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PROLOGUE

[image: ]
London, July 18th, 1832

Satisfied the house was as quiet and slumbering as when she’d left it, having spent several minutes plastered beside the breakfast room window she’d left unlatched upon her departure this evening, Sofia took one last great inhale of the lilac, and jasmine perfumed night garden air, hiked up her skirts, and clambered up and through the window.

The weight which had lifted when she’d departed earlier returned nearly immediately to her shoulders, and heart. This house was the furthest thing from a prison, their circumstances were much improved, and truly, there wasn’t anything of real importance to complain about, yet she couldn’t help but feel the walls were more cloistering than any home’s should be.

Perché è una casa. No è la mia casa.

Indeed, this was her brother’s house. His, and his new wife Lady Mary’s. And Sofia was happy for him, beyond joyful. Luca had harboured a tendre for Mary since their first meeting some three years ago, when his then protector Lady Granville—Deirdre—had brought not only him, but Sofia and her mother over to England. Though Sofia and Mamma had been put up in a cottage outside London, and only seen Luca sparingly, as his work as Lady Granville’s fancy man—such a ridiculous term were Sofia asked—kept him busy, she’d known enough to appreciate how much Luca had cared for Mary from the first. How deeply he’d fallen in love, and how hard he’d fought to have a life with her. As Mary had, facing old demons and Society. While Sofia had been initially wary of her, getting to know her true nature these past months, Mary had grown on her.

As Mary’s family had too, the lauded—albeit sometimes scandalous—Spencers, of whom Henry Spencer, Marquess of Clairborne, was the head. Once shining symbols of all that British duty, honour, and aristocracy represented, the family name had been somewhat tarnished these past years. First when the Spencers had stood by an old family friend, William Reid, Earl of Thornhallow, as he’d defied Society, married his housekeeper, Rebecca, and fought to right old wrongs. Spencer himself had then gone on to marry a divorced woman, Genevieve, and made her daughter Elizabeth his own in all but law, before he and Genevieve had a daughter of their own, Justine, just a month ago.

And one couldn’t forget the Waltons—Freddie, a shipping magnate, and Mena, who’d started her own charitable endeavour, Nichols House—and their involvement in matters of smuggling, vengeance, and violence last Christmas. Not to mention anyone’s involvement in politics and social change; which were far from tame of late. Thus far, Juliana Myles, the Spencers’ friend and governess, and a few servants, were the only scandal-less ones.

Yet Sofia couldn’t help but like them all, as reluctant as she’d been to leave the comfort of the cottage where she and Mamma had been locked away from view of this Society the rest of them dwelled in. They were…good people, who fought for what was right without reserve, and for that, Sofia admired them. Being here, in Luca and Mary’s home, it wasn’t terrible. Spending time with Luca again was wonderful, and Mary was welcoming as could be, family by law as surely she would be in spirit before long.

Only this was still their house, and soon, when Luca and Mary left to travel, Sofia and Mamma would go off to Scotland with the Spencers. And kind, welcoming though they were, they weren’t her family. Their home wouldn’t be hers, just as this wasn’t. Not that Sofia had one she’d lost; the notion of home in itself was decidedly a complex one. One she wouldn’t likely ever settle, let alone tonight, and so, sighing, she closed the window, forcing a smile as she glanced out. There would be other nights. This was her third nighttime escapade, and continued success meant there would be many more.

Non sono prigioniero. Mai.

Even if here feels more a prison than the cottage did, with its wildflowers, fields, and—

‘I hope you enjoyed your evening, Miss Guaro,’ a low, whispered, gravelly, and typically pleasant—not that she heard it much—but tonight, infuriating and jolt-inducing voice said. ‘For it marks the end of this lunacy.’

‘Lunacy?’ Sofia hissed, the word offensive in every possible manner and definition. She rounded on the man who called himself valet yet was anything but as he emerged from a dark corner. Il suo posto preferito, master lurker that he is. ‘Lunacy, is you creeping about houses which aren’t yours in the dead of night, Mr Meadows. Explain yourself, before I scream, and have Luca and Mary deal with you.’

Josiah crossed his arms, her anger and disgust bouncing off without being felt, and he looked at her as one might a child to be chastised. Sofia admittedly detested not only the look, but the fact she noted his forearms were bare—his coat thrown over a nearby chair, and his shirtsleeves rolled up—his hair was slightly mussed and loose from his old-fashioned queue, and didn’t that suit him perfettamente.

‘Call them,’ Josiah challenged. ‘I’m sure your brother and Lady Mary would be supremely interested to know what you’ve been up to.’

‘My business is none of yours. You are valet to the Marquess of Clairborne, and do not belong in this house. How you even knew—’

‘Going out, alone, at night, into this city,’ Josiah said, unaffected by the indignant lift of her shoulders, and clenching of her jaw. ‘It ends tonight.’

‘How dare you?’

‘Have you any idea what might’ve happened?’

The rise and subtle crack of concern in his voice infuriated her evermore, nearly as much as noticing it did, and she forced slow breaths through her nose.

‘I know just as much of what this world is capable as you, Mr Meadows.’

‘I doubt that.’

‘You’re just the same as them,’ she breathed, and maledizione, but she knew the wound was heard.

She’d thought…many foolish things, that foolish, silly girls clouded with imbecilic infatuation thought, and this was the moment when she saw that after all, he was just like them, all of them, and she shouldn’t be surprised, shouldn’t have expected him to see and understand her as she’d believed she had him, or want to change his mind, and yet, undeniably, she did.

Only so he won’t deny me my freedom.

‘Protest all you like, Miss Guaro. You’re lucky I’ve chosen to keep this from your brother, Lady Mary, and his lordship.’

‘Yes, God forbid you fall into your master’s bad graces,’ she sneered, pleased that arrow scratched him. Two can play, Josiah; you’re not alone in your talents. ‘Not that it concerns him, as this is not his house.’

‘Your actions reflect on the Spencer name, as like it or not, you are part of his lordship’s family now, and soon you will be under his roof, not solely his protection. This is for your own good,’ the reprehensible copy of every other man who’d ever spoken such idiocy said.

‘My own good,’ she repeated hollowly, nodding. The nod turned into a bitter laugh, and her heart sank, knowing it was useless, yet she couldn’t stay silent. Non stasera. Not tonight, not with him. ‘Everyone in this world, Spencer, my brother, strangers on these godforsaken streets, they all know better. And why shouldn’t they? Why shouldn’t you know better than the innocent, wide-eyed little Italian girl? You all think you know me, but you know nothing.’

‘It may seem thus, but in time, Sofia, you’ll understand,’ the wretch said, ever so gently, and her heart tugged.

‘In time I will be nothing,’ she told him, eyes pricking, and she prayed he saw the sheen, so perhaps, he could understand. ‘I hate this place. As hard as our life was, I was free. You all pretend I am some sciocco, some silly miss like all men in power so love to breed and cultivate. Even my brother, going off to serve women for money, pretending I should have no idea, not worry my pretty head, but who made the money last? Who persuaded shopkeepers and landlords to look away when payment was long overdue? Who ensured we ate, and slept, and were clean, and knew more about people by the time she could speak than others will in a lifetime? And then we are dragged here, and I am nothing. Not a nursemaid, not a miss, not a governess, not a companion, not anyone but someone’s sister, expected to be a good girl, and marry well, but not too well, because I’m tainted by everything we were, and I should take care of Mamma, while Luca is allowed to live, and so mi scusi, forgive me, Mr Meadows, for snatching just a few hours which belong to me, and me alone, and when I am myself and only that.’

Sofia vaguely realised then how hard they were both breathing, and how many tears had slipped onto her cheeks, and how pained Josiah looked. Shaking her head, she stole in a deep breath, wiped the salty things from her cheeks, and turned back to him.

‘I will never understand,’ she whispered. ‘Just as those birds all of you like to cage, do not understand.’

‘Sofia… Miss Guaro—’

‘I will continue to go out. Do what you will. Tell Luca, tell Spencer. But until that day, sarò libera. Good night, Mr Meadows.’

With that, and a raise of her chin, she rounded the table, and without sparing him one last look, she went to bed, though sleep evaded her for a very long time.




CHAPTER ONE
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London, July 20th, 1833

There was something truly special about London in the full throes of summer; and Josiah didn’t mean special flatteringly whatsoever. He meant it in the most sarcastic, disgusted manner humanly possible. No matter that it was, if not the dead of night, then very late; the city’s humid, putrid, choked air prevailed despite the evening’s best efforts.

One might wonder why it was then, if Josiah so hated a London summer’s night, that he was traipsing about in the midst of it, rather than tucked between cool linen sheets, a window open onto gardens offering the relief of rose and lavender scented breezes. The answer was a mere two words, a name, in fact: Sofia Guaro. The name, the answer to why he’d traversed nights throughout every season in this city and elsewhere, and done much more too, despite his better judgement.

Or barest judgement.

Many a someone had had their head turned by a woman, and perhaps, if Josiah could’ve claimed to suffer the same illness, it might’ve made it easier. Bearable. Noble. Poetic. It might’ve made it something romantic, worthwhile, as opposed to something he endured against his barest judgement.

Still, it has to stop.

Indeed, doubtlessly, it did. For what was coming… What was coming necessitated all his attention, focus, and strength. Years he’d both sought to outrun his past, and find a way to set things right—as much as one could considering the litany of his misdeeds—and now, the time to tidy his affairs had finally come; a way found, a plan made. And no one could get caught in the midst of it, least of all Sofia.

Not least of all Sofia; least of all any of them.

Least of all the children.

The people who welcomed you into their home and lives.

Least of all anyone, friend or stranger. This is your mess; consequences are yours alone to bear.

So it was, so they were, and so he would. He’d left it long enough, and now that he finally had all the pieces in place, it wouldn’t be long until it was done. Until the villain he’d allowed to roam free and wreak havoc was stopped; until penance and retribution were paid, for that portion of his past at least. Who, or what he would be thereafter, where he’d be…well, that remained to be seen.

If I make it out alive.

Precisely why we’re out here tonight. One last time.

And because it is her birthday.

Shaking off the past threatening to trickle through with thoughts of an imminent future, Josiah returned to the present, focusing his attention back on the reason for his presence out in the stiflingly unpleasant night. Miss Sofia Guaro, currently about twenty or so metres ahead, making her way from an evening spent at the opera and a most disreputable public house off the Strand via a circuitous, and unrecommendable collection of smaller streets and passages back to the Mayfair townhouse they both, for now, called home. Her above stairs, he below, though admittedly both their positions were murky when examined closely.

The Marquess and Marchioness had insisted on Sofia and her mother moving in after Sofia’s brother and Lady Mary had gone to travel the Continent late last summer. Something of family, though also not quite, Sofia minded her mother, served as companion and aid to the Marchioness, and now that the household had lost its governess-cum-nurse, Juliana, she served as that too in many respects for young Elizabeth, and baby Justine.

As for Josiah, he was technically valet to the Marquess, though over the years he’d become something else too, utilising disreputable skills forged in past lives he could no sooner be rid of than stop breathing—no matter how he tried as he’d unsuccessfully tried to shirk off those pasts—to aid anyone in need. Be it the Marquess, or others, such as Juliana. To everyone, he was a servant in name though not quite family nor an equal; a jack of all trades, and a respected, appreciated, sometimes friend to anyone. In the thirteen years he’d served the family, many had attempted to foster closeness, be it other servants, or his lordship, however Josiah took care to maintain what distance he could. While happy to lend a hand, share a laugh or congenial bond, distance was not only proper, but safer.

So yes, both his and Sofia’s positions were murky. One might even posit this shared opacity might foster a bond between them, lead to Josiah’s following Miss Guaro through London’s darkened streets, however, there was no shared bond. There was barely an acquaintance, though admittedly it felt very different.

Oh, they spoke on occasion, as required for matters of the house or family, but beyond a verbal flaying a year ago, and another few words exchanged privately—no flaying, though I didn’t leave unscathed—some months ago, they didn’t speak. Beyond what he’d learned from others, or snippets of overheard conversations, he knew nothing of her, and similarly she knew nothing of him. It only felt different because he’d been following her around approximately twice a week for about a year, having discovered her sneaking out. He’d not had it in him to end it, so instead, he’d followed her on her late-night explorations at a reasonable, respectable distance. Just in case.

Foolhardy, ill-advised, dangerous, and downright reckless though it was, he’d made his choice. And to Sofia’s credit, she’d been…fine.

Well, there had been no trouble. Yes, she’d visited establishments a lady shouldn’t, gone to the East End to see singers in inns, across the river for a bit of theatre, wandered the city’s parks in moonlight, or gone to a local ceilidh while in Scotland, but she’d handled herself whenever there had been hints of trouble. She’d kept her dress plain, her manners simple, and blended into the masses she frequented far from the grand houses as though she was a lady of Shadwell, or the Garden, or Southwark, or Bayswater, or Aitil, or wherever it was she decided to go on any given evening.

If Josiah had permitted himself the pondering, he might’ve wondered about those abilities, how similar they were to his, how it was she’d become thus, and so on, only he didn’t permit. Merely admired the woman for her skills, and was grateful there were no incidents requiring his intervention, nor betrayal of her secret.

And tonight is the last of it.

He wouldn’t tell Sofia of course, that this was the last time. No one could know something was afoot. Yet he hoped she would know when all was said and done. That as the Marchioness had celebrated her turning one and twenty with a tea party, this was his gift. One last outing into the smoke, the night, and the city which wasn’t that they dwelled in during the day.

As no place is the same at night as in the light.

The same part of him that would’ve permitted pondering about Sofia had thought of getting her a proper gift, as the others had—even young Elizabeth gifting her a copy of Il Principe she’d gilded and rebound herself—only that was something…beyond anything he could rightly allow himself. Or be allowed.

What would’ve you even gotten her? You’ve nothing to give but this; she has all she needs and not from nor thanks to you.

Foolishness. Utter foolishness.

Nodding to himself, Josiah glanced over his shoulder, finding but shadows and flecks of light from surrounding crevices and windows. All was quiet, though revelry and mischief echoed on the night’s still air. Turning ahead again, he watched Sofia’s now familiar form emerge into the light and mild busyness of Regent Street, then weave between the few carriages, hacks, and wanderers back into shadow. Her profile briefly illuminated as she turned her head ever so slightly, checking he still followed; a smile raising the corner of her lips for the merest second before it, and she disappeared again.

It suited her, he thought vaguely, ensuring he didn’t fall prey to a speeding carriage or vicious cutpurse, the shadows. Tall, with a shapely form, sharp features, Mediterranean complexion, long, lustrous raven hair with hints of silver and auburn, typically bound in tight braids but on nights like these, softly swept up, a blinding smile and eyes the colour of dark smoky quartz—both of which could ensnare anyone—Sofia possessed a beauty and presence which demanded attention. Some might argue such beauty belonged in the light of day, where it could be appreciated, worshipped even, only there was something more to it—to her—which Josiah knew was better suited to the night. He couldn’t quantify it, only say there was intelligence to her eyes that belonged to night sprites. A mystery to her smile which belonged to the sirens of the deep. A wave to the strands of her hair that was something of a dame blanche’s.

A nonsense and uselessness to your thoughts that is astounding.

Indeed. Shaking himself again, Josiah pressed on, following Sofia and her hair and smile and eyes he had no business thinking on down another set of gloomy streets, across Bond Street, and along some tenebrous mews where the snorts of horses and sounds of subdued nocturnal work resounded briefly. Whatever was ailing him tonight needed curing.

Perhaps it’s because it is the last time.

Because soon William will come for me, and the past won’t be that any longer, and I’ll leave them and—

The hackles on Josiah’s back rose as Sofia emerged ahead from the nebulous lane they’d taken into the light of a larger street, only it was far too late for such alarm.

At least, for him.

He heard the gentle pad of footsteps, the whoosh of an arm, the rustle of clothing all too late, and received the hard knock of a truncheon on the back of his head as recompense. He fell forwards, knees landing hard on the stone, though he didn’t remain long enough to notice whether they held London’s unbeatable damp, or the summer’s heat. Two pairs of hands dragged him back into the darkest part of the lane, while his mind reeled, stars and dizziness dancing before his eyes.

Too soon. Not tonight.

They, he, had come too quickly. It wasn’t supposed to be this way; he was meant to get Sofia home, one last time.

Damn you, William.

But she would make it home. These men came for him, and she was only a few streets from the townhouse. She wouldn’t have heard anything—they’d been quiet, he’d grant them that—and return home none the wiser.

All is well. She’ll be well. Now focus.

Blinking through the blow he’d received, he made a good show against his captors—dragging, kicking, pulling and scrabbling—and they tightened their grips, breaths heaving faster. He was shoved against a wall, nearly hitting his head against its rough bricks, and making another show of resistance, he lunged left, pushing blindly at dark shapes. Again he was shoved back, with greater force, and the click of a pistol in the blackness ensured he remained there.

Then, footsteps. Clicking, not loudly, but purposefully, unbothered. Drawing closer, until finally, a match was struck, blinding in the night’s cover, and William’s face appeared before him, pulling on a pipe which clouded them in scented puffs. Josiah made out more bodies lurking nearby—two more flanking his previous captors—while William stood in the centre of his neat arc of hired thugs.

It had been a while since Josiah had last seen him—four years, mayhap—but he hadn’t changed. Still as classically handsome, a Roman statue come to life, though smaller, slyer, sharper. Still as perfectly dressed—tailored clothes all in black tonight, for the occasion—and as supremely confident. Though with every draw on the pipe, every brief illumination, Josiah spied more haggardness and hardness than ever before.

The perfection is finally showing signs of the corruption within.

‘Josiah,’ William greeted with a nod and contemptible smile. ‘It is Josiah, still, I believe?’

‘William,’ he gritted out. Partly for show, but admittedly because yes, his head and everything else smarted, more than he’d thought it might at this reunion, expected though it was. ‘To what do I owe the unexpected visit?’

‘There’s something I need you to retrieve. In Cornwall.’

‘We’re done, William. Have been for a long time. I owe you nothing.’

A lackey’s neatly aimed punch to his solar plexus had Josiah doubled over, desperately trying to suck in breaths.

‘You owe me thanks, at the very least,’ William drawled, coming in very close, and deigning to drag Josiah back up himself with a pull of his hair. ‘For letting your pet go free tonight. I might’ve ensnared her in this net too. You’ve a fondness for her, following her about thus, and I might’ve used that, but I refrained.’

Another pull of his hair, and Josiah gritted his teeth tighter, breathing through the surge of anger at the mention of Sofia; at himself too, for allowing this to come so close to her.

‘Thank you,’ he hissed.

‘Excellent,’ William smiled, releasing him, and stepping back to thoughtfully draw on his pipe, coldness growing in his eyes. Not that there was much warmth. ‘You are most welcome. Now, we had an accord, certes, however, after careful consideration, I’ve come to the conclusion that you got off with the better end of the deal. I am due additional recompense for what I relinquished all those years ago. And before you say something tiresome,’ William warned, when Josiah opened his mouth to do just that, ‘I would remind you that if you refuse to do this in the spirit of good business, and honouring old debts, I have other means I won’t hesitate to employ.’

‘Damn you, William—’

That show of protest earned him another punch, this time to his right cheek, and Josiah stumbled into the arm of one of the lackeys to his left; who summarily shoved him back into the wall.

As blood trickled down his cheek, he vaguely admired the solidity of the blow, then focused on the pain, and the cool brick at his back to keep his mind clear.

Though it needn’t be too clear—what comes next will hurt.

‘I won’t do it, William,’ he said, because acceptance couldn’t come easily, and didn’t he wish William didn’t know him so well. But we must play the part or all is lost. ‘Threaten me all you like, I won’t. We’re. Done.’

‘You always were stubborn, and ridiculously noble in your own way,’ William sighed. ‘Refuse me as many times as you like. You know what I can, and will do, to you, to everyone you now call friend, or even foe. For the sake of our old friendship, I will grant you a day to come to your senses—it is late, and this was all very dramatic, I’ll grant you—before I do anything you’ll sorely regret. Now, a rather reclusive gentleman by the absurdly alliterate name of Louis Liverston has in possession, the painting. You know the one of which I speak. You’ll find him at Rhith Manor, near Polzeath. You will be on the road by this time tomorrow or I will make good on my threats. You’ll have a month to find the painting, and bring it back to me. I’ll know when you’ve returned, and then, we will be done. But just so there are no doubts about whether or not the years have made me softer, once I’ve left, my associates will ensure that you’ve appropriately taken measure of my sincerity, my seriousness, and the consequences should you refuse or fail.’

‘That painting is a myth. I’ll not be your puppet again, so just slither back to whatever hole you came from,’ Josiah spat, preparing for what came next.

Something that’s very, very much, going to hurt.

William threw him a wicked grin and chuckle as he turned and slithered back into the shadows, and then, the city. Only when his footsteps receded, did his new friends get to the work they’d been hired for.

So it begins.

There was less of a need for show now, so Josiah did more than give a pretence of resistance, however four against one was rather unsporting. Blows rained down from every direction, numbers, and darkness affording them the advantage, while the wall which had heretofore supported him became a clear disadvantage. He did his best to keep too many blows from landing on his face, and met flesh with fist and foot more times than his assailants appreciated, but before long, he was brought to the ground, which to his chagrin, was both warm and damp. His mind was blank and tired, and while he kept his arms up, protecting his head, the only thing keeping him from unconsciousness was the fact that not an inch of his body didn’t ache, throb, or pull.

And then, it stopped.

For a brief second he thought they’d relented, seeing him sufficiently schooled, but then, through the haze of semi-consciousness, he heard grunts of pain and shouts, then receding footsteps, and a voice… A voice that didn’t belong here, telling them in very colourful language where they could go.

The scent of vervain and lemon and freedom and the universe filled his nostrils, and gentle hands took hold of his shoulder, brushed his hair away, then straightened him to sitting. He blinked, managing to open two very sore eyes—though he wasn’t certain one would in the morning—and in the darkness he saw her shining face, wearing that smile of sirens as her eyes raked over him.

No…

‘Good thing you were here to protect me, Mr Meadows,’ Sofia said.

Josiah groaned, and she half-picked, half-dragged him up, and marched him off into the night again, and before he fully lost consciousness, he had one final, fleeting thought.

This is not the direction of home.




CHAPTER TWO
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Tapping her fingers on her crossed legs, Sofia glanced from the dancing candles on the mantel, back to the unconscious form in the bed beside her. In other circumstances, she might’ve enjoyed the sight more, of Josiah, hers alone to gaze upon without justification or impropriety. Tonight however, the man who always hid coiled preparedness beneath grace, and ease, wasn’t merely at rest; and this was no pleasant interlude.

Not like that, at least.

No, the cuts, bruises, and swelling for which she’d done her best, yet inevitably marred the rugged, but handsome features, couldn’t fail to remind her precisely why they were here. Nonetheless, her eyes travelled over him, yes with concern, but also unavoidable appreciation. From the longish, loose russet hair, streaked every passing day with more silver, spread on the pillow, reflecting the fire’s warmth, to the dusting of silver curls on his chest where his shirt lay open. Over the rest of his relaxed form, a pleasant one; neither too large nor lean, tall nor short, which spoke of athleticism without brutishness, and that coiled preparedness, a remarkable presence in and of itself. The same that, along with constant calculation, lived in those onyx eyes, now hidden from view, though not for long, unless she was mistaken.

The night is not over yet, Mr Meadows.

And as surely as I say it, si sveglia.

‘I’d advise against moving about much,’ she said when his seemingly fathomless eyes blinked open, and began fluttering confusedly about the room. ‘The salve I availed myself of rather generously, is, well, everywhere. I should’ve perhaps intervened sooner.’ Josiah’s gaze snapped to hers, awareness and alarm mingling with shock and indignation. Oh, I do enjoy surprising you. ‘I would’ve, only considering the expedition your friend—William, is it?—is sending you on, I hadn’t thought they’d take it so far.’

‘William always takes it too far,’ Josiah managed, his tone tired, but alert.

‘Yes, one can tell he’s quite fearsome. I therefore thought it best not to intercede until after he’d left.’

‘This is not the townhouse,’ Josiah remarked, and she chuckled as he grumbled and groaned his way to sitting. Plotting, she knew, how to extricate himself from this particular predicament, and her.

Rapidamente, Sofia. Keep him on his toes.

‘An excellent observation, Mr Meadows. I’m glad those blows haven’t entirely addled your sharpness. We are currently guests of a most hospitable inn near Baker Street.’

‘You brought me here?’

‘Your surprise chafes, however, yes, I availed myself of help on this occasion. You’re heavier than I thought,’ she teased. Josiah just stared. ‘Gerry, a very kind hack driver originally from Aberdeen, was most distressed to learn you’d fallen prey to this city’s worst sort, particularly with us being visitors to London, and was ever so obliging, seeing us returned to our lodgings. Even refused pay as we’d been so viciously robbed, but then, for his efforts, I couldn’t very well see him go without anything.’

Sofia laughed, enjoying Josiah’s utter bewilderment, as his mind tried to reconcile all he knew of her, and all this.

And the surprises have only just begun.

Her smile dimmed however, when his eyes and mind adjusted enough to catch the marks on her own flesh, and darkened murderously; more than she might’ve thought possible in many ways.

‘It’s nothing,’ she said before he could open his mouth. ‘Only a scrape or two. The others were far worse off.’

‘There were four of them, Sofia, for the love of God, you might’ve—’

‘But I didn’t. I’m very quick, and very good, and have the most exceptional little penknife. Besides, they didn’t want trouble, their job was done.’

Sighing, clenching every muscle—and wincing from the pain—Josiah relented, though Sofia knew it was only temporary.

‘Why?’ he asked, recovering the majority of his sharpness and self; unfortunately some of his seriousness too. ‘Why here, and not the townhouse?’

‘As you’re to disappear again to Cornwall, I thought you’d prefer to do so without having to explain precisely where, how, and why you looked like that. A note will be delivered to the house in the early hours, explaining how I was called away unexpectedly by some friend I met this Season, who unfortunately had a bad turn after a fall, and requires companionship. You, being awake
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