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        Prologue

        September 15, 1822
North of Bombay, India

        The incessant tattoo of his
            horse’s hooves thundered through his skull. Rafe Carstairs, erstwhile captain in
            the British Army serving with the Honorable East India Company under the direct command
            of the Governor-General of India, glanced over his shoulder back along the trail, then
            urged his mount up the first in a series of low hills that spread across their path.

        Riding alongside him, Hassan, his man, more companion than batman, kept
            pace. The long, lanky, frighteningly fierce Pathan warrior had fought at Rafe’s
            side for the past five years; without hesitation, he’d accepted Rafe’s
            invitation to join him in this dangerous flight across half the world.

        Rafe’s mission was simple. Ferry the original of a damning
            letter—evidence enough to hang the Englishman who had spawned and now controlled
            the Black Cobra cult and who, through the cult’s vicious tyranny, was draining
            the life from too many Indian villages—back to England and into the hands of a
            man powerful enough to bring the Black Cobra down.

        Simultaneously, Rafe’s three closest friends, and colleagues,
           Colonel Derek Delborough, Major Gareth Hamilton, and Major Logan Monteith, were also
            heading for England via separate routes carrying inadmissible copies of the vital
            evidence—decoys to distract the Black Cobra from the one man who had to get
            through.

        Rafe.

        Like Rafe, Hassan had seen too much of the Black Cobra’s villany
            not to seize the chance they now had to bring the fiend to justice.

        Drawing rein on the crest of the hill, Rafe wheeled his mount and, through
            narrowed eyes, searched the wide, flat plain they’d crossed through the
            morning.

        Hassan looked, too. “No pursuers.”

        Rafe nodded. “It’s too dusty down there to miss racing
            horses.” Nerves that had been taut since they’d left Bombay the day before
            eased a fraction.

        “Leaving immediately after your meeting with the other three was
            wise.” Hassan wheeled his mount and walked on.

        Rafe followed suit, then they nudged their horses back into a canter,
            heading nor’northwest. “If they didn’t pick up our trail yesterday,
            soon after we left Bombay, it’ll be difficult for them to guess our
            route.”

        “They will expect you to go by water—they will look to the
            harbor and ships. Even if they think to look inland, there will be no one to point a
            finger this way. We are just two tribal warriors, after all.”

        Rafe grinned and glanced at Hassan, unremarkable in his tribal robes. Rafe
            was similarly garbed. With his more European build swathed in loose fabric, his blond
            hair hidden beneath the headdress and attached scarves, and with all visible skin well
            tanned by years of campaigning, only his blue eyes gave him away.

        And one had to get close to see the color of his eyes.

        He looked ahead. “Given the cult aren’t hot on our heels,
            it’s possible we’ll have an uneventful journey, at least until we near the
            Channel. I just hope the others got away as cleanly.”

        Hassan grunted. They picked up the pace and rode on, the rich lands of the
            Rajputana their immediate goal, with the more dangerous, desolate reaches of the Afghan
            Supremacy beyond. There was a lot of Asia Minor to be crossed before they reached
            Europe, let alone the English Channel. They had a long journey before them, and a
            schedule to meet.

        Rafe still felt a sense of deep satisfaction that he’d been the one
            to draw the scroll-holder containing the original document from the four identical
            scroll-holders; the other three had contained the decoy missions. His friend and
            colleague Captain James MacFarlane had given his life to secure the incriminating
            letter. Rafe had seen James’s body, twisted and tortured by the Black
            Cobra’s minions. To his soul, Rafe thirsted for vengeance.

        The only acceptable vengeance was to ensure the Black Cobra hanged.

        Rafe tapped his heels to his mount’s sides. “Onward. With
            luck and St. George, we’ll win through.”

        They would, or Rafe would die trying.



        September 18, 1822
The Michelmarsh Residence
Connaught
                Square, London

        “I deeply regret being so disobliging, but I simply cannot accept
            Lord Eggles’s offer.” Loretta Violet Mary Michelmarsh surveyed her
            siblings and their spouses disposed on chairs and chaises about the library. She
            wasn’t entirely sure why her rejection of Lord Eggles’s suit was causing
            so much more consternation than the seven rejections that had gone before.

        “But … why?” Catherine, Loretta’s
            sister-in-law, her elder brother Robert’s wife, spread her hands, her expression
            one of complete bafflement. “Lord Eggles is everything that could be hoped
            for—so very eligible in every way.”

        Except that he’s a dead bore. And a pompous ass. “I
            believe I’ve mentioned,” Loretta said, her tone one of the utmost
            reasonableness, “that I have no wish to marry—well, not at this
            juncture.” Not until she met the man of her dreams.

        “But Lord Eggles was the eighth—the eighth
            perfectly eligible suitor you’ve rejected!” Catherine’s voice rose
            to a more penetrating note. “You cannot just keep rejecting
            suitors—everyone will start wondering why!”

        “Will they?” Loretta raised her brows. “I
            can’t imagine why they would waste the time.”

        “Because you’re a Michelmarsh, of course.” Margaret,
            Loretta’s elder sister, glanced at Annabelle, their middle sister, then with a
            sigh met Loretta’s gaze. “I hesitate to press you, but in this
            Catherine’s right—your continuing dismissal of all suitors is bordering on
            the scandalous.”

        “You’re a Michelmarsh female,” Annabelle said,
            “so it’s expected that you will wed. And while all would grant
            you’ve affected a quieter style than Margaret or I, or indeed any Michelmarsh
            young lady in recent memory, that in no way excludes you from that generally held
            expectation. All Michelmarsh females marry, usually well. Add to that the significant
            inheritances that will pass to your husband on your marriage and the question of who you
            will accept as said husband is one a sizeable portion of the ton is in constant
            expectation of hearing answered.”

        Loretta hadn’t missed the subtle emphasis Annabelle had placed on
            the word “affected.” The look in Annabelle’s blue eyes assured
            Loretta that Annabelle, two years older than Loretta’s twenty-four and closest to
            her in age, understood very well that Loretta’s reserved demeanor was indeed an
            affectation, an adopted façade. And if Annabelle knew, Margaret did, too.

        “What your sisters are attempting to explain,” John,
            Margaret’s husband, said from his position propped against the back of the
            chaise, “is that your peremptory and immediate dismissal of all suitors brave
            enough to approach is raising speculation as to whether, rather than the individual
            suitors, it is the institution of marriage you reject.”

        Loretta frowned. She knew precisely what she wanted in a suitor. She just
            hadn’t found him yet.

        Robert, her elder brother and guardian, seated behind the desk to the left
            of the straight-backed chair Loretta occupied, cleared his throat. Looking his way,
            Loretta saw color tingeing his cheeks. Embarrassment, she knew, not anger. Anger, after
            all, was a strong emotion, and Robert, aided and abetted by Catherine, had made a point
            of being the only Michelmarsh in history to be reserved, staid, prim and proper, as
            close to emotionless as made no odds.

        In his case, that demeanor was no affectation.

        Robert was the white sheep in a family of, perhaps not black sheep but at
            least distinctly brindled. Michelmarshes were, and always had been, the very souls of
            outrageous vivacity, extroverts to their very toes.

        All except for Robert.

        Orphaned at the age of twelve and left to Robert’s guardianship,
            taken into his family and placed under Catherine’s well-meaning but smothering
            wing, Loretta had quickly realized that affecting a prim and proper façade was
            the easiest path.

        Over the years, following the easiest path had become a habit, one
            she’d discovered had pertinent benefits, namely shielding her from a social round
            she found largely unnecessary. Keeping her gaze downcast and her voice at a whisper
            meant she could stand by the side of a ballroom, or sit in a drawing room or dining
            room, and think of other things. Of things she’d read, of matters a great deal
            more stimulating than the company around her.

        She’d come to appreciate that there was a great deal to be said for
            prim and proper behavior. It could be used to avoid all sorts of interactions she
            didn’t want to be bothered with.

        Like paying attention to gentlemen she had no interest in.

        Her façade usually worked.

        Sadly, some had been attracted to the façade and, given the many
            years’ practise she’d put into perfecting it, she’d found it well
            nigh impossible to make them understand that the prim and proper, highly reserved young
            lady they thought would be perfect as their wife did not exist. At least not in her.

        Hence the peremptory and immediate dismissals.

        “My dear.” Robert clasped his hands, lowered his chin to his
            cravat, and regarded her gravely from beneath his thickening brows. “I greatly
            fear that your current attitude to all suitors who approach cannot continue. You appear,
            as all here would agree, to be an exemplary paragon of delicate ladyhood and as such are
            viewed as the perfect match for gentlemen who seek such a wife. Lord Eggles would make
            you a fine husband. Having given my permission for him to address you—as indeed I
            have for the previous seven gentlemen—I feel I must press you to
            reconsider.”

        Loretta fixed her eyes on Robert’s. “No.” Irritation
            and anger swirled; she tamped both down, drew breath, and added in a steady, collected
            tone, “I cannot believe you would wish me to marry a gentleman for whom I feel
            nothing.”

        Catherine frowned. “But—”

        “I am convinced, “Loretta continued, “that ultimately
            a suitable gentleman will appear and make an offer for my hand. Until then, I shall, of
            course, refuse all offers from gentlemen who do not…” She hesitated.

        “Measure up to your expectations?” her younger brother
            Chester suggested.

        He’d taken the words out of her mouth.

        His blue eyes trained on her face, Chester went on, “Your problem,
            dear sister, is that you—prim, proper, exemplary paragon that you appear to
            be—attract the wrong sort of gentleman.”

        “Nonsense!” Catherine fluffed her shawl, an offended hen.
            “Lord Eggles is a paragon, too.”

        “Precisely my point,” Chester replied.

        “I have no notion what you mean,” Catherine said.

        She didn’t, but Loretta did. The possibility had occurred to her,
            but it was a shock to discover that even twenty-one-year-old Chester saw through her
            façade—and saw the same problem she’d started to suspect.

        “Perhaps”—Margaret looked at Robert—“in the interests
            of giving Loretta a chance to clarify what she wants in a husband, she might stay with
            us for a few months. The Little Season is about to start, and—”

        “Oh, no.” Catherine laid a hand on Robert’s arm; she
            captured his gaze. “That wouldn’t do at all.” She glanced at
            Margaret and smiled placatingly. “Besides, I daresay you’ll be atrociously
            busy entertaining all of John’s political acquaintance. Hardly fair to ask you to
            chaperone Loretta as well.”

        While her sisters tried tactfully to ease her out from under
            Catherine’s determined wing—a lost cause; Catherine would view Loretta
            transferring to Margaret’s chaperonage as an admission of failure—Loretta
            wondered if political circles might indeed hold better prospects for her. She felt
            certain the man of her dreams existed somewhere—she was a Michelmarsh female,
            after all—but she had assumed he’d have the good sense to find her,
            present himself, woo her, and then make an offer which she would then accept.

        It was all very clear in her mind.

        Sadly, her theory had yet to translate into reality.

        And she was increasingly concerned that Chester might be right. She might
            have to change her tack.

        Even if only to avoid more suitors of the likes of Lord Eggles.

        But change in what way? To what? And how?

        “I’m sure—”

        “Truly, it would be no great trouble. Why—”

        “I really feel it wouldn’t be right to—”

        Focused on defining her direction, letting the
            arguments—futile—wash over her, Loretta was the only member of the company
            to hear the sounds of an arrival in the hall. She glanced at the double doors.

        Just as they were flung wide, allowing a lady of striking magnificence to
            sail through.

        She was tall, slender, her startlingly white hair superbly coiffed and
            finished with fine feathers, her gown the very latest Parisian fashion in ecru silk and
            lace, her jewelry classic pieces of ivory and jet. She wore long gloves and carried a
            filigree reticule while a velvet mantle in rich dark brown draped from her
            shoulders.

        All conversation died.

        The apparition halted, poised in the space midway between the open doors
            and the chaises, calmly considered the stunned expressions turned her way, then smiled.
            Delightedly.

        Esme, Lady Congreve, spread her elegant arms and declared,
            “Darlings, I’ve come to steal Loretta away.”

        “You knew, didn’t you?” Finally alone in the private
            parlor of the Castle Inn at Dover, Loretta sat, her back poker straight, in one of the
            twin armchairs before the hearth and fixed her gaze on her outrageous relative,
            elegantly disposed in the other armchair.

        Until then, Loretta hadn’t had a chance to ask the questions piling
            up in her head. From the instant of her declaration in Robert’s library, Esme had
            taken charge. Like an unstoppable force, she’d rolled over all objections,
            explained in imperious fashion that she had need of a companion to accompany her on her
            imminent travels and that she’d determined Loretta would suit.

        She’d given Robert and Catherine little time to mount any effective
            defense. Margaret, Annabelle, Loretta, and Chester had exchanged glances, then sat back
            to await developments.

        Esme—she’d always insisted they call her Esme, rather than
            “Great-Aunt”—was their late father’s oldest aunt, their late
            grandmother’s elder sister. She was the last of her generation still alive, and
            therefore entitled to act as matriarch of the family.

        A right she’d unexpectedly decided to exercise to the full.

        Her husband, Richard, Lord Congreve, a Scotsman and senior diplomat, had
            passed away fourteen months ago; matters pertaining to the settlement of his
            considerable estate had kept Esme in Scotland until now. In search of a change of
            scenery, she’d decided on a form of the Grand Tour—one in which she
            revisited all the European cities in which she and Richard had held court during his
            extensive career.

        An unusually long and entirely literal trip down memory lane.

        When Esme had let fall that she’d already sent orders to
            Loretta’s maid to pack her mistress’s belongings for a few months’
            travel, Loretta had not just seen but read the writing on the wall. She’d slipped
            out of the room to direct Rose, and take care of a number of other matters made suddenly
            urgent by the prospect of leaving London forthwith.

        As she’d closed the library door behind her, she’d had very
            little doubt who would win the ongoing argument.

        Less than half an hour later, she’d been summoned
            downstairs—and had left Robert’s house in Esme’s train.

        In response to Loretta’s question, Esme arched her finely drawn
            brows. “If you mean had I heard about the looming scandal your rejection of
            Eggles is about to cause, then yes, of course. Therese Osbaldestone wrote to me. That
            aside, however, I was heading your way regardless.”

        Loretta frowned. “To see Robert and Catherine?”

        “No. To kidnap you.”

        “Why?”

        “Because I promised Elsie that I would take you under my wing and
            do what she ran out of time to.”

        Elsie was Loretta’s late grandmother. Esme and Elsie had been
            close. “She asked you to … take charge of me?”

        “She asked me to ensure that you turned into the young lady
            you’re supposed to be—a proper Michelmarsh young lady. To make sure you
            sloughed off this ridiculous reserve you’ve acquired under Robert and
            Catherine’s tutelage. As well-meaning as they are—and please note I give
            them due credit for that—they were entirely the wrong people to have been given
            charge of you. Sadly, with your sisters and Chester too young and Robert so serious
            about taking on the responsibility of the head of the house, there wasn’t any
            alternative at the time.” Esme considered Loretta. “Now, however, matters
            have changed, as I made clear to Robert and Catherine. This entire near-scandal, and it
            is indeed that as Lord Eggles and his family are not at all amused at the implied insult
            of your abrupt rejection, is a direct and entirely predictable outcome of attempting to
            impose on a Michelmarsh young lady such an alien regimen as a prim and proper
            reserve.”

        Loretta eyed Esme with inner disquiet and welling resistance. “I
            often find a proper reserve very useful.”

        “Has it gained you the husband you wish for?”

        “No.”

        “I rest my case. So now, if you please, you will travel with me and
            learn to live as a true Michelmarsh. And then…” Esme’s words
            trailed away. A martial light gleamed in her eyes. “And then we’ll
            see.”

        Loretta wasn’t at all sure she liked the gleam in Esme’s
            eyes. “You’ve never done this before, have you—acted as chaperone
            for a young lady?”

        Esme, her gaze still dwelling assessingly on Loretta, shook her head.
            “No. No children, no grandchildren. I have to admit that until now I
            hadn’t seen the attraction, but I do believe Therese Osbaldestone might be
            right—this will indeed be very like the facilitating one does as a
            diplomat’s wife.” Esme suddenly smiled. She met Loretta’s eyes.
            “I do believe I’m going to enjoy transforming you into a fitting testament
            to your heritage, then parading you temptingly beneath the right gentleman’s
            nose.”

        Loretta frowned.

        Undeterred, Esme flicked her fingers at Loretta’s skirts.
            “Apropos of which, I can only give thanks that our first stop will be
            Paris.”



        October 10, 1822
Caravanseri outside Herat, Afghan
                Supremacy

        Rafe crossed his forearms on the weathered earthen wall and looked out
            across the desolate landscape eerily lit by the waning moon. Behind him, in the
            rectangular compound protected by the walls, a large trading caravan lay sleeping, the
            camels picketed to one side, the wagons staggered across the open gap that provided
            entry into the caravanseri. Tents and rude shelters lay deeper in the compound,
            protecting the caravan’s people from the intensifying chill.

        Out across the flat plain, nothing moved. Not robber, not cultist.

        Standing on the narrow walkway hugging the inner face of the walls, Rafe
            stared out at the emptiness, at the rock-strewn plain unbroken by trees, with barely a
            stick of brush to soften the stark lines.

        A zephyr whispered past, then faded. Died.

        Rafe heard soft footsteps approaching. Hassan. They’d taken
            positions as guards with the trader who owned the caravan. It was the best camouflage
            they’d been able to find for crossing this too open, too uninhabited land.

        “Still no sign of pursuit,” Rafe murmured as Hassan halted
            beside him.

        “There is no way the cult could trace us in such barren
            territory.”

        “No. So the next time we see them, they’ll be ahead of us,
            waiting for us to come along. I wonder where?”

        Hassan said nothing. A moment later, he walked on, circling the compound
            in the achingly cold silence.

        Rafe drew his long cloak closer, and wondered where his friends, his three
            brothers-in-arms, slept tonight. Wherever they were, he suspected they’d be
            warmer than he, but were they safer?

        He and Hassan had been lost to the cultists from the moment they’d
            ridden out of Bombay’s northern gate. He doubted the other couriers had been so
            lucky.

        Nearly a month into his mission, yet it had yet to truly start. Impatience
            niggled; he was a man of action—of facing enemies he could see, meet, and
            defeat.

        Around him lay nothing. Not even a hint of a threat on the wind.

        How long would it be before this hiatus ended and his final battle at last
            began?



        November 3, 1822
Villa in Trieste, Italy

        “We need to start for home—for England—now.”
            Loretta folded her arms, her gaze on Esme’s face. “You said you’d
            promised we’d be home for Christmas. If we don’t start now, we’ll
            never make it, and the weather will assuredly turn against us, too.”

        Reclining on a daybed before the windows of the drawing room of the villa
            she’d hired for their extended stay, Esme arched her brows. Consideration seeped
            into her otherwise relaxed expression, then she wrinkled her nose. “You’re
            right. I do so hate traveling in slush.”

        Relief shot through Loretta; her trial was nearing an end. “So
            we’ll head back to Venice, then via Marseilles to Paris?”

        Frowning, Esme studied her, as she often did, assessingly. “Hmm
           … I’m not quite finished with you. You’ve learned to be more
            forthright, and we’ve rectified your wardrobe, thank heavens.”

        By “losing” all the demure and decorous clothes she’d
            brought from London. Loretta didn’t bother glancing down at the periwinkle blue
            gown she wore, the color matching her eyes, the delicate fabric clinging lovingly to
            curves she would prefer remained hidden.

        “And you can now laugh, converse, and dance with the best of
            them—not that I ever doubted you could.” Esme wagged a finger at her.
            “But your flirting needs work, and you’ve declined to indulge in even one
            small fling. Your overall attitude still leaves much to be desired.”

        “Nonsense. There’s nothing wrong with my attitude. If I
            happen to meet a man I find interesting, you may be sure I’ll pay him due
            attention.”

        “Yes, well, therein lies the rub. You need to be interesting first,
            enough to make him draw near. Gentlemen—certainly those of the sort you’ll
            find interesting—are like elusive game. They have to be tempted to draw close, so
            they can fall into the pit.”

        “You make it sound like hunting.”

        “Good gracious, girl, that’s precisely what it is. You
            can’t expect them to know what’s best for them—they need to be
            persuaded to take the bit. But before we start bandying further metaphors, the fact
            remains that my work with you is not yet done. I have, therefore, decided that we will
            return to England by a different route. We’ll head to Buda—Richard and I
            spent a pleasant few months there before the Treaty of Vienna. From there, we can take
            the rivers back to the Channel—much less chance of our plans being disrupted by
            the weather.”

        The latter consideration stilled any protest Loretta might have made.

        Esme sat up and swung her feet to the floor. “Different
            cities—fresh fields.”

        That was what Loretta feared. However…. “If we’re
            traveling to Buda, now that we’ve lost Phillipe we’ll need to hire
            outriders as well as a coach ourselves.” The courier-guide Esme had hired in
            Paris to see to their party’s needs through the journey had fallen victim to a
            local contessa. The contessa had captured him and whisked him off to her isolated
            castle; Esme had confirmed that Phillipe would not be traveling on with them. Loretta
            frowned. “Or should we try to find another courier-guide?”

        Esme considered, then shook her head. “If we’re to go by
            boat from Buda on, we’ll have no need of one.”

        “In that case”—Loretta straightened—“I’ll go
            into town now and make the arrangements.”

        And send off another Window on Europe vignette to her agent. The
            readers of the London Enquirer had, apparently, become quite addicted to her
            latest reports.



        November 20, 1822
Hillside above
                Drobeta-turnu-Severin,
    at the southwestern tip
                of the Transylvanian Alps

        Rafe blew on his hands, stamped his feet, then crouched to hold his hands
            to the tiny blaze of their campfire. “I still can’t believe the Black
            Cobra stationed men in Constanta.”

        He didn’t expect a reply to his grumble; Hassan had heard it
            before. After seeing not so much as a hair of a cultist all the way through Persia and
            Turkey, they’d taken a ship from Samsun across the Black Sea to
            Constanta—and found cultists waiting for them in the first narrow street
            they’d tramped down.

        They’d fought their way out of that ambush, but only just. Both he
            and Hassan were sporting fresh scars. They’d immediately hired horses and raced
            out of town, but in this much different landscape, with its mud, slush, and snow, it was
            impossible to hide their trail, and the cultists were, by and large, excellent
            trackers.

        “They are still following,” Hassan eventually said.

        Rafe nodded. Huddling in the thick woollen coat he’d bought in
            Turkey, he stared into the fire. “Our mission is to avoid being taken at all
            costs, which sadly means we shouldn’t engage, not if we can avoid it.”

        The necessity bit at him. He’d much rather turn and savage their
            pursuers, but the scroll-holder he carried, the one containing the crucial evidence that
            had to get to the Duke of Wolverstone in England, put paid to that. He was having second
            thoughts over how pleased he was to have drawn the critical mission.

        But duty was duty, and he knew where his lay. If running and hiding was
            the price he had to pay to see the Black Cobra hang, he’d pay it.

        Anything to avenge James MacFarlane.

        Moving slowly, careful not to let the wind, knife-edged with ice, slice
            through his outer wrappings, he drew out the map he’d bought in Constanta and
            unfolded it. Hassan shifted to look over his shoulder.

        “We’re here.” Rafe pointed. “Just ahead is the
            pass they call the Iron Gate, where the Danube flows through a gap in the mountains.
            We’ll reach there tomorrow, and if the snow holds off we should be able to pass
            through and out into the plain beyond.” He shifted the map the better to examine
            the area beyond the pass. After long moments of silent considering, he exhaled.
            “It’s as I thought. Once we get onto the plain, we have to make a
            decision. Do we keep heading directly east, cutting through the Slavic lands to northern
            Italy, then into southern France, and from there turn north for Rotterdam, or do we take
            the other route and head north on the plain, then follow the rivers—the Danube
            and then the Rhine—east to Rotterdam, and so to Felixstowe?”

        “It is Rotterdam that we must reach to get a boat to
            Felixstowe?”

        “That’s the Channel crossing we’re supposed to take.
            There’ll be guards waiting for us at Felixstowe, to escort us on from
            there.”

        They studied the map, then fell to discussing the cities, the roads. There
            seemed little real difference between the two routes. “Either should see us to
            Felixstowe by the date Wolverstone stipulated. We’re earlier than expected thus
            far, so we’ll have to go slowly, or pause at some point, but other than that
           …” Rafe shrugged. The routes seemed much of a muchness.

        Until Hassan asked, “As we cannot risk standing and fighting, which
            way will be better for us to avoid notice?”

        Brows rising, Rafe stared at the map. “With that in mind,
            there’s only one choice.”

    
One

November 24, 1822
Danube Embankment, Buda

Rafe walked out of the office of
the Excelsior Shipping Company, tickets for two passenger cabins on the Uray
Princep, a riverboat due to start up the Danube two days hence, in his
pocket.

He glanced up and down the street, then strolled to where Hassan waited
outside a nearby shop.

Rafe tapped the pocket of the well-tailored, distinctly European-style
winter coat he now wore. “The last two tickets. No chance of an assassin getting
on as a passenger, and the boat’s too small for them to stow away or join the
crew at the last minute.”

Hassan nodded. Rafe was still getting used to the sight of his friend
without his headdress.

They’d reached Buda two nights before. The first thing
they’d done yesterday had been to visit a tailor and exchange their Turkish
shirts, loose trousers, and coats for European garb. Throughout their journey
they’d constantly changed clothes to better blend with the natives. Now, in the
well-cut topcoat over a stylish coat, waistcoat, and trousers, a cravat once more neatly
knotted about his neck, with his blond hair trimmed, washed,
and brushed, Rafe was indistinguishable from the many German, Austrian, and Prussian
merchants traveling through Buda, while Hassan’s hawklike features, with his
black hair and beard neatly trimmed, combined with a plain coat, breeches, and boots,
fitted the part of a guard from Georgia or one of the more dangerous principalities.
They were one with the crowd jostling on the docks and strolling the embankment. No
heads had turned as they’d passed; no one paid them any heed.

The chance of merging into the stream of travelers, of taking effective
cover among the multitude, had been the principal attraction that had made Rafe decide
on the northerly route. With his distinctive height and blond hair, he, especially,
would have had difficulty passing unnoticed through Italy and France.

The second place they’d visited yesterday had been a
gunsmith’s. Rafe had laid in a stock of pistols, powder, and shot. The
cultists’ one true weakness was a superstitious fear of firearms; Rafe intended
to be prepared to exploit it. He and Hassan now carried loaded pistols.

They still wore their swords and carried the knives they’d feel
naked without. Although the wars in Europe were over, pockets of military unrest still
lingered and brigands remained an occasional threat, so swords on intrepid travelers
raised no eyebrows; no one could see their knives.

Rafe had also found a cartographer’s studio; he’d bought the
best maps available of the areas through which they planned to pass. He and Hassan had
spent yesterday afternoon studying their prospective route, then had sought advice from
their innkeeper and the patrons of the inn’s bar on which shipping company to
approach.

Hassan looked at the quays lining the opposite side of the street.
“Going by river is a good strategy. The cult will likely not think of
it.”

Rafe nodded. “At least not immediately.” In India, rivers
were not much used for long-distance travel, not like the Danube and Rhine. And as the
majority of cultists couldn’t swim, staying on a riverboat was a better option
than hotels and inns on land. “According to the shipping clerk, our journey via
the rivers should land us in Rotterdam with a day to spare—no need to schedule
any other halts to align us with Wolverstone’s timetable.”

“We have seen no cultists here yet,” Hassan said.
“None around the docks. If any are in the city, they must be watching the
coaching inns and the roads leading east.”

Following Hassan’s gaze to the wide river buzzing with craft large
and small, then lifting his gaze to the stone bridge linking Buda with the city of Pest,
clustered on the opposite bank, Rafe murmured, “If they had cultists in
Constanta, there’ll be cultists here. We need to remain on guard.”

He started strolling along the embankment. Hassan fell in beside him. They
headed toward the small inn in which they’d taken rooms.

“The Black Cobra will have stationed cultists in every major town
along the highways,” Rafe said. “Here, Vienna, Munich, Stuttgart,
Frankfurt, Essen, among others. By taking the rivers, we’ll avoid most of those.
On our first leg along the Danube, Vienna is the one city we can’t avoid, but for
the rest it’s as we thought—the river towns are smaller, and most lie away
from the major highways.” That had been the reason they’d decided to
travel by riverboat up the Danube and then down the Rhine. “Nevertheless, we
should put some effort into shoring up our disguise. We need a believable story to
account for who we appear to be—an occupation, a purpose, a reason for us
traveling.”

They’d reached an intersection where a narrow cobbled street rolled
down from the fashionable older quarter to join the embankment.

“No!”

The shrill female protest jerked them to a halt. They looked up the
street.

In the shadows cast by tall buildings, an older woman—a lady by her
dress—flailed at two louts who had backed her against a wall and were reaching
for her arms, presumably to seize her reticule, bangles, and rings.

There was no one else in the street.

Rafe and Hassan were racing up the cobbles before the woman’s next
cry.

Her attackers, wrestling with her as, breathlessly protesting, she fought
to beat them off, knew nothing until Rafe grabbed one man by his collar, shook him until
he released his hold on the woman, then flung him across the street. The man landed with
a crunch against a wall.

A second later, courtesy of Hassan, his accomplice joined him.

Rafe turned to the woman. “Are you all right?”

He’d spoken in German, deeming that language more likely to be
understood by any local or traveler. He clasped the gloved hand the woman weakly held
out to him, took in her ageing, yet delicately boned, face. She was old enough to be his
grandmother.

Beside him, Hassan kept an eye on the pair of louts.

The lady—Rafe might have been away from society for more than a
decade, but he recognized the poker-straight spine, the head rising high, the haughty
features—considered him, then said in perfect upper-class English, “Thank
you, dear boy. I’m a trifle rattled, but if you’ll help me to that bench
there, I daresay I’ll be right as rain in two minutes.”

Rafe hesitated, wondering if he should admit to understanding her.

Her lips quirked. Drawing her hand from his, she patted his arm.
“Your accent’s straight from Eton, dear boy. And you look vaguely
familiar, too—no doubt I’ll place you in a few minutes. Now give me your
arm.”

Momentarily bemused, he did. As they neared the bench outside a small
patisserie a few paces away, the chef appeared in the doorway, a rolling pin in one
hand. He rushed to assist the lady, exclaiming at the dastardliness of the attack.
Others emerged from neighboring shops, equally incensed.

“They’re recovering,” Hassan said.

Everyone turned to see the two attackers groggily stagger to their
feet.

The locals yelled and waved their impromptu weapons.

The attackers exchanged a glance, then fled.

“Do you want us to catch them?” one of the locals asked.

The lady waved. “No, no—they were doubtless some layabouts
who thought to seize some coins from a defenseless old woman. No harm done, thanks to
these two gentlemen, and I really do not have time to become entangled with the
authorities here.”

Rafe surreptitiously breathed a sigh of relief. Becoming entangled with
the local authorities was the last thing he needed, too.

He listened while the patisserie owner pressed the lady to take a sample
of his wares to wipe out the memory of the so-cowardly attack in their lovely city. The
lady demurred, but when the chef and his neighbors pressed, she graciously
accepted—in German that was significantly more fluent and colloquial than
Rafe’s.

When the locals eventually retreated, returning to their businesses, Rafe
met the lady’s gray eyes—eyes decidedly too shrewd for his liking. He gave
an abbreviated bow. “Rafe Carstairs, ma’am.” He would have
preferred to decamp—to run away from any lady who called him “dear
boy“—but ingrained manners forced him to ask, “Are you staying
nearby?”

The lady smiled approvingly and gave him her hand. “Lady Congreve.
I believe I knew your parents, and I know your brother, Viscount Henley. I’m
putting up at the Imperial Hotel, just along from the top of this street.”

Suppressing a grimace—of course she would know his
family—Rafe bowed over her hand, with the other gestured to Hassan.
“We’ll escort you back once you’re ready.”

Lady Congreve’s smile widened. “Thank you, dear boy.
I’m feeling quite recovered already, but”—she gripped his hand and Rafe
helped her to her feet—“before I return to the hotel, I must complete the errand
that brought me this way. I have to collect tickets from an office on the
embankment.”

Rafe gave her his arm and they turned down the street. “Which
company?”

“The Excelsior Shipping Company.” Lady Congreve gestured
with her cane. “I believe they’re just around the corner.”

Half an hour later, Rafe and Hassan found themselves taking tea in the
premier suite of the Imperial Hotel in the fashionable castle quarter of Buda. Lady
Congreve had insisted. Rafe had discovered that his grande-dame-avoiding skills were
rusty. There hadn’t seemed any way to refuse the invitation without giving
offense, and as he’d learned, to his horror, that Lady Congreve and her party
were among the passengers due to depart on the Uray Princep the following
morning, trying to avoid closer acquaintance seemed pointless.

He had to admit the array of cakes that arrived on the tea tray were the
best he’d tasted in a decade.

“So you and Mr. Hassan were with the army in India.” Lady
Congreve settled back on the chaise and regarded him. “Did you ever meet
Enslow?”

“Hastings’s aide?” Rafe nodded. “Poor
chap’s usually run ragged. Hastings has a finger in so many pies.”

“So I’ve heard. So you were based in Calcutta?”

“For the most part. In the months before I resigned and departed, a
group of us were operating out of Bombay.” Rafe understood she was checking his
bona fides, but he wasn’t sure why.

“So you’ve been soldiering for all these years, and have
been a captain for how long?”

“Since before Toulouse.”

“And you fought at Waterloo?”

He nodded. “I was part of a compound troop—part experienced
regulars, part ton volunteers. Heavy cavalry.”

“Who of the ton fought alongside you?”

“Mostly Cynsters—the six cousins—plus a smattering of
other houses. Two Nevilles, a Percy, and one Farquar.”

“Ah, yes, I remember hearing about the exploits of that troop. And
now you’ve resigned and are heading back to England?”

Rafe shrugged. “It was time.”

“Excellent!” Lady Congreve beamed.

Every instinct Rafe possessed went on high alert.

“It seems, sir, almost as if fate has sent you to me.” Lady
Congreve glanced at Hassan, including him in the comment. “I wonder if I might
impose upon you—you and Mr. Hassan—to act as my party’s
courier-guide and guard? We left Paris with an experienced guide, but sadly had to part
with him in Trieste. Knowing we would be traveling on by riverboat once we reached here,
I didn’t see any point in securing a replacement, but today’s events have
demonstrated my error. It simply isn’t safe for ladies to walk these foreign
streets unprotected.” Lady Congreve held Rafe’s gaze. “And as you
are going the same way and, indeed, have already secured passage on the same boat, I do
hope you can see your way to joining my party.”

By sheer force of will, Rafe managed to keep all reaction from his
face.

When he didn’t immediately reply, Lady Congreve continued,
“Our meeting does seem fortuitous, especially as you’ve taken the last
tickets on the boat, so even if I could find any men as suitable, I wouldn’t be
able to secure passage for them.”

Rafe inwardly cursed the clerk at the shipping office, who, of course, had
recognized him and commented. Racking his brains for the right form of words with which
to decline, aware of Hassan looking at him, waiting for him to get them out of this
trap, Rafe opened his mouth … then shut it.

He and Hassan needed some reason that would explain their traveling on the
river, some purpose that would make people accept their presence and not look too
closely.

“And of course,” Lady Congreve went on, “I’m
sure your brother will be pleased to know you’ve been able to extend me this
small service. I will, of course, take care of all the expenses involved and reimburse
you for the tickets you’ve already purchased.”

Rafe recognized that she’d rolled out her heavy guns—his
brother, no less. His gaze abstracted, distracted by a prospect he was still trying to
define, he waved her last words aside. “No need for recompense. If we do as you
ask…”

Refocusing on Lady Congreve, he wondered at the wisdom—and the
morality—of involving her, however much at arm’s length, in his mission.
The cultists throughout Europe would be watching for him and Hassan. As a pair of men
traveling together, they were easy to spot—both over six feet tall, one
distinctly fair, the other distinctly dark, both with military bearing.

But the cultists most likely would not look closely at two men traveling
as part of a larger party.

Rafe glanced briefly at Hassan. “It might be possible for
us to act as your guide and guard. We’ll be on the same boat regardless, and as
you noted, you won’t be able to add more passengers to the
list….”

Lady Congreve was clever enough to keep her lips shut and watch him
vacillate.

Rafe remembered James MacFarlane’s body.

Remembered the scroll-holder presently strapped to his side.

Remembered that the closer they drew to England, the more cultists they
would need to slip past.

And Lady Congreve was the sort of lady who, if she knew the details, would
wholeheartedly support his mission.

He focused on her face. Should he tell her of his mission?

He opened his mouth, the revelation on his tongue, then remembered the
other tickets she’d picked up. “Who else is traveling with you? You have
four tickets.”

“As well as myself, there’s my maid, Gibson, whom
you’ve met.”

The maid had been waiting in the suite, and had taken her
mistress’s coat and cane, then gone to order the tea. Rafe judged it likely that
Gibson, a woman of mature years, had served Lady Congreve for decades; there was an
unspoken degree of empathy and loyalty between maid and mistress that suggested Gibson
would fully support any decision her mistress made. No threat to his mission there.
“And the other two tickets?”

“Another lady and her maid.” Lady Congreve tilted her head,
regarding him curiously. “They would be included among the people you would guide
and guard, if that makes any difference.”

Rafe knew that ladies of her ladyship’s generation often traveled
in pairs, providing company for each other on the journey, someone to share the sights
with, to converse with of an evening. He imagined that any lady Lady Congreve chose to
travel with would be much like her. Which meant there was really no reason he
shouldn’t explain his mission and, if subsequently Lady Congreve stood by her
offer of making them her courier-guide and guard, accept.

He drew breath, met Lady Congreve’s gray eyes. “I’m
inclined to accept your offer, ma’am, but first I must tell you what has brought
Hassan and me this way.” He glanced at Hassan, who raised his brows a fraction,
but didn’t seem disapproving, then looked back at her ladyship. “If once
you’ve heard our story you still wish us to take up the positions of your
courier-guide and guard, then I believe we can accommodate you.”

Lady Congreve’s smile was triumphant. “Excellent! Now
what’s this secret—”

She broke off as the knob on the corridor door turned. An instant later,
the door opened, and a vision in a vibrant dark blue pelisse, with a fur hat with a
jaunty feather perched atop swirls of lustrous dark hair, swept in.

“Esme—” The vision broke off, stared at Rafe, then
glanced at Hassan. But her gaze returned to Rafe as he came to his feet, and she simply
stared.

He stared back. He was only vaguely aware of another
female—presumably the other maid—slipping into the room and closing the
door; his entire attention, all his senses, had fixed, unswervingly, on the lady in
blue.

The young lady in blue.

She was tallish, slender, and intensely feminine; an aura of
suppressed—or was it controlled?—vibrancy all but charged the air around
her. Her eyes, large and just faintly tip-tilted, were of an arresting shade of
periwinkle blue made only more striking by her royal blue pelisse. Her curves were
sleek, yet definite. He’d heard women with such figures likened to Greek or Roman
deities; he now understood why. She was Athena, Diana, Persephone, Artemis—she
seemed to be those constructs given life, just with sable hair and blue, blue eyes.

He felt like he’d taken a clout to the head. Just as in battles
when he was staring down Death, time stood still.

It took effort to restart his mind, to return to the real world.

To the here and now.

“Esme” she’d said, and meant Lady Congreve. She was
the other lady, Lady Congreve’s traveling companion. A young lady her ladyship
had taken under her wing.

The goddess had halted at the back of the chaise on which her laydship
sat. Lady Congreve raised a hand, gracefully waved. “Allow me to present Miss
Loretta Michelmarsh, my great-niece. The Honorable Mr. Rafe Carstairs, and his
companion, Mr. Hassan.”

Rafe inclined his head. Stiffly. The goddess was a relative; that made
matters worse.

Miss Michelmarsh, her gaze still locked on him, her expression oddly
blank, bestowed the barest bob that would pass for civility.

“You’re just in time, Loretta dear, to hear the latest
news.” Lady Congreve twisted around to smile at her great-niece. “Mr.
Carstairs and Mr. Hassan saved me from two attackers in the street near the shipping
office, and at my request they’ve agreed to fill the positions of our
courier-guide and guard.”

Rafe now understood the reason behind Lady Congreve’s triumphant
expression, realized that the trap he’d fallen into was of quite a different
nature than he’d foreseen. He’d forgotten the principal entertainment
grandes dames such as Lady Congreve delighted in. Matchmaking. Preferably with those of
their acquaintance.

Her ladyship knew his family. She knew her great-niece. But he’d be
damned if he allowed her to matchmake him—even with a vision that brought to mind
a pantheon of goddesses.

Aside from all else … dragging in a deeper breath, he forced his
gaze from its distraction, and looked down at her ladyship, who was clearly waiting to
gauge his response. “Lady Congreve, I regret it will not be possible for me and
Hassan to act as courier-guide and guard for you during your upcoming
journey.”

Lady Congreve regarded him, a frown forming in her eyes. “I
understood, dear boy, that you had already agreed to fill the positions subject to
informing me of the reason behind your current journey and my confirmation of the
appointments subsequent to that.” She opened her eyes wide. “What on earth
happened in the space of just a moment to change your mind?”

She knew. Rafe held her gaze, felt his jaw firm. “Regardless, my
lady, on further consideration it will be impossible for me and Hassan to join your
party.”

Lady Congreve’s eyes narrowed on him, something her niece
couldn’t see. “Surely you aren’t reneging on our agreement because
of Loretta?”

Yes, he was. While he’d entertained the possibility of
joining forces with Lady Congreve, a lady in the latter years of her life and, he
judged, with significant life experience, and had been prepared to court the risk that
through him she might be exposed to the Black Cobra’s minions, he would not,
could not even in his most reckless mood, countenance putting a young lady like Loretta
Michelmarsh in any danger whatever.

He held Lady Congreve’s gaze. “There’s a certain
degree of risk involved in being associated with me and Hassan, and while I would have
considered, should you have been agreeable once you were fully informed of that risk,
accepting the positions you offered in your train, it would be unconscionable of me to
continue with that arrangement while you have a young lady such as Miss Michelmarsh
traveling with you.”

Loretta frowned. What was going on? Her first thought on sighting the
tall, blond-haired man, clearly a military man—she could tell by his stance, the
way he held his broad shoulders—was a simple, albeit dazed: Who is
he?

Her mind had stalled at that point, her senses scrambling to fill in
details, none of them pertinent to answering that question.

How bright the golden streaks in his sandy blond hair, how unexpectedly
soft his eyes of summer blue, how absurdly long his brown lashes seemed, how deliciously
evocative the subtle curve of his distinctly masculine lips, how square his jaw, how
imposingly tall, how strong and powerful his long body seemed to be … all those
observations flashed through her mind, and none helped in the least.

Adrift, her gaze locked on him, her senses … somewhere else, all
thought had suspended, and had remained beyond her reach, until he’d spoken.

His deep voice, its timbre, the reverberation that seemed to slide down
her spine and resonate within her, shook her—enough to shock her out of her
mesmerized state.

Bad enough. But apparently Esme had invited him and his friend to act as
their courier-guide and guard.

Her immediate thought—the first rational one after her wits had
returned to her—was that Carstairs and his friend were charlatans out to rob Esme
… but then he’d refused the position.

Because of her. Why?

She listened as Esme artfully twisted Carstairs’s words, then
invoked his honor as an officer and a gentleman, intent on browbeating him into
acquiescing to being their courier guide, apparently all the way back to England. She
could have told Carstairs that he didn’t stand a chance of wriggling out of
Esme’s talons, but … the notion of having him squiring her around in the
guise of their courier-guide filled her with an odd mix of anticipation and
trepidation.

If just the sight of him could make her temporarily lose her grip on her
wits, what would prolonged exposure—and closer exposure at that—do?

She couldn’t afford to be distracted, especially not now. She
needed to get another vignette off to her agent tomorrow; her editor was waiting on it,
holding column space for it.

Over the past six years, writing as A Young Lady About London,
she’d steadily developed a following with her little pieces published in the
London Enquirer, three or four paragraphs of philosophical social
commentary, a mix of observation and political satire all delivered with a highly
sharpened pen. The public had taken to her writings, but her abrupt departure from
England had put paid to that endeavor; she couldn’t observe London society from
abroad. But then she’d had the notion to continue in similar vein with her
Window on Europe vignettes, and her public had happily followed her through
her brief sojourns in France, Spain, and Italy.

She’d known Esme would halt at Trieste, so had warned her agent,
and a letter from her editor had been waiting for her there. Apparently the publisher of
the Enquirer was an admirer of her work, and the paper was eager to publish
whatever she could send them.

Her agent had also written informing her of the sizeable increase in
remuneration the publisher was providing for each witty installment.

She’d thought her departure with Esme would spell the end of her
secret career; instead, it had brought her work more forcefully to the attention of both
her publisher and the public.

Her secret endeavor had taken a highly encouraging turn, but close
acquaintance with Rafe Carstairs might well endanger that—in more ways than he
imagined.

Yet she couldn’t help but be curious over what, exactly, he was so
set on keeping her away from.

“Perhaps,” she suggested, taking advantage of a temporary
silence, “Mr. Carstairs might explain what this unprecedented danger inherent on
being associated with him and Mr. Hassan is?”

Carstairs, who, she had to admit, was giving Esme a run for her money in
the stubborn stakes and was presently giving every indication of being as immovable as a
monolith, lifted his sky blue eyes to her. He studied her for a fraught moment, then
looked down at Esme. “There is no point continuing this discussion. We
cannot—”

“Captain.”

The quiet word came from Hassan, who had retreated to stand by the window;
turning, Rafe saw him looking outside.

Glancing up from whatever he’d seen, Hassan met his eyes.
“Before you make your decision you should consider this.”

Rafe inclined his head to Esme and her great-niece. “A moment, if
you would.”

He crossed to Hassan. Halting alongside, Rafe looked down through the lace
curtains to the street below.

To where two Black Cobra cultists were ambling along, looking this way and
that.

“They are looking, watching, not searching specifically,”
Hassan said.

“Which means they don’t yet know we’re
here.”

“True, but…” Hassan waited until Rafe raised his
gaze to his before continuing, “What will happen if they learn we have been here,
not just in Buda but here in this room, speaking with these ladies?”

Rafe’s heart sank.

“The cult will not have forgotten that it was a young English lady,
Miss Ensworth, who brought you and the others the Cobra’s letter. Even if we part
from the ladies now, that will not save them—the cultists will reason that they
have to be stopped and they and their baggage searched, just in case.”

“Damn!” Rafe all but ground his teeth. After a moment, he
murmured, “We shouldn’t go on with them and expose them to danger, but not
being their guards might be even more dangerous for them.”

“So I think.”

Rafe sighed and turned—and discovered Lady Congreve just behind
him. She’d been peering around his shoulder.

Raising her eyes to his face, she arched her brows. “I think, dear
boy, that you had better tell us all.” Swinging around, she led the way back to
the chaise. “And as we are, apparently, to be traveling companions all the way to
England, you may call me Esme.”

Elegantly sitting, beckoning her great-niece to sit alongside her, she
lifted openly curious eyes to his face.

Rafe stifled a groan, but, accepting the inevitable, walked to the chair
he’d earlier occupied. Once Loretta Michelmarsh sat, he sat, too.

Drawing in a long breath, he started at the beginning. “Several
years ago, a man—an English gentleman of noble family—went out to India
and, exploiting his position in the Governor of Bombay’s office, devised and
created a native cult. The cult of the Black Cobra.”

He had them call in their maids, then related the story in its most
abbreviated version, alluding only where necessary and in general terms to the
atrocities committed by the cult; those he deemed too ghastly to be described in polite
company he left out.

By the time he finished, the sky outside was darkening and evening was
closing in.

Esme had listened intently, putting shrewd questions here and there. She
hadn’t been all that surprised to learn that the man Rafe and his friends were
working to expose as the

Black Cobra was Roderick Ferrar, the Earl of Shrewton’s younger
son.

Esme’s lips had tightened, her features growing severe. “I
never did like that boy—or his father, come to that. Vicious blackguards, the
Shrewtons, except for the heir, Kilworth. He’s altogether a different
sort.”

Rafe took her word for that. All he cared about was bringing Roderick
Ferrar to justice.

“So let me see if I have this correct.” Somewhat to
Rafe’s surprise, Loretta Michelmarsh had seemed as fascinated with his mission as
her great-aunt. “You are one of four … for want of a better term,
couriers, who left Bombay on the same day, all heading for England by different routes.
All four are carrying identical scroll-holders, but only one contains the original
letter—and that original letter must reach the Duke of Wolverstone in order for
the Black Cobra to be stopped.”

When she paused and opened her blue eyes wide at him, he nodded.
“In a nutshell, that’s it.”

“So which do you have—one of the decoys, or the vital
original?”

Rafe shook his head. “The four of us decided that information
shouldn’t be revealed to anyone, not even shared among us.”

“In case this fiend of a snake seizes one of you and tries to
coerce the information from them in order to concentrate solely on the one who carries
the original?” Esme nodded. “Excellent idea. Don’t tell us. We
don’t need to know that you’re carrying the original.”

Expression blank, Rafe stared at her, but Esme only smiled.

“The Duke of Wolverstone.” Loretta glanced at Esme.
“Isn’t he something of a secret war hero? A spymaster or some
such?”

“At one time. He retired some years ago, then assumed the title,
but I seriously doubt he’ll have lost his lauded skills.” Esme met
Rafe’s eyes. “If you’re working for Royce,
Dalziel—Wolverstone—whatever name he goes by these days, then as loyal
Englishwomen it clearly behooves us to do whatever we can to aid your quest.”

Rafe inwardly blinked. If he’d known Wolverstone’s name
would have such an effect, he’d have used it sooner.

“Regardless, however, now that we know about your mission and have
been seen with you by people the serpent’s minions might question, then
there’s clearly no option other than to join forces.” Esme smiled with
satisfaction. “So no more muttering—you, dear boy, henceforth will be our
courier-guide, and Hassan will be our guard.”

Esme glanced at Loretta, then looked back at Rafe. “Which makes us
your charges.” Her smile was triumph incarnate.

Lips thin, Rafe nodded, then with a glance at Loretta, added,
“Until we reach England.”
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Nonsense, dear boy! You
can’t seriously expect us to spend the day hiding like frightened rabbits.
Besides, the point of you and Hassan joining us is to disguise you—even if some
of these heathens spot you, as you said yourself, as long as you’re with us
they’re unlikely to recognize you.”

It was the next morning, and Rafe had been summoned to join Esme and
Loretta at the breakfast table in the sitting room of Esme’s suite. Meeting
Esme’s animated eyes, he drew breath to reiterate that the principal imperative
behind him and Hassan joining her party was to keep her, Loretta, and their maids
safe.

“It’s also most unlikely,” Loretta said, speaking
before he could, “that the cult people will be watching the places tourists
visit—they’d never imagine you would amble out to take in the
sights.”

“Just so.” Esme nodded decisively. “So you and Hassan
can accompany Loretta and Rose on their expedition to Buda Castle and wherever else she
has in mind.”

“The Matthias Church and the fisherman’s town,”
Loretta supplied, glancing down at a sheet of notes.

“Meanwhile,” Esme continued, “Gibson and I will spend
the day at the Rudas Baths, and you may fetch us in the afternoon on your way back to
the hotel.” She smiled and reached for her teacup. “That sounds an
excellent disposition of our day.”

Rafe glanced at Loretta Michelmarsh. Her glossy dark head nodded
absentmindedly; she was busy studying her list.

Reaching for his coffee cup—he was in need of the
fortification—he searched for some argument strong enough to trump Esme’s
and her great-niece’s oh-so-rational intransigence, and found none.

That was rapidly becoming the story of his mission. Esme, and more quietly
but equally effectively Loretta, had taken charge, and while their party continued more
or less in the direction he needed to go, he had little grounds on which to deny them.
They weren’t soldiers under his command. He couldn’t order them about.

All he could do was grit his teeth and bear it, as he had the previous
night.

After learning of his mission, Esme—deftly supported by
Loretta—had insisted he and Hassan, as their newly hired courier-guide and guard,
should relocate to the hotel, to rooms just along the corridor from Esme’s suite.
He’d been in two minds over the wisdom of such a move, but had been overridden.
With a smile and a wave, Esme had secured the extra rooms and had dispatched hotel staff
to fetch his and Hassan’s bags from their inn.

So he’d found himself sharing a dinner table with Esme and Loretta,
and had had to quickly buff his rusty manners to an acceptable shine.

Then, as now, Esme had largely carried the conversation. He was still
observing, feeling his way with the pair, yet last night Loretta had been strangely
quiet, at least in his opinion. She’d been absentminded, distracted, her mind
elsewhere, much as if she’d been composing something in her head and
hadn’t wanted to be bothered by his and Esme’s chatter.

This morning, she still seemed distant, but more in the manner of planning
something. Given Esme’s insistence on adhering to their day’s schedule, it
was possible he might learn what.

Half an hour later, he was waiting in the hotel foyer when Esme and
Loretta, with Gibson and Loretta’s maid, Rose, trailing behind, came down the
stairs. Hassan followed, playing shepherd.

Rafe realized he was staring, inwardly quashed the compulsion. He’d
seen fetching young ladies before. No reason one in a vibrant blue pelisse should so
command his attention.

Going forward, he offered Esme his arm. “I’ve organized
carriages—we’ll see you off first.”

“Excellent, dear boy.” Clearly pleased he was actively
playing his assigned role, Esme allowed him to conduct her out of the hotel’s
doors onto the pavement, to the carriage that waited, door open, footman at the
ready.

Rafe handed her up, stepped back to let the footman hand Gibson in, then
looked up at the driver. “The Rudas Baths.”

He’d learned that the baths, dating from antiquity, were renowned
for their medicinal properties, and as such were a magnet for wealthy ladies from all
over Europe; within such hallowed portals, Esme and Gibson would be safe.

As soon as the footman had climbed up behind, the driver cracked his whip
and the carriage rolled away.

Another replaced it at the curb. The others emerged from the hotel. Rafe
glanced at Loretta, then, as the hotel’s footman rushed to open the carriage
door, offered her his hand.

Head high, determined to keep a rigidly proper and therefore safe distance
between herself and the too-handsome captain Esme had drawn into their circle, Loretta
laid her gloved hand across his palm, felt his fingers, long and strong, close around
hers—and even through the fine leather felt searing awareness flash up her arm,
streak along her nerves, surge down her veins.

She tried to suck in a breath, but her lungs had constricted. By sheer
force of will she kept her feet moving and managed to climb the steps into the carriage.
He released her hand and her senses snapped back into focus.

Battling a dire frown—what the devil was that?—she
sank onto the seat, looking down, arranging her skirts as Rose followed her into the
carriage and sat opposite.

A second later, the carriage tipped as Carstairs climbed in. He hesitated,
then sat alongside her, leaving the place beside Rose for Hassan.

Carstairs’s shoulder brushed hers as he settled.

She couldn’t breathe again. Worse, her wits had scattered. As for
her senses, they were flickering and flaring, not in alarm but in a most peculiar
way.

Fixing her gaze forward, she forced her lungs to work. It was preferable
that Carstairs sat beside her rather than opposite; at least she didn’t have him
constantly before her. Bad enough that she could somehow feel him alongside
her; his warmth, his solidly muscled strength, impinged on her consciousness as if every
nerve she possessed had come alive and locked on him.

She was irritated and utterly mortified.

“Where to?”

The question from alongside was a rumble of thunder, a warning of
impending storm.

Increasingly worried that was indeed the case, she wracked her brains,
recalled. “The Matthias Church.”

Carstairs relayed the destination to their driver through the trapdoor in
the roof, then the carriage rocked and started rolling.

It was perfectly acceptable for her to remain silent, to say nothing at
all. She should spend the time bringing her unruly senses to heel, shoring up her
defenses against the unexpected, persistent, and annoyingly strong physical attraction
Carstairs evoked, and not allowing her fascination with his history, his
mission—with him—to lead her into courting danger…

“I would have thought”—the words were on her lips, placed
there by curiosity before she could censor them—“that the cultists sent to keep
watch would have been provided with detailed descriptions of the four couriers.”
She cast a frowning glance at her nemesis. “From what you told us, that
doesn’t seem to be the case.”

He met her eyes, then looked forward. “We left Bombay unexpectedly.
The Black Cobra had to rush to get his troops into the field—to spread them
across Europe before we had a chance to pass through. The Black Cobra himself and
presumably his closest henchmen might know the four of us by sight, but the majority of
cultists won’t. Even assuming the Cobra has put men who can recognize us in
charge of the various watching groups, there must be many towns—and I would wager
Buda is one—where the cultists are relying on a description sent to them, not
personal knowledge.”

“At Constanta,” Hassan put in, glancing at Rose, then
looking at Loretta, “they did not so much recognize us, ourselves, as that we
were two men of the right size and style traveling together, coming from and heading on
in the expected directions. They were not sure when they approached us. It was only when
we fought them off and ran that they were sure.”

“Sure that we were one of the courier groups they’d been
told to intercept.” Carstairs nodded. “The cultists sent to keep watch, at
least this side of the Channel, will in my case be looking for two tall men, one fair
and blond, the other dark, an English cavalry officer and his Pathan companion. The
descriptions they’ll have for the other three might be more specific. They spent
more time than I in Bombay. Delborough and Hamilton especially were known to the Black
Cobra, Monteith less so, but even he spent more time in areas where the cult was strong.
Hassan and I spent most of the time we were investigating the Cobra out in the field at
the edge of the cult’s territory.”

He shrugged. “The truth is that the cultists watching will most
likely expect me to be wearing my uniform and Hassan his robes and turban. Without those
distinguishing marks, and also not traveling alone, there’s no reason for their
attention to fix on us.”

“Especially if you’re squiring ladies about.” Loretta
felt a certain relief—except that it was relief for him and therefore not
entirely reassuring. “So you’ve traveled through areas of India far from
the major towns?” When he nodded, she asked, “What was it like—the
country, the villages, the people?”

His brows rose, but after a moment apparently gathering his thoughts, he
replied.

Somewhat to her surprise, the carriage drew up outside the Matthias Church
before she’d grown bored.

But then she had to allow him to hand her down. With his hand hovering at
the back of her waist, he perfectly correctly guided her up the steps. She was aware of
him looking around, his blue eyes surveying their surroundings; she was grateful his
concern over potentially watching cultists kept his attention from her.

Rallying her wits, stiffening her spine, she hauled in a breath, dragged
her notes out of her reticule, and swept into the church, determined to keep her mind,
and his, on the notable features of the ancient building that, despite its history of
frequent and violent change, yet remained.

After one rather sharp look at her, he fell in with her lead and, hands
clasped safely behind his back, dutifully followed in her wake as, with Rose by her
side, she examined monuments, sculptures, and wonderful stained glass, then, under the
pretext of spending a moment in prayer, sat in a pew and quickly scribbled notes to jog
her memory when she later came to write her next Window on Europe vignette.

Buda Castle was their next stop—after another two incidents of
Carstairs gripping her hand, another ten minutes of sitting beside him in the carriage
trying to suppress her senses’ witless awareness. Yet when she stood on the
pavement outside the gates, she suspected the castle would be worth the ordeal. She
eagerly followed the young scholar-monk who the custodian deputed to be their guide;
informed of her specific interests, constantly pushing heavy spectacles up his nose, he
led them through the massive building, showing her examples of the changes the centuries
had wrought.

As an illustration of the damage so often visited upon art by politics,
the castle was close to perfect.

At the last, hoping her enthusiasm had paved the way, she smiled at the
young man. “I had heard that there are catacombs.”

His gaze flickered; he glanced nervously about. “You mean the
labyrinth.”

“Indeed.” She caught his gaze, tried to impress him with her
earnestness. “I’m really very keen to see the tunnels.”

She was sure her readers would be equally keen
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