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Chapter 1
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It was getting late and he began to grow restless. Frederick Gates slipped along the edge of the crowded ballroom unnoticed until he reached the servants' stairs in the back. Removing his jacket and rolling up his sleeves, he picked up a handful of glasses from a nearby alcove and headed downstairs. It was a narrow set of stairs, but he was a thin man so the only part that gave him trouble was ducking to get through the doorway at the bottom and into the kitchen. He quickly placed the glasses where they could easily be washed. 

The staff in the kitchen was busy working, but that didn't stop most of them from waving as he walked through. Frederick gave them a smile and a nod. Stopping now to engage them in conversation would only put him in their way. He kept moving forward, towards the back entrance to the side of the house. It was where deliveries were made and would give him a way of leaving the house unnoticed by the host. It wasn't long before he filled his lungs with the cool night air.

"You know, you don't have to use the servant's entrance anymore."

Frederick froze, wondering if he could hide in the shadows from the woman with the soft British accent. As she approached him, he realized it was too late to escape. 

"As an invited guest, even an American one, you could have exited out the front entrance."

"I didn't want the host to be offended I was leaving so early."

"The hostess doesn't notice anything until the last guest leaves."

Charlotte Sutton stepped out of the shadows and into the moonlight. Her blond hair reflected the light, making it appear almost shimmering silver. It was pulled up and piled on top of her head in an artful style that drew attention to her bare shoulders. The dress she wore was a blue-green color, like the sea, and cut low in both the back and front but unadorned. Charlotte often preferred a simpler style than current fashion. He couldn't see her eyes in the dark but knew they would match her dress in color. 

"You are no longer a servant, yet you continue to behave like one. Dressing like a gentleman isn't enough, you need to carry the confidence of one as well. That means avoiding places like the kitchen at a party." Charlotte continued to chastise him.

"Old habits are hard to break." Frederick didn't want to admit he was still more comfortable in the kitchen than the ballroom. "My apologies, Lady Charlotte, if my behavior has reflected poorly on you."

She pursed her lips.

"Why do you insist on using my title when we are alone? Why won't you use my given name?"

"You know why I won't."

Charlotte sighed. This was a conversation they had discussed many times before and his objections never changed. 

"I know you think it is a sign of respect to my brother, but Lucas has told you it isn't necessary. We both think of you like family."

The earl had been exceedingly kind to Frederick, considering they began at odds with each other. Frederick had arrived in England as a servant, the butler to the earl's new wife, Sinclair Brown. The two of them had suffered a difficult courtship and Frederick was often caught in the middle of it, siding with Sinclair. Lucas Sutton was a powerful man and not accustomed to anything, but obedience from the help. That could have made them enemies, but instead, Lucas had made them friends. Frederick wouldn't do anything to take that for granted or show disrespect. 

"I may be your brother's partner in business now, but I'm hardly his equal. I mustn't forget that."

"Even when we are alone? Just the two of us?"

They shouldn't ever be alone. If they were caught like this, Charlotte's reputation would suffer. That would be unforgivable. Keeping company with an untitled, American businessman was a risk.

"You should get back inside before you are missed, Lady Charlotte." Frederick gently urged her.

"I think I have had my fill of boring society chatter for the evening. I have decided to go home. I'm taking the long way to avoid wasting time with good-byes."

"You aren't enjoying the ball?"

Every time Frederick had seen her in the ballroom she seemed to be smiling and laughing. Her dance card was full, with an endless supply of arrogant suitors with an assortment of titles. Her expression had appeared delighted as she was guided around the dance floor by them. Not that he had spent that much time watching. 

"Feigning interest in their horses, their houses or their family histories grows tedious quickly. None of them offered any interesting topics of conversation."

"They were attempting to impress you."

"They all failed miserably."

Considering how beautiful and intelligent Charlotte was, she didn't make things easy for her suitors. This was her second season, and it looked to be unsuccessful again, though she constantly said she was eager to make a match. It was a serious source of concern for her brother. 

"You are from one of the most prestigious families in England and thanks to your brother's hard work, also one of the wealthiest too."

After marrying the heiress to Brown Shipping and merging their two companies, the earl was considered a successful exception to the rule against peers in business. 

"That's the problem. Most of them would rather my brother was their dance partner, not me."

Frederick bit back a grin. "Most of them wouldn't be tall enough." 

He could see by her expression; Charlotte didn't understand the joke. 

"I don't think your brother is looking for a dance partner."

Even in the dark shadows of the garden, he could see the pink spread across her cheeks. 

"That's not what I meant. Why must you always turn my words around?"

He couldn't admit that he found it amusing when she got flustered. Something about the spark in her eye when they argued compelled him to say things, he knew would anger her. Since he couldn't tell her the truth, he shrugged. 

"I just feel like they are more interested in having him as a brother-in-law than having me as a wife."

"It sounds like you want them to flatter your more."

Charlotte tapped her foot on the gravel.

"As usual, you are wrong. Someday you might get something right about a woman."

"Knowing more about women would do me no good in trying to understand you."

"You don't think I am a woman?"

Frederick knew there was no more feminine creature on earth. He didn't know how the conversation had taken such a turn. It was much less entertaining when he was the one having his speech twisted. The woman had a skill for getting under his skin. 

"That's not what I meant." Frederick repeated her own words back to her, forcing his voice to remain steady and calm. He hoped it might have the same effect on her demeanor.

"I know what you meant, but I don't think you know how much I wish you were more aware of what you say."

"Do you wish not to be a woman?” The idea was humorous, but he resisted the urge to laugh.

"Occasionally."

Charlotte was far too delicate to ever pass as anything besides a woman. She was barely five feet tall and usually dressed in soft colors of blue or pink, in dresses that accentuated her narrow waist. There was always a piece of finery on her head and gloves on her tiny hands. Charlotte was the ideal English lady. It would be impossible to see her in any other way.

"What would you rather be? A man?"

He could help but chuckle at the absurd notion.

"At least as a man I could enjoy my own freedom. Be allowed to find my own adventures."

"You make it sound like being a man is easy. I assure you that it is not."

"Not easy but at least it isn't boring. You get to control your own destiny." 

If that's what she thought, Charlotte had a lot to learn about the world of men. They were no more in control of their own fate than any other member of society. Men always had other men to answer to. 

"Your brother will never force you to do anything against your will." Frederick knew Lucas indulged his little sister as much as he could. "What is it that you want?"

Something flickered across her expression for only a moment, but it made Frederick's heart pound harder a beat.

"I want to find a little bit of adventure before I settle into a life of comfort. I want to make memories I can hold onto long after the thrill of the moment is gone. I want something that belongs to me and isn't due to being my brother's sister."

That sounded like a list she had created in her head before this moment. Her voice sounded so desperate and lost. Frederick knew what it was to feel trapped by the position you were born into. He had been poor, an orphan on the streets and stealing for food when Mr. Brown, Sinclair's father, found him picking pockets. The wealthy businessman had gave Frederick a different life by offering him a job in his house. Frederick never forgot how that moment changed his life or how he could have ended up with a worse fate. 

"If you disregard society rules too much, you will end up alone. I don't think that's what you want."

"No, I want a family someday. I just want to live my own life before sacrificing for that."

Charlotte looked away from him and he suspected she didn't want him to see the tears in her eyes, but it was too late. He would have offered her words of comfort but she spoke first. 

"I think I hear the sound of my carriage being pulled around to the front. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening."

Lucas was going to be angry that Frederick let her go alone, but she walked with such staunch dignity. Frederick refused to chase after her like one of her lovesick suitors. 

***************************************************************************
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CHARLOTTE FELT EXHAUSTED as she entered the large and luxurious house her brother kept in the fashionable part of town. It was well before midnight and too early for her to be arriving home, so she hoped she would avoid his notice. The light from his study door dashed those hopes. 

"Charlotte?" Lucas swung the door of his study and stepped into the hall. 

Her brother was usually buttoned-down and impeccably dressed, but tonight he was disheveled. He wore no coat or vest, and she could see his bare feet. Even in the comfort of his own home, Lucas didn't walk around in such a state of undress. It must be the impending birth of his first child affecting his decorum. 

"Good evening, Lucas. Where is Sinclair?" These days he was seldom more than a few feet away from his young wife. 

"She decided to go to bed hours ago. The baby was feeling restless and she hoped sleep might help it settle down." His eyebrows drew together. "Why are you here? Where is Frederick?"

"I decided to retire early myself. I can choose to leave without his permission."

"He was supposed to be your escort. It is his responsibility to watch over you."

"I'm well past the age of needing a nursemaid." Especially one who was tall and lean, with dark chocolate eyes and a permanent scowl. 

No, clearly you need a warden to keep track of you."

"I'm to be a prisoner now?"

Lucas growled, reaching up to wipe his hand down his face in frustration. Anyone watching the two of them from the outside would think the two of them were fighting, but that was hardly the case. This kind of bickering between the two siblings was typical. Charlotte knew her brother only wanted what was best for her. He just didn't know a gentler way to go about it. 

"Charlotte." He said her name in one long sigh, dropping his shoulders in defeat. 

"He did the best he could to keep me in line. You of all people should know how difficult I can be." Charlotte softened her tone. "The poor man can't be blamed for my behavior." 

"Fine, but that doesn't explain why you left the party early, to begin with, or why you didn't go with him."

"I wasn't enjoying the party and I didn't want to listen to his lecture during the ride home." 

"He is only looking out for your best interest since I am unable to do so this season."

"He's not my brother."

"He's family and would be miserable if anything terrible happened to you. I would hope you can respect him for his efforts."

Charlotte couldn't argue with that.

"I'm sorry if I caused any worry." She said. "To you or my watcher."

Lucas stepped forward, wrapping her in a hug. He was not one to often show affection but when he did, Charlotte enjoyed it. It reminded her of when she was younger, and Lucas was less rigid. The way he was before their parents died and Lucas was forced into a position of responsibility for his new title as earl. 

People often remarked on how different the two siblings were, especially in their appearances. Lucas was large, both tall and broad. He had dark hair and bright green eyes, while she was blond and petite, with eyes that had a blue tint to them. Despite their differences, the two of them were as close as two siblings could be.

"Was there anything about tonight's ball you enjoyed?" Lucas asked, pulling away.

"If you are asking about the gentleman in attendance, they were the same as always."

"Lord Martin seemed enamored with you when he called here last week."

Albert Martin was one of the young men she had danced with tonight, but it hadn't been memorable. Nothing about the young and slightly soft gentleman was memorable. 

"He spent an hour asking you investment questions."

"He wants to be a good provider for his family. That's more than most men in his position, who are happy to simply live off the inheritance they get or the dowry of their wives." Lucas said. "A smart man knows when to seek out advice and is willing to do work to be successful."

"Investments can hardly be called work."

"Men like him aren't going to be doing manual labor. Pursuing any kind of business is frowned upon."

Charlotte remembered how Lucas had struggled after their parents were gone and they were on the verge of being penniless. An old friend of their mother's helped him start his shipping venture, but it had cost him a great deal of public dignity. 

"He was there tonight, and I granted him a dance." Charlotte didn't want to give him false hope. "He was one of many on my dance card."

"So, you feel no attachment to him?"

There was something strange in the tone of his voice that caught his attention. A slight hesitation. 

"Not more than any other gentleman."

Her brother frowned.

"He led me to believe you had given him encouragement towards more."

"When did he say that?"

Lucas grumbled under his breath and turned back into his office. Charlotte had to follow him if she wanted an answer. The room was decorated in a masculine taste but had two desks, one at each end. Her brother’s was on the left, larger and stacked neatly with papers. His wife, Sinclair's was on the right and was in a state of chaos. They had combined the shipping company Sinclair's father had with the one Lucas started when they married and now ran Brown-Sutton together in this room. 

"When did you have a chance to discuss such personal matters with Lord Martin?" Charlotte was more specific with her question this time. 

"He came to see me a few days ago, while you were out." Lucas turned to face his sister and leaned back against the edge of his desk. "He told me that he had developed romantic feelings for you and believe that you returned those feelings. He came to ask my permission to marry you."

Lord Martin was a nice gentleman, one that she didn't find as tedious as the others, so she had allowed him to call on her occasionally. Their conversations had always been polite but forgettable. Charlotte couldn't recall any moments that would be considered romantic. She certainly never gave him any indication that she felt affection towards him. 

"He was mistaken." She told her brother. "I gave him no such encouragement."

"You do not care for the young man?"

"I would consider him a friend, but nothing more."

Lucas reached up to rub his neck as he rolled his head to the side. She knew he hadn't been sleeping well as Sinclair got closer to delivering their child. 

"You have spent a great deal of time with him this season," Lucas said. 

"No more than any of the other suitors that have called on me. I try to be polite to all of them."

"Are you saying none of them have earned your affection?"

Charlotte paused. She knew her brother was beginning to grow impatient with her indecision about marriage. This was her second season and each year it would be more difficult to be successful. He wanted to see her happily settled into her own home so he could worry less about her. 

"Not as of yet," Charlotte answered slowly. 

"Is there anything about Lord Martin that you find objectionable?"

"Not that I'm aware of."

He was a bore but that could hardly be considered a character flaw. 

"Then why not give the man a chance? I spent a great deal of time discussing it with him and he seems to have a genuine affection for you."

Charlotte didn't doubt that Lord Martin believed he had real feelings for her, but she questioned the source of those feelings. She knew that his family had suffered financially after the lord's father died and he had an elderly mother to care for. He wasn't one to marry her for her dowry alone, but she wouldn't be surprised if that made her more attractive to him. 

"Don't you think I should wait for love? You and Sinclair were a love match."

"Yes, but we were lucky. Our union almost didn't happen."

Charlotte remembered when the two of them first met. Sparring and bickering at every turn. The thought of it made her smile. That passion was what she hoped to find. 

"I want someone who challenges me and encourages me. Someone who will bring excitement to my life."

"Excitement?" Lucas looked disgusted by the idea. "I don't think I can handle any more excitement. You need someone who will provide you a warm and loving home."

She wanted to point out that she knew what she needed more than he did, but kept her mouth closed. 

"I have decided to give Lord Martin my blessing," Lucas said. "I won't force you to accept his proposal, but I implore you not to reject it out of hand. Let the man show you the depths of his feelings. Perhaps you will start to feel the same way."

"And if I don't?"

Lucas paused, tilting his head to the side to look at her. 

"You can't continue to avoid marriage. At some point, you will have to..."

"Settle? Are you telling me that eventually, you will force me to marry someone I don't have feelings for?"

"I want to see you settled before you become too old."

Charlotte pursed her lips. It was unfair how a man could choose to be unwed for as long as he liked, while women were on a ticking clock. 

"What if I would rather never marry? There is no reason I should have to. We have enough money for me to live comfortably and alone."

Charlotte could have continued arguing if Lucas had continued to glare at her, but when his green eyes softened, she could feel her own resolve weaken. 

"You deserve to have a family of your own. I know you would be happier with children."

Charlotte had to agree with that. Charlotte had wanted her own family since their parents died. She knew that if she never married, she would never have the chance for that. 

"I'm just not ready for it yet." She said. 

Lucas sighed. "I know and I don't want to rush you into making a poor decision. I just strongly suggest you give Lord Martin consideration. I think he would be good to you."

He was so gentle and earnest in his request, the feelings reflected in his eyes made Charlotte give up her resistance. She nodded her consent and watched her brother smiled at her. He wrapped her in another warm hug before allowing her to escape upstairs to her room. 

Once she was alone, Charlotte fell onto her bed, arms outstretched. She felt the energy drain from her body and soul. Knowing that she would have to feign interest in Lord Martin only strained her emotions further. Her hand touched a piece of the crinkled newspaper she had been reading that morning. She pulled it to her face and glanced over the wanted advertisements. One advertisement caught her attention; she had read it in the morning. A plan began to form in her mind. She might have an idea of how to find the adventure she was looking for.
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Chapter 2
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Frederick heard the commotion outside his office before he saw his business partner enter. Sinclair walked in without knocking and ignoring the swarm of office staff trailing behind her attempting to offer greetings. It wasn’t that she wanted to be impolite, but she was desperate to get to a seat and off her feet. This was why most women in their late stages of pregnancy preferred to stay home.

“We should have planned a better location for this office building,” Sinclair said as she fell into one of his upholstered chairs, making the legs wobble precariously. “It is such a long distance from my home.”

“We wanted something a little closer to the docks since it is a shipping business.”

“Poor planning on our part.”

As she sat there, fanning herself with one gloved hand, Frederick tried not to notice the size of her belly, but it was difficult. Sinclair had always been a little bit curvier than other ladies, but now she was quite rotund. He wondered how she managed to find a fashionable gown that would allow for such a shape and was quite certain she wore no corset to keep it contained. The sound of her clearing her throat drew his eyes back up to her face, where she was now scowling at him.

“Are you going to comment on how inappropriate it is for me to be outside in my condition? As if showing signs of becoming a mother were something to be ashamed of.”

“Most ladies prefer to remain in private while they are ....” Frederick floundered for a more delicate word.

“Expecting. I’m expecting.” Sinclair placed her hands on her stomach with a smile. “Men can handle war but not childbearing. Between you and Lucas I am becoming greatly amused at the delicate nature of men.”

As a fellow American, Sinclair had a slightly different view of propriety than most ladies in London. When she had first arrived, she flaunted that opinion, without caring about the effect it had on her reputation. Now that she was married and had her husband’s reputation to consider she had adjusted slightly, but not completely.

“Speaking of his lordship, does he know you are here?”

“No, and I’m hoping you won’t rush off to tell him.”

Frederick leaned back in his chair, looking at his oldest friend. She was not one to generally sneak behind her husband’s back about things. If she felt he was being heavy-handed, she could just tell him so and continue her business.

“I have come here about an urgent matter that he doesn’t know about yet. I’m going to tell him, but I wanted to have a solid plan in place first.”

“A plan?”

“A rescue plan.”

That sounded dire.

“Who needs to be rescued?”

“Charlotte.”

Now Frederick wished he had locked the office door. He didn’t want to be privy to any bit of news about the earl’s sister that the earl himself didn’t know.

“Don’t look so stricken. She’s not being held captive in a tower by a dragon.” Sinclair said.

“Then what kind of rescue is it?”

“She has done something foolish.”

By Sinclair’s standards “foolish” could mean anything from wearing the wrong colored shoes to riding bareback through town. The woman often behaved in a way that would cause gossips to twitter, so she saw no fault in others doing the same. He waited for her to elaborate, but Sinclair sat there pressing her lips together. He seldom saw her so nervous. 

“I saw her only a few nights ago and she appeared fine. What could have happened in such a short time?”

“She...she...” Sinclair struggled with the explanation and that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. “She’s run away.”

That was not what he expected to hear, and it caused his pulse to race. “Excuse me?”

“She has run away. She left the house yesterday afternoon and never came home. I have reason to believe she chose to leave London. Perhaps to America.”

“Yesterday!”

He saw Sinclair fall back against the chair she was in, looking at him with her blue eyes wide and watery behind her wire spectacles. The color drained from her face and both hands wrapped around her stomach defensively. 

“I’m sorry.” Frederick lowered the tone of his voice. “But how did her absence go unnoticed for so long?”

“She left in the afternoon to go shopping, then she would be attending a musical with her friends. It was a small gathering and we trusted her when she said Mrs. Burrows would be there to keep an eye on her.”

Charlotte had a small group of friends, who she had found during her first season. They were an odd assortment of ladies and Maria Burrows, the daughter of Mrs. Burrows, was one of them.

“Have you questioned her friends about her disappearance?”

“That was my first stop this afternoon. Maria claims that Charlotte had a headache and decided to miss the musical. As far as she was aware, Charlotte returned home in the evening.”

“Do you believe her?”

“The poor girl was in tears at the news that Charlotte is missing. If she knew more, I think she would have told us.”

Charlotte was smart keeping her friends in the dark about her plans.

“We assumed she had decided to stay with Maria last night, but when she hadn’t returned this afternoon, I began to worry.”

“Not worried enough to tell your husband.”

Sinclair blushed. “I didn’t want to upset him when he’s already dealing with so much because of the baby.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be the other way around? Aren’t you the one we should be handling with care?”

“It’s adorable the way men think we are the delicate creatures.” Sinclair gave him a smile. “Lucas would lose his mind if he found out what his sister has done and right now, he’s already half-mad with worry about me. I thought it might be better if you fetched her instead.”

“Fetched?”

“Yes, went after her and brought her home.”

That didn’t sound like something he wanted to sign up for.

“Sinclair, I don’t think I should be the one to chase her across the Atlantic.”

“Why not? That’s exactly what Lucas will do if he finds out and I need him here.”

She rubbed her belly for emphasis.

“Sinclair, he will not be happy to know that we have deceived him.” 

“It is for his own good. We both know that if something were to happen to the baby while he was away, he would never forgive himself. You are more than capable of handling this and there is no one Lucas trusts more.”

Frederick fought the blush he felt creeping up his neck.

“Were you able to get any useful information from her friends?” Frederick felt the tightening in the muscles of his neck, and he fought the urge to rub them in front of a lady.

“No, but I did search her room for clues.”

They had resorted to becoming detectives now.

“I found she had hidden away a copy of the newspaper, but nothing on it was circled.” Sinclair pulled it from her bag and offered it to him.

“Of course not. That would make it too easy.” Frederick grumbled.

The piece of newsprint was folded to a page she must have looked at many times, it was so worn at the crease. It was the employment advertisements. His eyes scanned them until something caught his attention. One of the ads specifically mentioned a mother and daughter, looking for a paid companion to accompany them on a trip abroad. It left a name and address to send references to.

“I think I know who she is traveling with.” Said Sinclair. “It seems she has answered an ad for a Lady Gerber and her daughter. They will be traveling for an extended stay in New York.”

“This says they plan to be gone for the entire winter.”

He ignored the sound of Sinclair’s gasp. His mind was busy trying to put together the pieces.

“If she applied for this position, she had to have lied about who she was. No one would hire a Sutton to be a lady’s companion. If they didn’t recognize her then they must not be from London.”

“I have never heard of Lady Gerber.”

“Most likely a small, country title then.”

There were so many titles in this country it was hard to keep track of them all. Luckily, he knew someone with a copy of Debretts and a nosy disposition.

“You should go home and find out what you can about this Lady Gerber and her family.” He told Sinclair. “Perhaps it will be a comfort if we know she is in good hands.”

“What will you do?”

“I’m going
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