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Sophie Bertrand is skilled in acting, espionage, and the subtle art of seduction. An independent spirit, she fought her way from rough streets to the top secret circle of spies known as the Zodiac. Her newest assignment is one of her most delicate yet: hunt down a traitor within Britain’s own government. But there’s a catch…this time she can't work alone.


Bruce Allander has a title, honor, wealth...but he’d trade it all to restore his family. The Zodiac gives him a chance for justice in a world that's already taken too much from him. Now he finds himself close to this captivating Frenchwoman—possibly too close. Sophie defies all his expectations, yet in her he senses a kindred soul.


Passion draws the two together, but a web of betrayals threatens to tear them apart. To survive, they have to trust each other. They have to be a little reckless…
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Chapter 1

London, August 1806

Sophie wondered if she should just kill the man.

She stretched to full length under the sheets. Beside her, the man in question lay deeply asleep. She glanced at him to confirm that he was out cold, then rose from the bed in an easy, fluid motion.

Her body was like a dancer’s, narrow-framed and sleek. Growing up, Sophie had often been mistaken for a boy. Though she was now five years past twenty, it seemed her hips had filled out only within the last few years. But she had a natural grace to her movements, bolstered by years of ballet and theatrical training. Despite her less than lush figure, she knew how to attract attention. The recent encounter proved as much. She’d seduced her mark with little more than a smile.

She gathered her clothes from where they lay on the floor and put them on without any particular hurry. Her dress was in a cut common for a lady’s maid, but Sophie wasn’t a lady’s maid.

She was a spy.

Her job was to retrieve a false seal used by her mark, Garrett Mourne.

Her cover identity was Sara, a French-born servant for one of London’s wealthy families. As Sara, she’d been close to Garrett for weeks—he was involved in the hostilities between France and England, passing information and rumors between players in exchange for cash. Managing his romantic advances was simply part of the game. The previous night had been typical. Garrett was a dull lover, which suited Sophie perfectly. She pretended a delight in his attentions, and was never in danger of actually feeling the passion she displayed.

She checked her appearance in the small mirror by his wardrobe, so she could adjust the blonde wig she wore—her own hair was quite dark, and unfashionably short. Thin, straight brows arched over her large eyes, which were a light brown that held flecks of hazel, and she knew how to catch and hold any audience with them. She grinned at herself as she turned from the mirror. With Garrett still dozing from the mild dose of opium she’d slipped into his drink, it was time to get to work.

Sophie slipped out of the bedroom and walked through the silent house. Garrett had been renting it for months, but hospitality wasn’t a priority for him. Time and neglect took away most of the charm of the once-grand place. Dust gathered everywhere, and only the most used areas were kept clean.

Sophie paused at the door of the parlor, which Garrett used as his work room. She waited to be sure she was undetected—the few servants he employed would be up and about soon. After a moment, she turned the knob. The door was unlocked, and she sighed in relief. One more thing she wouldn’t have to disguise.

Early morning light had barely begun to filter into the room. It was outfitted with a large table and several chairs. Papers, stacked haphazardly in piles, covered the table. Stolen jewelry and coins lay on the floor. She ignored all those things, her eyes scanning the desk.

Shutting the door behind her, Sophie went into action. She walked over to Garrett’s table, searching among the piles. Nothing on the top. Methodically, she lifted every stack and sorted through the papers. She riffled through the collection of pens and inkwells, hoping to find the object she sought. Still nothing.

Sophie turned to a set of cabinets and repeated the search. Cursing softly, she opened drawer after drawer. “Where is it?” she breathed.

A floorboard creaked in the hall. Sophie froze. She listened for more sounds, not even breathing. Another creak. She moved one hand outward toward a slim letter opener left on the desktop. As a weapon, it wasn’t intimidating. But Sophie had won fights with no weapon at all before. And if she were seen, a fight would be inevitable.

Someone moved again outside, and then spoke. “I said bring the wood in first, dolt, then sweep. What’s the point of cleaning first?” The voice continued to scold the other servant, and footsteps faded down the hall.

Sophie breathed out. Just the household waking up. She had a little while, but she’d have to be twice as careful leaving the room.

Though she hoped Garrett would sleep for some time, there was no guarantee the opium would work as expected. If he found her pawing through his things, no amount of persuasion—verbal or physical—would appease him.

She continued her search. Finally she found a locked drawer. She made short work of the lock with a pin from her hair and the drawer rolled open soundlessly. It didn’t take her long to find what she was looking for.

It was a seal. She examined the design on the bottom—a lion standing up on its hind legs, with claws ready to attack. Stars surrounded the creature. It looked authentic, but Sophie knew it was an excellent forgery. Garrett had been using it to send false messages across the Channel, confusing the recipients and therefore hindering the war effort. Garrett didn’t care who won the war. He was merely interested in tilting little things his way to profit from the confusion.

Sophie, however, did care who won. She pulled an object from the pocket sewn into her shift. It was a seal that looked nearly identical to the one Garrett possessed, though his had a few wear marks she could only replicate when she had both in hand. She scratched similar markings in the new seal. She even smeared a bit of red sealing wax on the new one to complete the illusion. Then she placed the new one back in the drawer.

Her work was nearly done. Smiling, Sophie tucked the first seal into the pocket of her dress.

She could have snuck out of the house at that point, but Sophie thought her act required an encore. She inched the door open and peeped out into the hallway. She waited until she could hear nothing, and slipped out of the work room. Gliding up the stairs in her slippered feet, she returned to the bedroom, breathing a thin sigh of relief.

She reached the bed and stared down at Garrett, her eyes cold. He was a thin, tough man. He’d worked his way up through the ranks of the London underworld, and it wasn’t hard to imagine how he did it. He could not be called handsome, but there was something compelling about the man. Sophie knew what it was. Power. Garrett controlled several gangs in London, and he was shrewd.

In all honesty, she’d be doing her adopted country a favor if she killed him. He was indirectly responsible for the suffering of so many people: families and shopkeepers who paid protection to his gangs, the soldiers who fought in the wars he helped prolong. But if she eliminated him, another enemy would simply take his place. 

I suppose you have your uses, she thought, and who knows when you’ll be useful again? She removed her clothes and slid back into the bed. Sophie took a certain pride in seeing a job done properly, which in this case meant tricking her mark into believing nothing unusual had happened.

She let a sweeter expression settle on her face. “Garrett,” she whispered, shaking him lightly. “Garrett.”

He opened his eyes, blinking slowly. He was groggy, but not too badly off. Sophie hated the idea of using more opium than necessary. It was risky. He might notice the unnaturalness of his sleep.

“Sara?” he muttered.

“We both slept late,” she said. “I have to go, or I’ll be thrown out.”

“You’re still here?” he asked, distracted. “What time is it?”

“Time for me to leave.”

“Oh, but you’re delicious, Sara. Stay here.” He ran his hands up and down her body, feeling the heat of her. He lingered over her breasts, and then moved to her hips and her bottom. He looked more alert than she expected at that hour.

“Garrett,” she said in warning. “I can’t stay, and you know it. My mistress hardly lets me out as it is.”

“Come back tonight.” Garrett leaned in and kissed her, his lips warm, but his breath sour from the aftereffects of the drug.

Still, Sophie returned the kiss, as if hungry for him. He wasn’t terribly skilled, but she’d experienced far worse. She opened her mouth and moaned a little, letting him think she enjoyed it. Then she broke it off. “I must go back now. Trust me, I’d stay if I didn’t have to work for that harridan.”

He laughed, and she did too. The best trick is to make your victim fool himself. She got out of bed once more and dressed, feeling to make sure the seal was safe in the tied pocket in her skirts.

Garrett looked at her appreciatively. “Come back as soon as you can.”

Don’t wager on that, she thought smugly. But she gave him a smile that would have to serve as the only farewell he’d ever get from her. Then Sophie ducked her head and hurried out of the room.

She left the house and emerged on the street. She ignored the carriages and conveyances for hire, walking tirelessly until she reached a new section of the city. Here, tidily dressed gentlemen hurried from place to place, looking important, although more than one pair of masculine eyes followed her progress down the street.

Eventually, she reached a large building of marble and brick. It was already busy, for several private firms had offices inside. Instead of entering through the imposing front doors, however, she sidled down an alley at the rear of the building. She found a small door that appeared to be a tradesman’s entrance.

Sophie made her way through a warren of rooms and hallways, climbing several staircases to get where she was going. At one door, she knocked quietly. Another woman opened it. “Yes, miss?” she asked in a disinterested voice.

“I have a delivery,” said Sophie.

Glancing quickly up and down the corridor, the woman allowed her inside.

When the door closed, she turned to Sophie and nodded in recognition. Sophie had reached the headquarters of the Zodiac, the most secretive group in the already secret world of espionage.

“Hello, Miss Chattan,” Sophie said. She knew some things about the Zodiac, but they didn’t include this woman’s Christian name. Though a fixture in the private headquarters, the woman was a mystery.

Chattan nodded back curtly. Her eternally messy ash blonde hair was barely bound, and her plain, practical gown sported several ink stains. She surveyed Sophie’s wig and her outfit with a disdainful eye, then said, “He’s been expecting you.” The other woman gestured to an inner door, then returned to her own desk, dismissing Sophie from her mind.

“And a very good day to you as well, Chattan,” Sophie remarked under her breath, just loud enough so the other woman heard it.

Sophie didn’t wait for a response. She entered the inner office with a breezy greeting. “Morning, Aries. I got the little item you fancied.” Though French-born, Sophie never lost a chance to sound as British as possible. She considered it her duty to master such things.

The man who ran the office had been standing at a window, staring out at the streets below. Now he turned and looked Sophie over. Julian Neville, also known as Aries, was nominally Sophie’s superior. To her, though, he was much more. Julian was the man who taught her how to be a spy. He was also the man who practically ran the elite espionage group known as the Zodiac. He reported to the Astronomer, who was truly the head of the group, as far as anyone knew. Sophie didn’t even want to guess the true identity of that person. She was much safer not knowing.

Julian smiled. “Well, my Libra returns.” Libra was Sophie’s code name, and her most closely guarded secret. Of the twelve agents who made up the Zodiac, she was the only woman. “Did you run into any problems?”

Sophie shook her head. “It went like clockwork. Garrett Mourne thinks he’s a mastermind, but he’s got the same weaknesses as any other man.” She bunched up a bit of her skirt and held it out toward Julian, carelessly revealing slender legs nearly up to the top of her thin stockings. “Feel this. As if any real maid would wear a weave so fine! This dress wouldn’t last a month in service. After weeks of sleeping with him fairly regularly, you’d think he’d notice.”

Julian fingered the fabric, eyebrow raised. “I see. And it does allow your figure to be a bit more…prominent, doesn’t it? Clever.” He dropped the fabric.

“I thought so. I sewed it myself.” Sophie had many skills, not all of them learned in her training as a spy. She’d practically grown up in a theater, and learned how to sew from the seamstresses there.

“Was it tolerable?” he asked, sounding concerned.

“Garrett Mourne, you mean?” Sophie asked. “Yes. Garrett’s a thief and a turncoat. But he treated me well enough.”

“Even in bed?”

“I’ve had worse and better.” She shrugged. “What else is there to say?”

What else could they say? As a spy, he’d done the same things she had over the years. Sophie viewed her body as a tool. She had long ago learned to attach no emotion to physical intimacy. It was a means to an end. Some women used it to secure the attention of husbands or lovers. Sophie used it to gather information.

“I worry about you sometimes.”

She shot him a look. “Julian, we’ve had this discussion before. I knew exactly what was required of me when I joined. The fact that I’m a woman should make no difference.”

“It shouldn’t,” he agreed. “But I have this lingering sense of chivalry.”

“Put it to rest,” Sophie said. She returned to practical matters. “I have what you’re looking for.”

She handed him the seal. He took it, not hiding his eagerness. He peered at the design for a long time, then put it down on the desk and let out a breath. “That’s a very good copy. No wonder everyone was fooled for so long.”

“No more. The replacement has one extra star around the lion’s head. Garrett won’t notice the alteration until his missives go unheeded a few times.”

“And now that we have the forger under lock and key, he can’t get another seal of that quality. Good work, Libra.”

Sophie straightened up at his mild praise, knowing that for Julian, it was the equivalent of a salute.

“I’m afraid,” he went on, “I have to send you on another assignment immediately.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“Read this.” He handed her a letter.

Sophie read it over, her eyebrows slowly knitting together until she was scowling at the end. “From this, it appears someone within the government is selling…not secrets. But support, perhaps? To the French cause?”

“Very likely. It’s another breadcrumb on a trail I’ve been following. You recognized the sender, of course.”

She had. “Volange,” she said, her voice flat. A mysterious man named Arceneau was the most dangerous criminal in Europe, but his lieutenant Alain Volange was far more vicious.

“So you know how bad things might get,” Neville said, watching Sophie carefully.

She nodded. While Sophie was still living in Paris, she had worked as a petty criminal—mostly pickpocketing—and she had seen firsthand what Volange was capable of. The man was unforgiving and had an affection for pain. Sophie used to have nightmares about him. Years later, she got the opportunity to work against him, which suited her far better.

Sophie knew broadly what Arceneau’s interests were. He was a businessman, cold and calculating and willing to deal with virtually anyone with the funds to pay his asking prices for goods like gunpowder, ships, and war machines. He also dealt heavily in blackmail, trading secrets around the continent like cards around a gaming table. Arceneau was dangerous precisely because he had no interests other than money.

Julian took back the letter, and explained, “This confirms what we’ve heard in a few other quarters. Someone has been making secret alliances, or at least promising support. In short, there is a traitor in the British Cabinet.”

She inhaled. It was a serious accusation, and Julian would never even suggest such a thing unless he was convinced of it. “Who?” she asked quietly.

“That’s what you’re to find out, Sophie.”

“Excellent. Tell me what to do.”

“I will tell you all about it tonight, when you meet me and my guest in the Oak Room at the Whitby Club.”

“That club doesn’t admit ladies inside,” she noted. “So I gather I’m to find my own way in.”

He smiled, and his implication was clear. Impress me.

“Who’s your guest?” she asked, knowing he wouldn’t tell her outright.

“Someone who will help you.”

She raised her chin. “You trained me to always work alone.”

“This time is different.”

“Will he understand what I am?”

“I expect you’ll make that quite clear yourself.”

“So what is he, then?”

“Someone you’ll need to know in order to complete this assignment. And that is all,” Julian said, irritation making him curt. “Eleven o’clock tonight, Sophie.”

She stood up. “Well, I do like to make an entrance. I’ll see you then.”


Chapter 2

Bruce Allander, Lord Forester, was six feet three inches tall, and every inch of him was in pain. He winced as he removed his boots. He was too disgusted with his state to wait for his valet to get started.

It was mid-afternoon, but he felt as if it had been days since he sat down, not mere hours. He was sweating from the hot summer sun, and his bones ached from the day of physical labor. His skin, naturally prone to tanning, was nearly olive at this point in the summer.

“Good God, what was I thinking?” he asked, groaning.

It was a rhetorical question, but that had never stopped his longtime valet, Lawrence, from replying. “You were thinking, my lord, if the field wasn’t cleared by autumn, it would be another year before it could yield a successful crop.” The man, almost ascetically thin and a foot shorter than his master, did not look the least bit intimidated. He had no reason to be, having known Bruce from an infant.

“It seemed like such a good idea this morning,” Bruce said. He leaned back in the chair for a moment, feeling his spine protest. He couldn’t be getting old, he thought. Not yet. He was only thirty-three.

“As an idea, it was perfectly sound.” Lawrence offered his employer a clean towel to wipe the worst of the sweat from his face. “But I don’t understand why you had to clear it yourself, sir.”

The last word was stressed lightly, a reminder that Bruce was indeed lord of the manor…specifically, a viscount. Such labor was beneath the dignity of his station. Bruce didn’t care. He did plenty of things ostensibly beneath his station, and most of them were far more demeaning than working the land.

He wiped his face with the towel, inhaling the clean, slightly harsh smell of laundry soap. The move made a few strands of midnight black hair fall into his face. Lawrence would soon be hounding him to see it was cut. Bruce often avoided the task, never wishing to sit still longer than necessary.

He handed the towel back to his valet and said, “You know why I do it. I want to run this estate well. That means being out there, working with the tenants, seeing the problems. Not merely sitting around collecting all the rents.”

“Yes, sir.” Lawrence had the gift of agreeing with his master in a way such that his complete disagreement was clear. He was a perfect valet. “Oh, this arrived while you were grubbing stumps out of the dirt.” He felt in his pocket and handed Bruce a folded, sealed letter. “Came about an hour ago. I would have sent one of the boys out to find you, but I knew you wouldn’t last much longer out there.”

Bruce looked at the seal, a rough outline of a goat’s head. Aries. He ripped the note open and read it over. “Well, there goes my evening of leisure. I’m going into London. Leaving within the hour if I’m to be there in time.”

“I’ll prepare your things.” Lawrence sighed. “I do recommend you make use of the bath that’s already been drawn. Unless you’re heading to some dank part of London.” Lawrence held the opinion that all of London was rather dank. The valet much preferred the bucolic world of Old Harrow, the Allander family’s estate. He walked away to assemble what Bruce would need.

Bruce ripped up the note and silently cursed his decision to work in the fields that day. Even with a bath and a change of clothes, he’d be tired and barely presentable for his meeting with Aries. But then again, Julian had seen him look worse…much worse.

As promised, within the hour Bruce was in his coach, being driven to London. That was one thing about working for the Zodiac.… It was never dull. Bruce tossed around potential ideas for the assignment Julian would give him. He liked to guess as many scenarios as possible, though he was still often surprised at the real assignments.

Some were strange, some required months of planning, and others only took the space of one evening. But none of them were trivial. That was all that mattered.

The coach made good time. He didn’t have the opportunity to stop at his townhome, but he arrived at the Whitby Club a little early. The club was housed in an understated, gracious building of red brick. Inside, he was directed immediately up to the top floor, where Julian awaited him in a small but richly furnished private room. The chamber was paneled in oak, and the upholstered leather chairs and rich appointments made it clear this was a haven for gentlemen only.

Julian nodded as Bruce entered. “Ah, you were able to make it after all,” he said, as if they were merely wasting an evening in town.

With admirable timing, a man in butler’s attire appeared in the doorway as soon as Bruce seated himself. Julian caught the man’s eye. “Did you want something to drink, Forester?” he asked.

“Scotch.” Bruce sat down in a leather chair opposite Julian, noticing another chair had been moved nearby. Someone else was joining them? That was unusual.

“Scotch for the gentleman.” Julian gave the order and the butler nodded before closing the door.

“Sorry about the short notice,” Julian said then. “Did I drag you away from anything?”

“Only a farm field.”

“What were you doing there?”

“Mostly clearing out boulders and tree stumps,” Bruce said, his muscles still hurting. “I suppose I should thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You don’t know what I’m going to ask you.”

“Ask away.”

Julian shook his head. “I prefer not to repeat myself. We’re awaiting one more person…who I hope will arrive soon.”

At that moment, the door opened again, and Julian waved a hand for silence. A young man in servant’s clothes entered, bearing a tray holding a decanter of fine scotch and a few glasses. He poured one and silently handed it to Bruce.

He tossed half of it back, and the warm liquor instantly banished some of the ache from his body. “Ah, that’s better.”

Julian was looking hard at the waiter, who had not yet left the room. Instead, he was pouring another glass, despite the fact that both men had their drinks. Bruce frowned. The Whitby Club should supply a better class of servant, he thought. Then the young man turned around, smiling lazily.

“How do you like my entrance, Julian?” The voice was feminine and suggestive. Bruce was at a complete loss. The waiter was no boy at all. It was a woman.

Julian just laughed, his face losing years of tension at the woman’s question. “Very good,” he said approvingly. “Even I had to look twice.” He held out his glass. “Actually, even though it’s not your real job, would you mind?” The woman refilled it without taking her eyes off Bruce.

His own eyes narrowed as he examined her from head to foot. It was undoubtedly a woman. A beautiful woman, at least from what he could see. The men’s clothes fit her well. She was tall, perhaps only a half foot shy of his own considerable height, which aided her deception. She was on the slender side, but the fine shape of her legs was now obvious through the fabric of the breeches, and he could see the outline of her calves under the thin stockings. Her jacket and ruffled shirt were cut just a bit large, presumably to conceal feminine curves. Above the collar, her slender neck rose up to a face that was lovely, now that he was looking properly. He wondered how he’d missed it when she first arrived. High cheekbones. Patrician nose. Lips far too full for a boy. But her hair.…

Short, dark hair was cut close around her head, nearly as short as a man’s, but still oddly feminine. Was that her real hair? Had she actually chopped it off to impersonate a young man as a prank? What sort of woman did that?

He looked into her large, light brown eyes and found his answer. There was a challenge there. A dare. Bruce was intrigued.

Julian was actively enjoying his discomfort, or the woman’s attitude, or both. “Scorpio, meet Libra.”

Bruce couldn’t hide his surprise. “She’s a sign of the Zodiac?” That changed things.

“I am,” Libra replied. “And it is perfectly acceptable to speak to me directly.”

“Sophie, be kind. You do astound, after all.”

Astounding was a good word for her. Bruce had no idea what to say. He began, “I never thought the Zodiac would hire a woman as an agent…”

“No one ever does,” Sophie said. She tilted her head up proudly. “Which is why I’m so effective.”

Bruce didn’t doubt that.

Julian explained, “You can see, Forester. Libra will be a valuable asset in this assignment, where the element of surprise will be the most vital weapon you have.”

“It’s been very useful to me so far,” Sophie said. She frowned at their superior. “So why are you bringing him into our confidence?”

Julian said with the formality of introduction, “Bruce Allander, Viscount Forester, is the fifth person in the world to know your code name. I chose him for a reason, and not without due consideration.”

“Hmm.” Sophie walked over to the other empty chair in the room and sat down, letting the servant’s deference slide from her bones though without regaining the customary mannerisms of a lady. Bruce could still see the outlines of her body. It was damned distracting, and highly improper for any woman.

Her next words, however, brought him back to reality. “I know what I’m capable of. So what…assets will his lordship bring to the cause?” she asked, disdain and contempt dancing in her tone. There was the tiniest hint of a foreign accent in her voice. He wondered where she came from, and why the Zodiac would hire someone from abroad. Or was it a distraction as well?

Julian explained his plan. “Forester has been in the field for over a decade as a Zodiac agent, and has done extremely well. You seize opportunity, he plans down to the minute. You have a gift for improvisation, and his gift is experience. Further, he never forgets a thing.”

“True,” Bruce added quietly, looking down at his drink. And he planned to remember everything about this woman.

Julian went on, “His skills complement your own. Without his knowledge and expertise, you cannot hope to succeed in this next assignment.”

She snorted delicately, but said nothing more.

Bruce said, “What is this, Julian? You’d better explain why we’re both here.”

“You’re both going on an assignment. Together.”

Bruce recoiled. “We don’t do that. I always work alone.”

“I seem to remember a time in Calais, not that long ago, when you and Sagittarius worked together,” Julian retorted.

Sophie’s eyes flickered at that statement, with what Bruce presumed was curiosity.

“I was doing a favor for a friend,” he said dismissively. “An unusual situation.”

Julian would not be dissuaded. “So is this one.”

“But why do I need a penny stage actress to tag along?”

“Penny stage actress?!” Sophie sat up straight in her chair and glared at him. All pretense of laziness was gone. That had gotten a rise out of her. It must be true, Bruce thought.

Julian held up his hands and stopped them both before blood could be drawn. “For the love of God, listen to me. Sophie, I told you how urgent this is. Now let me fill Bruce in on the details.”

He turned to Bruce and told him about the rogue cabinet member.

Bruce was troubled. “How could such a thing happen? Surely all the cabinet members are trustworthy.”

“Sophie said much the same thing. And yet, someone has promised to support the Emperor in exchange for money…and presumably protection. We need to know who it is. I’m convinced the answer lies in the house where you’ll be going in order to complete the assignment. A name, a document. As quiet as all this has been kept, there is proof somewhere. Countries don’t change allies on a handshake. Someone has kept records, made some payments, or carried out promises. I want proof.”

“I’ll find it,” Bruce assured him.

“It gets worse,” Sophie added.

Julian mentioned the specter of Arceneau meddling in politics.

Bruce knew the name. “If he’s involved, we have to assume he’ll kill to get what he wants.”

“Oh, he has people who kill for pleasure,” Sophie said quietly.

“You know of him?”

“More than you do,” she returned, her expression lofty.

“Enough,” Julian said. “There’s going to be a gathering hosted by a man named Thomas Theriot at a place called Carterhaugh Manor.”

“Never heard of it.”

“That’s because it’s in the middle of nowhere in the north. A vast estate that once rivaled the palaces of Europe, but it’s been long past its glory.”

“What sort of gathering?” Sophie asked.

“A number of wealthy and socially influential people—a few British-born citizens, but largely French expatriates who have since claimed to be loyal to Britain. They have been invited for a month-long house party. You’ll join them.”

“And do what, exactly?”

“Your task is two-fold. Find out whether the guests intend to join any sort of plot or conspiracy run by Theriot. And get your hands on whatever documents Theriot has identifying the cabinet member.”

“That sounds like quite a lot of information to gather,” Bruce noted.

“Precisely why you’re going to be there, Scorpio. I know you’re the best man for this sort of work.”

Sophie glanced at Bruce again, more inquisitively. “And while he’s playing clerk, I’m to distract Theriot?”

“You’re both responsible for every aspect of the assignment. Retrieving proof of the traitor is the first priority. Work together.”

She leaned forward. “I agree it’s important to find the proof, but I don’t understand why it must be two agents. I could easily get in on my own.”

Julian held up one hand. “Doubtless, except the guest list is very exclusive. So you’ll both be replacing someone already on that list. Sophie, you’ll impersonate the woman: Madame Marianne Cassou. I have her description, as well as her wardrobe. You’ll be able to mimic her very well with a proper wig and clothing. Bruce has the right height and look to pass himself off as the other guest. And you both speak French fluently. That’s vital. With the sort of people who are expected to attend, you’ll likely have to conduct yourselves entirely in French at least some of the time.”

“Not an issue for me,” she said, confirming Bruce’s guess that she actually was French.

“And you both must be very careful. Arceneau is smarter than the average man. His proxy will be intelligent as well, and the number of guests means you can never let down your guard.”

Julian pulled something out of his pocket. He presented each agent with a small object. “Take these.”

Sophie looked at the gold ring with an expression of revulsion. Bruce was no more pleased at the ring in his hand, clearly the match of the one she’d been given.

“Exactly what are these for?” he asked.

“What do you think? You’ll be masquerading as a married couple.”

“You can’t be serious,” Sophie said, eyeing Bruce.

“I agree,” he said. “What man in his right mind would marry that?”

Sophie’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

“Forester, you’ll be acting as Theodore Cassou. The Cassou couple were the only potential guests the Zodiac could make use of. And together, it’s far less likely either of you will be thought a spy.”

Bruce was annoyed to discover his ring fit perfectly.

Sophie slid her ring on as well. “It’s a bit loose,” she said to Julian, shaking her hand experimentally.

“That’s because you still don’t eat enough, Sophie.” His offhand comment needled Bruce for some reason. Why would Julian even know how much Sophie ate?

From the look that flitted across her face, the comment flustered her. She must be sensitive about her size. And her stage actress past. Bruce filed those items away to think about later.

Julian described his plan in detail. Bruce saw a significant flaw in it, namely that he’d have to work with Sophie to accomplish the goals.

“As I say, you’re going to impersonate a couple with links to the conspiracy. Madame Cassou seems to have maintained some correspondence with Theriot, thus securing the invitation. We need to know what he thinks she’ll provide him.”

Sophie’s eyes were intent. “And is her husband a willing partner in this endeavor?”

“We’re not sure,” Julian admitted.

“Oh, that’s grand,” Sophie muttered. “So we don’t even know which of us is supposed to be the traitor?”

Julian shot her a dark look, but said, “We got the best information we could, dear Sophie.”

Bruce broke in, “Speaking of Cassou, where is he? The real one, I mean?”

“Abroad—quite safe and out of the way. I called in a favor to delay the couple with some bureaucratic nonsense in Austria. They won’t be able to travel for at least three weeks. That’s your opportunity to finish the assignment.”

“I still don’t see the need for two of us. Let me go alone,” Sophie told Julian. “Scorpio can stay home…and out of my way.”

“No,” Julian said flatly.

“Better yet, send the lady back to the stage and let me get to work,” Bruce said, keeping his voice low. “I’m using the term lady as a courtesy, of course.”

Sophie got up, glaring at him.

“I’m done here,” she snapped. She walked to the door, then turned back. “This is a bad idea, Julian.”

With those words, she glided out of the room, leaving a faint scent of perfume and scotch in her wake.


Chapter 3

After Sophie shut the door, Bruce said to Julian, “She doesn’t appear to like your plan.”

“I’d say she doesn’t appear to like you,” Julian noted. “I thought you’d both get on better than that.”

Bruce shifted uncomfortably. “Surprise, maybe. She’ll get used to the idea by the time we leave.” He hoped. Sophie as an antagonist would be hell on a man.

“I hope so. Sophie’s a practical girl. One of the reasons I like her so well is because she has no illusions.”

“So she won’t be confused by the roles we’ll be playing?” The last thing Bruce needed was a woman playing at marriage and misunderstanding the reality.

“Sophie? God, no.”

“Then why not send her alone, if she’s so skilled? It could be explained away if her husband didn’t join her. Not that I’m begging off the assignment,” he added.

“Sophie has always been remarkably independent, even more so than other agents,” Julian said. “It’s a point of pride for her. But for a few reasons, I’d feel better this time if someone else had eyes on her—and vice versa.”

“I see,” Bruce said evenly. “Well, I have two days. I’ll get to work now.”

He left the briefing fuming inwardly. Libra would be a problem. Julian’s plan, as it was outlined, did require them to act together. But Bruce would see another path once he scouted out the situation. One that would work on his terms. He could send the woman back with instructions to go play at being a spy somewhere else, where the stakes were not quite so high.

A fine mist was falling from the sky when he hit the streets. Bruce was so lost in thought that he almost walked past his own house in town. He turned in abruptly at the gate, and stalked through the front gardens. He decided to go round back and let himself in with his own key. No need to rouse the house’s servants when he was perfectly capable of tending to his own needs.

He had just reached the glass door to the conservatory when he heard a small, out-of-place sound. Every danger sense he had clamored at him. He whirled around, ready to strike at whoever was there.

It was Sophie, though she looked nothing like before. Now she looked rather like a ghost in a pale gown and long, dark tresses just visible beneath a very ladylike hat. Struck by her unexpectedly feminine appearance, Bruce just stopped himself from delivering a blow—though she probably deserved it, stalking up behind him like that. She should know how fast a trained agent could be.

For her part, Sophie stepped back, but looked smug. “I see you noticed me at last.”

“How long have you been following me?”

“Since you left the Whitby Club, of course. I changed, and then watched for you to leave. Of course, there was no guarantee you would head directly home.”

“What are you doing here?”

“We need to talk,” she said calmly.

“So talk.”

“Perhaps you would be so kind as to invite me inside?”

She had a point. He hadn’t a care for the light rain while walking home, but now he felt it beginning to cling. “Very well.” He turned the key in the lock and opened the door, ushering Sophie through first.

The conservatory was a haven of luscious smells and quiet, damp earthiness. “This is much better,” she said, looking around the darkened area. He took note of her socially acceptable garb: a light cotton gown and little soft leather slippers. Ladies would not walk the distance he just covered. Yet Sophie had. She took off her hat and held it delicately in gloved hands, looking for a place to put it down. Everything about her now suggested a well-bred woman.

“How did you…change so quickly?” he asked, curious despite himself. Sophie had been dressed as a footman, and now there was no trace of her former persona. The hair had to be a wig, yet he would have sworn it was real.

“It’s not such a trick.” Her voice held a slight accent, hinting again at her French heritage. “It’s second nature to me now.”

He wondered what her first nature was. What lady willingly went into his Majesty’s service, leaving all normal life behind? Forester found himself searching for her eyes in the darkness. “Take my arm. I wouldn’t want you to trip. There’s a bench over at the end of the row. We can talk there, So…I can’t call you Sophie. What’s your family name?”

“Bertrand,” she replied. “But you can call me Sophie. It’s not as if I’m a lady.” Her tone was both amused and a little bitter.

“Miss Bertrand,” he said firmly. Just as if they were at a society event, he led her to the iron bench, cushioned comfortably for anyone who wished to sit and admire the plants. The conservatory had been a pet project of his late mother’s, and Bruce kept it up as a sort of memorial to her. He rarely set foot in it himself.

Sophie let her eyes adjust to the dim light and sank to the bench, laying the hat to one side.

“You wanted to talk,” Bruce said coolly. “I’m all ears.” With nowhere else to go, he sat beside her on the bench, closer than social convention would dictate.

“You resent me,” she started. “I feel the same way.”

He said nothing, but he immediately tensed up. How dare she tell him what he was thinking?

Sophie went on, “Let’s begin again. Aries has a flair for the dramatic. He was the one who suggested I make a surprising entrance. But I see now that’s not the way to deal with you. We’re both used to working alone. I’m still not sure this assignment requires us to act together, but Aries planned it that way, and he has never steered me wrong before.”

“Nor me,” Bruce admitted. “If he wants us to work together, I’ll trust him. For now.”

“Good. Now, to cut line. You don’t trust me.”

He pulled back, offended. “What did I just say? If Aries…”

“I mean, you don’t trust me because I’m a woman.” She held up a slim, gloved hand. “My methods are different. You don’t know how to treat me because in your world, either among the gentry or in the military, there are no women in a position quite like mine. True?”

There were always female informants and the like, but a long-term, professional spy in a group like the Zodiac? He doubted it. “I suppose you’re correct.”

“Good,” she said. “Now, I’ll tell you this once. I am a sign of the Zodiac. Think of me like any other agent. Not as a woman. Not as some vaporish lady. There’s nothing you can do that I can’t, understand?”

Bruce was conscious of a heat rising from her agitated body, of a pleasant scent—half liquor, half perfume—floating on her skin. In the dark, he couldn’t see her eyes well, but he could feel her gaze on him.

He caught her hand in the middle of an empathetic gesture. “I’ll admit, I have difficulty thinking of you as just another agent.”

“What are you doing?” She struggled to free herself from his hold. Bruce felt the veneer of civilization slide away, replaced by something far more primitive set off by her intoxicating scent. “You say there’s nothing I can do you can’t? Prove it to me.”

“How?” Sophie asked, a bit breathlessly.

“If you are an agent, and you are captured,” he said as he tightened his grip on her hands, “how will you get free, for instance…if I kissed you?” He found her mouth in the dark, and claimed it.

She didn’t recoil. Instead she leaned into him, seeking more of him. Her lips parted. His hands shifted to catch her waist, pulling her closer. She wrapped her now freed arms about his neck, not breaking the kiss.

Bruce forgot his challenge. Sophie was a dream come to life. He grasped her slender waist, lifted her so she sat on his lap. She met him willingly, even eagerly, twining her arms around him, giving him her mouth, letting him taste her sweetness. Her weight settled comfortably across his thighs, and he felt the warmth of her body through the flimsy gown. He hardened at the thought of her beautiful legs wrapped around him. It would be so easy, here in the dark, damp warmth of the conservatory.

She took her arms away from his neck for a moment. He felt her stroke down the length of him, questing, feeling the muscles ripple under her quick, light fingers. A teasing, almost hesitant touch, even through the heavy woolen fabric, made him groan. He blinked and saw her eyes glittering in the dimness. Then he felt a cold blade against his throat.

“I’ll get free by using your weaknesses to my advantage,” Sophie hissed, holding a knife expertly against his skin. His knife. The witch had pulled it from his boot.

She didn’t move the blade, even as she climbed off him, shaking her skirts free with one hand. “Well, I am disappointed. You’re so proud to be a sign of the Zodiac, but you’re no different from the rest. French, German, English…just men after all.”

She stepped back, still holding the knife at the ready. “Here’s my proposition.” She drawled out the double entendre. “We have the target of the assignment. We have the same information. We’re on the same side. Are we not on perfectly equal ground?”

“I’ll show you ground,” Bruce growled, yet not moving toward her.

“I propose a race. Whoever brings the information back to Aries first wins the prize.”

“What’s the prize?”

“Why, the honor to continue in his Majesty’s service,” she said. “The loser will resign, and everyone who matters will know why. Agreed?”

“You’re digging your own grave,” he warned her.

Sophie’s lips curved into a strange smile. “I’ve already done that, my lord.” She stepped back again. “May the best spy win!” She dropped the dagger at his feet, and was gone.


Chapter 4

Sophie fled the greenhouse, emerging into the near-darkness of the city night. Her heart was racing, only partly due to the fear that Forester would follow her outside and respond to the more violent part of her challenge. She shouldn’t have threatened him with the dagger. But she’d been so…angry.

“Enfer et damnation!” she muttered. She had hoped this man would be different. From the way Julian talked about him, he was remarkable. And at first, when she examined Bruce, she liked what she saw. His thick hair was jet black, meant to be short but in need of a trim. The sharp planes of his face were compelling, and without really being handsome, he still rated a second look. Then she saw his eyes. Hard and dark, they were the eyes of a man who did things his own way. Like her. She thought she might have found an ally.

Then he opened his mouth.

Obviously, the initial meeting hadn’t gone well. Sophie was irritated by Lord Forester’s…well, lordliness. He called her a penny stage actress! He might as well have called her a prostitute, for all the contempt in his voice. True, she was a lowly actress’s daughter, and an actress herself sometimes. But he didn’t have to insult her about it. He seemed not to have any respect for Sophie’s abilities.

Still, she knew she was partly at fault, considering her flamboyant entrance. People didn’t like to be made fools of, and she’d forced the issue with her too-clever disguise.

The thought of their private encounter brought her back to the kiss. He knew what he was doing in that respect, at least. Feeling him kiss her, hold her, Sophie was initially transfixed. She felt her body respond to his kiss even while her mind struggled to find an answer to his challenge. How would she get free? Did she want to get free? She had kissed many men before, but not like this. He was different.

Then, of course, the answer came to her. He wasn’t any different. She regained her equilibrium even as she continued to respond to him. He didn’t even notice when the seduction shifted to her control. He probably thought he was winning right up until she put the blade to his throat.

She walked on. The rain drizzled down in a fine, light mist. The sheen of water turned London into a dark, glistening onyx carving of a city. Most streets weren’t lit, but those that were gleamed in the night, the puddles mirroring the lights and adding to the glow. Some carriages were equipped with lanterns, and those lights floated by like fairies in the dark. She wasn’t in a mood to appreciate it.

Sophie kept her head down, returning to familiar streets. So disappointing! Yet why had she really thought he’d be different? She’d felt him looking at her when he realized who and what she was. She knew he wanted her.

“Enfer et damnation,” she repeated. This time she’d really made life difficult. Was it smart to antagonize him as she had? Especially when the world was so uncertain? No. The war would get worse, not better, over the next few years. The Emperor would never rest until he conquered everything Caesar had before him—or until he could be stopped. Arceneau and other criminals like him would always look to take advantage of the chaos. And Sophie, who had lived through the Terror and seen the worst of what could happen as regimes changed, knew she had to do everything she could to prevent such a thing from happening again.

The rain stopped by the time she got home. Her rooms were on the third floor of a boarding house quite close to the Pavilion Theatre, where she sometimes worked. Most of the boarders were actors and actresses. Sophie was the longest-running tenant. Because she always paid promptly (thanks to the Zodiac’s support) and because she never invited men over, she was a favorite of the landlady. Mrs Duckett always saw to it that Sophie had a bit of cold supper—no matter what strange hours she kept—and that none of the other boarders ever bothered her or invaded her rooms.

Sophie sometimes felt sorry for the landlady, who didn’t even know Sophie’s real name—only her stage name of Sarah Finn. But she did want to be as invisible as possible.

Her rooms looked more like a storage closet than a place where someone actually lived. Wooden crates and leather-bound trunks were stacked upon each other, and hatboxes competed for space with carved wooden forms of heads, each topped with a wig. The wigs alone cost more than her annual rent, for they were elaborate works of craftsmanship. Most featured thick brown hair in varying shades, but there were a couple of blonde heads as well, and even one ginger. Sophie smiled at them, remembering each assignment she’d used them on.

The cascading chestnut curls bound up with a gold circlet…she’d worn that one when she had gatecrashed a debutante’s ball and snuck into the study of the young lady’s father, who had been embezzling funds from the Navy. She left out the window, but with the evidence she needed.

The wavy blonde locks she’d once worn with a liberty gown…that time she’d charmed a portly minister who blabbed to the wrong people. She soon learned all his secrets, and she never laid a finger on him.

And the auburn curls. Sophie only wore that wig for one assignment, when she spent a full week working her way into the confidence of a shrewd lady who nevertheless had a weakness…for redheads. Sophie learned a lot on that assignment, only some of it related to the state secrets the woman held. And as usual, she came away with the information the Zodiac asked her to get.

There was no assignment Sophie couldn’t complete in one way or another.

However, impersonation, theft, and seduction were far from her only talents. She had a public life as well, in part to distract people from her real calling. As Sarah Finn, she appeared quite regularly on some of the less prestigious London stages. She was known for her ability to play both breeches parts and comic roles, as well as for her skills in costuming. Most of the people in the boarding house knew Sophie as either an actress or a seamstress making costumes for theaters.

Certainly, the wigs and the many outfits and odd props in her rooms bolstered that impression. The rare times Sophie was available to eat at the common table, she regaled the others with tales of her theatrical exploits both in Paris and in England. Most of those stories were absolutely true.

Sophie had grown up in theaters, among the actors and playwrights and characters who populated that world. They accepted young Sophie into the loose family of the theater. She played many child roles on stage, even when the play didn’t actually list such a part. Sophie was clever at making even non-speaking roles compelling, just by the way she stood or moved on the stage.

Her mother had been an excellent actress herself, playing aristocrats and beauties on the stage in Paris. She had admirers, rich men who supported her with gifts. Sophie knew full well what happened when her mother left her night after night to join a gentleman for supper and then in his private rooms. I’m doing this for you, my love, her mother would say, giving Sophie a new jewel or a bit of money to keep safe. When we’ve saved enough, we’ll leave and travel wherever we want. We’ll dress like princesses and everyone will call you Lady Sophia, you’ll see.

But then the king was killed, and his queen. Young Sophie watched as revolutionary fervor took over the city of Paris. As a child, she didn’t understand why so many were deemed enemies of the state. But she knew things had become dangerous.

Even so, nothing prepared her for the day when her own mother was taken. Sophie watched in horror as her mother was declared an infiltrator, a royalist sympathizer…even one of the hated aristocrats herself. “No!” her mother had screamed. “You don’t understand. I’m an actress! They are roles I play! Please, let me go!”

They did not let her go.

And young Sophie was soon left to fend for herself, living on the streets and in the theaters of Paris. She survived by her looks and her wits.

Until she met him.

Sophie sat lost in thought, remembering the most important evening of her young life. The man had seen through her act and invited her to London. Sophie closed her eyes, recalling the evening as if in a dream.…

She was startled by a knock on the door. She sat up, finding that she’d actually fallen asleep fully clothed. It was already early morning, to judge by the light in her room. “Hello?” Sophie said.

“Miss Finn?” the landlady called. “There’s a delivery for you downstairs.”

Despite the early hour, Mrs Duckett smiled at her favorite when Sophie opened the door. “A number of trunks were brought up to the door. Starting a new show, are you?”

“Yes, I am,” Sophie said, thinking quickly. “The northern circuit, so I’ll be gone for a few weeks. Let me see the delivery.”

Sophie shook off her grogginess and accompanied the landlady downstairs, to find someone she didn’t expect. It was Chattan. “Hello, Miss Finn,” she said, speaking to Sophie as if she were a stranger. “I have the items you’ll need for your next production.”

Sophie nodded back. “How many trunks?” she asked.

“Three. Mostly costumes and a few props. You can be assured of their authenticity, as they came from the source.”

Sophie raised an eyebrow. Did Chattan mean someone had actually stolen some of Madame Cassou’s clothing? “I hope there was no trouble acquiring the items,” she said.

“None at all.” The other woman handed Sophie a thick packet. “The script and such. You’re to look that over.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Sophie said. She was constantly annoyed by Chattan’s insinuations that she was not up to snuff—the woman had never warmed to her. But Sophie knew how to study for a role, and she would dutifully read up on everything Madame Cassou was known to do: appearance, habits of dress, even food preferences. “I’ll be prepared by the time I need to leave.” As if this was her first assignment! She’d been doing this for years now.

“Remember, you will not be traveling alone,” Chattan said then, her expression smug.

“I can take care of myself.”

“It’s not you I’m concerned about.” With those words, Chattan turned around and left. Sophie watched her, wondering what she meant. If she wasn’t concerned about Sophie, who did she care about? Forester?

  Sophie surveyed the massive trunks. She had less than two days to become someone else and begin an assignment that might end a war. And she had to drag a lord along with her. Unfortunately, the strapping Viscount Forester did not look like he’d be easy to drag anywhere.


[image: Wallflowers of Wildwood by Elizabeth Cole]

ad.png
Get ready to GET WILD with the
Wallflowers of Wildwood

the new regency romance series from Elizabeth Cole!

START READING





title.png
RECL?LESS
SOUL
FLIZABETH
(Ol





cover-1000w.jpg
2 A
= __SOWLPN

ELIzZABETH
OLE





ssb-logo.png





