…look after them.” He paused and gave a weak laugh. “The look on your face, old man…. Don’t worry, I know I have but one son…. Not hearing harps yet.”

“Alexander.”

Rockeforte’s face twisted with a pain that had nothing to do with his wounds. “Yes, Alex…. He’ll be alone now…. He’s already…too serious by half…. See he takes the time to enjoy life, to be happy.”

“It’s done.”

“The others…” He coughed and wiped away a bubble of blood. “Not children of my flesh and blood…but of my heart.”

“The Coles, you mean, and Miss Browning?”

Rockeforte gave a small nod. “Whit must look after his family…. He’ll never forgive himself if he…ends up like his father. And little Kate…needs to follow her gift…for music.”

“I’ll see to it.”

“Their cousin Evie…life will not be easy for her.”

“I will do my best to smooth her path.”

“That little imp Mirabelle…sharp tongue, but…”

“I know. I’ll watch out for all of them.”

“I know you will…. Thank you…. No men left in the family…. Whit’s father…doesn’t count.”

A stream of blood trickled from Rockeforte’s nose. His breathing became more erratic, his voice softer.

“Rest now,” his friend urged.

“One last thing…. Promise me…”

“Promise you what?”

“Promise me…”

“You’ve only to ask, my friend. I give you my word, I will see it done.”

“Promise me…”

His friend leaned down to catch the whispered words.

Then straightened so fast his head spun. “You want me to what?”

Rockeforte smiled weakly and winked. “Too late…you promised, old man.”




One

1811, off the coast of England

It was the general opinion of those who had the pleasure of her acquaintance for more than a fortnight that Miss Sophie Everton had the most extraordinary luck of any human being in living memory.

It was also agreed to be a shame, really, that said luck did not limit itself to being of the beneficial variety, but was remarkable instead by its consistency and balance.

Sophie’s experiences with providence ranged from the mundane to the miraculous to the catastrophic. But without fail every windfall was paid for with disaster, and every misfortune was tempered with a boon.

By four-and-twenty, Sophie had nearly become someone’s seventh wife, been lost in a South American jungle, and been shot straight through the arm with an arrow launched by a drunken hunter.

In return, she had been saved from unwilling participation in matrimony by the unexpected death of the presiding wise man (her betrothed could not help thinking this was something of a bad omen and gave her half a dozen healthy goats just to go away), had inadvertently stumbled across a previously unknown—and fortuitously friendly—tribe in the jungle, and had inherited a rather lovely town house in a fashionable London neighborhood—deeded to her upon death by the childless and remorseful archer.

Such an existence would likely reduce most young women to a state of perpetual hysteria. Being of sound mind, reasonable intelligence, and, oh very well, slightly reckless nature, Sophie considered it a wondrous, if occasionally messy, life of adventure. It was also, she was wont to point out, wholly unavoidable. As such, she found it advantageous to keep a smile on her face and a wary eye on the world.

Much as she was now smiling warily at the gentleman sitting next to her on the deck of The Sailing Diamond. Easily in his late sixties, with endearing gray eyes and a mass of white hair tied at the nape of his neck in a style two decades out of fashion, the man reminded Sophie of her father.

It was to be noted, however, that her father was not currently onboard the ship that would, in two hours’ time, deliver his daughter to English soil for her first visit in nearly twelve years.

This man of the kind eyes and unfortunate hair had been a complete stranger until five minutes ago.

And a very strange five minutes it had been, she mused. She’d snuck out from under the nose of her much loved, but often exhausting, chaperone in the hope of finding a moment of solitude. Before she’d had the chance to so much as fully settle herself comfortably on a bench, this odd little man had sat down and pressed a letter into her hand. A letter bearing the seal of the Prince Regent. Then he’d gone on to introduce himself as Mr. Smith and asked her, in the name of the Crown, to please accept a mission of colossal national import. To which she now replied:

“Hmm.”

Mr. Smith waited patiently for additional comment. When none appeared forthcoming, he tugged at his wrinkled waistcoat and narrowed his wrinkled eyes.

“I say, Miss Everton,” he began, “you seem to be taking this all rather well. I hardly expected a swoon, mind you, or some sort of fit, but I find myself surprised you’re not a bit more…well…”

“Surprised?” she offered helpfully.

“Rather.”

Sophie cocked her head in interest. “You must have done some research into my background before approaching me,” she pointed out reasonably.

“As it happens, I did hear a great many stories about you,” Mr. Smith chuckled. “They were so unlikely, however, that I attributed them to someone’s overzealous imagination.”

“It’s possible they were,” she conceded, “but the truth has proved interesting enough in the past to negate the necessity of dramatic embellishments.”

He gave her a humoring smile. “Really? Were you truly cornered just last year in an open-air market by a Bengal tiger?”

It was Sophie’s turn to laugh. People rarely believed the tales of her adventures, but she did so enjoy telling them. There was a curious sense of satisfaction to be obtained from their reactions, which generally ranged from delighted to horrified. Never was there a doubt, however, that the listener was entertained.

“Oh, yes,” she replied with no small amount of relish. “And if you had any desire to see me surprised, you should have been there. After Mr. Wang distracted the beast with some raw meat and a great deal of noise, I indulged in a rather embarrassing display of hysterics. Have you ever seen a tiger, sir?” she inquired. “They really are enormous.”

Mr. Smith blinked rapidly for a few moments—which she found gratifying—then coughed and peered at her as if he had just noticed something that intrigued him.

“Do you know,” he said finally, relaxing his gaze and actually smiling at her, “I rather think you’re perfect for this mission. You should do quite well. Quite well indeed.”

“Well,” she responded, suddenly feeling a little lost. “I’m happy to have your good opinion of course, but I must remind you that I have absolutely no idea what this mission entails or whether I shall agree to undertake it.”

Mr. Smith patted her hand congenially. “Nothing to it, my dear. Nothing to it. You will, I presume, be residing at your cousin’s town house upon arrival?”

“It’s my town house, actually, but yes, I will be residing there with Lord Loudor.”

“Excellent. Excellent. And are you very well acquainted with His Lordship?”

Sophie narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “We’ve kept up a fairly regular correspondence. He’s been responsible for the management of my father’s estate since we left England.”

“Indeed. You’ll be reviewing his ledgers when you arrive, no doubt. Well, try not to put him off, if you can help it. Lord Loudor has a wide circle of friends and acquaintances. He’s rather popular amongst the ton. In particular, with a select group of gentlemen who garner no respect from me or my employer”—he motioned to the envelope—“and with whom we would like you to develop a better acquaintance.”

“You want me to spy on my family?”

If the gentleman had been hoping earlier for surprised outrage, he was no longer disappointed.

“Miss Everton,” he drawled with exaggerated courtesy. “The king, as you well know, is mad. Napoleon is ever at our gates, and two-thirds of our army is at his. England, at present, is in a most insecure state, threatened from inside our borders—”

“From my cousin?” she demanded.

“Actually, Loudor is not currently a suspect. He simply has the misfortune of naming several unsavory gentlemen among his friends.”

Sophie blew out a long breath and made a conscious effort to ease the grip she’d had on the folds of her skirt. “That’s not misfortune, that’s poor judgment,” she grumbled.

“Be that as it may, we would like for you to further your acquaintances with these gentlemen. Find a way into their studies, their libraries—”

“Find a way into their studies?” Was he mad? “Are you mad? Good Lord, I’d get myself caught or injured. I’ve no experience with that sort of thing.” Well, perhaps a very little. “There must be someone, anyone, who would better suit.”

Mr. Smith shook his head. “No one so much as you. You are, for all intents and purposes, new to London, without known sympathies or loyalties. That, combined with your rank as a viscount’s daughter, means no ballroom or parlor will be closed to you. There is also the matter of your possessing some unusual skills, courtesy of your Mr. Wang, I believe. Lock picking, knife throwing, some form of eastern combat—”

“I’m only a novice,” she interrupted. Mostly.

He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “There is also the fact that we, Miss Everton, have something you need— money.”

She stared at him in bafflement, unsure of how to respond to that outrageous statement. Did he honestly believe she was greedy enough to quite literally jump through windows for a few coins? Perhaps he wasn’t mad quite so much as dull-witted. Maybe if she spoke slowly and very carefully…“I understand my family’s finances are less stable than they have been in the past, but I have every faith that will turn about. And we’re hardly impoverished—”

“Your father’s coffers are very nearly empty. He stands to lose Whitefield within six months, a year at best.”

Sophie was stunned into speechlessness, a rare and unpleasant occurrence for her. After much mental groping she managed, and then only poorly, “I…we…you must be mistaken.”

“There’s no point in my exaggerating the case, is there? You’d find out the truth as soon as you reached London. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but we are in a position to help you. We are offering a considerable sum.”

For a dull-witted madman, Mr. Smith was annoyingly sensible.

Dear God, why was she only now hearing of this? And from a stranger? In his last letter, her cousin had mentioned a few minor difficulties with the estate, but nothing she “need worry over.”

Taking him at his word, she’d made plans to travel halfway across the world to indulge in an expensive London season. How mortifyingly stupid.

And now they stood to lose Whitefield. Though it had long been the family home and the only consistently profitable estate, it wasn’t entailed. Whitefield could be sold, taken, lost. The means of their survival and the home of her lost mother and sister…gone.

Unacceptable.

Straightening her shoulders, Sophie turned to give Mr. Smith her best businesslike stare.

“You are not directly interested in any member of my family, is that correct?”

“It is.”

“How much?” she asked coolly.

“I’m sorry?”

“How much money are you willing to offer for my ser vices?”

“Ah, right. Well, upon arrival, you’ll be given access to a small sum available through a solicitor, pin money as it were. You’ll also have an open account at all the best shops in London. You’ll be able to purchase any necessary items associated with a young lady’s first season in London. Upon completion of the mission, you shall receive fifteen thousand. Well invested, it should be enough to restore your family’s financial security.”

Sophie glanced at the envelope. “And if they’re innocent? Will I still receive the money, or is payment contingent upon finding proof of guilt?”

“If you find no proof, you’ll receive five thousand pounds, a third of the original fee.”

Sophie shook her head. “Half,” she insisted, “of twenty-five thousand.”

“Half,” Mr. Smith countered, “of twenty thousand. That is as high an offer as I am authorized to give.”

Sophie thought hard.

But not too long.

“Explain then, please, exactly what I have to do.”

“You want me to seduce a virgin? Have you gone mad?”

Alexander Durmant, the Duke of Rockeforte, looked thoroughly disgusted. Slouched miserably in a chair by the fire and not so much sipping as gulping his brandy, His Grace looked ready to whimper.

Across from him, William Fletcher smiled pleasantly. It occurred to William that he might be smiling just a hair more pleasantly than was strictly necessary under the circumstances, but as head of England’s vast and currently very active War Department, William found it expedient to obtain his amusements when and where he could.

And, holy hell, but this was going to be amusing.

“I don’t recall having mentioned the word ‘seduce,’” he replied congenially. “Nor ‘virgin’ for that matter, although I’ve no reason to believe she isn’t. Your task is simply to keep close to the girl.”

To mask an outright laugh at Alex’s horrified expression, William drew out his handkerchief and blew his bulbous nose loudly and extensively. He knew full well there wasn’t a single matter involving a debutante that could be reasonably described as simple. They were a thoroughly complicated and enormously terrifying lot.

If Alex were any other man, William might have worried over gaining his cooperation, but for more than four hundred years, the Rockeforte line had served the nation’s interests in what ever capacity was required. Soldiers, spies, ambassadors, what ever the War Department or its earlier counterparts asked, the Rockeforte men answered without question, complaint, or demand. It was a quiet honor ingrained in every male of the family. Alex, honorable to the bone, would rather die than fail to live up to that legacy. He would even forsake his usual pursuit of actresses and courtesans and enter the dreaded world of ambitious debutantes and their title-hungry mamas.

For a time. And not without first ascertaining if it might be avoidable.

“There are limits, William.”

“I’m not asking you to wed the chit,” he argued reasonably. “Just make nice.”

“I have no experience making nice.”

“Nonsense, I’ve seen you perfectly amiable on at least two occasions.” William shoved his handkerchief back in his pocket and leaned back in his seat to savor the experience of watching his friend squirm. “I need a man on the inside, and a courtship of Loudor’s cousin will provide ample opportunities for you to be in his company, in his home.”

“We could just as easily arrange for the two of us to be introduced—”

“And have him wonder why the generally reclusive Duke of Rockeforte has taken a sudden interest?” William shook his head. “Woo the girl, Alex, and woo Loudor in the process. Find out what he and his cronies are about.”

Alex scowled, swore, squirmed.

Then, as William had expected, capitulated. “Bloody hell, very well. What do we know about this woman, this Miss…?”

“Everton. Miss Sophie Everton. Her father owns the estate of Whitefield. I believe Miss Everton holds the place in particular regard, as did the girl’s mother.”

“Deceased?”

“Yes, as well as her sister, both killed in a carriage accident. The viscount left England with his daughter shortly thereafter, and gave over the business of running the estate to his cousin.”

Alex nodded absently. “Loudor. How long ago was that?”

William reluctantly set down his drink, licked a bit of brandy off his fingers, and shuffled through the mountain of papers on his desk before finding what he needed. “Twelve years this past February.”

“And how old was Miss Everton at the time?” Alex asked suspiciously.

“Twelve.”

“Excellent,” Alex grumbled, “a spinster.”

It wasn’t a complaint, per se, more a statement of dread.

“Come now, man,” William chided. “Have a heart. She’s spent the last decade continent-hopping with her father. There hasn’t been an opportunity for the poor girl to make a suitable match.”

“She’ll be husband hunting.”

Setting the paper aside, William once again relaxed in his chair and smiled. “Is that fear I’m hearing, Your Grace?”

“Yes.” Alex took a gratifyingly large drink before continuing. “What else do we know?”

Chuckling, William dug through his papers again. It was a pointless exercise (he’d long since memorized them) except in that it provided an opportunity to draw out the moment. “Ah, here we are. Hmm…Seems she’s a bit of an oddity, actually…. Speaks a number of languages, of which only English and Latin can be counted as civilized…. Raised by her father and a governess turned chaperone by the name of Mrs. Mary Summers, and an English-educated Chinese man—old friend of the family. The latter two are traveling with Miss Everton, although Mr. Wang will be journeying on to Wales. As for the young woman herself, she has a reputation for being somewhat outspoken, shares her father’s interest in antiquities with no material value, and has had a rather alarming series of mishaps.”

Alex digested that information for a moment before speaking.

“Any indication she’s traveling to London to aid Loudor?”

“None, but that doesn’t negate the possibility that she is, or will be, sympathetic to his cause. They’ve been in contact by post regarding her father’s estate, but it’s hardly uncommon for a young woman to keep up regular correspondence.”

“Hmm. Have any of these missives been intercepted?”

“A few, wouldn’t do to have them become suspicious.”

“And were they useful?”

“They were positively benign. He asked after her welfare, hoped her father’s spirits were improved.” William waved his hand around. “That sort of thing. Chatty letters.”

Alex frowned into his brandy and William imagined he was currently thinking of all the reasons, some of them possibly even legitimate, not to accept the assignment. All the excuses he could use to politely extricate himself from what he knew was his duty. But he was a Rockeforte, and in the end he asked only, “What does she look like?”

“Beg your pardon?”

“Miss Everton, what does she look like?”

“Oh, well…” William mumbled the rest of the sentence into his drink.

Alex leaned forward in his chair. “What’s that?”

“Ahem…well, I’m not entirely sure.” He grimaced, mentally congratulated himself for the affectation, and hurried his explanation. “My man in China, he didn’t give a description exactly. He mentioned something vague…something about ‘unusual.’”

“Unusual?”

“Likely the word was lost in translation.”

Alex swore, squirmed a little more, then took a deep breath and a deeper drink.

“For Crown and country then,” he finally grunted, clearly unimpressed with either institution. “I suppose I ought to find a way to have myself introduced to our unusual old maid.”

“No need. I’ve arranged to have Loudor’s carriage delayed en route to the docks. Miss Everton will be taking a delightful trick hack one of our engineers designed. Very clever young man. Just be at the corner of Firth and Whitelow at five o’clock this evening. Bring Whittaker if you like. He’s likely already met Loudor and can help smooth the way, so to speak.”

Alex shook his head. “I don’t want Whit to go. He should never have gotten involved with your department to begin with.”

“Too late on both accounts. We needed his connections on that last bit of business, and he already knows you’re meeting with me today. There’ll be no avoiding him. Best to give him something useful to do or he’ll take it into his head to do so on his own.”

Alex jerked a nod and handed his empty glass back to William. “You’re certain Prinny knows nothing of this?”

“Quite sure. Our illustrious Prince Regent is entirely in the dark on this matter.”


Two

Three hours after her interview with Mr. Smith, Sophie found herself standing on her homeland for the first time in twelve years.

It’s possible she would have been a bit more excited by the notion if she wasn’t still standing on the dock, in a drizzle, pressed tightly between the overprotective persons of Mrs. Summers and Mr. Wang. Their luggage had been piled neatly off to one side and Sophie fought the urge to sit down on one of the sturdy trunks. Where was Lord Loudor, or, if he had been unavoidably detained, then where was his carriage? The other passengers had long since made their way into the city.

She let out a long, exaggerated sigh. She’d been pressing her companions to hire a public hackney, but Mrs. Summers insisted on waiting.

“Lord Loudor will be along any minute now with a reasonable excuse and apologies for his tardiness,” Mrs. Summers had explained. “A public hack is not a suitable means of conveyance for a young lady.”

After forty-five minutes of listening to these and an assortment of other excuses, Sophie stopped asking, and took up making varied sounds of disgruntlement. She sighed, she grumbled, she even hmphed for good mea sure.

Finally, after listening to Sophie tap her foot loudly for several minutes, Mrs. Summers caved. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Sophie! Have it your way!”

Sophie beamed at her friend as Mr. Wang took off to enlist the help of a dock worker. In a surprisingly short time, the three were comfortably installed in the hack.

“This is so much better,” Sophie sighed. “How fortunate we were able to secure a hack so quickly. It makes up, I suppose, for Lord Loudor’s absence.”

Her chaperone frowned disapprovingly. Tall, rail thin, and with striking angular features, Mrs. Summers had all the appearances of a hawk, a look she occasionally enhanced by affecting a matching demeanor. Sophie knew her too long and too well, however, to be fooled. Mrs. Summers’s stern countenance hid an open mind and a generous heart.

Perfectly comfortable with her chaperone’s censure, Sophie returned the scowl with a smile. “Roomy,” she commented, “and decidedly well padded.”

The brown leather on the benches extended up all four walls and even onto the ceiling. Glancing down, she noticed even the floor held a thin layer of cushion.

“How very odd.”

The carriage started with a jerk, and soon she was too entranced by the passing scenery to dwell on the unusual interior of her transportation. Street after street rolled by. London was loud, dirty, overcrowded, and positively wonderful.

She was vaguely aware of Mrs. Summers speaking, but it was several minutes before she could pull her attention from the window long enough to focus on what was being said.

“…We’ve left the waterfront district, which, young lady, you shall not under any circumstances venture into again. In a moment, if you look out to your left, we’ll pass…Well, for…Why on earth are we turning here?”

Mr. Wang craned his neck slightly to peer out the window. “Where, exactly, is ‘here’?”

“I have no idea,” Mrs. Summers stated, sounding more surprised than alarmed. “Our driver should have continued straight for several more blocks. What ever is our man thinking taking such a shortcut through such a squalid section of town?”

Mr. Wang raised his walking stick in preparation of pounding on the roof. “Shall I speak with him?”

“And have him stop in this area? Heavens no. We’ll take it up with him when we arrive.” Mrs. Summers turned again to the window and wrinkled her long nose. “You are not allowed here either, Sophie.”

Sophie didn’t think she’d have any problem obeying that command. The neighborhood reminded her of some of the poorer sections of Peking. Too many dilapidated buildings likely crammed with too many hungry people. She felt helpless in places like these, and a little ashamed. She watched as they passed a small chapel she might have described as having seen better days, if she’d thought there was any chance at all that the church had, in fact, ever seen a good day. She rather doubted it, and settled for describing it as “glum” instead. Perhaps she could take some of the money set aside for her purchases and make a donation.

The loud report of snapping wood followed by the unpleasant sensation of the carriage tilting precariously to one side immediately erased Sophie’s altruistic thoughts. She watched in horror as an unlit iron lantern slid dangerously close to the edge of the shelf over Mrs. Summers’s head.

The last thing Sophie remembered was bounding off the seat with her arms stretched outward in a grasping motion.

The next thing she heard was a man’s voice telling her to open her eyes. Low, soft, and just a little bit gravelly, it washed over her like a soothing lullaby.

Maybe she’d sleep a little while longer.

The soothing voice was promptly replaced by an annoying one. Mrs. Summers was demanding she wake up immediately. And she was doing it in that tone. That horrible, insistent, I-am-quite-out-of-patience-with-you tone every child despises.

And Sophie was going back to sleep. Absolutely.

A hand prodded the side of her head.

“Ouch!”

Sophie’s eyes flew open, and she was immediately rewarded for the effort with Mr. Wang’s soft chuckle, a painful eyeful of light, and the realization that what ever mattress she was currently lying on was astoundingly hard. Groaning, she squeezed her eyelids shut again.

“She’ll be fine,” Mr. Wang announced.

Mrs. Summers clucked her tongue (a noise Sophie found excruciating in her current state) and said, “Two square inches of unpadded space in the whole carriage and your head finds it, of course.”

The carriage. London! She tried squinting against the sun, which was peeking through the clouds now, when a large figure crouched in front of her and blocked out the light.

“Better?”

“Hmm, thank you.” It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust, and when they did she was forced to blink several times in disbelief.

Here was the man with the soothing voice, and good heavens but he was handsome. Without a doubt, the most attractive Englishman she had ever seen. To be fair, she really hadn’t seen very many Englishmen in her travels, but she had certainly run across enough to know that this one was not typical. Groggily, she wondered if perhaps she had hit her head harder than she realized and when her eyes regained their focus she would find he had enormous teeth and several chins.

If that were the case, she hoped she wouldn’t recover too quickly. He was quite pleasant to look at for the moment, with the chiseled features one rarely found outside of Greek sculpture, deep-set eyes that looked to be possibly green, full lips, and a strong jaw. His aristocratic nose certainly could have been lopped off some poor unsuspecting statue.

Michelangelo’s David, that’s what he reminded her of.

Only taller. Much taller. And with better hair. She watched as one coffee-colored lock fell across his brow. Lovely. She could just stare at him all day.

“Miss? Miss….”

“Hmm…Everton.”

“You can let go of the lantern now, Miss Everton.”

Ignoring the pain to her head, she craned her neck up slightly to look at herself. She was lying flat on her back in the middle of the road and held the lantern in a death grip on her stomach. If it had been a bunch of lilies, she might have been mistaken for a corpse.

“I caught it,” she said stupidly before laying her head back down.

“So you did,” replied Mr. Wang. She turned her gaze to find him standing next to Mrs. Summers. “You were quicker than that tiger, I’d say.”

“Let go now, Miss Everton,” said the stranger.

“Sorry?”

“The lantern. Let go of the lantern now.”

She tried, she really did, but her fingers were cramped in place. “I can’t seem to…”

Large warm hands covered her own and gently pried her stiff fingers from the lantern. She flexed them experimentally and felt the first painful tingling of returning feeling.

“What ever…?”

“We lost a wheel,” Mrs. Summers explained.

Looking down past her toes, Sophie saw the hack resting awkwardly on three wheels against the road. The horses had been unhitched and tied with two saddled mounts she didn’t recognize.

“Yes, well…that can happen.”

“You’re fortunate the whole carriage didn’t turn over.”

Sophie couldn’t help noticing the stranger sounded a touch angry. If she were feeling more confident in her ability to hold a coherent conversation, she might have asked him why.

“Driver’s gone! Another hack’s coming ’round.”

She stared bewildered as yet another strange man walked forward and knelt beside her. He too appeared uncommonly tall and handsome (although not, in her opinion, quite as handsome as the first) but with slightly fairer features. “It’s fortunate Alex and I decided on this shortcut. How are you feeling, Miss…?”

“Everton,” Mrs. Summers supplied.

Then, to Sophie’s complete astonishment, her governess launched into a round of formal introductions and general pleasantries, for all the world as if their little group were meeting for the first time at a lovely afternoon picnic.

And didn’t little Sophie just look charming spread out on the cobblestone blanket?

Good Lord.

“I’m better, much better,” she mumbled, sounding anything but better. “I’d like to sit up now.”

She pushed herself up with her elbows before anyone could stop her. The quick movement was a mistake. She knew it would be. Really, anyone would think this was the first time she had been knocked unconscious.

Her head swam, her vision blurred, her stomach lurched, and then finally, and quite suddenly, she went back to sleep.

Alex’s first thought upon pulling the insensible Miss Everton from the disabled carriage had been—

Dear God. Something had most certainly been lost in translation.

His second thought had been that Miss Everton’s unconsciousness was a disturbing but undeniably convenient opportunity to study her appearance in detail.

She was beautiful.

In the manner of Greek goddesses and Rubens portraits, she was beautiful. A heart-shaped face, full lips that seemed to curve up naturally at the corners, an endearing sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her pert little nose, all framed by a cloud of thick hair the color of sable.

Alex’s next thought had been to wonder about the color of her eyes. Would they be a golden brown or darker like her hair?

When her lids finally fluttered open Alex was hard-pressed not to gape like a green boy.

They were blue. A crisp, dark blue that practically crackled. He had never in his life seen eyes that color. Hard upon that realization came the less rational notion that he was going to tear William limb from limb.

And when she passed out the second time, Alex decided he would do it slowly. At the very least, William’s trick hack would be scrap by morning.

Picking up Miss Everton carefully, he carried her to the newly arrived hack. “Whit, you and Mr. Wang see to our mounts. I’ll assist Mrs. Summers and Miss Everton home.”

Alex ignored Whit’s knowing grin and wink. Likewise, he pretended not to hear his friend’s quiet comment about having all the fun, deciding it would be better to concentrate instead on getting both himself and Miss Everton inside the carriage without mishap—no easy feat since he refused to set her down first.

Eventually, he managed to settle himself in a seat with her in his lap. He really ought to put her on the bench beside him. He really should. It wasn’t at all proper to be holding her as he was, but for some inexplicable reason he couldn’t bring himself to perform the task.

She was so very small, not much over five feet, he guessed, and the side of her forehead was beginning to show signs of swelling. She’d have a nasty bruise in a few more hours, and if it wasn’t directly his fault, he was, at the very least, partially to blame for her injury.

Reluctantly, he pulled his eyes away from the woman in his arms to peer at the older woman sitting across from him. He was surprised and, for some unaccountable reason, a little annoyed that Mrs. Summers had not insisted he set her charge down at once. Wasn’t she responsible for the girl?

She didn’t appear particularly concerned. In fact, she was eyeing him steadily with unabashed interest in a way that immediately put him on edge. He could practically hear the wheels turning in her head.

“Will she be all right?” he asked to distract her from her current train of thoughts.

Mrs. Summers blinked once before answering. “Oh, she’ll recover. The injury is not serious, leastwise not for her.”

Alex would have liked to ask what she meant, but the carriage was coming to a stop in front of a small but stylish town house.

“Ah, we were closer than I realized,” Mrs. Summers remarked. “If you will be so kind as to set Sophie on the cushions now, I’m sure one of Lord Loudor’s men can see to her.”

Apparently, by this particular chaperone’s standards at any rate, what was acceptable behavior in a public hackney was not permissible in the general public.

Alex relinquished his hold on the girl with some reluctance. He assisted Mrs. Summers down and watched her follow Mr. Wang into the house before turning a skeptical eye on the servants as they came forward. There were several able-bodied men in the group; one of them was actually quite massive. But then, large men could be clumsy, or worse, stupid.

He looked back at the unconscious Miss Everton. Maybe he should just…

“It’s no good, Alex.”

Whit walked the few remaining steps from the stables to lean against the carriage and offered Alex the lopsided grin that had made him the darling of the ton and the bane of Alex’s existence.

“You can’t very well endear yourself to Loudor by entangling his cousin in a scandal her first day in London, now can you?”

Alex nearly groaned. Whit was right, of course; he was behaving like an idiot. What the devil was wrong with him? He shot his friend a nasty scowl for the sake of principle— no good ever came from telling Whit he was right about something—and gave an order to one of the footmen to care for Miss Everton.


Three

A thin older man with a sour expression, which Alex guessed had more to do with the man’s nature than the day’s unfortunate events, ushered Alex and Whit into the front parlor and furnished them with drinks.

“His Lordship left several hours ago to meet Miss Everton and her party at the docks. Four men have been dispatched to ascertain his whereabouts. I shall inform him of your presence upon his arrival.” With that, the butler excused himself and closed the parlor doors behind him.

“Friendly, isn’t he?” Alex remarked, taking a drink of his brandy and looking over their surroundings. With dark ugly colors, the scent of old cigars, and an astounding amount of leather, the room positively screamed of bachelorhood. More, it screamed of a bachelor with exceedingly poor taste.

Whit was likewise eyeing the decor. “Good Lord, if this is the front parlor, what do you suppose the study looks like?”

“With any luck, we’ll find out.”

“At the moment, I’m a little tempted to botch the mission on purpose. This room is dreadful.”

“It smells like a third-rate club,” Alex added.

“By God, you’re right. I was wondering why the stench seemed familiar. Reminds me of our salad days.” Whit thought about this for a moment. “Believe I’ll open a window.” He set down his drink and held back the thick gray drapes while eyeing the window frame dubiously. “Shouldn’t there be some sort of hook or tieback for these things?”

“One would think,” Alex remarked casually.

With his free hand Whit unlocked the window and attempted to push it up and open. It wouldn’t budge. From his seat, Alex watched with increasing amusement. Whittaker Cole, the Earl of Thurston, was struggling mightily with a set of wool curtains and a parlor window.

“Why am I the only one who witnesses these things?” Alex mused aloud before standing up to lend his poor beleaguered friend a hand. “Would you like some help?”

“Bugger off,” Whit snapped, taking a step back from the window.

Alex didn’t feel the need to respond, mostly because he wasn’t sure whether it was directed at him or the window. Stepping over, he took the drapes with both hands and held them off to the side. He motioned Whit forward. “Perhaps, if you use two hands….”

Whit just grunted and took his place in front of the window. After several minutes of groaning and swearing, it finally slid up a meager two inches.

Whit eyed the gap resentfully. “Splendid.”

Alex gave him a jovial clap on the back. “Well done. Care to have a go at the other?”

“I don’t think my pride could take it,” Whit grumbled, still glaring at the window. “Do you know I’m actually winded? How humiliating.”

They stared at the window for a while in silence. Finally, without turning his head, Whit quietly said, “If you are a true and loyal friend, Alex, you will keep this little episode to yourself.”

Alex nodded somberly. “If I were a true and loyal friend, I would indeed.”

“A good man, a decent man—”

“Would keep his mouth closed. I’m almost sure of it.”

Their conversation was cut short by a commotion in the front hall accompanied by a loud, angry male voice.

“Loudor,” Alex supplied.

Instantly serious, both men found their respective drinks and chairs in time to see a rather disheveled looking man in his midfifties enter through the French doors. Alex estimated him to be of average height and build, with muscular arms but a slightly rounded belly that spoke of overindulgence and too much time sitting in clubs and card halls.

Whit made the introductions, while Loudor shrugged off his coat and loosened his cravat. “Don’t mind, do you? Had a devil of a time just now. Accident outside Hyde Park. Some nasty business with a fruit vendor. Traffic backed up for blocks and my driver tremendously stupid. I missed Miss Everton at the docks and had to come all the way back here. Perfectly horrid way to spend the afternoon.”

Loudor poured himself a drink and dispensed with half the glass in one long and rather loud swallow. Alex half expected him to smack his lips and wipe them across the back of his sleeve. He couldn’t help noticing that Loudor had not yet asked after the welfare of his cousin.

“Chit’s upstairs is she? Heard she took a bit of a tumble.”

That, Alex decided, did not count. He cleared his throat in an effort to hide his annoyance. “Miss Everton’s carriage lost a wheel on the way here. Whit and I were fortunate enough to be nearby and able to offer some assistance.”

“Awful good of you. In your debt….” Loudor waved the remainder of the sentence away with a flourish of his hand, polished off his drink, then poured another. “Both in town for the season?”

“We are,” Alex answered in a tone he hoped sounded casual. Really, the man was an ass. “The country can get a bit dull this time of year with everyone in London. I believe Whit has some family business that will keep him in town for at least several weeks.”

“Quite so,” Whit replied.

“Nothing serious, I hope?”

“Not at all. Just an annoying tangle of paperwork. Shouldn’t take too much effort actually, but I intend to drag it out as long as possible. I mean to spend an appalling amount of time at the clubs and races.”

“That’s the spirit.” Loudor toasted Whit’s entirely fabricated speech with another long drink. “But what of the rest of London’s attractions?”

Alex shrugged. “Certainly duty requires attendance to some of the more staid events. Wouldn’t care to insult the wives of our old school chums.”

“Or my mother,” Whit offered.

“Or your mother’s friends,” finished Alex with a genuine wince.

Loudor chuckled—an oddly tittering sort of sound that tore at Alex’s nerves. “Not looking to be leg shackled then?”

Since his mission was to woo Miss Everton, Alex’s immediate inclination was to reply that he was indeed on the lookout for a Duchess of Rockeforte, but something in the way Loudor had asked the question gave him pause. The man looked too concerned, too hopeful by half, and Alex went with his instincts.

“I’m determined to remain a bachelor for several more years at the very least, and Whit has decided to postpone matrimonial bliss until the age of four-and-thirty.”

Loudor turned to Whit, looking well pleased. “An excellent decision. Why relinquish freedom while you’re still young enough to enjoy it, eh? Chose the age of forty myself. Now I keep the wife and heir tucked neatly away up north.”

Alex smothered a smile. Whit had never voiced such an absurd notion. He seemed to be enjoying the interchange with Loudor, however…nodding his head sagely and stroking his chin. “Forty you say? I had considered that myself. A sound age. Young enough to sire an heir but old enough to have sowed one’s share of wild oats. I settled for four-and-thirty with the thought that it might take a couple of years to find a suitable wife, but now that you mention it…. Hell, this is a damnably odd conversation to be having in a front parlor. What say you we retire to White’s?”

By three o’clock the next morning Alex and Whit had deposited a very drunk Lord Loudor back at his town house and were proceeding soberly through the streets of London in a hired hack.

Whit chuckled softly and turned to his friend. “Four-and-thirty? Where on earth did you come up with that?”

“It is the age I once chose for my own foray into matrimony.” Alex shrugged. “Seemed reasonable at the time.”

“When was that?”

“We were twenty. I was in love with that opera singer.”

Whit thought about that for a moment before his eyes lit up. “Marian! I had quite forgotten about her.”

“She’d be sorely disappointed to hear it. She was besotted with you, you know.”

“Was she really? I hadn’t realized…. A shame, she was a lovely girl. What ever became of her?”

“Married a wealthy tradesman some years back, I believe.”

“Good for her.”

“Hmm.” Alex’s mind wasn’t on the lovely Marian but on the mission, and Whit, and the fact that he’d prefer to have the latter completely removed from the former.

Alex had been eight when his mother succumbed to lung fever. It had been agreed that, with a father so often abroad, it would be best for Alex to spend the majority of his time at the Coles’ family estate of Haldon Hall, where the late duchess’s dearest friend, Lady Thurston, could properly supervise his rearing.

He and Whit, already fast friends, had become brothers in everything but name, and Lady Thurston had dealt with Alex accordingly, rejoicing in his accomplishments, encouraging him through failures, fussing over his appearance, scolding him for his transgressions. In short, he had been treated as a well-loved son. He would not repay her kindness now by getting Whit further involved in the miserable business of treachery and espionage.

“I want you to stay out of this,” he said succinctly.

Whit gave him a rueful smile. “You know I won’t. Besides it’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?”

“No, you’ve introduced me to Lord Loudor and some of his acquaintances and that’s enough. There’s no reason for your continued involvement.”

“Except, of course, that I want to be involved. In fact, I insist upon it.”

“You have other responsibilities.” Alex insisted. “You’re the head of the family and the Thurston estate requires attention—”

“Do you know much about our earldom?” Whit cut in.

Alex blinked in surprise. “Only that you’ve done a remarkable job thus far, cleaning up the mess your father left.”

“Thank you, but I’m referring to its history. Are you familiar with it at all?”

“No…I can’t say as I’ve ever given it much thought, now that you mention it.”

“Let me enlighten you. We are a pack of liars, thieves, and wastrels, the lot of us.”

Alex thought that unlikely, but held his tongue. The late Lord Thurston certainly fit that description well enough. Whit had spent the four years since his father’s death battling to secure the family’s finances, as well as the family name.

“Do you recall the summer my mother forced me to stay a fortnight at my uncle’s home?” Whit asked.

Alex smiled at the memory. “We were thirteen and you offered your mother every imaginable incentive to let you stay at Haldon Hall. I believe you even made a list.”

“I did, and it was cleverly done, for all the good it did me. Fortunately, Uncle Henry was as pleased to have me for company as I was to be there. He let me spend the entire two weeks hidden away in the library. That is where I discovered a most detailed and disturbing account of my family’s history—no doubt why the recounting was there and not at Haldon. There is not an honestly gained parcel of land in the whole earldom. Every acre, every village was stolen through one reprehensible manner or another. Deceit, blackmail, extortion, all of it. It’s disgusting.”

Alex waited a moment to make sure Whit was quite through before asking, “How long ago?”

“Did we steal the land, do you mean?”

Alex nodded.

“Up until about a hundred years ago, then the wastrels took over.”

“I see.”

“It’s important that you do,” Whit said somberly. “Because I am determined not to add another chapter to that book. I will leave my family a legacy they can be proud of, something they can carry on. I don’t know if it will be akin to your own Rockeforte legacy but…I’ll not let this opportunity pass.”

Alex wanted to argue further. He wanted to point out all the holes in Whit’s logic, all the reasons it was an exceedingly bad idea for him to continue working for the War Department, but he knew it would come to nothing. There were few people who could match Whit for sheer mulishness, and like most stubborn individuals, the more one argued with them, the more determined they became to do as they pleased.

“Your mother will kill me if anything happens to you,” Alex grumbled.

Whit grinned. “Mother loves you too much to kill you. Kate, on the other hand, would surely slit your throat, loyal little sister that she is.”

“God help me.”

Whit chuckled softly for a moment before taking on a more serious expression. “To business,” he insisted. “What do you make of our new friend?”

Alex decided to let the matter of Whit’s involvement drop, for now. “He’s an ass,” he replied.

“Certainly, but do you think he’ll prove an accommodating sort of ass?”

“Loudor gives the appearance of being an overindulgent fop, stupid and conceited enough to brag about his ventures if plied with enough liquor. But if he’s been playing the traitor’s game, then he’s been at it for a while and he hasn’t slipped up yet. Either he has more sense than he lets on, or he’s innocent.”

“I can’t say it’s easy to reconcile myself to either of those options. Perhaps he’s just been lucky.”

“Perhaps.”

“How are you planning to handle Miss Everton?”

Alex ignored his friend’s accentuated use of the word “handle.”

“Loudor made it rather clear this evening that he didn’t want to be bothered by his cousin’s suitors, but I imagine I can find a way around that. I suppose I’ll have to pay her some attention. If Loudor proves tight-lipped, she may be of some use to us.”

“How noble of you,” Whit drawled. “The chit’s a beauty, Alex. Quite stunning, really. If you’d rather, I might be agreeable—”

“You’ll keep a respectable distance,” Alex snapped. “She’s my concern.”

In the face of Whit’s knowing smirk, Alex was forced to admit he’d been concerning himself over Miss Everton a great deal that night. “Bloody hell. Just stick to orders, Whit. Keep your eye on Loudor’s friends, Calmaton and Forent. Loudor, too, when you can. And if your mother gets wind of this, it’s on your head.”


Four

Sophie rose the next morning feeling stiff and sore, but otherwise much her usual self. Once during the night, she had awoken long enough to read the contents of the envelope Mr. Smith had given her. It contained a list of gentlemen she was to “keep her eye trained upon,” as well as the name of the solicitor who would serve as her contact and provide her with any needed funds.

After memorizing the names, she had burned the papers in the fireplace and gone back to bed. Personal experience had taught her that rest was the best medicine for a blow to the head. Or so Mrs. Summers was in the habit of insisting. Having taken a considerably stout blow, she would now have to spend the remainder of the day resting. Sophie heaved a disappointed sigh. Resting was dull under normal circumstances—on her first full day back in England, it was going to be positively torturous. She wondered if she could manage to sneak outside. She wouldn’t go far, of course, and it’d only be for a bit.

Mentally planning her escape, she pulled the bell cord and went to the window to wait for a response. It had been too dark last night to see much beyond shadows. In the light of day, Sophie saw that her bedroom afforded a view of a small but well-kept garden complete with a gravel walking path, several benches, and a garish, oversized fountain she guessed to be a new addition.

A knock at the door signaled the arrival of a plump girl with a head of brilliant red hair neatly tucked up in a chignon. With her freckles, bright blue eyes, and an endearing smile, the girl looked as though she belonged on a three-legged stool in front of a cow. Not that Sophie had ever seen a dairymaid before, mind you, she was just certain the girl fit the bill.

“Morning, miss. I hope you’re feeling better, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“Of course not, ah…”

“Penny, miss.”

Penny. It suited. “Thank you, Penny, I am much recovered. If it’s not too much bother, could I have a bath made ready and some food brought up? I seem to have overslept and missed breakfast.”

“No bother at all, but you haven’t missed breakfast. It’s only eleven, and breakfast is served at quarter to twelve.”

“So late?”

“We keep town hours here, miss.”

“Oh, right, of course.” She had no idea what the girl was talking about, but she smiled anyway, and made a mental note to quiz Mrs. Summers later on the peculiar eating habits of Londoners. Mrs. Summers had spent an inordinate amount of time tutoring Sophie on the ways of the ton, but obviously she had overlooked a few things.

“That footman of yours, he left a note for you, miss.”

“Footman?”

“That Chinese man, Mr. Wang.”

“Oh, he’s not a footman, Penny. He’s more of a friend…family really.”

Sophie opened the letter, already knowing its contents. Mr. Wang had left to visit friends in Wales after seeing Mrs. Summers and herself comfortably settled. He would see her again in a few months.

“I really wish I could have said good-bye in person,” she sighed.

“Nothing for it, miss. Mr. Wang wouldn’t let us wake you, said you needed to rest after your accident.”

Sophie snorted to herself. Mr. Wang hadn’t been concerned for her health. He wouldn’t have left if there were any question of her quick recovery. What he had no doubt wanted was to avoid a scene like the one that occurred the last time he left for an extended holiday. Sophie had cried so hard she had cast up her accounts on his trunk and Mr. Wang had been obliged to postpone his visit until he could calm Sophie down. And repack.

“I was thirteen,” Sophie grumbled. “One would think he’d have forgiven me by now.”

“Beg your pardon, miss?”

“Nothing, Penny.”

Sophie gave herself one more minute to mourn the temporary loss of her friend before dressing and setting out to find Mrs. Summers and breakfast.

She found the former already at the latter. She asked for scones, sat down across from her companion, and poured a cup of tea. “Will Lord Loudor be joining us this morning?”

“No.” Mrs. Summers replied. “I believe his lordship had a rather late night and is not feeling quite the thing this morning.”

“Oh, I do hope it’s nothing serious.”

“It is not.” Mrs. Summers took a dainty sip from her cup. “As I said, he had a late night…at White’s, a gentlemen’s club, with the Duke of Rockeforte and Lord Thurston.”

“I see.” Somehow, from their correspondence, Sophie had gotten the impression that her cousin was not the type of man to overindulge in drink, but then there was really only so much you could learn about someone from a letter. Still, it would have been nice if he had taken her arrival into consideration before becoming so foxed he could not greet her properly the next day.

“The Duke of Rockeforte called this morning,” Mrs. Summers chimed pleasantly.

Sophie’s mental rebuke of her cousin’s behavior was immediately forgotten. In its stead a rather heady feeling of excitement washed over her. Silly. She had spoken only a few words to the man and those in only a semiconscious state. She schooled her face into a disinterested expression.

“Did he?”

“Yes, he came to inquire after your health.”

Sophie took a hurried drink of tea and blanched when she realized she hadn’t yet added milk or sugar. “Good of him,” she mumbled.

“He left his card and mentioned he would be at the Calmaton ball this Saturday,” Mrs. Summers continued causally. “He looks forward to seeing you there.”

Lord Calmaton, Sophie remembered, was on the list Mr. Smith had given her.

She piled sugar into her cup hastily. “And I him. I should like to thank him properly for his assistance yesterday—and Lord Thurston’s, of course.”

“Of course. You should be flattered, you know. I’m told Rockeforte very rarely goes into society…or good society at any rate. He usually spends the season at one of his country estates.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with me.”

Mrs. Summers narrowed her sharp eyes. “Don’t be deliberately obtuse, dear. It’s obvious he means to attend the ball for a chance to further his acquaintance with you.”

Sophie was inordinately pleased that her food arrived just then. Grabbing a scone, she took the very largest bite she could manage without embarrassing herself, or choking. Mrs. Summers set down her teacup and waited quite pointedly for a response. And waited…and waited…

“Eventually, Sophie, you will have to swallow.”

Sophie made a variety of hand gestures that could have conveyed any number of things. But she knew her companion was right. The topic of Rockeforte couldn’t be avoided forever, and certainly not just because it made her unaccountably jumpy. And the scone had taken on a rather unpleasant consistency.

She swallowed.

Then reached for a sip of tea.

Which was not an act of cowardice. She had, after all, taken that bite without first adding some preserves or even a little butter, and if Mrs. Summers thought differently, well—

“Thirsty, dear?”

Sophie realized she had just gulped her entire cup of tea without pausing for breath and was now making unattractive slurping noises. She set her cup down.

“Very,” she offered lamely.

“We were speaking of the Duke of Rockeforte.”

“Were we?”

“Yes. I had just explained that His Grace might have an interest in you.”

Damn. Evasive tactics had never worked well on Mrs. Summers. Sophie tried reasoning with her instead. “I think you read far too much into the duke’s behavior,” she argued. “He was merely being polite.”

“If you say so, dear.”

Oh, Sophie did, but thought it best to change the subject all the same. “I’d like to visit a dress shop tomorrow.”

Mrs. Summers eyebrows went up. “Do you want a new ball gown, dear?”

“No! I mean yes.” She glared at her companion. “I would like to purchase several new dresses, for a number of different occasions.”

“You detest fittings.”

“I know,” Sophie groaned, “but I thought it might be best to get them over and done with. When it comes to pain, the anticipation is often worse than the deed.”

Mrs. Summers smiled at that. “Certainly, we shall have to stop by your father’s solicitors for the funds.”

“As to that…”

If Sophie were any other girl, Mrs. Summers never would have believed the story that she had been saving a portion of her pin money for some time and had sent funds in advance to her own private solicitor in London. But after two decades in Sophie’s company, very little would surprise the worldly Mrs. Summers. If Sophie had told her she had found the money under a rock in the garden, Mrs. Summers wouldn’t have batted an eye.

The next three days were spent in a whirl of fittings, shopping, and desperately trying to pin down the elusive Lord Loudor. The blasted man was never at home when he should be. The few times Sophie managed to catch him coming in or out of the house, he parried her requests for a few moments of his time with vague references to meetings, business, and appointments. When she demanded outright to know when she might see her father’s ledgers, he mumbled something about a misunderstanding with the solicitor and hurried away.

He was avoiding her—there was nothing else for it—but he couldn’t keep it up forever. He was, after all, required to escort her to the ball Saturday night. That event required a carriage ride, which would guarantee his undivided attention for a minimum of twenty minutes.

On Saturday afternoon, one of Sophie’s new ball gowns arrived, and she spent the two hours preceding the grand event under the less-than-gentle ministrations of Penny and Mrs. Summers. She was cinched, pulled, wrapped, curled, primped, and primed. Only at the end of that ordeal was she finally given leave to view the finished product in the bedroom’s cheval mirror.

Sophie gulped. The gown was gorgeous to be sure, layer upon layer of pale blue silk so lightweight it appeared almost translucent. The cut was simple and elegant without frills or adornments. It was cut with a high waist as fashion demanded, but the design was such that it avoided the appearance of having one’s breasts upon a shelf. It flowed as naturally and gracefully as if it were an extension of Sophie herself. She tugged awkwardly at the front of the dress.

“I really can’t understand how I can be positively blanketed in cloth and still feel naked.”

“It’s the dress, miss.” Penny giggled. “That silk is light as butterfly wings, and all ball gowns are cut lower in front like that.”

Mrs. Summers slapped Sophie’s hands away impatiently. “Stop that, you look lovely. I wouldn’t let you out of the house if your attire was anything but perfectly modest.”

Sophie sighed in resignation. She knew Mrs. Summers was right. Still…

“I said stop that! You will not be pulling at your gown tonight. It is most indecent.”

“Couldn’t we just—”

“No.”

“What if I—”

“No.”

“May I at least—”

“No!”

“I was only going to ask for my cloak.”

“Oh. Well, I believe it’s in the front hall, along with your gloves, your fan, and undoubtedly your cousin who is very likely annoyed at your tardiness, so move along.”

“I do wish you were attending to night,” Sophie said wistfully.

“As do I, but if I don’t take care of this head cold now, I shall become too sick to be of any use to you for the remainder of our trip.”

“I know. I’d just feel better knowing you were there.”

Mrs. Summers bent down and kissed Sophie’s cheek. “That’s very sweet of you, dear, but you needn’t worry. Your cousin and Lady Margaret are perfectly acceptable chaperones.”

Sophie nodded but in truth, she had certain misgivings about her cousin’s chaperoning skills. He had managed to leave her waiting at the docks, after all. As for Lady Margaret, she was an old friend of Mrs. Summers who had agreed by note to attend to Sophie in Mrs. Summers’s absence. Sophie had never met her, nor even heard of her until this afternoon.

“You’re woolgathering, Sophie. Run along and fetch your things.”

The cloak was indeed in the front hall, but Lord Loudor was not. In his stead was a note explaining that he was unable to ride with her to the ball, but he would meet her carriage on the drive of Lord Calmaton’s home.

Damn.

She couldn’t very well bring up the ledgers at the ball.

Sophie headed for the door with a decidedly grim expression.

Blast.

She couldn’t very well travel to the ball alone, either. Resigned, she sent the footman for Penny with a request that the maid be quick, and if at all possible, quiet. No point in giving Mrs. Summers a chance to insist on taking a carriage ride on a damp night.

Penny managed to accomplish both speed and stealth, and the girls were comfortably ensconced in the carriage in less than ten minutes.

“Sorry to have inconvenienced you, Penny,” Sophie said, pulling on her bodice.

“You really shouldn’t fuss with that, miss, and I’m happy to be here. Not every day I get to take a night ride in such a fancy carriage as this.”

Sophie believed her, the bit about the happiness at least. Penny’s face was positively glowing with excitement. She held her head almost completely out the window and was watching the passing scenery with obvious delight. Sophie supposed there were few occurrences that would allow for a servant, even a lady’s maid, to view London after nightfall from the security of a nobleman’s carriage. “It’s like a whole other world,” Penny whispered reverently. “Brighter than I would have guessed.”

Sophie glanced out the window. “It is, isn’t it?”

Thank God.

Sophie was very much of the opinion that there was little more inherently frightening than the unknown, and nothing altered the familiar into the unfamiliar quite so effectively as a pitch-black night. In shorter and less flattering terms, Sophie was afraid of the dark.

Very little was needed to keep that fear at bay—a single candle left burning, the light of a bright moon, or, as in this case, the well-kept streetlamps found in the neighborhoods inhabited by people of means. Any and all would suffice in making Sophie, if not comfortable, at least functional. Without them…she would be lost.
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