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    The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusted in him, and I am helped: therefore my heart greatly rejoiceth; and with my song I will praise him.


    Psalm 28:7
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    Dartmoor Prison

    Devonshire, England


    March 1812


    Entrée into the prison proved easy for Lady Lydia Gale. As the stranger at her cottage door had assured her when he arrived at dawn to inform her of a certain French major’s presence as an enemy “guest” of England, a few shillings exchanging hands had placed her in the guardhouse. She held a handkerchief sprinkled with the honey-citrus aroma of linden blossom oil beneath her nose against the prison stench, awaiting the arrival of Chef de Batallon Christophe Arnaud.


    Her cousin and companion, Barbara Bainbridge, stood beside her, her lips set, her hands twisting in the folds of a cloak soaked with the rain that had begun the moment they reached the walls of Dartmoor Prison. “We’re going to contract a chill or worse.”


    “We’ll be in Plymouth with hot tea and fires sooner than you think.” Lydia raised her other hand to finger the pearl and ruby bracelet that had scarcely left her wrist in the three years since Monsieur Arnaud’s messenger had appeared on her doorstep at dawn, carrying her husband’s last letter and gift that were somehow smuggled out of French-occupied Spain. Even with it resting between the edge of her kid glove and the sleeve of her pelisse, the bracelet’s coldness of metal and stones chilled her skin. “And since this man is a major in the French Army, helping him is simple.”


    And her chance to be a good wife, even if she was now a widow.


    “If it will cost us money, you know you don’t have any to spare.”


    “I’ll manage something, if he needs money.”


    That too she had worked out on the journey from her cottage in Tavistock to Dartmoor Prison. Barbara would object, but Lydia thought no price too high if it helped her to accomplish something, to succeed at fulfilling a promise—at last.


    “Hush.” Lydia raised one finger to her lips at the sound of voices outside the door, one the heavy burr of the Somerset militia that served as guards in the prison, the other the rich timbre of accented English.


    The door opened. Rain-laden air swept into the chamber along with a fresh wave of foul air so strong it seemed to cling to Lydia’s lips like poison. But she made herself lower the handkerchief out of courtesy for the man who had given her husband aid and managed to get a letter and valuable bracelet to her through war-torn Europe. How, she never asked. One was better off not knowing of the doings of the smugglers who traveled between France and England.


    “Remember she’s a lady and mind your manners, frog.” The guard shoved the newcomer through the doorway with the butt of a musket.


    The man staggered, caught his balance with a hand against the desk of the prison governor, then straightened to his full height—a considerable height for a Frenchman, at least half a foot taller than her own above-average height. “Madame Gale?”


    “Yes.” Lydia gulped down an odd tightening in her chest and looked up into eyes the color of the sea on a sunny day. “Monsieur Arnaud?”


    Beside her, Barbara stiffened and drew in a sharp breath.


    Lydia forced herself to release her bracelet and hold out her hand. “I’m pleased to have this opportunity to thank you in person, though not under these circumstances. Comprenez-vous l’anglais?”


    “Yes, I speak English, but if you speak French...” He glanced at the guard looming behind him.


    “Oui, je parle francais.”


    Barbara didn’t know much of the language, but no matter. Lydia could convey the contents of the dialogue later.


    She glanced at the guard. “Please close the door.”


    The man obliged, then leaned against it, the tip of his bayonet poised a mere inch behind the Frenchman.


    Arnaud switched to French. “Please forgive me for not shaking your hand, madame.” He glanced down at Lydia’s pearly gray glove, then his own bare hand, where grime circled each ragged nail and streaked the back. “We have little water for washing.”


    Or laundry or barbering. His dark hair hung in lank strands around a gaunt face mostly obscured by a matted beard. His clothes had once been a uniform, to judge from the epaulets on the shoulders and shining brass buttons. Now the blue wool lay behind a layer of mud and she didn’t want to guess what else.


    Her stomach rolled, but not from the odor of uncleanliness swirling through the office. She felt sickened that her own countrymen could let human beings live in such deprivation. No one, not even the enemies of England for nearly twenty years, should live like hogs on a farm. No, worse. Hogs were well fed.


    “My husband Charles said you took care of him,” Lydia blurted out. “You gave him your own room in the officers’ quarters, fed him, got him a physician.” Tears of outrage and grief trickled from the corners of her eyes. “And we repay you with this.”


    Barbara gripped her arm hard enough to hurt. “What are you saying?”


    “That we’re cruel.” Lydia spoke the English explanation between gritted teeth.


    “The frogs don’t deserve no better,” the guard protested.


    Lydia clenched her hands into fists. “No one deserves this kind of treatment.” She turned back to Arnaud and switched back to French. “How did you come to offer your enemy such kindness?”


    Arnaud’s shoulders lifted in an elegant shrug. “I found him after the English abandoned Spain. All the horses on the beach were wild from being left behind, and the chevalier had been knocked down. No one noticed in their scramble to escape.”


    “You risked your own life.” Lydia blinked to clear her eyes of the tears threatening to overflow down her cheeks, afraid if she used her handkerchief to wipe them away, the scented linen would make him think his filth was offensive to her. “You didn’t have to help him.”


    “But no, I did.” Arnaud smiled all the way to the corners of his beautiful eyes. “Perhaps you can think of me as the good Samaritan.”


    “As the—” Lydia’s eyes widened. “You know the parable of the good Samaritan? I thought—I beg your pardon.”


    “No need.” Arnaud chuckled deep in his throat. “Most of my countrymen did abandon their faith in the Lord when the revolution came, but my maman made certain I did not. She is une Americaine. Je suis un homme de foi. Comprenez-vous?”


    “I understand,” Lydia murmured as a glow of joy ignited inside her.


    From the look of amazement on Barbara’s face, she had gathered enough of the French dialogue to work out that, despite the broadsheets and prints declaring all Frenchmen to be godless heathens worshiping at the tree of liberty, Arnaud claimed to be a man of faith in God.


    Lydia smiled and switched to English. “The Lord has honored your kindness to your enemy and sent you to where I can give you assistance. What do I have to do to procure your parole?”


    “Lydia,” Barbara gasped.


    “Such kindness from you is welcome, but, madame—” He dropped his gaze to the muddy floorboards, and his face darkened beneath the layer of whiskers and dirt. “To obtain a parole, I must have the means for shelter and living.”


    Tears started in Lydia’s eyes again. A man proud of his faith—a man who had used his own resources to see that a stranger, an enemy, received comfort to the end of his life and got a message to that stranger’s widow—deserved better than this kind of humiliation.


    “I know. I made enquiries of the governor as soon as I learned you were an officer and eligible for parole.” Lydia shoved her handkerchief up the sleeve of her pelisse and traced her fingertips around the corners of a ruby in her bracelet. “Tavistock isn’t far from here, and my cottage—”


    “Lydia, you cannot,” Barbara cried.


    “I will be absent from there for several months.” Lydia slid her fingers from the ruby to the clasp. “That will give you time to find work and other shelter.”


    “Merci bien, mais, madame.” If possible, his face darkened further with obvious embarrassment. “Will I not be unwelcome there?”


    “Tavistock is a parole town. They’re used to Frenchmen there. You should be able to find work this time of year. Until you do...” She hesitated. “Will the guards steal from you before we can procure your release?” She worked the bracelet clasp beneath the sleeve of her pelisse.


    “That is one thing they leave to us—what little wealth we have.” Hope sparked in his brilliant eyes. “I will repay every franc—mmm, shilling.”


    “You paid me well by making my husband comfortable at the end.” The bracelet slid into her fingers. “Take this to Mr. Denby on High Street in Tavistock. I have left him a letter. He is expecting you.”


    “Lydia, no,” Barbara gasped.


    “But, madame—” He shook his head and tucked his hands into his pockets. “That was your husband’s gift.”


    “Which you ensured arrived at my door safely.” She tucked the bracelet into his pocket and changed to English. “Guard, fetch the governor. This man will be free by noon.”
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    Lydia’s husband had left her little more to live on than the ownership of the cottage, but he had been knighted before his death. Whereas impoverished Mrs. Gale, widow, might have been shoved aside, Lady Gale, widow of a fallen officer, got the attention she needed to ensure Christophe Arnaud indeed left Dartmoor Prison by noon and headed west on a hired moorland pony to the parole town of Tavistock.


    “You were mad to give him your bracelet,” Barbara pronounced. She and Lydia jounced along in a hired chaise bound for Plymouth, where Lady Bainbridge and Lydia’s two younger sisters were spending a night on the long journey to London. “It was your last gift from dear Sir Charles.”


    “It was a gift with a promise attached.”


    Returning the bracelet was the least she could do for the man who had made her husband’s last hours as comfortable as possible. Charles’s letter had made clear to her what was expected of her should the occasion arise. It had arisen. It was one task she could claim as having accomplished with success.


    Her cat’s basket cradled on her lap, Lydia leaned back against the cushions, closed her eyes to remember the joy on Arnaud’s face when he rode out of the prison gates, and waited for the peace of a task well done to sweep over her, run through her.


    But all that swept over her was cold, damp air and the musty smell of the hired chaise. All that ran through her was the discomfort of knowing Mama would be worrying over why Lydia hadn’t yet arrived at the George. Lydia should have sent a message, but she had spent every extra penny she possessed on the cost of traveling to Dartmoor, then on delivering a message to the local jeweler to advance whatever coin possible if a Frenchman appeared with her pearl and ruby bracelet.


    Out of habit, Lydia stroked her left wrist. “I’ll have to find something else to wear here or I’ll forever feel as though I’m forgetting something.”


    “You shouldn’t have trusted him.” Barbara flounced on the opposite seat. “If you’d taken it to Mr. Denby yourself, you could have used some of the coin instead of letting that Frenchman have all of it.”


    “I doubt Mr. Denby would have been willing to engage in satisfactory business at seven o’clock in the morning.” Lydia peered out the window. Gray mist swirled past the glass. She sighed. “This fog will slow us down, but we should arrive by dinner.”


    They arrived when the after-dinner tea was being served. In the private parlor where Mama, Cassandra, and Honore sat around a small table, one inn servant had just taken away the last of the removes, and another was about to bring in the sweets. Damp and travel-stained, Lydia stood in the doorway, feasting her eyes on the three female members of her family. Mama, too thin and with too much silver showing in her blonde hair after one more lung fever of the winter, glanced from one daughter to the other, her lips curved in a gentle smile. Cassandra, as tall and dark as Lydia but more slender in build, glowed in her pink muslin gown and velvet pelisse. Across from her, Honore, petite, blonde, and vibrant, chattered nonstop and emphasized the description of a gown she’d seen in La Belle Assemblée with sweeping gestures of fork and knife.


    Lydia wished to rush forward and embrace all of them at the same time, hug them close to make up for the months since they’d all been together. Instead, she took the basket of sweets from the waiter and carried it to the table.


    “Lydia,” Cassandra and Honore cried.


    The latter launched herself from her chair. The former rose with more dignity.


    Mama remained seated but held out her hands. “I was so worried, Lydia. What delayed you?”


    “I had some business to take care of.”


    Although she hadn’t thought of it, Lydia decided at that moment not to mention that a Frenchman was by now residing in her cottage. If Mama didn’t like the notion, it would distress her for no reason, and Honore just might get romantic ideas.


    “It couldn’t have been good business,” Honore declared. “You look dreadful. How old is that gown?”


    “As old as you, I’m quite certain.” Lydia hugged her youngest sister. “I’ll leave fashionable attire up to you, since you’ll be the true belle of the Season.”


    “With my blonde hair?” Honore shook back her honey-toned curls. “You and Cassandra are far more fashionable.”


    “And I’m an ancient husk of a widow.” Lydia turned to her middle sister. “Being engaged seems to agree with you. Will your fiancé be in town?”


    “In April,” Cassandra said. “He’s concerned about some sort of disturbance with workers in the north.” She embraced Lydia.


    Something thudded against Lydia’s leg.


    “I’m so sorry.” Cassandra blushed. “I was reading before dinner and slipped the book into my pockets...”


    “Cassandra, you must stop doing that.” Honore gave her sister a look of horror. “It ruins the line of your gown.”


    “I expect she’ll walk down the aisle to her groom with a book in her pocket.” Lydia rounded the table to clasp Mama’s hands. “I do apologize for worrying you over being late. It couldn’t be helped. But no scolding. Barbara has done enough of that already.”


    “And where is Barbara?” Mama asked. “She did come with you?”


    “I wouldn’t dream of leaving her behind. But she insisted on seeing that someone carried our luggage to our room. She’ll get the kitchen to send us up a cold collation. I’m far too dirty to sit at the table.” After all, she had brought the prison stench with her. “But before I bid you good night, how are Papa and our brother doing? Will they join us in town?”


    “In April.” Honore grimaced. “All the men are waiting until the Season starts to join us. And Beau must wait until his term at Oxford is over, of course, if he doesn’t escape to the wilds of Scotland or someplace else instead.”


    “They aren’t interested in shopping.” Mama laughed. “Your father turned green when I suggested he come be fitted for a new coat or two.”


    “I understand.” Lydia plucked at a frayed edge of her sleeve that she hadn’t noticed with her bracelet on. “But I suppose I must get a gown or two.”


    “A gown or two,” Honore fairly squeaked with horror. “You need a full wardrobe. No more dull widow colors. It’s been three years. Indeed, you should be looking for another husband to get you out of that little cottage.”


    “I’d rather see you safely betrothed and Cassandra wed, thank you.” Lydia tried not to let her shudder show at the idea of another marriage, another male to direct her life into emptiness. “I had my chance.”


    “When you were with him for only a week—”


    “Honore.” Mama’s gentle but admonishing tone cut the youngest sister off. “Spend your energies persuading your eldest sister to let me buy her several new gowns.”


    “I can fetch my periodicals.” Honore started to rise.


    “Not tonight.” Lydia waved her youngest sister back to her chair. “I’ve been up since dawn and have a cat that needs a walk. We’ll have plenty of time in the carriage to discuss fashion.” After giving them each a kiss on the cheek, Lydia trudged up to the room she shared with Barbara, where she found her cat, Hodge, staring at a knothole in the wall.


    “Find a mouse?”


    “Let’s hope it stays in the wall.” Barbara removed a sliver of chicken from a covered tray on the room’s table. “I had the kitchen send up some fowl for him.”


    “Thank you.” Lydia held the tidbit out to the cat.


    Hodge’s pink nose sniffed at the chicken. His whiskers quivered, and he snatched the morsel from her fingers. After a second piece, he began to purr.


    She stroked the long, silky white fur. “You’re such a good kitty. Would you like a walk?”


    “You shouldn’t go outside alone,” Barbara said. “Let me fetch my cloak and I’ll join you.”


    “I’ll get one of the inn maids to go with me. You eat your supper and get yourself into bed.” Lydia affixed a leash to Hodge’s collar and carried him downstairs.


    He didn’t like the leash, but she feared losing him beyond a hedgerow, so she insisted he wear it whenever they traveled. Not that they had gone farther than her family home at Bainbridge since Charles had gifted her with the kitten seven years earlier. Lydia had used the leash on him since then, so he was used to it and only occasionally tried to bite it off.


    Once on the ground floor, she saw no one to ask to accompany her. A chorus of voices from the kitchen suggested the servants enjoyed their dinner. She needn’t disturb them. No one would annoy her around this respectable inn.


    No one annoyed her around any of the respectable inns in which the Bainbridge ladies spent their evenings and nights over the next six days. After being holed up in one of the carriages with Mama and Barbara discussing ailments and medicaments, or with Cassandra and Honore—the former managing to read despite the bouncing vehicle, the latter ceaselessly discussing gowns and beaux—Lydia welcomed her evening strolls with Hodge. She’d spent so much time alone in the past several years that so many persons close at hand left her exhausted. Fresh air cleared her head.


    Not that the air of Portsmouth smelled particularly fresh. Too many naval vessels rode at anchor in the harbor, their stench of bilges, unwashed bodies, and pea soup dinners riding on the breeze. The inn garden plants, evergreen bushes vibrant beneath a March drizzle, helped mask the odors of the harbor. Peace, aloneness ... save for the cat happy to prowl beneath the shrubbery.


    Breathing deeply of the piney scent of the garden, Lydia set Hodge on the crushed shell path—


    And a man stepped into her path. “Madame Gale.”


    His voice was low, indistinct, as though he wore a muffler against the chill.


    She retreated from the stranger. “You startled me, sir. I don’t know you.”


    “Nor do you need to.”


    “Then I needn’t speak to you.” She tugged on Hodge’s leash.


    The man glided in front of her, barring her path. “You helped Christophe Arnaud get a parole from Dartmoor Prison.”


    “That’s no one’s business.” Cold in the evening wet, she stooped and picked up Hodge, turning away as she straightened. “It was all quite legal.”


    The man closed his hand over her arm, halting her retreat. “You’re not going anywhere yet, madame.”


    “I beg your pardon.” Lydia stiffened. “Unhand me or I’ll scream for help.”


    “And create a scene? I think not. You wouldn’t want to reflect badly on your sisters.”


    He was right, blast his eyes.


    The man laughed. “We have some business to transact.”


    “We do not. I fulfilled my promise. My debt is paid.”


    “But at too high a price, I think.” The man’s fingers tapped on her arm as though he played a tune on a pianoforte. “You see, Madame Gale, Christophe Arnaud never arrived in Tavistock.”


    “What happened to him?” Lydia focused all her attention on the stranger now. “I saw him leave. He had an escort. He had everything he needed. He—was he injured? Assaulted?” She squeezed Hodge so tightly the cat shot out of her arms with a yowl.


    How could she have made amok of such a simple act of kindness?


    “He eluded his guard and escaped.”


    “Escaped.” Lydia peered through the darkness, trying to see the man’s face. “What are you saying? He was paroled from Dartmoor. He didn’t escape.”


    “Not Dartmoor, my lady, England.”


    “But that’s not possible.” She shook her head, sending half of her hair sliding from its pins and into her face. “He wouldn’t have had the time or the means to get away.”


    “Of course he did, and you provided both. In other words, my lady, you allowed an enemy of England to return to his country. Lady Gale, you have committed an act of treason.”
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    Lydia’s damp cloak felt as though it were lined with lead, weighing her down from her shoulders to her heart to a sinking sickness in her belly. If this man were telling the truth, she had misread Christophe Arnaud, had looked into those beautiful blue eyes and read truth instead of the lies he’d said about his gratitude for her assistance.


    No, not lies. He must be grateful. She’d given him the means to get away from his enemies.


    His enemies, her countrymen. Countrymen she had betrayed by trying to make up for her failings of the past.


    Her heart began to pound like the drums of approaching soldiers. She took a deep breath in an attempt to lift the pressure crushing her chest. “I would never have helped a dishonorable man, abetted the actions of an enemy. I—I thought he was—”


    She stopped. She need not admit her poor judgment in character. No one need know she found Christophe Arnaud attractive as a man, appealing as a brother in Christ, touching as a man in need of help, as her husband had been when captured behind enemy lines after the Spanish disaster three years earlier.


    “You gave Monsieur Arnaud a bracelet, did you not?” The man’s quiet voice purred across the space between them. “A bracelet given to you after your husband somehow didn’t manage to get aboard the transport ships and return to England.”


    “Somehow?” Lydia clenched her fists. “He was a good officer. He waited to see his men safely aboard.”


    “And Monsieur Arnaud just happened to help—”


    “How do you know this?”


    “It’s my business to know.” He released her arm and moved away from her.


    Lydia took a step backward. “Hodge—”


    No Hodge. The leash went slack in her hand. The cat no longer tugged at the end of the leather strap.


    “Are you looking for your cat?” The man loomed up before her, a blackness against the rain-gray evening. He held her cat. The feline’s white fur shone against his dark coat. And Hodge was purring, the traitor. Another treacherous male.


    Except she was the one accused of treachery.


    “Give him to me,” she commanded.


    “When we’re done speaking.”


    “I have nothing to say to you.”


    “You have a great deal to say to me. To begin with, tell me, my lady, how would your husband, wounded and behind enemy lines, manage to send you an expensive piece of jewelry?”


    “Monsieur Arnaud—”


    “Out of the goodness of his heart for an enemy?” The man’s laugh rumbled like Hodge’s purr. “More likely it was a favor for a comrade in arms.”


    “But my husband was an English—” Lydia’s stomach twisted. Only her will kept her from doubling over. “You’re accusing my husband of working for the French.”


    “And the bracelet was sent to you with a coded message just for such an occasion as today—the means to get a fellow follower of Napoleon out of prison, should the worst occur.”


    “That’s preposterous. He’d have no way of knowing I’d use it. I could have sold it, lost it, refused to help.”


    “Could you have refused to help?”


    “I—” Lydia swallowed against the bile burning her throat.


    Again that purring chuckle, echoed by her unfaithful cat. “Of course not. Even if you no longer possessed the bracelet, you would have done what you could to help Arnaud for the sake of your husband’s memory.”


    To prove she could succeed in one of his requests as a widow, as she had failed to do as his wife. But Sir Charles Gale would never ask her to betray England. He wouldn’t have betrayed England. He had returned to his regiment out of loyalty in the dark days when the war was going badly for England and fears of invasion were only minimally allayed.


    “I erred in assisting Arnaud.” The words barely managed to emerge, though “I erred” should have slipped out with ease. She had said them far too often in the past seven years. “But it proves nothing against my husband or me,” she added with haste.


    “Does it not?” He stroked Hodge’s pale coat, his hand, perhaps in a glove, dark against the silvery fur. The purr grew louder. “The Home Office and War Department wouldn’t agree.”


    “The Home Office?”


    “We manage matters of domestic protection. Spies and traitors on our soil.”


    He might as well have thrown her feline against her middle. His words struck with the force of ten pounds of clawing cat. For a dozen heartbeats, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.


    And the man kept talking as though discussing the March drizzle soaking her hair and cloak. “Arnaud never took the road to Tavistock.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I was waiting for him.”


    Cold more profound than the late winter weather ran over Lydia’s skin, penetrated to her bones, her marrow. “Why?” she whispered.


    “Why did you help him escape?”


    “I never—” She stopped. She need not defend herself to this stranger. This enemy.


    “Where is he, Lady Gale?” the man purred along with Hodge.


    “I have no idea.” She injected her tone with all the hauteur of a lady of quality, as she’d been raised.


    “Why did you help a French prisoner escape from England?” The demand lashed out at her.


    She winced but remained silent. The hair on the back of her neck felt as though it stood on end, rather like Hodge when he sensed a foe nearby—puffed-up fur and silence.


    Yes, silence. He’d stopped purring.


    A shiver crawled down Lydia’s arms. She slid a foot back, then stopped. Even if she could leave her cat behind to an uncertain fate, she couldn’t run away now. She must know what this man wanted, why he had approached her in the dark with his accusations of treason and offhand mention of the Home Office. What proof he possessed.


    “You can remain as silent as you like, my lady,” the man said, shifting and receiving a protesting mrauw from Hodge, “but I have a fisherman in Falmouth who will swear to the fact that you were there arranging transport across the Channel for him.”


    “I wasn’t.” His announcement startled the denial from her. “I couldn’t have been.”


    “Can you prove it?”


    “I was with someone all day.”


    “Your paid companion.”


    And she hadn’t been with Barbara all day. She’d gone into Tavistock before leaving for the prison. Any number of urchins loitered about. She could have sent one with a message to Falmouth, Plymouth, or anywhere in between.


    “I see you understand your dilemma.” Self-satisfaction colored the man’s tone. “But you needn’t believe me. That fisherman is waiting not a dozen yards away, ready to tell you he received your message and complied.”


    “But—” Lydia’s nostrils flared, as though she could smell the fisherman.


    Something smelled like dead fish indeed, but it didn’t lie in the rain-washed garden.


    “And I found this in a Falmouth jewelry store.” The man shifted. Gravel crunched. The light from the inn reaching the garden shimmered off metal interspersed with the dark fire of jewels. Lydia didn’t need to touch or see the object to know it was her bracelet.


    “You—you could have stolen it, set upon Mr. Arnaud on the road.”


    “He had an armed escort. And I have a statement from the jeweler besides.”


    The bracelet sparkled in the feeble light from the lantern above the inn door. Hodge batted at it.


    The man chuckled and the bracelet disappeared. “All this evidence gathering has cost me dearly.”


    “Then why—?”


    As though lightning streaked against the gray-black sky, illuminating the scene like day, understanding flashed into Lydia’s mind.


    Blackmail.


    “I can pay you nothing for your silence.” Now that she knew the game, she stood upright and composed. “I have no money.”


    “I know that. But you have something I hold of more value than money—social connections.”


    “I don’t—”


    But of course she did through her family. Everyone who was anyone would either come to Bainbridge House or invite the Bainbridges to their homes over the next four months.


    “What do you want me to do?” She would go along with him, find out as much as she could.


    “Introduce my friends to your connections so they get invited to the best parties.”


    “Why?” She didn’t have to feign bewilderment. “How will that help your ... cause?”


    With every word he spoke, the more she realized he could not be from the British government. The English government didn’t need to resort to blackmail for aid.


    She was being blackmailed by a French agent.


    “I won’t do it.” Despite the frozen lump in her middle that had once been her liver, she spoke her declaration with clarity and strength. “I won’t betray my country.”


    “But you already have.”


    “Your evidence is false.”


    “Then produce Monsieur Arnaud. Otherwise you must do what I say.”


    “Or call your bluff.”


    “Do you dare?” The man shifted. A hint of lemon verbena wafted to her nostrils. “Let’s see here. You have a brother who is a promising student at Oxford. You have a sister about to be married to a peer of the realm, and another sister about to make her come-out into Society. And we mustn’t forget your frail mother and your father’s standing in the House of

    Lords.”


    Lydia folded her arms across her middle, pressed hard against the desire to be sick or run or drop to her knees in surrender to the burden he dropped onto her shoulders. If she were a lone woman, she would take the chance of calling this man’s bluff.


    But she had a family she’d already let down too often as she pursued her own way in the world.


    If she were allowed to succeed at something in her future, protecting her family from this villain would be it. And yet ...


    “I can’t aid in your doing something to harm my country or my family,” she said.


    “Your country? What makes you think it’s not mine too?”


    “A manner of speech, is all.” She made herself smile so he could hear congeniality in her voice. “I speak of England as my country. But of course a loyal Englishman would be concerned about a French officer escaping back to France.”


    “Indeed, I am. I have reason to believe he intends to send agents to foment trouble. You fear revolution, do you not?”


    “A guillotine in Hyde Park? Y-yes.” The quaver in her words was genuine.


    “So I will send you someone to help ferret out these troublemakers.”


    “Indeed. Well, sir, you only needed to ask. You needn’t resort to blackmail.”


    “It is necessary.” He lifted Hodge in his hands and held him toward her. “In the event you grow fearful of your role, I need a leash to keep you bound to me.”


    And what a leash—the potential to cost her her life and ruin her family.


    “What must I do?” she asked on an exhalation of breath.
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    Carrying her limp and still-purring cat in her arms, the cut leash dangling from her wrist, Lydia trudged back to the inn. Warmth surrounded her inside the entryway. Aromas of roast beef and spilled ale stung her nostrils, and her stomach roiled. Her heart ached. She thought she’d been given an opportunity to make up for resenting being a wife, for driving her husband back to the battlefield and keeping him there. All she had to do was give aid to a French prisoner who had given aid to her husband. But she’d misread the man, mismanaged the release, risked the future of everyone in her family.


    Feet dragging, she climbed the steps to her bedchamber. Before she shifted Hodge so she could open the door, the latch clicked and Barbara stood between jamb and panels.


    “Where have you been?” her companion demanded.


    “Hodge’s leash broke.” With the help of a knife. “I had to find him.”


    “And now your cloak is all muddy. You should have left him behind with that Frenchman.”


    “Hodge and I haven’t been separated since Charles gave him to me as a betrothal gift. He would have been distressed.”


    “Captain Gale couldn’t be distressed,” Barbara pointed out. “He’s dead, God rest his soul.”


    “If God has it,” Lydia muttered.


    “Lydia.” Barbara’s eyes widened with shock.


    “Forgive me. I’m fatigued beyond reason. I can’t be accountable for what I say.” But of course she could. She was accountable for her words and her actions. “Where’s—ah.” She set Hodge in his box.


    He sniffed at the now-empty bowl, flashed her an indignant glance from clear, green eyes, and snuggled into a nest of blanket strips.


    His life wasn’t topsy-turvy. He could sleep with a clear conscience.


    Although she knew her conscience was clear as far as the stranger’s accusations were concerned, Lydia couldn’t sleep. She dared not toss and turn for fear of waking Barbara, who enjoyed the sleep of the innocent—or was that naive?—so she lay awake with her eyes open. That way she managed to focus on the occasional display of lights tossed across the ceiling by a passerby with a lantern. She strained to hear snatches of conversation in the street or corridor. She recited every poem she knew by heart, anything to keep herself from thinking of the accusations, the evidence—false as it was—a pair of deep blue eyes, and a melodious voice.


    Lord, I only wanted to do something right on my own.


    If it only affected her, she wouldn’t care. She would retire to her little cottage on the edge of Dartmoor and keep drawing her sketches and painting her pictures, selling enough to keep the wolves from the door, since her husband had left her with an income of less than a hundred pounds a year. She had failed to produce the heir that would have had the Gale lands and income going to his branch of the family instead of to a distant relation.


    But if she went along with the man’s request, succumbed to the blackmail, let yet one more man control the order of her days, she would likely be stepping into a den of traitors. With the country at war with France and experiencing unfriendly relations with America, any number of personages wanted to bring harm to England. And not all of them surfaced from outside the realm. Unrest murmured through the cities and countryside. Parliament enacted laws many opposed, and mill owners installed power looms. And no one liked the way the Navy pressed men into service against their will.


    She could never find the source of the blackmailer, how he’d gathered so much information so quickly, how he’d known to use her, how he would follow through. But surely the Home Secretary or someone in the War Department would keep her information secret if she turned herself in. They would want to do so in order to hunt down the real traitors.


    If they didn’t arrest her on the spot.


    By the time a rooster crowed the dawn, before the light penetrated Lydia’s chamber, she knew she must go to the authorities and take the risk. She could not compound her error in judgment about Christophe Arnaud by giving in to further treacherous actions.


    Decision made, she rose and prepared for the next leg of the journey. Her family met her in the private parlor, where fresh rolls and coffee steamed on the table.


    “You look awful,” Honore announced upon Lydia’s entrance.


    “That’s unkind,” Mama scolded. She tilted her head to one side and nodded. “But you do. What’s wrong? Are you ill?”


    “You can’t be.” Honore leaped from the table. “If you’re ill, we can’t go to London, and Cassandra’s wedding will be a disaster.”


    “Did someone want me?” Cassandra glanced up from the book beside her plate.


    “No, dear.” Mama patted Cassandra’s hand, where it held her pages down. “Go back to Mr. Homer.”


    “Boring old Greeks.” Honore curled her pretty upper lip. “I want to find all the Minerva Press novels I can in London. That’s as much Greek as I want.” She giggled. “Minerva? Greeks? You know, it’s a fine joke.”


    “Minerva was the Roman goddess, not the Greek one,” Cassandra said in repressive accents.


    Honore giggled again. “Will you take me to the lending library, Lydia?”


    “Yes, of course.” If she wasn’t in Newgate. Or would it be the Tower of London for a traitor? “Or Barbara can, if I’m occupied.”


    Occupied going to the authorities, the Admiralty there in Portsmouth, and beg for their mercy, their assistance. If the man from the garden who had called himself Mr. Lang was a faithful subject, someone in the government would provide her with better proof, assure her she was working for the right side.


    If he was on the wrong side, her life and her family’s lives could crumble to bits.


    [image: ]



    “I’m afraid we cannot leave as early as we planned.” Lydia poured coffee for herself and Barbara, whom she heard running down the steps. “I have an errand I have to take care of first.”


    “But we’ll be forever,” Honore protested.


    “Can’t it wait, my dear?” Mama asked. “I was hoping we could reach London today.”


    “No, I’m sorry, it cannot.” Lydia grasped the door handle. “I’ll send word if I’ll be more than an hour.”


    “But where are you going?” Barbara asked. “You can’t go tramping about Portsmouth without an escort.”


    “Yes, I can. I’m no green girl. I’m a widow.” Lydia opened the door.


    “And pretty enough to make a sailor forget himself.” Barbara slid off her chair. “I’ll come with you.”


    Lydia held out a hand. “Please. It’s business having to do with ... with ... my husband’s military service.”


    That would do. It was close enough to the truth she didn’t feel she’d lied to her companion or family.


    “I’ll be back before you finish breakfast.”


    Hopeful words.


    Cold before she exited the warmth of the inn, Lydia strode forth into the damp morning. A brisk wind off the sea brought the odors of fish along with even less pleasant smells from the naval vessels bobbing at anchor. Her nose wrinkled. Her stomach rebelled. She shoved her hands more deeply into her fur-trimmed muff and headed for the Admiralty. The walk took her long enough to compose her speech. She hoped it didn’t sound like an excuse of the guilty.


    But when she reached the premises primarily occupied by the Admiralty, every word slipped from her mind. Faced with a sea of blue naval uniforms and red-coated marines carrying swords and muskets, and all of the men staring at her—a woman striding alone to the door—she faltered and bent her head as though she would find her scattered thoughts lying about the pavement.


    “Don’t do it, my lady.”


    Lydia started at the now-familiar voice murmuring behind her.


    A hand pressed against the small of her back. “Don’t turn around. You don’t want to be able to recognize my face.”


    “I know your voice.”


    “Do you.” He chuckled.


    No, she didn’t. Muffled, it could have been any man.


    “You’ll learn to know that what I say is truth,” he continued, “even if you know not the voice. Believe me, my lady, you will cause more trouble for everyone—to yourself, to your family, to England—if you walk through those doors. If you try to go to the government again, you will be stopped and your family ruined. Is that clear?”


    It was clear. The choice had been taken from her. She must play his game, appear to cooperate.


    And try to ferret out who the true traitor was in their midst.
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    The first of the three Bainbridge carriages slowed, turned, stopped. A glance out of the window and Honore’s squeals told Lydia they had arrived at Bainbridge House in Cavendish Square. The Season had begun. Her role as government agent had begun.


    She wished the carriage would continue around the circle of fenced-in grass in the center of the houses and depart from London to unknown places.


    The carriage didn’t budge. Honore grasped the door handle.


    “Wait until a footman—”


    Lydia’s admonition fell on deaf ears. Honore leaped from the carriage before a servant lowered the steps. One of the two men sent out to assist with the vehicles stopped and stared at the golden-haired girl racing toward the house.


    “She’ll have to lose those hoydenish ways if she doesn’t want to ruin her chances for vouchers to Almack’s,” Barbara said with a sniff.


    “She’ll settle after she’s been here a bit.” Lydia rubbed her naked wrist. “We’ll wear her down with shopping. Every day...”


    Every day they would be out at the shops, buying fabrics, choosing patterns, enduring fittings, purchasing shoes and fans and hats to match. Lydia needed another bracelet so her bare wrist would stop irritating her. She needed painting supplies if she wanted to get work done before Father arrived with his disapproval of her art. Cassandra would want to haunt the bookshops and libraries and would insist on visiting the museums. Honore would want to see what was left of the menagerieat the Tower.


    Lydia had a list of printers and newspapers to call upon with her portfolio. She hoped to interest a printer in her work to make more income. The endless activities preceding the Season just might prove to be her savior.


    If she wasn’t home, she couldn’t receive callers. If she didn’t receive callers, she couldn’t introduce anyone into Society. If she introduced no one into Society, she couldn’t comply with the blackmailer’s wishes.


    Which might turn out to be dangerous.


    “I can’t do this.” She clutched at her suddenly throbbing head.


    Barbara patted her hand. “We’ll have you into bed with a hot brick and tonic in a moment. All will look so much better with a good night’s sleep and no travel in the morning.”


    Lydia squeezed out a smile. “I’m sure you’re right.”


    If only Barbara were right. But too much time passed before Lydia could find out if Barbara’s idea worked. First Lydia needed to oversee the unloading of the third carriage with its mounds of luggage and ensure each person’s belongings reached the correct room. Those rooms needed an inspection to make certain sheets had been properly aired, grates swept, and chimneys cleaned before fires could be allowed to burn. Everyone wanted hot tea and a hasty meal.


    Fires blazed in a trice, but hot tea and even the coldest of collations remained absent. Lydia promised to find out the reason after she sought out extra blankets for Mama’s room, which seemed oddly absent of warm coverlets.


    Lemster, the longtime butler, found her on her knees in the linen room, praying for a few moments of peace more than seeking blankets. She jumped at his cough behind her and glanced up. “I thought we kept blankets on the bottom shelf.”


    “We have a special box of cedar on the top shelf, Miss—er, my lady.” Lemster’s gaze flashed upward. “I’ll lift them down for you. They might be too high for you.”


    “Of course.”


    Lydia stood three inches taller than the butler, but he’d known her since she was born and likely still thought of her as a little girl to whom he’d smuggled sweets from her parents’ parties. She didn’t mind the assistance in the least. A headache pounded behind her eyes.


    “About tea?” she asked with a hint of desperation in her tone.


    “Ah, yes, that’s why I came to find you.” Lemster sighed. “Cook is having histrionics because you all are here and she’s not prepared.”


    “No, I’m sure she isn’t prepared. She didn’t know when we would arrive. Did you or Mrs. Pollock assure her a cold collation is acceptable?”


    “It’s no use. She has her pride, and sliced ham offends her sensibilities.”


    “I’ll go down.” Lydia closed her eyes. Lights flashed, and she snapped them open again. “Who is the cook these days? I believe Monsieur St. Jacques retired?”


    “Ha, that’s what he claimed, the lying—” Lemster closed his lips.


    Lydia raised her eyebrows and waited for the enlightenment she knew was coming.


    “He took the pension from Lord Bainbridge and went off to the country seat of some French family.”


    “In France?”


    “No, my lady, émigrés who’ve settled in Shropshire.” He spoke the last word with a curl of his upper lip.


    “Now, Lemster, French émigrés are not the enemy.”


    Unlike French prisoners.


    A shudder ran through Lydia. “So who is the current cook?”


    “His daughter.” Lemster looked like she’d served him nothing but lemon tarts minus the sugar.


    A corner of Lydia’s mouth twitched. “I’ll go talk to her.”


    She left the blanket distribution to the butler and descended the back steps to the kitchen. She pushed through the green baize door to the aromas of cloves and garlic, onions and baking ham, the smells so strong she had to brace her hand against the door frame while she fought off a wave of dizziness. Suddenly, she couldn’t recall the last time she’d eaten more than a mouthful. Probably the day she left for London.


    The day she waylaid her journey at Dartmoor Prison.


    She jerked her thoughts away from that Frenchman and focused on the French lady. In the center of the room, a petite female in a snowy apron and cap presided over surely every other servant in the house, including Mrs. Pollock, the housekeeper.


    “Sliced ham, I am told to serve them. Me, who makes a finer pastry than even my father, expected to serve sliced ham.” The accent was slight, the volume great, and the face as delicate as perhaps one of her self-acclaimed pastries. “If they had but sent a rider ahead, one little boy on a horse, I could have had the meal divine ready.”


    “Or wasted it if we were delayed.” Lydia broke into the recital.


    The cook fell silent. The servants spun on their heels and bowed or curtsied, except for Mrs. Pollock. She wrung her hands, and it looked like tears would begin to leak from her faded blue eyes, as they did the cook’s big brown ones.


    “Miss Bain—I mean, m’lady, we didn’t know you were here,” Mrs. Pollock all but whimpered.


    With her lined face, silver hair, and stooped shoulders, the housekeeper should probably be the next servant to retire with a pension. Shadows deepened the set of her eyes, and a tremor showed in her hands.


    Lydia felt like crying herself. She’d known the housekeeper all her life.


    “Mr. Lemster sent me down.” Lydia blinked. “You have all prepared for us as well as can be expected, and I want to assure all of you, especially you, Mademoiselle St. Jacques, that we will delight in your fine pastries at another time. For now we simply wish for ... whatever is available.”


    Her bed and a hot brick and Hodge. Perhaps a cup of tea and some toast.


    “Ah, madame.” The tiny cook rushed forward, parting the crowd of maids and footmen like a cutter parting a wave. “You are unwell. Do sit yourself down and I shall make you the remedy. It’s the head, no? The megrims?”


    “No. I mean, yes.” Lydia found herself nudged into a chair.


    A clap of hands small enough to belong to a child sent servants scurrying for this ingredient and that. A ham appeared on the table with a footman slicing it as thin as foolscap. Two maids crouched at the fire, slices of bread on toasting forks. For Madame. The chef busied herself pulling a pinch of spices from one box and a scoop of herbs from another. She poured boiling water into a pot and assembled it with a cup on a tray, which she presented to Lydia like an offering.


    “This will make you well,” Mademoiselle St. Jacques announced.


    Lydia sniffed the steam billowing from the spout of the silver teapot. She caught a whiff of mint, chamomile, cinnamon, and ... “Lavender?”


    “Oui. C’est tres bien. I will pour. Unless you do not wish to partake in the kitchen?”


    Lydia smiled. If only the woman knew how she’d prepared most of her own meals and eaten at the kitchen since her marriage. She would probably be scandalized.


    “I’d rather not move,” Lydia admitted.


    “Bon.” The cook poured the fragrant brew into a cup. “Drink, then eat the toast and go to your bed.”


    Lydia took a tentative sip of the tisane. Her nostrils flared at the sharpness of the aroma. Something inside her head expanded like a sail filling with hot air, and she took a full mouthful. “It’s delicious.”


    Beaming, the cook darted to the hearth to gather up slices of toast and add them to Lydia’s tray. “Eat and drink. All is well when one has food. Tomorrow I will create the meal most special, and you must enjoy it.”


    Lydia suppressed the urge to say, “Yes, ma’am.” Instead she said, “Where are you from, mademoiselle?”


    “I am from Shropshire now, a loyal subject of poor King George.” The French woman’s mutinous expression dared Lydia to ask her further questions of her origins, then softened. “I’ve been here for twenty years, but always mon papa said to speak the French, that the English nobility prefer the French.”


    “Odd, isn’t it, when we are at war with the French? For myself, I prefer English.”


    She doubted she would speak another word of French in her life after her last conversation in that language.


    “I will endeavor to speak the English, madame.” The cook went back to work on a kettle suspended over the fire, and Lydia added nibbles of toast to her swallows of tea. By the time she finished the first cup, her headache had eased and her stomach no longer rebelled. She managed to rise and direct a footman to take the tray of food to the back parlor, where her mother and sisters and Barbara awaited, and headed for her bedroom.


    As she hoped, Hodge and a hot brick resided on her bed. She snuggled under the quilts, fell asleep within minutes, and dreamed of a Frenchman with deep blue eyes and a melodious voice. She kept shouting at him to speak English, but he continued to prattle on in French.


    “Fool.” She woke herself up with a start.


    Her headache had indeed gone, but fearing she would dream of Christophe Arnaud again, she climbed from bed and pushed the curtains aside. Gray light spilled into the room. At the top of the area steps below Lydia’s window, the cook berated a tradesman for doing something inferior.


    “I’ll have to speak to her about making so much noise this early,” Lydia grumbled.


    A glance at the enameled clock on her mantel told her the time was not all that early. She had slept for nearly twelve hours. And the cook’s harangue explained why she’d been dreaming of a Frenchman.


    Lydia hoped it wasn’t because, somewhere in her brainbox, she thought of him with kindness. After he had betrayed her, no kindness toward him should remain.


    Shivering in the morning chill, she pulled the bell rope and began to hunt out clothes to wear. She’d planned to take a day or two to recover from the journey before launching into shopping and sightseeing excursions, but her thoughts of the day before prompted her to drag her sisters out of the house that morning. Honore would be no trouble. Cassandra, on the other hand, was likely to rebel. The London townhouse boasted a fine library full of books collected by Bainbridges for the past fifty years.


    Dressed with the assistance of a housemaid, Lydia descended to the library and found Cassandra poring over a thick volume, a quill in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other. She wore her dressing gown and spectacles, and her dark hair hung in tangled ribbons down her back.


    “What will Lord Whittaker think of you looking like that in the morning?” Lydia asked.


    Cassandra jumped. Her spectacles slipped down her nose and she snatched them off. “He won’t. He’s never seen me in spectacles. I’ll take care to wear them only when—when he’s not about.”


    “Hmm.” Lydia didn’t like the sound of that. “Cassandra, perhaps you should tell him first. You can’t always be alone once you’re married.”


    “You were always alone after you were married.”


    Lydia’s face tightened. “So I was. What could I know?” She started to turn away.


    “Oh, Lydia.” Cassandra leaped from her chair and flew across the room, displaying a shocking amount of leg through the parting dressing gown and a too-short night rail. “I didn’t mean—I never think—I’m a beast. What can I do to make it up to you?”


    Lydia braced for Cassandra’s hug. “Get dressed and be ready to leave the house within the hour.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “The Pantheon Bazaar for fabric and Gunter’s for ices and cakes and wherever else we must.”


    “We’ll be out all day?” Cassandra’s face registered dismay. “I really cannot go. I need to finish this canto and just discovered the answer to a phrase—”


    “You are getting married in three months. You need clothes for your wedding journey and your new status. Those pale muslins won’t do any longer, which is good. They make you look sallow.”


    “Whittaker says I have a creamy complexion.”


    And a fine dowry for a younger son, who hadn’t expected to inherit the title and estates and cotton mills of his brother.


    But she shouldn’t be so cynical. She had scarcely spent an hour with the young man. For all she knew, he desperately loved Cassandra. She was a charming girl, once one got her nose out of books.


    “Let’s find fabrics that complement your coloring,” Lydia said. “It’ll take weeks to outfit the two of you.”


    Weeks in which Lydia hoped to avoid meeting callers with letters of introduction.
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    A vain hope. As London began to fill with persons preparing for the Season, many noticed that the knocker hung on the door of Number Ten Cavendish Square, and calling cards began to appear on the entryway table. Lydia wished she could sweep them up and use them for tinder in the fires, but she knew not returning the calls meant social ostracism for her sisters. As their chaperone, she needed to advance their status, not decrease it.


    So on the Monday after their entry into town, she ushered the girls to the homes of ladies in their neighborhood. The day was clear and fine, and the Bainbridge ladies walked the short distance to the first house, directly next door to theirs. They stayed only long enough to leave their card and mention the date of Honore’s coming-out ball, a terribly late May 11, then they proceeded to the next house.


    And so March passed without a hint of anyone arriving at Bainbridge House demanding an introduction to Society on the word of Mr. Lang. Peace settled over Lydia. She even began to enjoy wearing fine clothes again, scouring bookshops, and chattering lightheartedly over cups of tea. Perhaps this would all go well after all.


    Then, on Good Friday, the twenty-seventh day of March, as they readied themselves for church, Mama emerged from her usual place beside the fire in her sitting room. “We must begin to receive callers, girls. I’ve decided that Mondays will be our at-home days beginning with next Monday.”
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