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To Matthew.
Thank you for the much-needed lessons
in patience and for teaching me the joy
that comes in the smallest of hugs.
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Prologue

 

Miss Emery’s School for Genteel Young Ladies

Bath, England

December 1816

 

The hillside blared with the trumpet’s strident cry.

“Ahead! Charge ahead!” cried Colonel Darby.

And his troops did so, with Lieutenant Throckmorten leading the brigade against the ruthless and barbaric Mughal hordes.

Miss Darby, seated astride Champion, watched the battle from the safety of the hillside, a spyglass to her eye. At her side, her ever faithful wolfhound, Ajax, stood at guard. Her breath caught in her throat as she watched her beloved Lt. Throckmorten rush into the thick of battle, the dust and smoke swallowing him immediately from her sight.

 

Lady Lucinda Witherspoon paused in her reading and glanced up at her rapt audience. While the lights in their dormitory should have been out hours ago, the young ladies under Miss Emery’s charge braved both the chill that seemed never to leave their school, as well as Miss Emery’s ire, to huddle around Lady Lucinda’s bed to hear this final chapter of Miss Darby’s Darkest Hour.

Over the last two years they’d read all four volumes of Miss Darby’s adventures just like this, hidden in Lady Lucinda’s room beside a stub of candle one of them had pilfered from the music room or the parlor when none of their teachers was looking.

Miss Emery prided herself on economy, so the candles were hard to come by. And if frugality was a virtue in Miss Emery’s world, then fiction, in the esteemed lady’s estimation, was as close to the torments of hell as any young lady dare tread. The school’s mistress had banned the Miss Darby tales from the first moment they started to appear, saying: “Miss Darby and her radical notions of independence and outlandish manners are unforgivable.”

The girls at Miss Emery’s disagreed.

“Botheration, Lucinda! Read on,” complained Miss Geneva Thayer. While Lady Lucinda outranked Miss Thayer socially, Miss Thayer was an heiress and that counted for much in the pecking order of Miss Emery’s establishment.

Besides, it had been Geneva’s abundant pocket money that had ensured the illegal book could be smuggled into the dormitory.

“Oh, please go on, Lady Lucinda,” one of the younger girls urged. Several heads nodded in agreement.

For in truth, no one could equal Lady Lucinda’s dramatic flare for reading. Besides, it was essential she finish Miss Darby’s Darkest Hour this very night. In the morning, school would be dismissed for the Christmas holidays, and most of the older girls, Miss Thayer and Lady Lucinda included, were to make their bows come spring and would not be returning.

Lady Lucinda drew the flickering candle closer.

 

“Find him, Ajax,” Miss Darby shouted. The brave wolfhound forged into the fray, blazing a safe path for Miss Darby and Champion to follow. Despite the smoke and fighting on either side of her, Miss Darby continued her dangerous sally.

“Lieutenant Throckmorten!” she cried out. “Lieutenant Throckmorten, can you hear me?”

To her dismay, the lieutenant was nowhere to be seen.

 

Lady Lucinda paused again, this time to turn the page.

“Oh, dear,” Lady Penelope Bittleman whispered. “I fear something dreadful has happened. I’m never wrong about these things. Mother says I have the sight.”

“Pish!” Miss Mary Mavery said. “Lieutenant Throckmorten is a brave man. He’ll be fine.” She was the most practical of her classmates, but her admonition didn’t stop a spate of tears from falling down Penelope’s cheeks.

Lady Lucinda, at the renewed urging of the others, read on, this time with a bit of haste to her tenor.

 

Suddenly she saw him, her beloved Lieutenant Throckmorten.

 

“See, I told you,” Miss Mavery said. Several heads nodded.

Then to their horror, Lady Lucinda, who had been scanning the lines ahead, gasped, “Oh dear. Oh, no!”

Not a girl moved, every pair of eyes riveted on the slim volume Lady Lucinda held. Nary a breath was drawn as she continued to read.

 

To her horror, she spied a tattered piece of blue silk.

 

“The scarf Miss Darby gave Lieutenant Throckmorten in Miss Darby’s Perilous Journey, as a symbol of their undying respect for each other,” one of the younger girls whispered.

 

Her beloved, her dearest betrothed lay on the ground, his scarlet coat tattered and bloodstained.

 

“Blood?” Lady Penelope repeated, then wobbled slightly before giving over to faint, toppling onto the girl next to her.

Lady Lucinda spared a glance at her friend then continued.

 

Miss Darby leapt from the back of her horse and knelt beside him, but even as she went to touch his cheek, she knew the fates had dealt her a most heinous blow.

 

“No!” gasped Miss Thayer.

Lady Lucinda nodded. “I can’t go on,” she said, her voice quivering, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Oh, but you must!” one of the girls begged. “For us, for Miss Darby.”

A handkerchief was produced and passed forward. Lady Lucinda accepted it gratefully. After regaining her composure, she read the fateful line:

 

Her beloved Lieutenant Throckmorten was dead.

 

Handsome, dashing Lieutenant Throckmorten dead? Could the world be so cruel?

 

“Lieutenant Throckmorten, my dearest Geoffrey,” Miss Darby sobbed, holding the lifeless body of her beloved to her heaving breast. “I shall bear my grief to the world in memory of you. I shall never marry. Never.”

 

For a time, none of them spoke, though heartbreaking sobs echoed through the dark chamber as they grieved with their favorite heroine for the heartwrenching loss of her betrothed.

Lady Lucinda glanced around at her schoolmates. “I shall never marry.”

Most thought she was just repeating the line from the book, but as they saw a dangerous light glow to life in her eyes, they saw something else burning there.

A revolution of sorts.

If their dearest Miss Darby, the young woman whose adventures filled their dreary lives with romance and excitement, was determined never to many, then neither would they.

Lucinda held out her hand, and one by one, every girl in the room placed hers atop the other.

“Never marry,” they repeated like a sacred oath.


Chapter 1

 

She held me spellbound from the first moment I spied her. For it was like a spark fell from heaven and lit my heart afire. I fear I will never be whole again without her in my life.

 

Lieutenant Throckmorten to

his batman, Thomas Rivers

in Miss Darby’s Daring Dilemma

 

London

The Season of 1817 should have begun like any other, in fact it should have been the most engaging Season in ages. Napoleon was no longer a threat. English officers and gentlemen alike were ready to celebrate, and more importantly, many were of a mind to marry.

The mothers of unwed daughters throughout the land should have been in alt.

Instead they were in a panic.

Their daughters were refusing to cooperate. Refusing to be wed!

Who had ever heard of such a notion? Not marry? Why not just declare oneself a savage and be done with the matter.

Well, such foolishness wasn’t to be borne. Especially not by Malvina Witherspoon, Countess of Tottley, the mother of Lady Lucinda. She hadn’t spent a fortune sending her darling daughter to Miss Emery’s exclusive school only to have her arrive home and announce that she would never take a husband.

Never. Ever.

“It is all this wretched Darby creature’s doing,” Malvina declared one morning to a circle of equally desperate mothers. “And it is time we put a stop to this nonsense once and for all.”

Heads nodded enthusiastically, since they knew the countess had good reason to want to see this state of anarchy put to an end.

If the rumors were true, and most likely they were given the ungodly hour Lady Tottley’s summons had arrived, Lady Lucinda had refused, yes, refused, the young and handsome Lord Barwick, heir to the Hemswell dukedom.

There wasn’t a moment to lose. It could very well be one of their daughters refusing such an eligible parti. And so it was that the good mothers of London had gathered together to formulate a plan of attack. The author of the Miss Darby chronicles, known only as M. Briggs, was probably hated with more ferocity and incurred more wrath by the occupants of Lady Tottley’s morning salon than Boney at the height of his despotic reign.

The murmurs of complaint and gossip were interrupted by a discreet knock at the door. Crumpton, Lady Tottley’s infamously stodgy butler, poked his long nose through the crack in the door. “Ma’am, there is a gentleman here who claims to have been invited.”

His tone spoke volumes. That he no more believed the man in question was a gentleman, nor that this interloper had been invited.

So it was a rare treat for all those in the room to see Crumpton’s mouth fall open in dismay when her ladyship responded with an enthusiastic wave of her hand.

“Send him in at once, Crumpton.”

“But, my lady,” the butler protested, “this . . . this . . . person isn’t accepted. I have it on good authority that he’s considered—”

“Don’t be such a ninnyhammer, Crumpton,” the countess said. “These are desperate times and we can no longer cling to social boundaries if we are to see the world righted.”

Fans fluttered and more than one slanted glance asked the same question.

Who had Lady Tottley invited that had Crumpton in such a state?

They didn’t wait long to find out, for a few moments later the door opened a second time, swinging inward in defiance to the soft, hallowed confines of this oh, so very feminine sanctuary.

As their savior entered, filling first the doorway, and then, in many ways, the room with his long-legged stride and wide shoulders, there was a soft echo of gasps and even a few sighs at the sight of this all-too-infamous man.

His dark gaze sped around the room, examining and discarding a hasty inventory of property and persons as if he suspected that danger lurked close at hand.

Not that the man wasn’t receiving the same detailed inspection from every woman in the room. It wasn’t his fashionable dress that caught their attention, for he wasn’t wearing anything of note other than plain buff breeches, scuffed and stained boots, and a black worsted jacket.

No, it was the man beneath the plain and unnoticeable wrappings that couldn’t be so easily hidden.

And what a man he was.

A hairsbreadth past thirty, Raphael Danvers stood well over six feet tall and his presence left no one in doubt that he was a man in his prime. Oh, he may have gained his proper English name and citizenship from his illustrious father, Baron Danvers, but his dark mien and rakishly foreign good looks spoke of thousands of years of Spanish nobility—hawkish, penetrating eyes, a jaw line hammered and tempered from a Castilian forge, and a masculine fire that emanated from him like the unforgiving Iberian sun.

Since his return from the Peninsular wars, there hadn’t been a happily married, matronly, or thankfully widowed woman in London who hadn’t wondered what it would be like to bask beneath his raw, untamed heat, strip the unfashionable clothes from his muscled body and see just how unacceptable Rafe Danvers could be.

And to Mr. Danvers’ credit, he was inclined to indulge them.

“My lady,” he said, nodding his head slightly to the countess.

She should have been miffed that he hadn’t managed a decent bow, but she knew, like most everyone else, that Rafe’s long years at war and unconventional upbringing had not garnered a healthy respect for his betters. Besides, at present, she was doing her best to set aside her own decadent notions of a deserted hunting lodge, ten foot snow drifts, and Rafe wearing only a . . . 

“Ma’am?” he asked, an impatient edge to his query.

Malvina took a deep breath and cleared away her wayward thoughts. “Yes, Mr. Danvers, quite on time,” she managed, waving her hand at the only available chair. “Please, sit. I have need of your assistance with a most distressing matter.”

“Malvina, you don’t mean to . . . ” This outburst came from her old friend, Harriet Bittleman, the Marchioness of Funtley. From the look of shock and dismay on Harriet’s face, it was obvious she’d deduced the countess’s plans. Furthermore, she’d also gauged the scandal that would embroil them all if anyone, especially their husbands, discovered what they were about to do. “Do you realize what will become of us, of our daughters, if anyone learns that we’ve . . . we’ve . . . ”

“Yes, I do,” Malvina said, snapping her fan shut and tossing it down on the elegant side table at her elbow. “But I will not stand idly by while our long years of toil are ruined. I will see my Lucinda married, and I care not by what means.” She shot a meaningful glance at the others, one that cowed them all into considering a far more shameful future—one that had them being trailed for the remainder of their years by a bevy of spinster daughters.

“Uh-hum,” Mr. Danvers said, venturing a polite cough into the tense room, before he rose to his feet. “Did you say ‘marriage’? Now look here, I’m not going to be bartered away like some—”

“Sit down, sir,” Malvina told him.

It was rumored that Rafe Danvers had fought side by side with the Spanish guerillas during the war, that he’d partaken in skirmishes so dangerous, so gruesome, that nothing could frighten the man.

Obviously he’d never entered into an altercation against Lady Tottley.

“I’m not in the business of—” he began to argue.

“I said sit, sir!” Malvina ordered.

Not even a unit of French sharpshooters could match the countess’s ruthless intent when she’d set her mind to something. So when she issued her sharp retort, Rafe dropped to his seat as if ducking enemy fire.

“Now,” the lady said, “I would ask you to hear what I have to say before you dismiss our proposal.”

Mr. Danvers crossed his arms over his chest and heaved a sigh, one that suggested his patience was barely contained and that not even the countess’s legendary ire was going to hold him for long.

“Have you heard of the troubles?” she asked.

He shook his head.

She took a deep breath and added, “With this season’s debutantes?”

He shrugged off this bit of information. “As you may be aware, my lady, I don’t spend much time in society.”

“Oh, sir,” Lady Funtley enthused. “You haven’t heard what happened last week at Almack’s?”

Again his dark head gave a slight, insolent toss.

“No?” she asked. “I don’t know how you couldn’t have heard about it.”

The other women joined in, offering their own on dits.

“The ballroom was empty, mind you, empty . . . ”

“Refuses to wear anything but mourning . . . ”

“And then there was the duel—” one of them offered.

Mr. Danvers latched onto that piece of gossip as if it were a lifeline out of the cacophony. “Oh, yes. The duel between those two foolish chits. I did hear something about that nonsense.”

“Nonsense?” Malvina said. “Hardly nonsense. They could have been killed. All over whether or not this wretched Miss Darby will be wearing full mourning or half mourning by next Season.”

“Why didn’t they just ask Miss Darby?” he ventured, shifting in his seat, one scuffed and stained boot after the other stuck out in front of him.

“Ask Miss Darby?” Lady Funtley repeated as if she hadn’t heard him correctly. “Ask her, you say? Why that is droll, sir!”

His dark brows drew together. “No, I’m serious. Why didn’t they just ask this Darby gel and be done with it?”

This left Lady Funtley so flustered, she fell into an unprecedented silence.

“They didn’t ask the lady in question,” Malvina explained, “because she doesn’t exist. She is a mere fiction, a character in a spate of heinous novels. And it’s because she does not exist that she must be stopped. Don’t you see, sir, you must see her influence put to an end. Immediately.”

This explanation only left his brows furrowed deeper, as he tried to fathom how some fictional character could be behind the ruin of everything these ladies held dear. Or that he had a hope in hell there was a shred of sanity between the entire lot of them.

He rose again. “My lady, I can see that this situation weighs heavily on you and your friends, but I have far more important obligations to attend to than chasing after figments and fancies.”

Malvina rose as well. “This figment, as you so blithely put it, is bent on ruining the very fiber of English society.”

“Lady Tottley,” he said, slowly and calmly, “I don’t see that society is in any danger. Least of all here in Mayfair. Besides, I can’t take on any more cases right now. My current obligations are far too pressing.”

“Yes, yes. Codlin’s misfortunate accident,” she said, waving her hand dismissively as if they were discussing what color gloves to wear, not the most grisly murder London had seen in fifty years.

The other ladies, at the mention of the incident, weren’t so unmoved. Most looked away and several drew delicate lace handkerchiefs to their now pale lips.

“I don’t consider a man being gutted like a mackerel as accidental.” He paused for a moment, ignoring the gasps around the room, his eyes narrowing to two dark slits. “The investigation into Sir Rodney’s murder is far too important for me to be wasting my time here.” He went to excuse himself, but Malvina blocked his path.

“I don’t see how some nabob’s indecent passing matters all that much,” Malvina told him. “Sir Rodney, indeed! Codlin’s elevation last year was an abhorrence. Really, Mr. Danvers, the man is dead. There isn’t much you can do for him now.”

“I doubt he would share your opinion, my lady.” A wry smile twisted at his lips. “My talents lie in solving problems, my lady. Real problems. Living, breathing ones. Or at least ones that drew a breath at some time. Now if you don’t mind, I bid you good day.”

He started for the door, weaving through the crowded room like a man dodging out of the way of a wayward mail coach.

Malvina nodded at Lady Funtley, who immediately rose and stepped into Mr. Danvers’ oncoming path.

He skidded to a stop but not before he nearly toppled into the brave marchioness.

Lady Funtley reached for his arm to steady herself, and when her fingers wound around his sleeve, her eyes widened at what must have been the heat and strength to be discovered beneath. “Oh, my,” she managed to say.

Every lady in the room knew what she meant. And every woman envied her the experience.

“You will be compensated, Mr. Danvers,” Malvina told him as he attempted to shake a determined Lady Funtley from his arm. “Well compensated.”

“I doubt even your pin money, my lady,” he said, “could begin to cover my fees. The East India Company is offering a thousand pounds for the discovery of Sir Rodney’s murderer and I intend to collect that reward.”

“I wasn’t talking about money, sir,” she said. “I was speaking of something more valuable.”

At this intriguing bit, Mr. Danvers found the wherewithal to extract himself from Lady Funtley.

Malvina stared directly into his dark gaze and was pleased to spy a flicker of interest in the man’s eyes. In the past fortnight, she’d gleaned every bit of information she could about Raphael Danvers and she suspected she possessed the one thing that could induce him to help her, help all of them.

“A house,” she said simply. “With land and income. The deed is yours if you uncover the author of this havoc. And more importantly, see that this M. Briggs never puts pen to paper again.”

 

Bramley Hollow, Kent

A fortnight later

 

“I won’t do it,” Cochrane said. “No, sir, I won’t do it.”

Raphael Danvers glanced over at his assistant, then nodded his head in the direction of the quaint little village in the valley beyond. “Come now, Cochrane, I thought you were braver than that. It’s just a village. Hardly even that. You’ve gone into the worst rat infested corners of Seven Dials for Pymm but this—” Rafe waved his hand at the view. “This frightens you?”

The young man nodded vehemently.

Rafe took another tack. “I hear tell the inn serves the finest beef pie in all of Kent.” Honestly, he had no idea if Bramley Hollow even had an inn, but if there was one thing his newly inherited assistant didn’t fear it was his next meal.

Cochrane bit his lip and eyed the village anew. Yet, after a few moments he shook his head. Apparently, not even his unrelenting appetite was enough to prod him into entering the infamous matchmaking village of Bramley Hollow.

“I promise I won’t let you be wed against your will,” Rafe told him.

The lad didn’t look the least bit convinced. “I hear tell it happens afore you know it. One minute you are asleep in your bed and the next—you wake up married with a houseful of mouths to feed.”

“As long as they haven’t your stomach to fill, you should be fine.” Rafe nudged his horse forward and a few moments later smiled to himself when he heard the young man let out a long sigh and follow.

Cochrane had previously been employed by Mr. Pymm, the Foreign Office’s legendary spymaster. But with peace now at hand and Napoleon securely locked away on St. Helena, Pymm had finally gained his ever-sought-after retirement. With nary a glance back at Whitehall, Pymm had packed his bags and left London, though not before he’d sent Cochrane over to Rafe’s lodgings—instructing Danvers to take the sixteen-year-old lad under his wing and see that the boy gained some gentlemanly manners.

Not that Rafe knew much about being a gentleman, or how he was going to keep the still-growing adolescent in potpies and shoes.

He suspected the infamously parsimonious Pymm had sent Cochrane into his care so as not to be beggared by the boy’s rapacious appetite.

“We could be in London,” Cochrane grumbled. “Finding Codlin’s killer and eatin’ a decent meal.”

Rafe had to agree with Cochrane, he’d rather be back in town. He’d been dead set against Lady Tottley’s offer. The house was probably a tumble down wreck and what did he care if the Marriage Mart had been declared officially closed for the Season?

Say he did find this Darby author and put everything to rights? He’d be run out of town by every unmarried man in London for ruining what was turning out to be the Season of the century.

Yet here he was, traipsing down this nearly forgotten country road in search of Lady Tottley’s villainous author.

In his defense, he would have stuck to his first reply to her offer, an unhesitant “No!” if Lady Tottley hadn’t then gone to Georgiana, Lady Danvers, his illustrious sister-in-law, and complained vehemently about his refusal to help.

Now Rafe loved Colin’s wife, Georgie, but damnation she had a way about her that was more interfering than an excise man. As it turned out, Georgie was in a fine state over the entire problem for it seemed their daughter Chloe was being just as stubborn about this Darby mess as Lady Lucinda Witherspoon.

To Rafe’s credit, he’d held strong against Georgie’s pleas and admonitions, until she’d demanded a family convocation.

Rafe hated family convocations. They usually involved a long table with his brothers and their wives at one end, him at the other and a lot of arguing.

Hardly his idea of an evening well-spent.

He much preferred the lively pursuit of an eventually willing lady, a hackney waiting to take him home before she got any further ideas about him staying the night, and once home, a good bottle of port ready for his indulgent hand to pull the cork and measure out a healthy dose.

No, instead, he’d squandered a perfectly good Thursday night listening to the Danvers’ wives threatening him with all sorts of invitations, escorting Chloe all around town, not only at night, but during the day when he was more inclined to be sleeping.

At this rate he’d never get any work done—pleasurable or rent paying.

So in a moment of utter desperation, he’d agreed to solve Lady Tottley’s case, if only to regain his blessed independence from female interference.

If there was a blessing to this case, Rafe decided, he’d gotten a good day’s ride out of the bargain. In Spain, he’d spent weeks at a time in the saddle, scouting and hunting French troops. He missed the freedom of the open country, something London and his work afforded him little time to enjoy.

“I’ve no mind to find myself married,” Cochrane was repeating.

“Then I promise I’ll keep you well out of the matchmaker’s way.” As Rafe intended to do for himself as well. “But into Bramley Hollow we must go, and Bramley Hollow we shall brave.”

To locate the elusive author, Rafe had gone to the publisher, Ahey and Sons, to ask for directions to M. Briggs, but the esteemed Mr. Ahey had laughed outright at such a request. Undeterred, Rafe and Cochrane spent the next week frequenting the inn favored by the man’s overworked and underpaid apprentices, and one night had treated the lot of them to a feast of beef steaks and bottomless tankards of ale. Before midnight, they’d had the directions that Mr. Ahey had declared “absolutely unavailable.”

And as luck would have it, the property that Lady Tottley had offered him wasn’t that far afield from the little village of Bramley Hollow, so Rafe would be able to assess his payment and make good his promise to Lady Tottley to see the author properly persuaded to give up his profession.

“I heard tell last night,” Cochrane said, “that the East India Company upped their reward for finding Codlin’s killer to two thousand pounds.” The boy whistled. “You could pay the rent with that kind of blunt. You know, so we wouldn’t have to duck out the back all the time.”

Rafe ignored the jab about his less than reliable finances and got to the point. “Where did you hear about the East India offer?”

“I just ’eard it,” the boy said, shrugging his shoulders and suddenly gaining a new appreciation for the scenery as if he’d never seen a tree in his life.

Rafe made a note to keep better track of the boy’s whereabouts. He could get into trouble wandering about London alone at night. Not that that had probably ever given Pymm a moment’s pause.

“Is this house you get worth more than two thousand pounds?”

“Most likely.”

This seemed to cheer up Cochrane, though not enough to dampen his suspicious nature. “Don’t you think it’s rather a generous offer, giving you a house and all, when all we’ve got to do is to find some bloke and break his arms so he can’t write?”

“Cochrane!” Rafe sputtered. “We aren’t in the business of breaking people’s arms. We solve problems. Discreetly, professionally.”

“Like you did that Lord Harold last month?”

Rafe sighed. He would have to bring up that case.

Lord Harold, a worthless sot if ever there was one, had been attending house parties and using his hosts’ homes as a playground for pilfering—stealing silver and other small items of value to pay off his gambling debts. His family, notably his brother, the Marquess of Carston, had wanted to avoid scandal at any cost, as had Lord Harold’s equally well-heeled victims.

Rafe and Cochrane had caught up with the unrepentant thief in Surrey about to leave a party with his pockets and trunks stuffed with his latest plunder. Instead, they’d seen the goods returned and “escorted” the young wastrel to the coast where passage had been booked by his brother for a one-way trip to the lonely reaches of Halifax.

Needless to say, Lord Harold hadn’t taken to this turn of events all that willingly, and Rafe had finally planted a facer to end the young man’s caterwauling and whining.

“Lord Harold was the exception,” Rafe said.

“What about that fellow who was beating up the girls at Madame Rochelle’s? Or that bloke who thought he could run away with the viscount’s daughter? You gave them a bit of the business, didn’t you?”

“They both needed a little more attention, that’s all,” Rafe admitted, wondering if these were the sort of moral lessons that Pymm had intended Cochrane to gain under his tutelage.

Then he shot a second, more narrowed glance over at his assistant. “What do you know about Madame Rochelle’s?”

The boy shrugged. “You sent me there last week.” Again his interest in English flora rose to new heights as he intently studied the passing hedge,

Wait just a damn moment, Rafe thought. Sent his assistant to Madame Rochelle’s? “I did no such thing,” he countered.

“Yes, you did. You said quite specifically to go around and collect our late accounts and so I did.”

“Madame Rochelle’s account wasn’t late,” Rafe pointed out as they rounded a corner and came within sight of the village.

“It’s paid in full now.” Cochrane grinned, then he nudged his horse and raced the last length into town leaving a groaning Rafe behind.

While he was less than bemused with the idea of Cochrane at Madame Rochelle’s, at least he wouldn’t have to give the lad the talk he’d been meaning to. One Pymm had alluded to in his instructions as “explain to the boy the necessary evils of women and keep him free of pox.”

Rafe made a note to himself that from now on he’d take care of unpaid accounts and leave Cochrane behind to do the paperwork.

Beneath him, his horse pranced and sidestepped, as if it too were reluctant to enter the notorious little hamlet. Reaching down, he patted the high-strung animal and spoke softly in Spanish to it as his grandfather had taught him, then nudged the soothed beast forward.

Bramley Hollow seemed at first glance like any other English village—well tended, if not sleepy by London standards, but Rafe, like Cochrane, knew this village was unique in that it boasted a matchmaker, and had kept one at the ready for hopeless spinsters and wayward and unwitting men for over a thousand years. It was enough of a reputation that most avowed bachelors gave Bramley Hollow a wide berth.

Cochrane looked around the respectable little cottages and shops as if he’d just been dropped in the middle of a savage village and was ready to take flight at the least provocation from the matrimonial minded natives.

“How are we going to find this Briggs fellow?” he asked. Cochrane shared Lady Tottley’s opinion that the Darby author was a man.

Rafe wasn’t so convinced. After the family convocation, Georgie had pressed the four volumes of Miss Darby’s novels into his hands and told him to read them. He’d scoffed at the idea, but out of curiosity, and because he was currently between mistresses, he had picked up the first book and begun reading.

There on the pages of a book, Rafe discovered something, someone who left him intrigued.

Miss Darby.

From her headstrong ways to her fearless devotion, Rafe was captivated by this figment of a fervent imagination. Not that such a woman could ever exist in real life, but time and time again, he found himself wondering what it would be like to encounter such a lady.

And there were also clues to be found within the binding of the slim volume. The independent and outspoken heroine might have been created by a man, but Rafe knew women. He’d loved enough of them to have an inkling of their unspoken desires and this Miss Darby clamored of long-held hopes and undeclared dreams.

No, in his estimation the author was most likely some bluestocking with stars in her eyes, living out her dreary life through Miss Darby’s adventures. The type of chaste lady who’d never caught a man’s eyes, let alone a stolen kiss, and would consider that insufferable bore, Lt. Throckmorten, a fine catch. Oh, yes, they’d find the lady with her twelve cats at hand, dreaming of a life that had passed her by.

And with a bit of his notorious charm and a warning hint as to how ruinous the lofty Lady Tottley’s ire could be, the spinster’s pen would be tucked away for years to come.

“This fellow isn’t going to want to be found,” Cochrane said. “We could be stuck here for days.” That prospect had him looking longingly over his shoulder toward London.

“We’ll ask at the inn to start.”

This caught Cochrane’s attention. “The one with the pies?”

Rafe laughed. “Business first, pies later.”

“Don’t see how we are supposed to break arms on an empty stomach,” he grumbled.

“We aren’t going to break any limbs.”

They continued riding into town when a sign caught Rafe’s eye.

 

ROYAL POST OFFICE

THADDEUS STONE, POSTAL MASTER

 

Rafe grinned. Now here was a bit of luck. This Mr. Stone would be just the person to help them, without having to bribe an innkeeper for directions. This would save what few coins he did have, especially now that Cochrane had apparently used the Rochelle payment for purposes other than rent.

He reined to a stop and told the lad to wait for him as he entered the post office.

To his chagrin there was a customer inside, a woman chatting to the young lady behind the counter. He looked around for the postmaster, but saw no one other than the pair of females before him.

This could either work to his advantage or . . . 

“Oh, Miss Tate, you must do something about the colonel. You simply must,” the postmistress was saying. “Everyone is talking about the other night.”

Miss Tate’s bonnet shook furiously. “What do you want me to do, send him—”

The female chatter ended abruptly as the postmistress looked up from her gossip, her mouth falling open. Then she gave her friend a warning shake of her head.

Rafe shifted from one foot to the other, then doffed his hat. “Good day,” he offered, adding a smile meant to leave both of them weak in the knees.

The woman behind the counter shot him a quick narrowed glance and then moved closer to her friend.

Then Miss Tate turned around.

From behind, she had looked like the typical country mouse, in her plain brown bonnet and nondescript gown, market basket in hand. But as she first shot a glance over her shoulder and then slowly spun on one heel, he found himself wondering, but for a second, if he’d just discovered his very own Miss Darby.


Chapter 2

Remember me when I am gone with a nosegay of forget-me-nots and fond regrets . . . . Oh, and, father, don’t let that odious Cecilia Overton talk you into giving her my best blue bonnet.

Her chin is far too pointed to wear it to advantage.

 

Miss Darby (while in the throes of fever)

to her father, Colonel Darby

in Miss Darby’s Darkest Hour

 

As quickly as Rafe found himself transfixed by the lady before him, he realized how wrong he’d been. For up close, Miss Tate did not possess the qualities of the imaginary Miss Darby, but she did exhibit nearly every trait on his list of potential suspects:


	The lady was obviously a spinster. There was no first blush on her cheek, no dewy light to her eyes like some Bath miss fresh from school.

	In her market basket was a book, which a quick glance revealed as Sir John Sutton’s Translations of Early Latin. The lady was a bluestocking of the first order. Early Latin? What lady read such stuff?

	Her pinched lips and the set of her jaw was enough to scare off any man who might consider the temptation of stealing a kiss—even that insipid Throckmorten.



The only thing missing was the horde of cats at her skirts, mewing for the cream and bits of chicken she indulged them with on a daily basis.

She made a polite cough, and it was then that Rafe realized he’d been caught staring at her, gawking if he was honest about it.

And he would have stopped if he hadn’t looked into her eyes and found himself captured anew. They were so very blue, a color that reminded him of the warm and sultry Mediterranean. And even more, they sparkled with mischief and intelligence, a dangerous combination in any woman.

Her brows rose slightly as he looked at her, as if to say she was compiling his attributes as well. But what her estimation of him was, he couldn’t tell, for not a hint of interest filled her blue eyes.

No interest? Rafe felt his rakish reputation tarnish ever so slightly, and he didn’t like it in the least.

In fact, it was as if she’d dismissed him without a second thought. The last time he’d been so summarily dismissed by a woman he’d been twelve.

“May I help you?” the postmistress asked.

“I’m looking for someone,” he said, moving forward, slanting another glance at this imperious Miss Tate to see if perhaps his eyes were playing tricks on him.

If she had been disinterested in him before, her attention was now focused on her fingernails and she’d completely missed his attempt to undermine her indifference.

“Oh,” the postmistress said, sounding relieved. She shared a bemused glance with her friend. “Yes, I should have known.” She pointed down the street. “First lane after the pair of dovecots. Esme’s cottage isn’t hard to miss. Her door is painted bright blue.”

“Esme Briggs?” he asked, wondering how the lady knew who he was looking for without even asking.

She shook her head. “No, sir. Esme Maguire. The matchmaker.”

The matchmaker?

Cochrane’s worst fears were about to be realized.

Rafe shook his head. Probably a little too adamantly. “No! No! I’m not looking for the matchmaker,” he told her, his hands waving in front of him.

“You aren’t?” she asked, a little surprised.

“No!” he said. “Certainly not.”

“Then whom, sir, are you looking for?” This question came from Miss Tate. Her query startled him out of his reverie, and then he realized something else about her. Her words weren’t formed with the strict tones of an English lady, but held a lilt to them that whispered with an odd note like exotic spices on the nose.

They teased at his ears like the sultry tones of a well-experienced lady, one who knew how to tell a man exactly what she liked. And once again, he found himself taking another gander at this enigmatic spinster before him.

“I’m sorry, you are?” Rafe asked.

“Miss Tate,” she said. “Miss Rebecca Tate.” She inclined her head ever so slightly, yet her sharp gaze never left his.

So she wasn’t the elusive M. Briggs. He didn’t know if he was disappointed or relieved that he wouldn’t have to tangle with her.

“And this is Miss Sarah Stone,” she added, “the postmistress of Bramley Hollow. And you would be?”

“Danvers,” he offered. “Raphael Danvers, at your service.” Remembering some hint of manners, he added an elegant bow. “I’m looking for an M. Briggs,” he said, reaching into his jacket and pulling out a packet of papers, as if he were merely trying to complete an errand. It was a ploy that had worked well in the past. These ladies didn’t need to know the packet was the eviction papers his landlady had served him with this morning.

The postmistress shared another glance with Rebecca, only this time there was no humor in their silent communiqué.

The postmistress cocked her head. “Did you say Miss Briggs?”

Now I am getting somewhere. He’d have his directions and be gone from Bramley Hollow before Cochrane’s dire predictions of an unplanned wedding came true. “Aye. I’m looking for Miss Briggs.”

The postmistress’s brow furrowed. “And what business do you have with the lady, sir?”

He wanted to tell her that his business was none of hers, and in London that would have been well and good, but he reminded himself that this was the country and a modest, more mild approach would serve him to better advantage.

“These papers are from a solicitor in London. A very confidential matter, or so I am told,” he lied. Manners were one thing when they were a means to an end, but honesty had little place in his line of work.

Especially when there was so much at stake.

Miss Tate smiled at him. “How kind of you, sir, to bring something so important all the way from London to Bramley Hollow.”

It was then he noticed a few tendrils of red hair peeking out from beneath her bonnet. The rebellious color seemed at odds with the prim spinster before him. Rather such silky, enticing tresses were far better suited for spilling over the tangled sheets of a moonlit boudoir, and in an instant he imagined the lady herself naked in his bed. But then he glanced at Miss Tate again, seeing only the plain lady in the hideous bonnet and wondering what had happened to the momentary temptress of his imagination.

“I said how kind it was of you to come all this way,” she repeated, her brows arched in annoyance. “Very generous, indeed.”

Of course she was annoyed. He was staring again.

Rafe shook his head, not so much at her question, but at his own odd thoughts. Naked spinsters? What was he thinking?

Perhaps there was something to Cochrane’s fears about this village and its matchmaking reputation. He hadn’t been here more than five minutes and already he was seeing a seductress in the guise of a spinster.

Cochrane would probably say that was how it always started . . . 

“Nothing so generous,” he told her. “Actually this charming village was hardly out of my way and I make it a habit to lend a helping hand when I can. Besides, when my friend spoke so highly of Miss Briggs, I knew I’d be only too delighted to make her acquaintance.” He supposed he was laying on the charm a bit thick, but perhaps this as yet unsusceptible miss wasn’t going to be such a challenge to charm after all.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

“Indeed,” she mused, crossing her arms over her chest. “Now was that Miss Mary Briggs or Miss Millicent Briggs?”

Rafe coughed. “Two of them?” Just his bloody luck.

“Perhaps it says inside the packet,” she said, holding out her hand. “You can trust that we are both the epitome of discretion.”

The postmistress nodded enthusiastically.

Yes, and he was about to be named a Knight of the Garter.

“Mary Briggs,” he said, offering up one of the names. Besides, if he was wrong, there was always his next course of action—bribing the innkeeper and explaining to Cochrane that his next meal would not be forthcoming.

Miss Tate nodded. “Of course! Miss Mary Briggs would make more sense. If you would like, I am sure Miss Stone would see your packet delivered promptly and you could be on your way.”

While her lips curved sweetly, her eyes held all the predatory wiles of a cat stalking its prey.

“No, it really isn’t any trouble,” he said, tucking the papers back into his jacket for safekeeping.

“And it would be no trouble for Miss Stone, for in truth, it is her job,” the insistent miss said, folding her arms across her chest. “Especially since, I assume, you have no real business here.”

Little minx, Rafe thought. With little or no effort she’d boxed him into a corner—challenging his story and essentially calling him a liar—all the while with a pleasant, deceptive smile on her face.

Mierda, he cursed silently, reverting to his mother’s native language. She was more wily than Napoleon.

Rafe almost felt sorry for the man who woke up and found himself matched to this termagant.

Then again, it was no wonder she was still Miss Tate. For what did it say about a lady when she couldn’t even find a husband in Bramley Hollow?

The postmistress picked up her friend’s cue. “You must be in a hurry, sir. Please feel free to leave Miss Briggs’ packet with me and I will see it delivered to her forthwith.”

The pair of cats smiled at him, looking as innocent as two young country misses could. Why he could almost smell the sweet roses and fresh manure behind their offer to help him.

“I thank you, ladies,” he said. “But I fear I am under strict instructions to deliver the packet to Miss Briggs personally.”

“Yes, I suppose you would want to do that,” Miss Tate said, her eyes sparkling with new mischief as she slanted yet another glance at her friend behind the counter. And not to be diverted from her self-appointed mission to aid him, she then turned and said, “Mr. Danvers, if you are under such strict directions, then please allow me to take you to Miss Briggs.”

“Rebecca!” Miss Stone whispered. “What are you doing?”

“Offering to help this man,” she said to her friend while smiling at Rafe.

“Oh, you needn’t go to any bother,” he insisted, having never meant something more in his life, though he suspected his protest wouldn’t matter in the least to this Miss Tate. The pushy miss was determined to make his business her business. “Perhaps you could just give me the directions, then I can be gone and leave you ladies to your . . . uh, conversation.”

Miss Tate crossed the room, her steps direct and full of purpose, so very unlike her sleek and smooth counterparts in London. As she passed him, her skirt brushed his leg, and if he’d been in town he would have been of half a mind to check his wallet and watch fob after coming so close to such a wily wench, but as he looked at her again, smiling up from beneath her simple straw bonnet, he wondered if he was just being foolish.

Miss Rebecca Tate and her charming and unsullied village of Bramley Hollow were about as far from Seven Dials or the Rookeries as one could get in England. Obviously he was becoming as jaded as his brothers claimed, especially when he viewed a country spinster to be as disingenuous as a London abbess. Miss Tate was most likely just being as congenial as most people from the country tended to be.

That’s it, she was just being generous and kind.

He shot one more glance at her blue eyes and went with his original instincts about the lady.

She was trouble.

“There is no problem, sir,” she was saying. “I am more than happy to assist someone who is so generous with his time.” And he would have believed her innocent then if not for the bemused mockery in her eyes that said only too clearly that she knew as well as he that he was lying about his connection to Miss Briggs. “Are you coming along? Or do you have other packets you need directions for?”

Rafe cringed, but decided he’d trust her for now to take him to Miss Briggs. Once they got there, he’d leave her on the lady’s doorstep to go seek her gossip elsewhere.

She made her way out the door but stopped on the steps, her gaze fixed on Cochrane. “Quite a procession just to deliver a packet.” She looked from him to Cochrane then back to him, as if she expected an introduction.

She wasn’t getting one.

Rafe shot his assistant a black look, a warning as it were, before he asked Miss Tate, “Is Miss Briggs far? For I see you don’t have a ready mount.” He was hoping she’d take the hint and just give him the directions.

“And why would I need one?” she asked. “Bramley Hollow isn’t that grand, sir. Everything I could possibly need is merely a stone’s throw.” She shied another glance at Cochrane, who’d now doffed his cap and was smoothing down his hair. “Unless you need your friend, why don’t you just follow me? Miss Briggs isn’t far.” With that, she turned and strolled down a narrow path, market basket swinging in her hand.

“Wait here,” he told a disappointed Cochrane, before striding after his newfound and unwanted helpmate.

When he caught up with Miss Tate, she was stopped before the gate to the churchyard.

“You seem rather an odd sort to be looking for the author of the Miss Darby novels.”

This stopped him. Did everyone in Bramley Hollow know that Miss Briggs spent her time penning these scandalous tales?

She must have noted his surprise. She leaned forward, cupping her hand to her mouth. “You aren’t the first to come here seeking her out,” she whispered.

There was a wicked light in her blue gaze that teased him and once again he found himself staring at her, unsure whether or not to trust his own eyes.

“I’m not?” he managed to ask, still trying to reconcile the spinster before him with the siren who seemed to lurk beneath the lady’s plain exterior.

“Oh, no,” Miss Tate said, leaning back against the gate, her market basket plopped by her feet. “I think she had three visitors just last week.”

So much for the bundle of coins he’d wasted on those worthless clerks. Obviously Mr. Ahey’s apprentices were making a small fortune selling the directions to the popular author.

“I actually do have business with her,” he said, finding some gratification in the truth.

Those damn, infuriating eyes of hers held a bemused air, but she hardly appeared impressed—with him or his assertion.

“Ah, yes. The packet to be delivered.”

“You don’t believe me?” Rafe wasn’t used to people not heeding what he said. In his line of work, people either feared him or just wanted to avoid him.

But they didn’t mock him. And even if it took a few coins to get the truth out of them, they always told him what he wanted.

Her slipper nudged at a bunch of blue flowers blooming at the foot of the gatepost. “It’s just that none of the others went to the trouble to bring a packet, though one professed to have an offer of marriage, while the last one claimed she was a long lost relation. Poor Miss Briggs. Besieged by all sorts of knaves and imposters.”

She reached down and plucked a few of the wayward blossoms.

“So which are you, Mr. Danvers?” she asked, straightening up and arranging the purloined stems into an orderly little nosegay. “For truly you don’t look like one of her acolytes, those foolish young girls who forget the Darby tales are just fiction—” She paused and that assessing gaze ran from the toes of his less than polished boots to the top of his hat. “Then again you hardly appear the type to come ringing a righteous peel over her head either, like the vicar who arrived last month.”

“I have a business proposition for her,” Rafe said, holding firm to the truth. It was a business proposition of sorts. Stop writing or else. “And if you don’t mind, if you could finish escorting me to her, then I can be done with my business and return to London.”

Her glance seemed to say, Where you belong, though her good manners held sway. “Why we are already there.”

He glanced up at the yard, and then at the cozy vicarage sitting like a tidy mushroom beside the ancient stone church.

The vicar’s residence? Oh, Lord. This wasn’t his day.

He’d bet even money he’d been sent to break the arms of the vicar’s spinster sister.

If Spain hadn’t been enough hell for one existence, then this day was proving itself a close second.

“Here?” he managed to ask, trying to determine how far into Dante’s rings of hell he was going to have to wade through after he’d “persuaded” some kind-hearted old lady to quit writing.

She’d probably offer Cochrane a plate of sugared biscuits right before they got down to the business of wrenching a promise out of her never to write again.

“Yes, right over there to the left,” she said, pointing across the yard to the far corner.

And in the opposite direction of the house. He nearly sighed with relief until he saw where she was going.

Having opened the gate, Rebecca was picking her way through the yard, her skirt swinging this way and that as she wove past the headstones and lichen covered stone monuments raised for Bramley Hollow’s more illustrious former residents. She paused and glanced over her shoulder. “Come on. This is
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