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			CHAPTER ONE

			Weltford, England

			1816

			Lord Camden Grey glared at the ink-spotted paper in front of him. Damnation. Was that a six or an eight? Perhaps a three? He placed his quill back in the ink and pressed the heels of his hands against his bleary eyes.

			He should have stopped working on the equation hours ago, but the solution had seemed so close this time. If only he’d worked a little harder or faster, perhaps he’d have been able to—

			A knock again sounded on his door, reminding him what had startled him into splashing ink everywhere in the first place.

			“Yes?” He knew his tone was harsher than it should have been, but he hadn’t slept in—he checked the clock—twenty hours, and his servants knew better than to disturb him. If that fool Ipswith found an answer first, Camden would never again be able to set foot in the Royal Mathematical Society. The chairman, his father, would see to it. Just as he had seen to convincing Ipswith to research the exact same theorem to put Camden in his place.

			The door opened and Rafferty entered, his stoic butler façade remaining in place despite the crumpled papers littering the carpet at his feet. “There is a ... man to see you, sir.” There was a significant distaste in his pronunciation of the word man.

			Camden raised his brow. What was he then, a goat? Really, it was no wonder he found conversing such a waste. It was an imprecise medium. “What is his business?”

			“He wishes to speak to the justice of the peace.”

			Camden glanced at the clock. “At three in the morning? Has there been a death?”

			Rafferty cleared his throat and didn’t make eye contact. “It is three in the afternoon, sir.”

			Camden swiveled to stare at the drawn curtains behind him. Indeed. Amend that—he’d been awake for thirty-two hours instead of twenty. Exhaustion hit him like a blow to the side of his head. He scrubbed at the grit in his eyes. “Did he say if it was urgent?”

			As impressive as the title of justice of the peace sounded, it usually only amounted to settling squabbles about sheep and stolen chamber pots. He wouldn’t have accepted the appointment to the position at all had there been any other men who met the requirements in Weltford, save drunk-off-his-arse Stanfield.

			“The fellow claims to have information on the Harding death, sir.”

			That would be worth delaying sleep. “Where did you put him?”

			“In the library, sir.”

			Camden stood, twisting side to side briefly to loosen the knots in his back, then strode past his butler and down the stairs.

			He smelled his guest before he saw him. The air in the corridor stank of stale onions and spoiled ale. And he wasn’t even in the same room yet.

			Camden stepped into the library, then silently groaned when he saw his guest. “Mr. Spat?” Lloyd Spat, less than affectionately known about the village as Tubs, sat in the center of the room, his enormous girth filling the settee from arm to arm.

			“Ah, Lord Grey! A pleasure to see you. A real pleasure.” He tried to struggle to his feet but gave up after a single attempt. “There were a reward for information on the death of Lord Harding? A sizable one?”

			“If your information proves to be of use.” But he’d offered the money over three months ago at the death of Viscount Harding. While he still found it difficult to believe the death resulted from of a poacher’s bullet, he found it even more unlikely that Tubs wouldn’t have claimed the reward if he had real information. The man would do anything for his next pint. “Why wait to come forward?”

			“Well, I feared for my life. Near trembled at the thought of what would happen to me if they found out I spoke.”

			“If who found out?” Camden focused on breathing through his mouth.

			“The men.”

			He was too tired for this. His only hope was a strictly linear line of questioning. Camden spun the standing globe next to him absently, tapping every third line of longitude. He returned to the original question. “Why tell me now?”

			“Well you might ask, sir. Mr. Haws, that greedy old bastard, has decided that my word is no longer good enough for him. He says if I’m wanting another drop of ale from his tavern, he needs to be seeing some of the coin he’s owed. Now I’m rightly offended at such rudeness and I have a mind to take my business to another tavern, but my health’s no longer what it were. And I needs to be close to my lodgings and my dear Mrs. Spat.”

			So his next drink was worth more than information that might cost him his life. That logic would have been too much on a day when fully awake; Camden stood no chance of sorting it out now.

			Tubs rubbed his hands together, then glanced nervously about the room. “No one will find out the news came from me, right?”

			“Not unless you tell them.”

			Tubs nodded, his chin disappearing into the rippling folds at his neck. “Well, then. The day after the murder I were at the tavern.”

			Camden had never seen him anywhere but at the tavern.

			“I were sitting at my table in the corner when I hears voices behind me. It were two blokes discussing getting paid. Now I normally keeps to my own business but one of the gents says, ‘The deed is done?’ Now I know that when men are talking about deeds, that’s not something that I needs to be hearing, but I were right there so I couldn’t not hear them.”

			Camden stopped spinning the globe, his hand coming to rest somewhere in Russia. Tubs finally had his full attention.

			It wasn’t Camden’s responsibility as justice of the peace to investigate crimes, only to rule on small squabbles, or for more serious matters, to decide if there was enough evidence for a criminal to be sent on to the formal court. While he gave the cases his full attention, he’d never been tempted to become involved past his limited role. It was the responsibility of the victim or his family to prosecute the crime.

			But something about the Harding case had seemed suspicious. Camden had finally ruled with the coroner’s jury because he’d had no evidence to contradict the theory of the poacher’s bullet, but it had always seemed too convenient. As if someone had decided three plus three equaled five because they didn’t want to be bothered to count to six.

			Then the widow’s powerful family had swooped in to ensure the whole matter stayed quiet. Her father and her brothers stayed at her side, keeping her distant from everyone. Lady Harding’s father—the Earl of Riverton, himself—had visited Camden to ask for discretion when dealing with the case.

			Camden had agreed because he knew better than to deny a powerful man like the earl without cause. He also knew the earl’s oldest son, Darton, and he trusted him.

			To a point.

			But the whole situation had made him wary. More alert. He’d asked a few questions about town but had come up empty.

			Tubs cracked his knuckles, the popping interspersing his words. “Then the other fellow says, ‘He fell like a sack of turnips. Easiest job I’ve ever done.’ Then he laughed. Now I hadn’t heard about the good viscount’s death yet, but something in his voice made my skin fair crawl off my body.”

			“Did you get a good look at either of the men?”

			Tubs’s eyes bulged. “There’s no way I were going to let them know I’d heard them. What with them being hired killers.”

			Camden could hear his own teeth grinding. “Then what information do you have that you think will earn you the reward?”

			“Well, then they started talking about returning to London.” He looked hopeful at this bit of information, then sighed when Camden didn’t react. “Then one of the fellows said, ‘Did you collect the rest of the blunt from her?’ ”

			Camden stepped away from the globe. “Her?” Why had an image of Lady Harding appeared in his mind?

			“That’s what he said as clear as day.”

			“Did they give a name? Anything more specific?” Camden tried to think of what he knew of Lady Harding, but came up with little. Oh, he could picture her clearly enough, the pretty young woman who’d lingered outside her brother’s mathematics lessons when Camden had gone to tutor him almost seven years ago. The slender, delicate grace of her body and the almost elfin point of her chin. He’d liked knowing that she hid in the corridor to hear his lessons. But he hadn’t spoken but the merest greetings to her.

			Then the Hardings had been at their house in Weltford only rarely. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever been invited to an event at Harding House. He paid little attention to the social engagements in the area.

			And if he were completely honest with himself, he’d had no desire to see the girl who’d written him the only letter he’d received while in the army—a love letter—with another man.

			Tubs grunted and tugged on his ear. “No. They left right quick after that.”

			Camden had little proof that Lady Harding was the woman that the killers referred to. Except, why hadn’t she or her family done more to find the shooter? Why had she been content with the coroner’s ruling? Why had her family been so intent on keeping him away from her? They’d claimed her prostrate with grief. All his questions had gone through her father.

			“Do I get the money?” Tubs asked.

			“Only if your information proves to be correct.” Despite his own suspicions, he had no proof that Tubs’s story was true.

			“But I took time away from my dear wife to come to help with your investigation.”

			Frowning, Camden tossed him a guinea. “For your trouble. But you get no more unless your information leads to an arrest.”

			The money disappeared into Tubs’s pocket. “It will, sir. Everything I told you is as true as my name.”

			Tubs lumbered to his feet and Rafferty escorted him out.

			Camden had planned to pay his respects to Lady Harding at some point, perhaps see what manner of woman she’d matured into. Now it appeared he had no choice.

			She may have grown up to be a murderer.

			“You want me to give away all of the books in the library?” Lady Sophia Harding’s housekeeper’s mouth opened then snapped closed. “But, my lady, the books must be worth hundreds of pounds.”

			Eight hundred and sixty-three pounds, to be precise. Sophia knew. She’d purchased every one of them when they’d renovated the house last year.

			Now the gilded leather spines sickened her.

			She took a deep breath. “Yes, every one of them.”

			“What will you put in here instead, my lady?” Mrs. Gilray asked.

			Sophia smiled. She had absolutely no idea. She would pick what she liked. She didn’t even know what that would be. Perhaps piles of penny dreadfuls or scandalous novels. More books on mathematics. Treatises on the best way to grow peas.

			All she knew was that no one would have a say in it but her.

			She wouldn’t fret over her choices, thinking and rethinking each one. Trying to pick those Richard would approve of while knowing she’d never be able to guess correctly.

			Richard was dead.

			And now she intended to reclaim the library from his influence. Sophia traced a finger down the edge of one of the books. If only it were as easy to reclaim herself. “Send them to St. Wilfred’s orphanage.”

			“Very good, my lady.” Mrs. Gilray was too new to dare question her.

			Sophia turned at the sound of heavy boots in the corridor. Her eyes widened at the sight of her head gardener.

			Mud caked Wicken’s boots and his white hair jutted out from his head in awkward clumps. “There’s an urgent matter I must discuss with you regarding the rose gardens.”

			Sophia tried to smile as if urgent meetings about greenery were a normal occurrence, but her mind was racing. “That will be all, Mrs. Gilray.”

			Mrs. Gilray’s fascinated gaze swung back and forth between the other two occupants of the room, but she bobbed a curtsey and glided from the library.

			Wicken closed the door behind her with a click, the kindly lines on his face deep with worry. “Sorry, my lady. I know this is most unusual. But I thought it important that you know.”

			Sophia swallowed against sudden unease. “Is something amiss?’

			“My daughter just sent word from the village. The justice of the peace has been asking questions about your husband’s death.”

			“What questions?”

			He rubbed his right arm, the arm her husband had broken when Wicken refused to tell Richard where she was hiding.

			Sophia fought not to stare, not to choke on the guilt that burned in her chest at the stiff way the arm hung at his side.

			“What enemies Harding might have had. Same as he did right after the death.”

			“Has anyone said anything?”

			“Not as far as I know, but it’s only a matter of time before one of the villagers lets something slip.”

			Sophia’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. Lord Grey wouldn’t find anything. She wouldn’t allow it. Not when that might lead him directly to her husband’s killer—her father.

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Lord Grey tapped his hand on the well-polished bar. “I thought you said you’d have time to speak to me this morning, Haws.”

			The barkeep shrugged and glanced at his wife, who’d just bustled in with a tray. “Sorry. Perhaps in a few days. I find myself right busy today.”

			Camden glanced at the near-empty tavern from the corner of his eye.

			“I don’t want you to have come all this way for nothing, though,” Mrs. Haws said with a smile. She placed a steaming meat pie in front him. “Please enjoy. It’s my treat.”

			Even though Camden’s stomach rumbled at the savory aroma, he stared at the two of them. “So you don’t remember two strangers in the tavern around the time of Lord Harding’s death?”

			Haws glanced at his wife and she answered, her rosy apple cheeks stretched into a friendly smile. “Can’t say I rightly do. Believe it or not, we get a fair number of travelers through here. I can’t remember anyone in particular from so long ago. Now eat your pie.”

			Camden had only moved to this village two years ago after being granted his barony, but that didn’t stop Mrs. Haws from treating him like she’d known him since he was a boy. It was almost enough to make him move to another county. He picked up his fork and took a bite of the pie, hoping his motion would cover the unease caused by maternal regard. He almost groaned as the flakey crust crumbled on his tongue, revealing the thick, beefy gravy. But as good as the food was, it couldn’t distract him—at least not for long—from the suspicion that something was amiss.

			“I’ll have to have a word with your cook about getting a proper meal in you. Sweet mercy, Lottie!” She turned her attention to the maid who’d just sloshed half her bucket of water on the floor. “Pay attention to your work, dear. Not to Lord Grey.”

			The maid blushed and ducked her head as she scurried away. When she returned, she had a lad of about thirteen at her side helping her.

			After Camden finished his pie and moved on to being ignored by the blacksmith and then the owner of the livery stable, he was certain something was wrong. The thin man returned to grooming his horses, studiously ignoring Camden’s presence.

			Eventually, he found himself in the middle of the village square leaning against the trunk of a gnarled oak. Perhaps he should speak with the tree. He’d probably have a greater chance of getting answers from it than from the villagers.

			“They aren’t going to talk to you.”

			Camden turned toward the brittle female voice and saw a pinched-faced woman in black. Her mousy brown hair had been scraped back into a bun so tight it should have done something to lessen the bitter creases around her mouth and eyes. “Why is that?”

			“Because she was here.”

			Camden was becoming rather annoyed with ambiguous pronouns. “Who?”

			“Lady Harding. She was here earlier, sneaking about. I’m sure she warned everyone not to talk to you.”

			The woman looked vaguely familiar. Camden finally placed her. “You’re her housekeeper, are you not? Mrs. Ovard?”

			Mrs. Ovard’s lips thinned. “Not any longer. She let me go. As if I hadn’t worked in that house for thirty years.”

			“Why did she let you go?”

			“Because I knew her for what she was. She isn’t the good Christian woman she pretends to be. She hated her husband. She wasted no time disposing of his things after he was killed.”

			Camden shifted away from the tree, hands tensing at his sides. “Do you think she had something to do with his death?”

			The woman’s nostrils flared. “Why else would she be creeping about, warning people not to speak with you?”

			Camden knew that there was undoubtedly more to this woman’s motivation than she’d admit to. Revenge being a likely one. But he couldn’t disregard her accusations. Especially when they fit perfectly with his suspicions.

			“Did you observe anything unusual in Lady Harding’s behavior around the time her husband was killed?”

			“She purchased a pistol. One of the maids told me she saw it in the room.”

			“Eugena Ovard!” Mrs. Haws trundled out of the tavern, a rolling pin brandished in her hand. “You had better not be tattling any of your filth in that young man’s ears.”

			Mrs. Ovard ducked behind him. “I’m only telling him God’s own truth.”

			“Well, I imagine the good Lord will have a thing or two to say about your truth when you meet him.”

			“It’s better than lying for a trollop.” Mrs. Ovard stiffened her spine and stalked away.

			Mrs. Haws tapped the rolling pin against her hand, dislodging a puff of flour. “She’s a bitter woman. I wouldn’t believe a word she says, my lord.”

			Whom did he trust? The bitter woman or the lying one? Damnation, this is what he got for becoming involved. As contrary as his equations might be, at least he knew what to do with them. “Did Lady Harding ask you not to speak with me?”

			Mrs. Haws focused on dusting flour off her apron. “No.”

			“But she did speak to you this morning?’

			The woman’s cheeks darkened. “She might have stopped by for a quick chat and a piece of pie.”

			“What did you chat about?”

			“Really, it isn’t my place to speak about my betters. Perhaps you should go speak to Lady Harding. You’ll know right away that she hasn’t a thing to hide.” The woman clutched the rolling pin tightly to her ample bosom.

			Camden nodded. He intended to do just that.

		

	


	
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			“I can tell him you are not at home, my lady,” her butler said.

			Sophia straightened her skirts with a quick tug. She wanted to hide. She wanted to run to where Lord Grey wouldn’t be able to follow.

			But she glared at the pale, frightened woman reflected in the mirror, willing her to disappear. She wasn’t that woman anymore.

			Yes, you are, a small voice inside her mocked. You are a coward. You will always be a coward. If you weren’t a coward, your father wouldn’t have had to come clean up the mess you made of your life.

			But she’d been about to clean it up. Her husband had just been killed before she could. She would have done it this time. She would have stood up to Richard—no matter the beating it earned her—and then left him.

			Like the dozen other times you made that resolve?

			Sophia shut out the voice as she walked down the stairs. No matter how cowardly she’d behaved, she refused to let any blame fall on her father.

			Sophia slowed as she neared the parlor where Lord Grey waited. Why now? Why after all these months was he finally investigating?

			Lord Grey stood by the window. Her husband, Richard, would have looked like an angel standing in that pool of light. His golden ringlets would have sparkled, his eyes would have been as light as the summer sky. Ladies would have sighed over his beauty.

			Lord Grey was the opposite; rather than radiating the light, he seemed to absorb it, the sun’s rays disappearing into his short dark hair. His jaw was too strong and his brows too harsh. A generous woman, or a confused young girl, might call his face striking. His body, as well, was too strong, too broad, too hard to ever be called as paltry a word as beautiful.

			The forgotten pleasure of a girlhood infatuation fluttered through her. He’d come to her home for a few months after her brother Darton had fallen ill with inflammation of the lungs and had to be sent home from Oxford. Mr. Grey had been a fellow student trying to earn enough money to continue his schooling.

			Sophia had hidden in the corridor so she could listen to the low rumble of his voice, catch a glimpse of the shape of his lips from the shadows. Eventually, even the mathematics he spoke of fascinated her.

			He’d never said more than good morning to her, but her young girlish heart had liked to think he knew she lingered outside the door, and spoke extra loudly so she could hear the lessons.

			And one time when she’d been feeling particularly daring, she’d placed her completed version of an assignment he’d given her brother on his desk. She’d found the corrected paper placed in her usual spot in the corridor the next day.

			As Lord Grey turned away from the window, the memory faded, a deeper, more feminine appreciation taking root. She’d thought such emotions had been crushed beyond redemption by Richard. Perhaps she’d been mistaken.

			Yet there was a coldness in Lord Grey that kept her from examining the sensation too closely. New lines about his eyes that she didn’t remember. A cynical twist of his mouth. As much as she’d swooned over the more youthful version of the man in front of her, she knew nothing of him now.

			“Can I help you?” She kept her voice soft and musical, her gaze submissive. If there was one thing she’d learned from Richard, it was how to appease a man.

			“Lady Harding.” As he bowed, his gaze swept her. Her heart hammered as he studied her like she’d always wished he would.

			Except now she didn’t want his scrutiny.

			“Who wanted your husband dead?”

			His bluntness surprised her. Although it shouldn’t have. “I am well. Thank you.”

			Lord Grey’s lips tightened as his breech of etiquette was pointed out. “This is not a social call.”

			“No, I learned long ago that you only give attention when it suits you.” A blush heated her cheeks. She thought she’d gotten over never receiving a response to the letter she’d sent him as a girl. Apparently not entirely.

			Lord Grey folded his arms across his chest. “Did you kill him?”

			She wished for a moment that her brother Bennett hadn’t returned to Constantinople. His hulking presence behind her would have been nice, but she banished that thought. Allowing others to take care of her problems had tangled her in this mess in the first place.

			“No. And I do not know who did.” She should offer him a seat, pour him a drink, but her sudden spurt of defiance kept her silent. It felt so fragile—so seductive—that she let him stand. She’d analyzed every part of her soul over the past few months, trying to decide which bits to keep and which parts she could no longer tolerate.

			This defiance she’d definitely keep.

			His lips thinned. “Did your husband have enemies?”

			Sophia opened her mouth to tell him the truth about the kind of man her husband had been. “No, he was quite well liked.”

			Curse it all. Why did her rebellion fail her now? But the lie was rooted too deep to be pulled out with a single effort.

			And if she told Lord Grey what type of man her husband had been, then he’d wonder what type of weakling allowed herself to remain with such a man. Of all the things he could think of her, she refused to let Lord Grey think her weak.

			He stalked toward her. “Did you like your husband, Lady Harding?”

			Sophia lifted her chin. He couldn’t expect her to answer that. “Why are you here, Lord Grey? My husband has been dead for more than three months. Surely, the time to investigate has passed.”

			“You’ve done little to find your husband’s killer.”

			The bluntness again. “The coroner’s jury ruled it a poacher.”

			He stopped so close that the toes of his boots touched the hem of her skirts. His eyes were as dark as twice-brewed coffee. “I received new information on the killer.”

			Sophia held her ground even as every instinct told her to flee. She sucked in a deep breath, drawing in air despite the ice encasing her chest. She supposed she should summon surprise or excitement, but at this point, she was more concerned about hiding her terror. “What information?”

			“You don’t sound very happy, Lady Harding.”

			“I find myself stunned. I apologize if my reaction shocks you. But then I’d remind you, sir, that you know me not at all.”

			Lord Grey stepped back, his eyes narrowed. “You are right. I do not know you, and therefore, I have no reason to trust you.”

			“And that makes you distrust me?”

			“Evidence makes me distrust you, Lady Harding.”

			“What evidence?”

			Lord Grey was silent a moment. “A witness saw two men discussing the murder in the tavern.”

			Oh, no. Her father and oldest brother, Darton. Had they really allowed themselves to be seen? She shouldn’t have allowed them to come. She should have denied her husband’s abuse for a little longer. “Which two men?”

			“The witness was rather vague on the details. But I was hoping you could tell me. Did you hire them?”

			Sophia rested her hand briefly on the back of a chair, using it to keep herself upright. He didn’t know, then. She still had a chance to keep him from finding out. “No. I believe I already made that clear. I’m sorry I cannot be of more help.”

			He smiled slightly. “But you can.”

			Sophia stilled at the dark promise in his voice.

			“Some people in the village seem to be of the opinion that you don’t want them to speak to me.”

			She tried to step around him, but he blocked her.

			“I suppose that is all a misunderstanding, is it not? You’ll have no problem accompanying me and letting the townspeople know that you want them to cooperate fully?”

			“Of course, I’ll go.” If she was by his side, she could control what he knew.

			Lord Grey offered her his arm. “My carriage is outside.”

			She hesitated only a second before taking it, reluctant to touch him. She hadn’t touched a man since her husband died. Not her father. Not any of her brothers. Yet as her fingers came to rest on the hard column of his forearm, she found it disturbingly pleasant. He smelled of soap and parchment, familiar smells, as if nothing had changed in the years since she’d last seen him.

			But everything had changed. She was no longer an innocent young girl and he was no longer a young man she fancied from afar.

			He thought her a liar at best and a murderer at worst. Not the basis for respectful, healthy interaction.

			Her butler handed her a bonnet and pelisse and opened the front door. She stepped outside into the sunshine.

			A gunshot cracked.

			Pulling her to his chest, Lord Grey drove them both to the ground. All the air rushed out of her chest in a pained grunt as his weight landed on her. Her bonnet and cloak twisted in an awkward pile under her back as her face pressed against his waistcoat.

			“Go! Secure the perimeter.” Lord Grey’s shouted order rumbled through his chest.

			Thumps reverberated through the stone as footsteps—she assumed belonging to her butler and footmen—ran past.

			Had Lord Grey been shot? She tried to ask but couldn’t get enough air to speak. She struggled against his chest.

			He rolled off her and rose to his feet. Before she could refill her lungs, he’d scooped her up, carried her inside, and set her on the floor of the entry hall away from windows.

			Wicken ran inside and pulled the doors closed, his face flushed, his hair wild. “Are you injured, my lady?”

			Camden grabbed him by the collar. “I assume you trust this man?”

			She nodded, not yet capable of speech. She stared at a space between the tiles on the floor until her panic bent to her will, slipping away. Terror did her no good. It
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