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‘You have had some trouble, it seems, mademoiselle,’ she observed pleasantly. | I gaped at her. ‘What are you doing here?’ Could this day become any more complicated?

I

––––––––
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So these were the esteemed Almacks assembly rooms.

I looked around at the swirl of dancers lit by a multitude of candles and thought the rooms would be very grand if there weren’t so many people. The enormous chandeliers that hung above the large ballroom must have numbered five hundred wax tapers in all. It did illuminate the grand space exceptionally well but it was also far too warm to be particularly enjoyable and breathing in the mixture of perfume and sweat was excessively unpleasant. It was marginally better in the supper room downstairs with its buffet of indifferent drinks and uninspired delectables – which were far from delectable, I must say – laid out. People had thronged around it, the men with their hock and claret, the women with their insipid ratafia and lemonade or, rather wickedly, a glass of champagne if propriety allowed it. The champagne was generally considered unsuitable for the unmarried young females, but I had noticed several sipping it discreetly. No doubt their guardians thought them silly enough already without the addition of alcohol. 

Straw coloured velvet chairs and sofas lined the walls or were interspersed among the multitude of potted palms, the seats filled to capacity with a sad collection of wallflowers waiting to be asked to dance, or older females – and occasionally rather fusty men – whose function was, in order of importance; gossip, chaperonage, gossip, showing one’s face and, of course, gossip.

I sighed.

I knew I was fortunate, having obtained a voucher to this most prestigious of establishments. The Martingales of Cornwall were not particularly notable, although my mother had apparently been an Adler, a name of some note among the ton. It also turned out that Mama had been a friend of the Hon. Sarah Drummond-Burrell, one of the patronesses of Almacks so I supposed that, while entry had not been guaranteed, at least it wasn’t a ridiculous premise. Our family connection to the esteemed Mrs. Drummond-Burrell had not spared us the price of a ladies ticket, which cost ten guineas (as small fortune with poor return, in my opinion). However, my sister Agnes, who after only two months of marriage to her besotted Edward had offered to launch me like a proverbial boat into the turbulent waters of London Society, insisted that if the patronesses accepted my application, my popularity would be guaranteed. I was not convinced that I wished to be popular and not just because I found the stratagems necessary to convince the Great and the Good that I was a marriageable material to be beyond me. I could, if I must, pretend quite as well as most other young females.

No, my problem, if it could be considered a problem, was a lack of enthusiasm for the entire venture. I had no desire to chase or be chased. I did not want suitors vying for my hand. Men, I had good reason to believe, were duplicitous creatures who said a good many pretty things to one’s face, before disappearing without saying anything at all. I knew this to be true because two and a half months ago I had engaged in an adventure, of a sort. Actually it had been a particularly trying four days that had begun with the arrival of my ghastly brother Darius and ended, more or less, with the elopement of my much adored sister Agnes. During these four days, I had made the acquaintance of one Ruan, Baron St Trevone. I had known him by reputation only but his reputation very much went before him. The Bad Baron, as he was known locally, was something of a legend. He had also been, quite mistakenly unless he was a very substantial ghost, presumed dead, killed off the coast of Sardinia having been discovered in a compromising position with a countess.

A fascinating story and I had been very sure there had been a good deal more to it than the Baron had been willing to tell me on our brief acquaintance. Admittedly, the timing of our meeting had been far from ideal but I had hoped to discover more about his exploits after my personal situation was resolved. There had been rather a lot happening at the time and my focus had been, quite literally, on surviving. Unfortunately, I never had the opportunity because St Trevone had disappeared without a word, leaving me with a very memorable kiss after promising to return the next day.

He did not return.

I did not know where he had gone. 

And I still remembered that wretched kiss, each and every day.

The few people who knew that he was alive and in the area had no idea where he had disappeared to.

I will concede that I had initially been exceedingly downcast when he had vanished as my feelings for his lordship had been... well, warm would have been an acceptable way of putting it. He had, quite outrageously in hindsight, kissed me more than once which, while scandalous – young ladies did not dally with ineligible men of unsavoury reputations – had pleased me mightily because St Trevone was extremely good at kissing. To make matters worse, during the four days of crisis that my sisters and I had endured at our family home, Candlewick House, the man had practically haunted the place (not literally – let me reiterate, his death had been greatly exaggerated), turning up inside and outside the house with scant regard for the time of day. 

I have always considered myself a paragon of good sense in terms of romantic fiddle-faddle. Or I had, before I’d encountered St Trevone. It was quite remarkable how one could be oblivious to somebody’s presence in the world, meet them by chance and then have everything you thought you knew turned on its head. It was extraordinary how somebody could take up residence in one’s head. Not to sound like a mawkish female, but the Baron had awoken feelings within me that I had never suspected I was capable of. So it was that, when I was finally in a position to enjoy exploring such intriguing sensations further, I had been exceedingly disappointed that he was gone. 

In the two and a half months that had taken me from the wilds of Cornwall to the heady bustle of London’s streets, I had done a fair job of convincing myself that St Trevone had meant precisely nothing to me. I was more successful in this endeavour when I managed to not recall what his kisses had done to me, especially that last, lingering one that had shaken me to my toes.

Even so. It took practice, and no little determination, but I was getting there.

Despite this, the one thing that held zero appeal was the attentions of men. Any men. All men. I was sweepingly comprehensive in my dismissal of any interest shown to me by this year’s eligible gentlemen.

‘Jemima?’ My sister Aggie, accompanied by her devoted husband Edward, had appeared by my elbow, taking me by surprise. I smiled at her.

‘Hello, my dear. Are you having a lovely time?’

She gave a small grimace. ‘It is very warm, is it not?’

‘It is hellish,’ I agreed. ‘Can we go yet?’

This elicited a laugh from Edward who would have been quite happy to leave. He was a country gentleman who enjoyed life on his estate in Cornwall but he loved my sister even more and she had not wanted to be separated from him so soon after their wedding. Even so, he would have fled these hallowed halls in a heartbeat, given a hint of encouragement.

Aggie gave me an appraising look. She had fussed over me rather, when she had returned from her sojourn to Scotland. Initially anxious at how our brother Darius must have taken her sudden departure, she had been vastly relieved to find that he had gone upon her return. But despite the fact that she had been establishing herself in her new home of Porth Wyn Hall, she had sensed my unhappiness and assumed that it had been some unpleasant interaction with Darius that had cast me into the doldrums. And she had fussed ever since, although I had rallied. ‘Are you not enjoying yourself? You’ve certainly been asked to dance a good deal.’

‘I know. I could not think of enough excuses to fend many of the men off. I do find it difficult to believe that the evening merited ten guineas. The sandwiches are dry and the lemonade warm.’  

‘It is not a matter of money. It is a matter of cache. If the patronesses approve of you, all of the Beau Monde will approve of you.’

Edward and I shared a look, neither of us convinced that there was a great deal of merit in being the belle of the Season. This would be my sister Lucy’s role when she was presented in turn, two years hence. She was everything a debutante should be. Lovely, sweet-natured and entirely agreeable. She and our youngest sister Elizabeth – little Lizzie – had remained in Cornwall, although Aggie had promised Lucy could join us in several weeks to enjoy some of the amusements London had to offer. My oldest sister was new to a good many things. Being a wife, a hostess, and a chaperone of newly minted debutante was a lot of responsibility. She wanted a few weeks to get her eye in, so to speak. I knew that Lucy, when it was her turn to dance among these sacred halls, would absolutely shine. She was as agreeable as I was acerbic and would have a genuine appreciation of everything a first Season had to offer. Young Lizzie, on the other hand, would probably regard the whole thing as a dreadful hum. 

I sighed, feeling rather like one of the scratchier characters out of Miss Austen, inclined to snap my metaphorical fan shut and roll my eyes at importune mushrooms.

‘Is their approval really so important?’ I murmured, wishing we could return to the Peyton townhouse in Russell Square.

Aggie opened her mouth, probably to remonstrate with me, when a small breath hissed out of her instead. ‘Oh my, Jem... the Duke of Cranford is coming towards us!’

I turned my head slowly to see whom she was referring to although I had already heard the name multiple times that evening. A tall, well-built man dressed in knee-breeches, the inevitable white cravat and a black tailcoat was approaching. I eyed him curiously. As I had done my best to take refuge in unobtrusive places, I had heard whispers from all manner of people about the duke’s presence tonight, although I had yet to lay eyes on him until this moment. Two ladies, upon who’s conversation I had eavesdropped while surreptitiously hiding among the potted fernery while I caught my breath, had kept me inadvertently appraised of his actions, however.

‘Oh he is dancing with Miss Braxton!’

‘I saw in the supper-room that he provided a glass of ratafia for Miss Manningham. Oh Delia, what do you think it means?’

‘My dearest Lucilla, Cranford asked if that little chit Flora Driscoll if she promenaded on the Row! I heard it with my own ears!’

‘But what of Miss Carlyle? I have heard that he is going to ask for an interview with her father.’

Lucilla had given a soft, enraptured gasp at this and I’d grinned a little. I’d had no idea who this Cranford was, but he certainly stirred a good deal of interest in females of all ages. He also seemed to have been extraordinarily busy.

Now, apparently, I was going to see this august personage for myself. I looked him over critically as he drew nearer and allowed that he cut quite the figure.

His light brown hair was styled a la Brutus but he carried it off with panache, probably because he had the head for it. The accompanying sideburns were nicely trimmed and not too excessive. He was handsome in a conventional kind of way; good skin, a firm, square jaw and eyes of such a brilliant blue that, even from ten feet away I caught their colour. I could see why so many females were cast into a flutter by his presence and eyed him with interest as he came to stand before me. Apparently, it was my turn to merit his interest, which seemed odd as I did not consider myself in the least bit interesting. He was immaculately dressed in the regulation black topcoat and white half-breeches, which set of a fine pair of muscular calves. In among the very intricate folds of his exquisitely arranged neckcloth gleamed a ruby tiepin. 

What could this out and outer want with a female that had taken considerable pains to remain elusive?

‘Forgive my presumption,’ he said and I had to allow his warm, mellow tone was quite pleasing. ‘I was going to beg for an introduction but I saw that your sister had joined you, which must surely provide adequate respectability.’ He dipped his head to Aggie and I could feel my sister sigh her appreciation. She might have married the love of her life, but I was fairly sure Cranford could elicit a positive reaction out of most females. ‘I am Silas, Duke of Cranford and you, I am led to believe, are Miss Jemima Martingale.’

Well he certainly had my name memorised correctly.

I gave him a curtsy, a little deeper than usual as befitted such an august title. ‘Your Grace.’

‘I have come to beg for a dance,’ he said, face earnest. ‘Do say you will take a turn about the floor with me. I believe the next dance is a waltz.’

Well that was hardly an inducement. I had a certain amount of talent in some areas; an enquiring mind, a genuine interest in history and the sciences and it was largely agreed within the confines of my family that I could outpace most people when it came to running. Dancing – specifically, waltzing – was not among my manifest abilities, however. Agnes had done her best to teach me both at our home and at Porth Wyn before we had come up to London. And while I could navigate my way around a room without falling over my partner’s feet, it took a good deal of effort to look a picture of elegant grace and the knowledge that a good portion of the room would be observing my efforts with a notable such as the Duke of Cranford left me feeling weary. I had been assiduously avoiding the waltz for most of the evening, although I had agreed to Mr. Beedle, a large, rather clumsy young gentleman because honestly, he was so inept that squiring me in a waltz would make my indifferent efforts look creditable. 

Besides, I was in need of the retiring room, having consumed a large quantity of tepid lemonade in an attempt to cool down.

Conscious of my sister’s aura of breathless expectation beside me, I winced inwardly. Was it socially acceptable to turn down a duke? I supposed I was going to find out. 

‘How very kind of you to ask me, Sir. Unfortunately I am otherwise engaged.’ Seeing his look of rather blank incomprehension, I added, ‘Perhaps another time?’

Despite the fact that I was not looking directly at her, I could feel my sister’s stunned shock at my rejection of the duke’s invitation. 

Oh dear, a social faux pas. And I had been doing so well, all things considered.

Cranford blinked, then inclined his head graciously although his expression had closed over at the rejection and when he spoke, his words were rather stiff. ‘Of course. Another time.’ Turning on his heel, he walked away.

‘He didn’t seem to take that very well,’ I observed as I watched his departing figure stride away through the throng that seemed to open, and then close, around him.

‘Jemima!’ Aggie’s tone was one of strangled incredulity. ‘What are you doing? You refused Cranford! Of all people!’

I looked at her, eyebrow raised. ‘I need to use the retiring room.’

‘You need to... Never mind that! A lady can... can suppress such things. Do you want to ruin yourself?’ Her expression seemed to suggest that I had just committed social suicide. Beside her, Edward’s lips were twitching but he held himself together masterfully.

‘Surely he has been rejected before,’ I objected. ‘Not every female must fall over their slippers to take a turn around the dance floor with him. And while I can, of course, control myself, twitching around the dancefloor while doing so would have been far from enjoyable. Do you want me to look like as if I have sat on an anthill? I had no desire to make a spectacle of myself, thank-you.’

This did make Edward laugh.

‘You are quite impossible,’ Aggie groaned. ‘I can’t imagine any female refusing Cranford and now everybody will be saying that you are the female who did so. There will be talk.’ 

‘If there is talk about anything that mundane then people should expand their topics of conversation. And if nobody refuses the man... well, that cannot be good for his character. I suppose that is why he did not take it in good part,’ I murmured. ‘Perhaps he needs more females to turn him down. It might give him a better sense of perspective.’

‘Cranford does not require any perspective,’ Edward observed. He, at least, did not look as if I performed a heinous crime. In fact, he was grinning broadly and finally looked to be enjoying himself. ‘The duke has led a charmed life. He is ridiculously wealthy and incredibly well connected. His father is one of Prinny’s cohorts.’

A demi-god among the Beau Monde indeed.

‘Never mind,’ I said cheerfully. ‘I am sure he will recover. It’s not as if he is short of partners.’

Aggie choked at this. ‘Jemima Martingale -!’

‘I must find the retiring room,’ I said hastily. ‘Do excuse me.’

I fled my sister’s wrath to venture into the luxuriously appointed, but singularly crowded ladies rooms. It took a good deal of time and a great deal of queueing. While I waited, surrounded, by all manner of females, I eavesdropped on a pair of young ladies behind me. It was a favourite pastime of mine, listening to the conversations of others. One heard such interesting things.

‘Are you feeling quite the thing? You have been very quiet tonight.’

‘I... yes, of course. I am perfectly alright.’ This was said rather abruptly and, even without turning my head I did not think the speaker was being truthful.

‘You should be happy, Lydia. To have Cranford interested in you is no small thing.’

At this, my attention sharpened, ears pricking. Hearing the duke’s name mentioned so soon after our encounter was probably not as extraordinary as it might have been – Cranford being le thème du jour, apparently – but it naturally piqued my interest.

‘He is interested in a great many females,’ Lydia replied flatly. ‘Do not think I am special, Anna. His Grace’s tastes lead him to enjoy a wide sample of... shall we say female flavours? I am just one of many.’

This was said with so much bitterness that it seemed to render her companion momentarily mute. I moved forward a few steps when the line did, considering the girl’s words. It was probably inevitable that a man who appeared to be so universally lauded should cast his net widely and I wondered just how many females had their hopes raised by Cranford, only to be disappointed when he didn’t come up to scratch. The Marriage Mart was in full swing for the Season and there was a good deal of jockeying to catch the attention of the pool of eligibles. Surely Cranford, with his excess of popularity, must be one of the greatest catches of them all. Young women would be flinging themselves at him. It made me just a little bit glad that I had refused his request to dance. I was sure it would be a momentary bruise to his ego, being politely rejected by a nonentity, but perhaps it would do the gentleman good to understand that not everybody said yes.

‘Do you... think it likely that he will ask for an interview with your father?’ Anna asked, tone tentative.

The question elicited a bitter laugh from Lydia. ‘Why would he? He will have forgotten my name already.’

‘But Lydia, he paid you such particular attention!’

Lydia’s voice dropped but, thanks to my excellent hearing and close proximity, I was still able to hear her response. ‘And now he has moved on. Trust me when I say, Cranford has taken all that he wants from me.’

I heard her friend’s shocked gasp. ‘You don’t mean...’

‘I do not wish to discuss the matter further,’ the girl said abruptly and conversation ceased.

I entered Almack’s very elegant retiring room, preparing to go into a cubicle and use one of their equally elegant chamber pots, all the while considering the girl’s words. It sounded suspiciously like the Duke of Cranford had behaved in a very ungentlemanly manner to poor Lydia. Just how badly it was impossible to tell. It could have been anything from outright seduction to promising her all manner of things that he had no intention of fulfilling. For Lydia’s sake, I very much hoped it was the later for a female’s worth was based on her chastity and selling it cheaply rarely ended well. It was enormously unfair, of course. Men were looked upon leniently if they behaved like callow, heartless cads. Females, on the other hand, were judged harshly if they so much as danced a waltz too energetically. There were all manner of pitfalls for a female in Society and all too few for men. 

The one that seemed the most unfair was that young females were the ones who must be the guardians of morality, fending off men who were frequently a good deal older and more worldly. Men, on the other hand, all too frequently regarded this particular time as hunting season, and while there were no ducks around, they had their sights firmly fastened the inexperienced young chicks of the Season.

It was utterly infuriating.

I decided that, if Cranford did recover from his pique and asked me again to take a turn around the floor with him, I would enjoy refusing him again. I did not care for men who took themselves too seriously. Which meant, of course, most of the men I had met since coming to London. Not that they required my approbation. Generally, they thought enough of themselves to more than cover my indifference.

Aggie and Edward were waiting for me near the corridor that led to the private facilities. I smiled at my sister and looped my arm through hers. ‘Are you still cross with me?’

She shook her head ruefully. ‘More resigned than anything. Don’t you want to make a success of your first Season?’

I hesitated. My dear sister had gone to great pains to make London a wonderful experience. There had been quantities of glorious gowns, along with their accompanying accoutrements – slippers, plisses, gloves, spencers, bonnets, scarves, shawls... the list was endless! – a host of lessons on how to conduct oneself, all the while accompanying me to any number of entertainments that were all too often mind numbingly dull. I had no idea if she was enjoying herself, with all the work she had been putting into an endeavour I cared very little for. I had agreed to the venture for two reasons; in two years’ time Lucy would go through this whole exhausting process, guided by our oldest sister once more. I considered my Season something of a practice run. The second reason was more personal and made me slightly uncomfortable when I actually thought about it. In truth, I had wanted a distraction, something to make me forget four fraught days that had taken place in late March and that had, if my sisters only knew it, changed everything forever. If a Season in London could not provide that, then I really did not know what could. One way or another, I was determined to forget Ruan, Lord St Trevone, fifth Baron of Pencarrow and master of Gwelmor House.

Which was why, when I saw a tall, dark figure approaching from across the room I felt as if the floor had dropped away beneath my feet and I was suddenly standing on the edge of an abyss. For a dreadful moment, the entire room swooped and swayed before me.

It could not be...

Surely it was not...!

He walked towards me with long, deliberate, ridiculously familiar steps. Could I really remember how the man walked after so short an acquaintance? Apparently so. His gaze was locked on me, as if he had one thought and one alone. After what felt like an eternity, for time had seemed to slow down in my head, he came to a stop in front of me. 

And then the wretched man smiled that same, infuriatingly familiar smile that I had worked so hard to forget, to very little effect as it had haunted my dreams.

‘Hello Jemima. Did you miss me?’

Had I missed him? The fat-headed, cork-brained addle-pated fool!

I was going to slap that smile right off his face and I raised my hand to deliver a blow upon the man with all the pent up fury I could muster. 

II

Aggie had not been the eldest of the four Martingale daughters without developing the ability to react quickly when it came to her sisters. My hand never connected with St Trevone’s face due to her own automatically shooting out to seize my wrist with impressive speed.

There was a short, startled pause while her thoughts caught up to what her body had instinctively done.

‘Thank you,’ Lord St Trevone inclined his head. ‘I am sure I would have deserved that but I suppose we don’t want to cause a stir in a place such as this.’

Oh. My. God. That voice, every cadence clearly recalled. 

I was still staring at St Trevone, not quite convinced that my eyes were not deceiving me. He was dressed in the appropriate attire for an evening at Almacks and looked... oh good lord, I did not want to dwell on his looks. They had caused me far too many sleepless nights already. Sufficient to say, his looks were enough to challenge Mr. Farringdon who was considered the most handsome man to grace Almacks Assembly Rooms this Wednesday evening (this information was courtesy of the gossiping ladies who had unknowingly entertained me from my vantage point behind the palms. They had thought Cranford might have pipped Farringdon in manly good-looks, but only because a duke must necessarily outshine an untitled member of society in all things).

Aggie recovered with an effort. ‘Sir,’ she began, then paused. It was obviously difficult to know what to say to somebody your sister had just attempted to assault. ‘I am sorry, I am not sure what possessed my sister,’ I felt her sideways glance, ‘to... well, please accept my apologies. I do not believe we have met?’ 

This last was said with a faint air of uncertainty which I could well understand. St Trevone was a local man who had, every so often, socialised with our own set. Aggie would not have met him but I knew she would still find something vaguely familiar about him, as if his face reminded her of someone. The dark, atypical Cornish colouring spoke of home.

‘Mrs. Peyton,’ St Trevone gave her the kind of smile that could charm fish out of the water, ‘I was delighted to hear of your marriage.’ Turning to Edward, he held out a hand. ‘Peyton. Let me offer my felicitations.’

Edward shook it, expression bemused. ‘Thank you. And you are...?’

‘Baron St Trevone, at your service.’

There came a small, startled pause, the kind where people who had assumed something was a known fact suddenly realised that everything they thought they knew was wrong. St Trevone was supposed to have died nearly two years ago in Sardinia. As I had already gone through this particular experience – incredulity that he was alive, acceptance that he was still breathing – all of my emotion went into fulminating instead. He had left me two and a half months ago without a word of explanation, disappearing as completely as if he had been dead.

Not that he had actually left me, I amended, remonstrating with myself silently. He did not leave me. There had been no us, not really, so there could been no me. Several kisses hardly constituted a declaration. But the heat in his gaze when he had regarded me and the silent promise inherent in his embrace had made me assume things. 

Nobody liked to consider themselves a fool. 

I had, through a series of circumstances which were no fault of my own, killed three men in those four chaotic days in March. Actually, the last victim was questionable in terms of necessity, but I still could not find it in me to regret my involvement in Thaddeus Fulcrum’s death for he had been a truly dreadful creature who had arrived at Candlewick with nothing but wicked intentions. 

As I eyed St Trevone, I was seriously considering adding to my body count.

As if divining my thoughts, he looked at me, his dark eyes intent. ‘I did not leave you by choice Jemima.’

I raised an eyebrow, unconvinced. ‘Is that so? You were pressed in to sudden service? So much so that you did not possess the ability to send word? Write a note?’

‘Exactly so.’

I frowned. Was he being serious? I had no real idea what the baron had been involved in that had necessitated his silence regarding his supposed death – a silence so profound that it had resulted in his family estate, Gwelmor, being inherited by a cousin – but I had assumed it was some nefarious business that he had become involved in. He had been engaged in smuggling when I first met him, so anything seemed possible. My own troubles had been so great that I had not gotten around to fully examining why he appeared to be hiding from prying eyes in the tunnels that ran along the Cornish coast. To be honest, I had merely been grateful for the assistance he had provided to me.

Agnes cleared her throat. ‘Ah, Jemima? Do you know this gentleman?’

I paused, having momentarily forgotten that we had an interested audience. Not only were Aggie and Edward riveted, but when I glanced around me I saw that we were the subject of a good deal of scrutiny. A man such as St Trevone must necessarily provoke a certain amount of female interest. He had the kind of looks that would challenge Mr. Farringdon, Just at that moment, it was excessively inconvenient. 

I had so many questions.

‘We have met,’ I admitted, suddenly realising that this was going to be an awkward conversation. Apart from the difficulties we had all experienced upon our brother Darius’ return, none of my sisters knew the true story of what had taken place at Candlewick in March. Nor would they ever know.

Edward was still focussed on the more pressing issue of St Trevone’s sudden, startling presence in London society when he was supposed to be deceased, no doubt wondering what he was doing appearing at the most exclusive address in town. ‘Forgive me but, were you not thought to be dead? I was sure that I heard...’ he trailed off because, of course he had heard of the baron’s death. We all lived in the same area around Boscastle, a small village by the Cornish coast. St Trevone’s spectacular “death” had set tongues wagging for months. Edward had a good deal of natural sensibility. No doubt he felt it was indelicate to bring the subject up.

St Trevone waved a hand. ‘As you see, a mistake was made because here I stand.’

As if that was going to cut the mustard. I huffed out a breath, frustration boiling within me like a pot on Mrs. Whitman, the Candlewick cook’s, range. I was perfectly well aware that this was neither the time nor the place to discuss such matters. But oh, I very much wanted to discuss them. I was also disconcerted to discover that I had a strong urge to launch myself into the wretched man’s arms for, beneath the months of irritable fury had been an abiding fear that I would never see Lord St Trevone again.

But he was alive. And he was safe.

He was also looking at me and I could see the slight, knowing smile I had become accustomed to was back in place.

‘You’ve missed me,’ he murmured.

I glared at him. As if I would admit to anything of the kind. ‘You overstep, Sir.’

‘Cutting but I shall rally.’ He turned his eyes to Aggie who was obviously still grappling with the situation. She had noted that St Trevone had addressed me by my first name, which indicated an intimate knowledge that she knew nothing about. She could not understand where or when I had made the man’s acquaintance. ‘Mrs. Peyton, I don’t suppose you would allow me to return to Russell Square with you? I would like to give your sister an explanation about my absence.’

‘Why would you need to give my sister any such thing?’ she demanded. ‘My lord, I am unsure where you have made Jemima’s acquaintance but this is all very strange. Especially as you have been considered...’ she hesitated because, even in midst of what must be a very odd encounter, she too, had sensibilities. 

‘Dead?’ I supplied helpfully.

Aggie gave me a reproving look but continued on. ‘Exactly so.’

‘I will explain that, as well, if I may,’ he said and gave her that smile, ridiculously charming, entirely reassuring. It told her everything was perfectly alright, that she could trust him. Under the circumstances I thought he was being optimistic.

‘If you would care to call by tomorrow, Sir, I am sure that we would be happy to receive you.’

Tomorrow? I baulked at the idea that I would have to wait until tomorrow to get some answers out of St Trevone and was about to protest but, with a quick glance at me, he shook his head gently.

‘I would be very grateful if we could discuss this tonight. Knowing your sister, you will not have a moments peace until she hears my story.’

‘Yes, but how do you know my sister?’

‘I will tell you all about it. Shall we return to Russell Square?’

‘Right now?’ Aggie all but squeaked. It was gone eleven-thirty. A strange man had arrived who obviously knew her younger sister. And now he was suggesting leaving Almacks and accompanying us home. This was very much not in keeping with her ideas on how a properly structured encounter should run. This was Almacks, for heaven’s sake. The beating heart of Polite Society.

I felt for her sensibilities, I really did but, as I was burning for answers that would most assuredly not wait until morning, I interjected. ‘Please, Aggie. I will explain all but I do most ardently wish to hear what St Trevone has to say.’ 

Aggie still looked conflicted but Edward, bless him, touched her arm gently. ‘I believe the two of us will be sufficient chaperones, my dear and, as I do not fancy being locked in a house with your sister while she is attempting to control her impatience, it might be wise to have this interview tonight?’ My lips twitched. Poor Edward had seen rather a lot of me these past weeks. ‘Besides, I have discovered that this time of night is nothing if one is enjoying the London Season. It will be the first evening we have been home before midnight since we arrived.’

My sister nodded slowly, accepting that our much anticipated (by her) evening at Almacks was going to be cut short. ‘Very well. We will return to Russell Square. Would you care to walk with us, my Lord?’

‘That would be delightful.’

We had gained the head of the stairs and were about to descend, when unexpectedly, a voice hailed us from behind. 

‘Excuse me, Miss Martingale?’ Cranford’s mellow tones cut through the buzz of noisy chatter like a hot knife through butter. No small feat as the sound of merriment had become increasingly loud as the night had gone on.

I turned in surprise and regarded the duke. I had not thought to see him again. ‘Yes, your Grace?’

The Duke’s blue eyes flickered towards St Trevone who was not exactly standing next to me, but close enough. Cranford continued on, voice smooth, ‘I was hoping to ask you once more to dance. You did say I might try again. Perhaps after you’ve had some refreshments? May I accompany you into the supper-room?’

I hadn’t exactly said that and I had been sure that, having taken my initial refusal as a snub, the man would not bother with me again. Apparently, he had decided I deserved a second chance. How unfortunate. Recalling the conversation that I had heard while waiting for the retiring rooms, I was even less inclined to indulge him now. 

‘We are actually leaving, Sir. Perhaps another night.’ Or perhaps not. Surely a second rejection would be sufficient to permanently end his interest. I was genuinely surprised that he had deigned to notice me in the first place. I was no Caroline Mannering or Beatrice Silverton, both of whom had made quite the splash and were generally considered to be the Season’s Beauties, absolute diamonds of the first water. 

Cranford cocked his head and smiled at me. It was a delightful smile, revealing a hint of dimple in his left cheek. I realised, with a start of quite genuine surprise, that he was turning on his most charming demeanour. 

For me? Oh dear, you shouldn’t have...

‘Come now,’ he cajoled gently. ‘You cannot leave so soon. One dance. I am sure your family will not mind waiting another fifteen minutes.’ He looked at Aggie, expression one of entreaty. ‘You wouldn’t, would you dear Mrs. Peyton? It would be cruel to refuse me such pleasure.’

Aggie was immediately flustered, blushing prettily. ‘Oh, well of course, your Grace -’

‘No.’ I interrupted her before she had
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