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Prologue





London 1808


Charles Isley scratched a few notes onto the piece of paper balanced in his lap. The rocking of the carriage made it difficult to decipher the scribbled words, but he had faith he would remember their meaning later.


Both Meredith Sinclair and Anastasia Whittig have been approached, my lady, he said, tilting his head to better see the woman in the shadows across from him. She was gazing out the window, so all he could make out were the fine features of her profile.


Very good, Charles, she said quietly. We are almost ready to begin their training.


He drew back in surprise. Charlie had been under the impression that everything was finally in place. What else do you require?


I think one more young lady will complete our circle quite nicely. He observed the hint of a smile on her ladyships lips, even in the dim light. Yes, one more will make our little group complete.


He shuffled, digging for the list of potential spies that he and the woman across from him had compiled through months of meticulous research. It was a good thing he had brought it along, despite his belief that she would not want it again.


Pardon my inquiry, but why three, my lady? he asked.


She laughed. Have you ever known two women to be of the same mind?


He stifled a smile. Well


Dont answer that, Charles, it will only help you find trouble, she said and amusement hung in her voice. If there are three ladies in the group, there will always be a tie-breaking vote if two of them disagree.


He nodded. As always, her ladyships analysis was flawless. I see. So you wish to add a voice of calm. Of reason.


She shook her head. No. I think Meredith and Anastasia are both voices of reason in their own fashion. Actually, I want to add a voice of fire. Of independent spark.


Even before she said anything more, his eyes went to the first name on their list. One of the few remaining that had not been crossed off for one reason or another. It was a name that had been troubling him since the inception of their plan.


I see where you are looking and you are correct in the guess you have not yet voiced. Her ladyship folded her hands. I want you to approach Lady Allington.


Charles dipped his head, searching for the right way to phrase his concerns. My lady, I do not wish to argue, but Emily Redgrave hasnt always been known for possessing a level head. Is there some reason why you desire to add her to your group of female spies?


Again, his associate smiled. This time a smile filled with secret knowledge and a certainty he could not deny.


Absolutely, Charles. I want you to approach Emily because I like her.


He stared at the woman in the shadows, taken aback by her statement. But he didnt argue. He had long ago learned never to argue with her. Inevitably, she was correct. It was why he had agreed to help her with this outrageous scheme to form a covert group of female spies. Her instincts were impeccable.


The carriage began to slow and Charles gathered his things. Very well. I shall approach her as soon as possible.


His companion nodded as he pushed the door open and stepped out onto the street. Very good, Charles.


As the vehicle pulled away, she leaned back against the plush leather seat with a sigh. I want Emily Redgrave, she whispered. Because she is most like me.















Chapter 1





London 1814


The night air was cold and crisp, but Emily Redgrave hardly felt it as she pushed the door open and stepped silently onto the icy parapet. Tonight she didnt care about the chill of one of the worst winters on record. She was escaping her prison. Finally, months of planning, weeks of work, were about to come to fruition. In a few short moments, she would be free.


Her heart pounded as she adjusted the heavy cloak around her shoulders and insured that the dark hood covered her hair so the fair color wouldnt be obvious in the darkness. She hadnt had time to perform her usual preparations of costume and disguise. It was this moment or never if she wanted to get out.


Carefully, she pushed herself up onto the slick ledge. Balancing there, she glanced down at the garden far below. A long drop, so she hoped her makeshift rope, bound together from bed sheets she had been secreting away, would hold.


She squatted to secure one end of the rope to the stone slats on the terrace wall, then swung down off the ledge. She cupped her feet together around the knot where shed tied the first and second sheet and let out a sigh of relief when she dangled safely.


Well, she hadnt come crashing to the ground yet. That was a positive sign. Now she just had to shimmy down fifteen feet or so and she would be on her way to blessed freedom.


Inch by inch, she scooted down the sheet, always keeping her hands or feet gripped around a knot in her homemade ladder. From time to time, she glanced down, her breath steaming up around her cheeks as the ground moved ever closer and closer.


A gust of wind stirred and the sheets swung. She clung to the soft fabric as she swayed, still far enough from the ground that a fall would hurt like a bugger if she landed improperly. She had only just recovered from injuries, the last thing she needed was more bed rest. She would surely go mad.


Finally, the biting wind died down and she continued her trek. When her boots hit the ground beneath her, it took all her willpower not to crow with triumph. One more daring escape concluded, her first in many months. She gathered her cloak closer and spun on her heel toward the garden gate and the busy street outside.


Only to find herself facing a man. Charles Isley lifted the lantern in his gloved hand and gave her a look that could not be misinterpreted, even in the dim light.


Emily, he growled, dragging her name out in frustration.


She stomped her foot, despite how childish the reaction was. Shoving her hood away to reveal her face, she glared at him. Good evening, Charlie.


Come inside. He motioned to the French doors that led from the garden into the parlor. It was a command, not a request, and since he was her superior she had no choice but to follow that order.


She sighed as she entered the bright, warm room. Shed been so damn close. Charlie shut and latched the doors behind him as she flopped into the nearest wing-back chair and folded her arms in a final act of defiance.


Emily, Emily he began with a shake of his head as he poured two tumblers of sherry. Handing her one, he took the chair across from hers and simply stared at her.


She pursed her lips as she tried to suppress the swell of emotion in her chest. Damn him. He could always make her feel so guilty when she broke protocol or became overzealous about a case. Now he was doing that in spades. She ground her teeth. She would not apologize.


How did you know? she asked instead, setting the untouched liquor aside.


Charlie didnt get a chance to answer before the door to the parlor opened. Emily looked up as her two best friends, Meredith Archer and Anastasia Tyler entered the room.


Meredith folded her arms and speared Emily with another glance meant to fill her with guilt. And damn if it didnt succeed.


We told him, her friend admitted without a hint of remorse in her tone.


Emily gripped her hands into fists in her lap. Her nails bit into her palms. And just how did you two figure out my plan, eh?


Anastasia laughed as she and Meredith took positions on the nearest settee. As if we would tell you!


Meredith nodded. Yes. The more details we provide, the more youll use them to your advantage the next time you decide to sneak out of the house into the night.


Emilys eyes narrowed. This all seemed very rehearsed. Clearly, the three of them had known of her plans for escape for some time and had readied themselves for the showdown once she made her move. It was infuriating! Six months ago, she wouldnt have been caught by anyone.


Six months ago, everything was different.


She shook away those thoughts, along with the overwhelming swell of anxiety that accompanied them. They couldnt sense her fear or she would be worse off than she already was.


Very well, let me see if I can deduce it. It was the bedsheets that gave me away, wasnt it?


Ana laughed and Emily knew shed struck onto her failure. For weeks, she had been playing a cat and mouse game with the maids. Clearly, someone had talked about the missing sheets and word had gotten back to her sister spies. Before Anas recent marriage, she had lived with Emily for several years. No doubt the maids would report any strange behavior to her friend if asked.


And instead of confronting Emily herself, as Ana would have done in the past, her friend had gone to Meredith and Charlie. To protect her.


Protection was the last thing Emily wanted. Or needed. She was smothered by their mothering and worrying. And their doubts only made her own fears that much louder in her head.


Charlie pulled out his pipe and pressed it between his lips. Does it really matter how we uncovered your plan to escape this house?


Emily shrugged. Aside from the utter humiliation of being discovered, it probably didnt. What mattered was what was going to come of this situation.


So what is to be my punishment? she asked, leaning back in her chair as she grasped the tumbler of sherry from the table beside her and swirled the drink gently. The gallows? The rack? Will I be transported to Australia? Charlie smiled at her dry questions, but Emily didnt allow him to interrupt. Or will you condemn me to the worst fate of all? Keep me locked in this house, unable to do my duties. Will you continue to keep me from taking assignments?


At that, Charlies smile fell, Meredith winced and Anastasia let out a low groan. The muscles in Emilys shoulders bunched with tension. She hated having this argument as much as they all did.


No one is trying to hurt you, dearest, Ana said, rising to her feet and pacing around the room.


Emily watched her restless movements. The waves of worry and fear came off of her friend with every step. Ana had always been protective of Emily, but it had gotten worse since Emily was shot and since her marriage. Ana had been off with her husband, Lucas Tyler, who was a spy, too. He was her partner now. Just as Merediths husband, Tristan, was a spy. Both her best friends had new lives.


And Emily had been left behind.


She surged to her feet at that painful thought. You arent trying to hurt me, but you are. Damn it, Im a spy! I was born to do this job, even if I didnt know it until you approached me all those years ago, Charlie.


He looked at her, a small smile tilting his lips, but she could see from his expression that he was only humoring her.


How long must I be relegated to this house and kept from the field?


She had a powerful urge to throw her tumbler against the wall, just to get their attention. But they would probably take such an outburst as further evidence of her instability.


You werent injured that long ago, Charlie said softly. I worry about putting you back into the field so soon when Im not certain that youve recovered fully.


Emily paced away with a snort of disgust. She had been shot during a case over six months ago. Yes, the wounds had been painfuland were sometimes still painful, though she refused to admit that, even when her friends saw the evidence.


But there were deeper reasons for sequestering her from the field. She had overheard Charlie talking to Ana one night. Hed told her friend that he feared Emily had been damaged beyond mere physical injury. That she wasnt the same girl she had been before that bullet ripped through her body.


Emily flinched at the memory, because she knew the comment was true. Some nights she woke screaming. Sometimes she found herself flashing to the terrifying moment of impact. And that was why she wanted to return to the field so desperately. She had to prove to herself, as well as to the others, that she could still do her duty.


It was all she had left. She couldnt lose it.


She turned back to him, blinking away the tears that suddenly, frustratingly, filled her eyes.


Charlie, she whispered, clenching her fingers in and out of tight fists as she fought to manage her emotions. Please. Being a spy is what Meredith loves. It is what Ana became when circumstances forced it. But a spy is what I am. It is my soul and I shall go mad without it. I need to work again. Im begging you.


Charlie looked at her for a long, heavy moment, then his gaze flitted to the other two women. Tears streamed down Anas cheeks and Meredith was quiet, her head dipped and face lined with worry.


He sighed. You are determined to do this.


She nodded, too thrilled to keep from revealing her eagerness. This was the first time Charlie hadnt refused her outright. I am.


He shook his head slowly. I do have a case I planned to give to Meredith, but the War Department recently asked Tristan to do some work in the North Country and she will be accompanying him in a few weeks. The case I had in mind may require more time than that.


Emily nearly went to her knees with relief. Yes, Ill do it. Ill do anything. What is the case?


Charlie motioned to the chair she had vacated and she sat down on the edge, leaning forward with anticipation tightening her chest. There was also potent fear, but she ignored that. She could mask it. She had to.


Are you familiar with Lord Westfield? he asked.


Grant Ashbury? Yes. She nodded as she thought of the man in question. Shed met him a few times in passing, though they had never talked for more than a brief, polite moment.


Weve intercepted some very threatening communications regarding him. Charlie frowned. We need an agent to follow him, watch out for him, perhaps even intervene if hes attacked.


Her eyes went wide. Grant Ashbury needs protection? she repeated in disbelief.


It wasnt the idea that the man was being threatened that she doubted. Westfield was both powerful and well known. No doubt the man had enemies. But it was the idea that he needed a guard that didnt ring true.


For one thing, he was enormous. At well over six feet in height, Westfield generally towered over most crowds. He was muscular, too. Anyone with eyes could see that he was no ninnified dandy who padded his clothing.


I concede it sounds ridiculous, given his physical and mental condition, Charlie said. But it is true. The problem is that Westfield isnt aware hes being threatened. Hes not on the lookout for an attack, so despite his strength and intelligence, he might not be able to prevent injury to himself or those around him.


She cocked her head. Why not just inform him of the danger? Allow him to protect himself?


Meredith was the one who answered. I did a good amount of research on the man when I was first assigned the case. Apparently, Westfield loves the thrill of danger. He takes risks like they are a game to him. We fear if we share this information, he might take it as a challenge.


Emily nodded. She could understand Westfields feelings completely. She, herself, loved dangeror she had before she was attacked. She had courted it every day, taking the most dangerous and physically challenging cases their group was offered.


Only she had been trained to handle the consequences and Westfield had not. In a flash, he could find himself overwhelmed by what had once been a lark to him.


Who is threatening him and why?


Ana was the one who shrugged now. Thats the other part of our problem. We just dont know. That will be something youll have to determine.


Charlie met her gaze squarely. What do you think, Emily? Is this a case you would be interested in pursuing?


She hesitated. These kinds of investigations, ones that didnt involve protection of King and Country, normally didnt appeal to her. She didnt want to play nursemaid to an undoubtedly spoiled rake who liked to put himself in harms way as a diversion. But if she refused the assignment, she might not have another chance to reenter the field for months. Doing this, protecting this man and uncovering the source of the threats against him, could prove to Charlie and Lady M that she was ready for real work again.


If nothing else, it was a way to occupy her spinning mind.


She nodded. Of course Ill take the case.


Charlie got to his feet with a smile. Very good. Tomorrow night Westfields mother is holding a ball. I shall arrange for you to be invited. In the meantime, Ill leave you with Meredith and Ana to go over the facts of the case and ready yourself. If you have any questions, dont hesitate to contact me for further details.


Charlie nodded to them all and headed for the door, but before he could leave, Emily said, Charlie?


He turned back and she met his eyes. They were filled with kindness, concern for her, and the caring of a father. Her heart ached seeing those things. Certainly her real family had never shown her such tender emotions. That was why the Society was so important to her. Why she could not lose it. She crossed the room to him and wrapped her arms around him.


Thank you, she whispered as she hugged him.


When she pulled back, he smiled at her, surprised by the gesture and clearly moved by it as well. Then he shook off the reaction.


Good evening, ladies, he said, his voice a little gruffer than usual.


As he shut the door behind him, Emily faced her two best friends. For the first time in months, she was about to start on a new case.


And she had never been so thrilled and so terrified all at once.





What are you complaining about? Its a case!


Grant Ashbury glared at his younger brother Benjamin. That look had reduced grown men to blubbering masses in interrogation, but his brother appeared less than impressed.


Im going to be a damned nursemaid to somesomeshes a society widow, for Gods sake. Grant paced across his parlor to the fire, put a foot up on the dark stone hearth, and stared at the flames. You cant actually expect me to be excited about following her around ballrooms and attending blasted teas so I can watch her chat about the weather with her empty-headed friends.


Ben stifled a laugh, but not before Grant caught it from the corner of his eye. Im sorry, Grant, but Lady Allington has never seemed the kind to chat about the weather.


Grant shrugged one shoulder. That was true. Emily Redgrave had been out of Society since she took ill last summer, but he didnt recall her as the flighty lady he was now describing. The few times hed met her, he had been struck not only by her uncommon beauty, but the spark of intelligent awareness and sensuality in her eyes.


Still, that didnt mean he wanted to look after her like he was a governess. He was a spy, for Gods sake. There were certainly more pressing matters to attend to what with one war in France and another in the Americas.


But he wasnt considered fit for duties related to those matters.


I am being punished with this assignment, he said through clenched teeth. And you know it.


Ben sighed, but Grant could see by his brothers expression that he agreed. He could also tell that Ben wasnt angered like he was. His brother was relieved.


I realize this isnt the kind of case that excites you. Ben strummed his fingers along the curved dark-green chair arm in that nervous way he always did when he wanted to tell Grant something he wouldnt like. But it might be the best thing for you.


Now you sound like those War Department officers, Grant snapped. He strode to the bar that matched the cherrywood desk beside it and splashed a generous helping of whiskey into a tumbler. Bastards.


Those bastards may have a point.


Grant swigged the drink in one gulp, but he refused to meet his brothers concerned stare.


Ben pushed to his feet. Look, Grant, I realize you want to be back in the field, but ever since


Grant cut him off with a glare. Dont say it.


Ben pursed his lips in annoyance. Ever since the incident, you havent been the same. Why not take this opportunity youre being offered? You can come back into the field slowly, carefully, yet still prove yourself to those in charge. If you complete this mission successfully, it might open up a whole new world to you.


Grant stared at the empty tumbler silently. His brother was right. Hell, even his superiors at the War Department were right. He wasnt the same lately. He was more driven. He didnt care about risks anymore. He just wanted to work. Not feel, not thinkjust work. But damned if he didnt still resent this assignment.


So why does Lady Allington need your protection? Ben asked.


Grant shrugged. Apparently there have been some credible threats against her. Her late husband was a man of some importance, but also a man of dangerous appetites. He was killed in a duel over a married woman, if you recall.


Ben nodded. Yes. The entire incident was very public, it was quite an uproar at the time.


Its possible someone who was angry at her late husband could be targeting Lady Allington. Though I dont know why they would wait so many years to do so. But that is what I am to find out. And Im not to let the lady know of the danger to her.


With a cock of his head, his brother stared at him. Why not?


Shes been ill. Apparently there is some concern about how she would take the news.


He shrugged. Keeping the investigation a secret from Lady Allington was fine with him. He could keep a distance from the woman, then. Not be bombarded with foolish questions and fears about monsters in the closet that would only distract him from the real threat.


Make the best of it, his brother advised. You never know where it may lead.


He nodded. Yes. Youre right, of course. Ive already made arrangements for Mother to invite Lady Allington to her ball tomorrow.


Ben nodded as he pulled a pocket watch from his vest and checked it. Speaking of which, I should go over there and see her. Im sure she has some last-minute orders to give me.


Grant laughed and for the first time since hed received his assignment, he felt lighter. He could always depend on Benjamin for that. Ah, Mother. More precise than any general. His brother smiled as he gave a wave and left Grant alone. He walked over to the window and stared out into the crisp, cold night. Protecting Emily Redgrave wasnt exactly the kind of case he lived for, but if it gave him a chance to prove himself, he would do it.


If it gave him a chance to block out his demons, he would do anything.













Chapter 2





Grant was just keeping himself from yawning. It was only years of practiced control of everything he did and said and felt that allowed him to do it. Dear God, but he hated a ball. And he loved his mother, but her gatherings were the worst.


He scanned the crowded ballroom with a sigh. The marble floor had been scoured to a high shine. The French doors that lined the north wall and led to the wide terrace were cracked to let a little cool air into the stifling room. And all around, a sea of perfectly coifed, painfully perfumed, and obscenely rich ladies and gentleman laughed and talked.


Lady Westfield always drew a crush. She was popular, well liked, and powerful, though shed never been one to hold that power over anyones head. Invariably, her parties were long and overly hot, not to mention always filled with more women than men. That part wasnt accidental. She had been after Grant and his younger brother Ben to marry for years now, and packed her gatherings with eligible young ladies in the obvious hope that one of them would catch either of her sons attention. So far, her hopes had been unfulfilled.


For Bens part, Grant often thought his brother avoided marriage if only to tease their mother. He delighted in playfully tormenting her and had from the time he was a child.


But for Grant, it was different. His mother could never know the truth about the danger he was constantly in. That his duties to the King were the reason he would not marry, or at least not marry now.


Grant continued to let his gaze flit from one pretty, boring face to the next. There was still plenty of time to pick some nameless beauty who was just like any other nameless beauty and settle down to produce a few heirs to his title. In another decade or soafter he was finished with his duties in the War Department, perhaps when he was ready to take a job training other spies or overseeing assignmentsthen he would take a wife.


But not before. Because until he was no longer active, he was a threat to anyone close to him, anyone important to him. He had learned that lesson in Intelligence the hard way. He wouldnt repeat that mistake again.


Grant?


He thrust away the powerful anger that suddenly shook him and turned. His mother stood at his elbow, staring up at him. Her striking silver-streaked hair was bound up in a complicated style on the crown of her head. The silver accents in her blue gown matched the color almost exactly. She was still one of the loveliest women in Society and her beauty was only matched by her wit and intellect.


Grant, like all his younger siblings, adored her. But the expression on her face was one he dreaded more than anything hed ever encountered on a case.


Motherly concern.


Im sorry, he said with a forced smile she would see right through. I must have been woolgathering.


Yes, you were. She slipped a hand through the crook of his elbow and squeezed gently. I believe I said your name three times. You seem very distant tonight. Is there anything youd like to discuss? Something troubling you?


He shook his head. Of course not. I am the epitome of health and well-being.


She rolled her eyes. Grant


He looked down at her. Mother, I am very well, I promise you.


She didnt look convinced, but before she could start in on a lecture, her gaze slipped away from his face toward the doorway in the distance and her eyes lit up. Grant knew what she saw even before he turned to look.


Emily Redgrave had arrived.


Oh look, there is Lady Allington! his mother gushed, confirming his intuition.


Grant pivoted in the direction his mother was motioning. As he had expected, Emily was there, standing just inside the ballroom entryway. Despite himself, he caught his breath.


He had first met Emily over six years ago, introduced to her at a stuffy dinner party that had dragged on for hours. They had been seated across from one another and though they hadnt spoken directly to each other much over the wide table, he had been enchanted. How could one not be by her sparkling wit and quiet sensuality?


Of course, nothing had come of it. She was married then and he was only just beginning his life with the War Department. He had pushed away the attraction he felt for her that night, dismissed it. Over the years, he had sometimes felt it return, fluttering in the back of his mind, when he saw her at parties or balls.


But he ignored it, just as he ignored any attraction he felt to every suitable woman, because of the dangerous life he led. Even then, he had known what kind of damage the life hed chosen to live could do. He only wished hed kept every woman at arms length. If he had


No, he couldnt think of that. He had this case to consider and he was no longer able to pretend Emily wasnt nearby. So he took a good, long look.


And the attraction roared to life, as though hed never muted it at all.


She was, quite possibly, the most beautiful woman hed ever set eyes on in his life.


Her blond hair caught the light like waves of spun gold. Those bright blue eyes watched everything and everyone like she was on the hunt. She had lost a little weight since he last saw her, which made sense after her long illness. Where she had been more athletic before, she was now slenderalmost fragile.


He had the strangest, strongest urge to protect her. Of course, that was likely because of his case. She was reportedly in danger, after all. Of course he would want to ensure her safety. That was his assignment.


It was his other reaction to Emily that was more unwanted.


Desire. Potent and powerful. Guttural and purely visceral. He wanted to walk across that room, back Emily into a dark corner, and press his body against hers until there was no space between them. He wanted to fill himself with the scent of her hair. Taste her skin until he was drunk on its flavor.


All those thoughts rushed through his head, strange and gripping reactions that made his knees quake like some green boy. Thankfully, those thoughts were interrupted when his mother spoke again.


You asked for her to be invited especially, didnt you?


Grant shook away the sudden desire Emily inspired before he met his mothers eyes. Dont start your matchmaking, Mama. I didnt ask for Lady Allington to be invited in order for you to throw me into her arms or vice versa.


Though the idea was not entirely unpleasant, despite the fact that such an encounter was doomed to be brief.


His mothers lips tilted in a smile. I would do no such thing, Grant! Then she placed a hand on his back and gave him a shove toward Emily. But since you invited her, you should go say hello. Before Andrew Horne reaches her first.


Grant shot his gaze to the left to see Andrew Horne, a well-known rake, eyeing Emily with undeniable interest in his eyes. Grant clenched his fists. If Horne got hold of her, Grant would have no chance to speak to her all night. And he needed to do that in order to feel out the situation. Get to know the woman in order to uncover more about the kind of man who would stalk her.


Excuse me, Mother, he said, giving her a brief glance. I shall see you later, Im sure.


He heard her murmur some kind of reply, but he was already off into the crowd, his focus now entirely on his case. Entirely on Emily as he weaved around party guests and past servants with their trays.


She looked up as he moved ever closer, her stare focusing on him as if she had sensed he was coming to her. For a brief moment, her expression changed. Her face flashed an emotion he didnt recognize, yet it seemed familiar. But then it was gone, replaced by a bland yet friendly smile as he drew up beside her.


Good evening, Lady Allington, he said with a short bow. Im so pleased you could join us this evening. My mother was otherwise engaged, and I was sent to welcome you.


Emilys lips parted in a wider smile, but Grant was still struck by somethingodd. Like she was holding back. Not in the coquettish way of some women, but something more. Something deeper.


Why, he couldnt guess. Certainly, they shared no relationship where she would feel the need to keep secrets from him.


At least, no relationship she was aware of.


Thank you, Lord Westfield, I appreciate your kindness. And I look forward to saying hello to your mother to thank her for the invitation.


Despite her polite words, her entire demeanor was still false. Grant tilted his head. Damn, he wished hed paid closer attention to Emily in the past, rather than trying to pretend she didnt exist. Then he would know if shed always kept herself at such a distance, or if it was a new habit.


This is the first event you have attended since your illness, isnt it? Grant asked.


Emilys eyes widened and another flash of powerful emotion passed over her face and then was gone. Yes, she said softly, a slight break to her voice. That is


She didnt finish the sentence, instead something over Grants shoulder seemed to catch her attention. Her eyes narrowed. He glanced behind him to find Andrew Horne and one of his cronies still advancing toward them.


Damn, she breathed. This is going to sound presumptuous and terrible, but I just dont care. Dance with me. Now.


Grant drew back, staring at her in disbelief. Few women were so utterly forward. II beg your pardon?


She met his stare with a hard one of her own. Please. Dance with me.


Grant shrugged. And here he thought he would be forced to work around the subject of getting closer to Emily. Instead, she was practically launching herself into his arms.


And he found that idea was appealing, for more reasons than just those related to his case.




Grants hand cupped hers, and Emily couldnt help but stare. His skin was at least a shade darker and his hand dwarfed hers as he enveloped it in warmth. Again, her mind revolted against the idea that this man, of all men, needed her protection.


The music rose up from the orchestra off the dance floor behind them and Grant launched into the steps of the waltz. For a man so large, his movements were surprisingly graceful and agile. He even managed to maneuver them out of the way when a slightly drunken earl stumbled into their path.


Has Horne been bothering you long? Grant asked, his fingers tightening ever so slightly on her waist.


Emily fought the urge to suck in her breath at the familiar touch. What was the feeling that this man holding her inspired? It was one she hadnt experienced for a long time, but it had returned, sudden and unexpected, the moment he touched her.


Desire.


She caught her breath. Where had that come from? She wasnt sure, but she felt it settling into her heavy limbs, making her belly tingle, despite the fact that such a thing had no place in an investigation.


She blinked as she tried to regain focus. Ah yes, ridiculous Andrew Horne, her excuse for why they were dancing.


Horne? she managed to squeak out like an idiot.


I couldnt help but notice that his approach prompted you to demand a dance with me.


Little laugh lines crinkled around Grants dark brown eyes, and she found herself smiling without meaning to do so. And blushing. Which she never did.


You are observant, she admitted. Mr. Horne took an interest in me after I attended a tea his sister hosted when I first recovered from my illness. Lord knows why. But you are acquainted with him and his kind. Hes a rake. Hell find someone else to pursue if I ignore him long enough.


Grant arched a dark brow. Would you like me to hurry that realization along?


Emily nearly faltered in her steps. Was Grant Ashbury offering to intervene on her behalf? That was certainly a reversal of their roles. Wasnt she supposed to be the protector, whether he was aware of that fact or not?


Thank you, my lord, but interference by another might only encourage him. She smiled. However, if you wish to intrude upon any conversation I am forced into conducting with the man, I give you full permission to do so.


He smiled, but the expression was tight and humorless. He was truly taking Hornes interest in her seriously, though she knew for certain that the dandy was no threat. In fact, as she glanced around the room, she saw he had already transferred his interest to another young lady. One who appeared to be more open to his advances.


Whatever the lady desires, Grant said softly.


Emily returned her gaze to him and found that he was staring down at her. Watching every movement of her face, even as he executed the final few steps in the dance.


It was an odd feeling, the intensity of his stare. Over the years, she had made it her business to observe those around her. To watch them for every movement, every little thing that might reveal their darkest secrets. In that study of human behavior, shed learned things that did not relate to cases. One such tidbit was that very few people ever really looked at each other. Fewer still met the eyes of their companions.


Grant Ashbury was doing both. Holding her captive with dark and devastating eyes. Eyes that searched deeper, looked for things she did not normally allow anyone to find.


Feeling hot blood flood her cheeks, Emily broke the stare. The music came to an end at the exact same moment and she extracted herself from Grants warm arms to give him a slight curtsey.


Thank you, my lord, for the dance and for your assistance, she said, hating the slight tremor in her voice. Hating that she was suddenly too cowardly to look the man in the face.


He reached for her hand and she let him lead her from the dance floor, ignoring the sparks of awareness that made her whole arm tingle.


It was my pleasure to come to your aid, my lady, he answered with a cocky grin. If you ever need rescuing again, do not hesitate to call upon me.


Her chin tilted up with his comment and she stared at him. He continued to smile, but there was something serious in his eyes.


Thank you, she managed to squeak out. II will keep that generous offer in mind. If you will excuse me, I believe I see some friends across the room.


Grant arched a brow, but tilted his head in acquiescence. Good evening, my lady.


She nodded before she turned and fled away. Her heart raced with every step, her breath caught as she moved blindly through the crowd. What was wrong with her? One handsome man met her eyes and she forgot her training and purpose? Perhaps Charlie was right. Perhaps she was changed. Too changed to continue with her work.


Emily!


Turning, she found herself face-to-face with Meredith and her husband, the Marquis of Carmichael, Tristan Archer. Meredith grasped both her hands. You are very pale, are you well?


Emily took a few breaths as Merediths fingers warmed her suddenly chilly ones. Yes, yes, of course.


Are you in pain? Tristan asked, his voice low so no one else would hear.


She shook her head, realizing they thought her expression was due to her injury. Despite her attempts to hide her occasional discomfort, her friends noticed. No, there is no pain.


Merediths face relaxed, some of the worry draining away. Tristan, will you


He nodded even before she finished her question, like he was able to read her mind. Ill fetch some wine, of course. He placed a hand on his wifes shoulder and squeezed before he headed into the crowd.


Emily turned her head to avoid Merediths stare and focused her energy on calming her ragged nerves.


Meredith tilted her head. Lets go outside and get some air, yes?


Emily nodded, though she hardly heard Merediths suggestion. Instead her mind rung with tangled thoughts. Thoughts about being unfit for duty. Thoughts of the night when she had been shot. And thoughts of Grant Ashbury, his seeing stare, her secret duty to protect him and his offer on the dance floor to do the same for her.


Blindly, she followed Meredith out to the terrace.


The cold night hit her like a slap, jarring her from her turbulent emotions. Her vision began to clear and her mind quieted as she sucked in great gulps of the frosty air.


I saw you dancing with Lord Westfield, Meredith said softly. Whatever happened to make you look solost, Emily?


Lost. That was the best word for it. She felt lost.


I dont know.


She shrugged. Normally she wouldnt admit a weakness, even to one of her best friends. No matter how close she was to Meredith and Ana, trust was still a difficult beast to manage. Out of habit, she kept secrets, hid her emotions and intentions from time to time. But tonight, she felt so shaken. She needed honesty. Meredith would give her that.


Emily shook her head. It was so easy at first. He approached me, which I did not anticipate. Drew me into conversation as if he was expecting me here, looking for me. I saw that ridiculous Andrew Horne coming and asked for a dance to avoid the interruption.


Meredith nodded. And then?


Emily glanced over her shoulder to watch Tristan slip onto the terrace behind them. She had an urge to stop talking in front of him, but then she looked at Meredith. There was no point. Her friend told her husband everything, anyway. She might as well continue.


I felt like the old me. The girl who could garner information from a suspect or a source without even making an effort. But then he looked at me, Merry, she whispered, wrapping her bare fingers around the cold stone that edged the terrace wall. Really looked at me. And said if I needed to be rescued that I shouldnt hesitate to ask him.


That is irony, Meredith said with a small smile when Tristan touched his wifes shoulder for a second time, then he offered Emily a glass of red wine.


Drink slowly, he ordered. And breathe.


Emily pursed her lips. Six months ago, no new spy would have dared tell her how to behave. Even one who was married to her best friend.


Of course, as the first drops of wine slipped down her throat, she realized that six months ago she would not have come undone at the pointed stare of a man she was sworn to protect. She wouldnt feel anxious and frightened at the idea of speaking to him again.


It was odd to have him say that to me, she continued when she had sipped her drink a few times. And I wanted


She stopped. No, she wouldnt admit that. Not even to Meredith or later to Anastasia. She couldnt tell them that for a brief moment she had wanted to say yes. To ask Grant for the protection he offered. And that frightened her more than anything.


Are you certain youre well enough to take this case? Meredith asked after a long, uncomfortable silence. Perhaps it is too soon


No! Emily set the glass aside and shook her head. I am well. I can do this. Its been a while, thats all. And I probably did some damage tonight, I know, but I can repair it. I can renew Westfields interest in me, stay close to him.


Tristan let out a snort that made both Emily and Meredith look at him. Renew it? You havent lost it.


Emily cocked her head. What do you mean? I practically ran screaming away from him.


No man offers protection to a woman he does not have interest in, Emily, he said with a quick side glance toward Meredith that spoke volumes about their own past. No matter what he says or does, if he intervened on your behalf, it is because something about you intrigues him. When you hurried away, that was only akin to dangling fresh meat in front of a dog. Im certain it enticed him, not put him off.


Meredith smiled. A very keen observation, my love. Though Im sure Emily does not like being compared to meat dangled before a salivating animal.


Despite herself, Emily smiled at their natural banter. I have been called worse.


Tristan ignored their teasing. The fact is, you can use this offer to your advantage if you decide to do so.


Emily nodded, the strength she had felt slipping away coming back bit by bit. The fear and uncertainty fading. She was an agent to the Crown, she had to remember that. Remember who she was before she was shot.


Yes, I see, she said with a nod as she considered what Tristan had said, If I convince Lord Westfield that I have no interest in the suitors who are suddenly coming around again since my illness, if I make him believe that I need his assistance in moving them away from me, hell think he is protecting me. But in reality, Ill be at his side, watching over him, protecting him. Learning about him, so that I might uncover the truth about whoever is threatening his life and why.


Meredith nodded. Very true.


It will work perfectly to my advantage. Thank you, Tristan, for that very good advice. Emily smiled.


He shrugged one shoulder. I have another piece of good advice if anyone cares. Let us go inside before we all catch our deaths and none of this matters.


Emily nodded as she followed her friends back into the house. But even as the warmth
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