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      Trapped. The candlelit ballroom, a gilded champagne bubble of a prison. No hope of escape. But Lady Prudence Merriweather desperately needed one. Three exits out of the cursed ballroom, and all of them guarded as if by dragons.

      Before door number one, her brother, the Duke of Clearford. He held one of her suitors, the heir to the Earl of Heinsford, by the upper arm and scowled about the ballroom, no doubt looking for her. The Heir, as he must be called since he introduced himself in no other way, seemed resigned to his fate. He wore the placid expression of a small puppy dragged about by a determined young girl. He’d quite surrendered all hope.

      Before exit number two—the double doors which led out to the garden—stood another suitor, Viscount Norton. A handsome enough fellow with lovely white gold hair and a soft smile. His clear green gaze traveled about the ballroom, looking for her, too. But not at all seeing her. They stood rather close. His gaze seemed locked on her face. She waved. Still, he failed to register her existence, his eyes remaining foggy as if she were a bit of glass he looked through to something more interesting beyond. A tiny pang between two ribs. She rubbed at it, reminded herself to embrace her habitual invisibility. She must consider it a boon. Particularly tonight.

      Because she had much to do in a short time, and because her greatest adversary, sharper eyed than the others, stood before exit number three. Another suitor. The American, Mr. Benjamin Bailey. He stood wide-legged at the entrance to a parlor off the side of the room, as if he knew she might seek out less crowded climes. If he caught her, he would say something he’d learned from her brother’s Guide to Courtship. Guide. Ha. The blind leading the blind. Her brother had never courted a woman. Prudence had never read the blasted book, but it likely included only dubious advice. No kissing until betrothed. No flowers. Encourage competition. Silly maxims, and they’d moved Mr. Bailey no closer to success in his courtship of Prudence.

      Neither did his costume. Climbing boy? To begin with, he stood a head above the other men in the ballroom, his shoulders wide enough to sit comfortably upon. Boy? Ha. A burly, bearded beast of a man entirely out of place here, better suited to somewhere men wrenched survival from a pitiless land with their bare hands and sharp teeth. And with the soot all about him, his long honey-colored hair held back loosely with a black ribbon, tangled as if he’d just dropped out of a tight, unpleasant place. Was that a rip in his sleeve? She’d give him a mark for accuracy. But a sweep? Bad taste. Particularly when she found the practice of using children for such dangerous tasks so unsavory. Put him in the negative, that did. Not that the other suitors had accumulated marks enough to tread water. They were all drowning.

      Not their faults, really. She did not wish to be courted. They swam toward a goal which didn’t even exist—marriage to her.

      The American’s sharp, blue eyes caught her looking, and his beard rearranged itself into what might be a smile if he knew a good barber. He’d caught her. Those eyes glittered with purpose, and he took one powerful stride toward her, his body rippling into predatory life.

      She darted behind a woman wearing a wig and dress from the previous century. Thank heavens for the lazy during masquerade balls. The woman’s reluctance to find a costume anywhere outside of her own attics proved useful. But Prudence couldn’t stay safe behind wide panniers and sky-high powdered sausage curls for long. She pulled her pocket watch from her skirts. A quarter hour till midnight and she’d still not managed to leave the ballroom. If she did not do so soon, tonight’s poetry reading would never happen.

      Poetry readings, particularly of the sort Prudence helped organize for Miss Cora Eastwood, required a careful touch, an eye to detail. No one could know they even existed. Except for the right people. Women of the ton who liked their poems a little naughty.

      They needed a common place of congregation for their audience—balls. And they needed an abandoned room inside the residences where those entertainments occurred. Prudence relied on gossip to discover the locations they would commandeer for their next readings. Made them difficult to find in the middle of the night.

      Would be easier to do the sensible thing and hold a select and private salon in broad daylight, but Cora’s muse demanded certain details be met before delivering. Namely, anonymity. High noon and the bright light of the waking world would not suffice.

      And now Prudence was crunched for time.

      Her feet tapped. She’d be late. If she didn’t find the room and Cora, who would ensure the candles were perfectly lit? They hit against her legs in her skirt pockets. Cora had the pocket tinderbox secured beneath her stays. Useless without Prudence’s candles. And if Prudence never escaped, who would place the discreet markers along the path to the room so the brave women of the ton, out for a little entertainment, could more easily find it? Most importantly, who would take up guard in the hall to ensure no one discovered their little meeting?

      No one but Prudence. Cora may be Prudence’s closest friend, but not even friendship hid the poet’s faults. A mind like holey cheese. Unable to hold on to the small details which mattered. Cora could metaphor with the best poets London had to offer. But her little enterprise, the secret midnight poetry readings at balls, had lacked finesse until Prudence had decided to help her. Now they ran like a well-turned clock.

      Not tonight, though. Because Prudence couldn’t escape the blasted ballroom. She inhaled, exhaled, hard little breaths to pound down the frustration rising up her neck, making it difficult to breathe.

      Then behind her, the comically wide skirts rustled, and the woman’s neck twisted. “Prudence, dear? Is that you bumping my backside?”

      Prudence jumped as the wigged woman turned, her panniers knocking over a potted palm. Aunt Millicent. She blinked at Prudence and held up a quizzing glass to her eye, magnifying that orb as well as the beauty patch shaped like a heart stuck just at its corner.

      “Aunt! What a surprise.”

      “How so? I’m your chaperone.”

      “Ah. Yes. I mean… I didn’t see you when you arrived. What a magnificent costume!”

      “Your grandmother’s old gown and wig.”

      “Don’t you think it a tad…” Prudence did not drop her gaze to her aunt’s bosom. “Risqué?”

      Millicent adjusted her stays, pushing even more of her pale flesh into view above the gown’s bodice. “Not nearly enough, dear. Where are your suitors?”

      Prudence peered around the edges of Aunt Millicent’s wig. “Everywhere.”

      Oh, but Lord Norton no longer stood before the garden doors. Retreating outside was not the best option. If she went out, she’d have to come back in. Created an entirely new problem. But… needs must. Because if Samuel and The Heir did not find her, the American would.

      A fan smacked the side of Prudence’s head.

      “Ow!” She scowled at her aunt.

      “You should be dancing, dear,” the woman said, snapping open her weapon.

      “I’m feeling a bit fatigued.” Prudence stepped sideways toward the open doors. “I’ll just pop out for a moment…” Another step sideways.

      Aunt Millicent fluttered her fan. “His Grace wishes to see you. I told him I’d send you his way before retiring to the card room.”

      Her brother. “I’ll find Samuel. I promise. You have fun, Aunt Millicent. Good luck!”

      Her aunt narrowed her eyes, seemed to realize Prudence’s easy agreement to speak with her brother was too neat a victory. But then she shrugged, the motion nearly popping one breast out of her gown. She caught it, though, before disaster, and chuckled as she turned to push her way through the crowd. She folded her fan and waved it above her head. “You have fun, too, dear!”

      Prudence made slow but steady progress toward the outer doors where the ballroom spilled into the night-shadowed garden. She kept her head down and made herself small. Not hard to hide when no one looked. Those she passed thought her nothing more than an evening draft from the garden. As usual. Prudence quite blended into the background. A pane of glass to be looked through, not at.

      The doors, already open to combat the warmth of the crush inside, welcomed her, and she stepped beyond them and into⁠—

      “Prudence, there you are.”

      She groaned, rocking back into the light of the ballroom. So close. She sewed a smile onto her face and turned.

      Samuel stood behind her, back stiff, shoulders wide, dark hair perfectly and fashionably coiffed over a handsome face and serious, gray eyes. The only concession he made to the masquerade was a narrow domino covering his eyes. If he knew what she planned to do this evening, he’d pack her off to the country and never let her leave.

      “Suitors,” he said in an even tone, “are not out in the gardens.”

      “Perhaps they are.”

      “Suitors are in the ballroom, Prudence, dancing. As you should be. With them.”

      “I will. It’s merely too hot in here. I’m melting, Samuel.” She gazed longingly toward the garden.

      He flicked the black veil framing her face. “I’m in all black, just as you are, and I’m perfectly fine. Not melting at all.”

      “Then you have a talent for wearing black. I, apparently, do not.” That much was true. She’d pushed the front of the veil back over her coiffure, hiding her dark-blonde hair and giving herself space to breathe.

      “But you do have a talent for dancing, Sister.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and guided her back toward the ballroom. “I’ve seen you. You have the ability to captivate any suitor with your light step and grace.”

      “But I do not want to captivate anyone. How many times must I explain? I wish to be⁠—”

      “A spinster. Liar. You’re scared.”

      She gasped, tugged from his embrace. “Am not!”

      “Then dance.” He waved an arm toward the dancers, toward—blast it all. The Heir stood waiting nearby, blinking at Samuel. Awaiting, no doubt, His Grace’s instructions. “You wish to dance, Tallsby, do you not?”

      Without looking at Prudence, The Heir nodded.

      Samuel guided her toward him, stopped her just before the man who did not quite fit his name. Perhaps he did stand tall. When he did not stoop.

      She bobbed a curtsy. “Good evening.”

      Finally, he looked at her. His eyes widened as if she’d appeared out of nowhere. “There you are, Lady Prudence. Would you dance with me?”

      She glanced at Samuel, wide-legged and grim-faced, and she leaned close and whispered, “Where is your knife? Come. I know you have one on your person.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why do you wish to know?”

      “I would like to stab you with it.” The words ground between her teeth.

      Samuel nudged her toward Tallsby. “I merely desire you to be happy.”

      “Look to your own happiness, Brother,” she grumbled, but she took The Heir’s outstretched hand.

      “You have only just arrived, Lady Prudence?” He swept her out onto the dancefloor to await the first notes of the music with the other couples.

      “I’ve been here an hour at least.”

      He took her hand in one of his and put his other hand on her back. “Are you well this evening?”

      “Yes.” She placed her remaining hand on his shoulder.

      “And what are you dressed as?”

      “Midnight.” She spoke without looking at him, her entire attention on Samuel, who watched from the edges of the ballroom.

      Tallsby watched Samuel, too, as the first chord of a violin wavered into the air. “Ah. How… creative. Have you seen your sister tonight? Lady Noble? All in gold.” He sighed. “A picture of beauty and elegance.” As he swung her into the first turn of the waltz, he finally looked at her. “Perhaps if I may be so bold as to make a suggestion, you should have worn gold. Or blue. Something more delicate. Black, I’m afraid, does not suit you.”

      “I shall take that under advisement.”

      “Do you know, I courted your other sister one Season—Lady Andromeda. Mrs. Kingston now. Such a sweet soul. I would have liked to court Lady Noble, but her beauty rather intimidated me. Mrs. Kingston possesses a less fearful beauty, but she seemed too serene and peaceful to be disturbed with masculine interest.”

      “I’m not sure I take your meaning, Lord Tallsby.”

      “You, however, my lady, are perfect for me. Not so terribly beautiful as your sisters, nor so angelic. And unlike your younger sisters, there is only one of you. I’m not quite exotic enough to enjoy the idea that there’s a copy of my wife running about England.”

      “Thank you?” If only he hadn’t approached her. But then, he hadn’t really. He’d approached Samuel. Or Samuel had approached him, dragged him toward her, as if Prudence couldn’t attract her own suitors.

      But then… she couldn’t, could she?

      “I’m afraid I’m feeling indisposed.” Did she look pale enough? Black washed her out. The truth—her stomach a bit sour, and her jaw so tight it shot pain straight up to her temples.

      “Heavens, Lady Prudence. You must sit.” Tallsby guided her off the floor and toward a row of chairs near, thankfully, the garden doors.

      “Lemonade?” she asked, popping open a black lace fan.

      He jumped. “Yes!” And he disappeared toward the refreshments.

      She wasted no time slipping into the night air with a deep breath, her shoulders relaxing. Escape the ballroom—done. Excellent. Her spirits lifted a bit, that sour sting in her belly dissipating a bit. Now onto the next task. Nothing better for low spirits than arranging everything just so.

      First, she must re-enter the house. She put her hands on her hips and frowned up at the edifice. Bellingham House was rather old, and London crept closer to it year by year. The Marquess of Bellingham resided here, an old friend of her father’s before he passed away. And now of her brother. Perhaps Bellingham was more of an old friend to the Duke of Clearford, whomever that duke may be. No matter. He possessed excellent trust in mankind; almost every window and door thrown open and lovely little balconies on the first floor. Trees, too. Good for climbing onto those balconies.

      Cora’s maid had said they could meet in a first-floor parlor in the midst of redecoration. But which room was that? Impossible to say from the outside.

      Choosing the location for the poetry recitation always proved the most difficult bit of their enterprise. They couldn’t stride into the planned venue and demand to know what room would prove most isolated and abandoned. They relied heavily on details gathered through the strongest information network known to the world—the servants. Information cleverly gathered as gossip from Cora’s maid. Or through Prudence’s younger sister, Isabella. She knew, somehow, everything that happened in London.

      But which window would prove easiest to climb into? Prudence walked back several steps and bumped into something.

      A giggle.

      Not something. Someone.

      “Apologies,” Prudence mumbled, flipping her veil down over her face. The woman and her beau, shepherd and shepherdess, ran off into the bushes, and Prudence tilted her head back to study the house’s façade.

      “Lady Prudence?”

      She cursed. She knew that voice floating out from the ballroom. Lord Norton. She spun on a gasp and fled into the garden. Dressed as midnight, the dark would conceal her. As long as the gold thread sewn into her skirts and bodice and veil did not catch the moonlight or the light spilling out of the house, she’d remain well hidden.

      But no closer to her goal. Oh, for the chance to wail her frustration skyward. She’d have to schedule a good scream in the garden for tomorrow afternoon.

      She dashed away from a Greek god chasing a goddess down the lane and ducked behind a row of prickly hedges. Had the entire ballroom decided to hold court outside? The masks likely gave them all greater courage to cavort how they pleased. And with whom they pleased.

      “Lady Prudence?” Norton followed still, looking for her even though he never looked at her.

      Bent over to remain hidden behind the short hedges, she darted between Queen Elizabeth in a stiff ruff and a swan with a little orange beak attached to a domino.

      “Lady Prudence?” Lord Norton’s ever-patient voice.

      She could not hate him. Such a sweet temperament. Always accommodating. A man who followed the rules of gentlemanly conduct with absolute perfection. And whose continued interest began to make her thighs and back ache. She could not much longer hold this posture, knees half-bent, stooped over behind a bush. She floated to a crouching position, her skirts billowing out around her knees. A bit of relief for her thighs. Though this position also would not last long.

      How had it come to this?

      If her thighs ached any more, they’d burn holes right through her skirts. She had to move soon or lose all feeling below her waist. She found her pocket watch, the silver warmed by her body, and pulled it out. In the light of the moon, she could see its white face clearly. She should be in the room already. Her schedule in ruins.

      “Lady Prudence?” Norton’s voice so close now, right over the other side of the hedge.

      She clapped her hands over her mouth, stopped breathing, lost her balance, and toppled backward. Her arms flew wide, and she gasped, a startled gurgling sort of sound. The house rocked out of view, giving way to the night sky, and she slammed her eyes closed as her head slammed into the ground. She waited for the running footsteps, the worried query as to her health.

      But they never came. Lord Norton must not have heard her fall.

      Now her chance to run. Surely, he’d ambled off deeper into the garden. She could throw her veil down over her face and make for the house, dart back into the ballroom—easiest route—and just elbow whatever suitor stepped into her path out of the way. She needed to be on schedule, to make sure everything was just right for Cora. Because without just right and on time, there existed only chaos. Lists and schedules kept the world from falling apart, and Prudence would stick to hers, no matter what plagues terrorized London.

      Despite the tender lump pulsing at the back of her head, she opened her eyes, ready for battle.

      And looked right up into the scruffy face of the American.

      Mr. Benjamin Bailey. Dash it all. She’d been discovered.
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      Benjamin Bailey usually enjoyed the sight of a pretty woman on her back. But the garden was too crowded for amorous activities, and the woman staring up at him with wide eyes was not for him. He only pretended to court her, after all.

      The veil had flown away from her face during the fall, and Lady Prudence scowled up at him, her pale face bearing clear signs of her ire—brows pulled into a deep V, mouth pinched thin, blue-green eyes sparking in the moonlight. A few tendrils of her hair—a forgettable shade between brown and blonde—escaped its tightly controlled coiffure beneath the veil.

      He held out a hand to her.

      She smacked it away and rolled to her hands and knees, pushed to her feet on her own. Only to grab his wrist and yank him down, bending his body in half at the waist.

      “Devil take it, woman,” he hissed, shaking her grip away and shooting up tall once more.

      She grabbed his shoulder this time and yanked him down again, whispered in his ear, “Either leave or remain hidden, Mr. Bailey. I’d rather not be caught.”

      “I already caught you.”

      She sighed, world-weary. “Again. I’d rather not be caught again. Besides, you’re going to release me.”

      “Catch and release? Will I?”

      “Yes, as soon as I can be certain Lord Norton will not latch on next.”

      Ben straightened as much as she would allow and peeked over the shrubbery that hid them. There, in the moon-brightened shadows—Norton’s light hair, his angled profile soft as he gazed down at a veiled woman. He reached for the edge of the woman’s veil, where it fell just above her lips. The woman pushed his hand away, keeping her secrets.

      “I don’t think you have to worry about Norton.” Ben ducked down once more. “He’s occupied.”

      “Occupied?” Lady Prudence straightened all the way, her head bouncing above the top edge of the shrubs. “Oh!” Then another gasp on the pathway of a slow, deep inhale. “Oh no.” The two words joining the sound of an exhalation.

      He peeked over the edge again. Norton now kissed the woman, their lips locked beneath the veil’s edge. “She’s wearing the same costume as you.” Black everywhere, the silk embroidered with golden stars and moons. “What are you supposed to be?”

      “Midnight,” Lady Prudence said, the word barely audible. “We should stop him!”

      “Don’t think either of them would appreciate an interruption.”

      The veiled woman clutched at Norton’s lapels, pulling his body against hers. They stumbled back several steps until her back hit a tree trunk. Then Norton trapped her, pressing his palms against the tree beside her head and parting her legs with his knee. She groaned.

      Ben’s body tightened. The show grew more salacious by the moment. He glanced at Lady Prudence. She bit her bottom lip. If he could see her eyes in the sun’s bright rays instead of in the moonlight, he’d be able to tell—did they darken with confusion or with arousal?

      She gasped, her hand flying up to catch the sound, to muffle it.

      Ben looked back to Norton and his catch. His now nearly naked catch. The viscount had torn the shoulder of the woman’s gown, and her bodice gaped low, revealing stays and the thin shift beneath. Norton had freed one small breast.

      And Lady Prudence still looked on.

      Devil take it. Her brother would not approve. Her brother would scatter knives about Ben’s body if he knew.

      He cupped her shoulders and tried to turn her. She would not budge. “Back to the ballroom with you.” Once more, he tried moving her.

      “I should say something. We should stop it.” Her voice, hazy and monotone. Her gaze never once wavered from the picture before them—Norton dropping his head to the woman’s breast, licking her nipple, teasing it with his teeth. Lady Prudence bit her lip again. Aroused. Definitely aroused. Slowly, her teeth released her lip, leaving it swollen and plump. What color, though? The usual pink or a tortured red? He’d need more than moonlight to tell. Her chest rose and fell, and the low bodice of the black gown strained, small, pretty breasts testing its limits. He’d never seen Lady Prudence like this—tempted and tempting, curious and blooming.

      His body tightened further, his cock leaping beneath his fall. An erotic show just beyond the hedge. A pretty-enough lady aroused at his side. Hell. How else was his body supposed to react?

      Dangerous indeed. He’d no desire to become target practice for a blade-happy duke.

      “You are leaving. Now.” Ben stepped between her and the bush, blocking her view.

      The arousal drained from her face. If her brother threw knives from his fists, she threw them from her eyes. Just as deadly, too. Yet he found himself wanting to chuckle. Lady Prudence proved a spitfire.

      He leaned low enough that she could hear him as he whispered, low enough his lips almost brushed her cheek. “That show is not for you, my lady. It’s not for any innocent.”

      She leaned infinitesimally closer, her lips whispering against his ear, “If there is one thing I detest, it is being called an innocent. I do as I please, and I will not abandon my⁠—”

      “Cora Eastwood!” The name rode a feminine shriek into the night air. It hadn’t come from Lady Prudence. She seemed just as startled by the shriek as he was—her eyes wide, her lips open on a silent gasp.

      On the other side of the shrub, the woman in black jerked, ducked her head into Lord Norton’s chest as if the veil did not hide her well enough. Norton yanked her torn sleeve up her shoulder, tried to fix her bodice, and when he could not, stationed himself in front of her as he turned to confront the possessor of the shrieking voice.

      An older woman dressed all in white feathers stepped onto the stage.

      “Oh no. Oh no, oh no, oh no.” Lady Prudence’s dismay sounded much too loud.

      Ben clamped a hand down over her mouth, and she let him, her head shaking slowly. Perhaps shock gripped her enough to let him drag her from the scene.

      “Quiet,” he hissed as he tugged her toward the house.

      She would not be tugged. Her feet had grown roots.

      “I’ll throw you over my shoulder,” he threatened.

      She did not seem to hear him, her attention fully on the events unraveling beyond the hedge.

      “Cora, how could you?” The feathered woman’s generous bosom shook as she wailed.

      Norton remained like a wall before the woman he hid against the tree. “This is not Miss Eastwood.”

      “I know my daughter.” The feathered woman—Mrs. Eastwood, it seemed—stamped her foot.

      And the hidden figure dressed all in tattered black moved away from her protector, lifting her veil as she did so. “Good evening, Mama.”

      Norton turned still as stone before spinning into life, whirling around, and tipping Miss Eastwood’s face up to the moonlight. “M-Miss Eastwood?”

      She nodded.

      “N-not Lady P⁠—”

      “No.” Miss Eastwood ripped her chin from his light hold and marched up to her mother.

      Lady Prudence trembled. Ben wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer, gave her a bit of his strength. She was friends with the caught chit, wasn’t she? And the lady P-something Norton had almost named… had it been… Lady Prudence had been attempting to avoid him.

      Some emotion hard and fast as lightning ripped through him. Norton didn’t seem like a wolf. He’d been a vicar once. But he’d clearly just compromised a lady. A lady he’d thought to be the one sheltered beneath the wing of Ben’s arm.

      Devil take it.

      “We’re leaving,” he hissed.

      “But Cora needs me.”

      “There’s not a thing in hell you can do for her right now. Only Norton can save her, and he will if he’s a gentleman.”

      Her cheek hollowed as she bit the inside of it. She closed her eyes. This time when he tugged, she moved, flowing into step with him as easily as if he led her in a practiced dance.

      “I must tell the others,” she mumbled, casting a backward glance toward the shrubbery.

      “You must tell the others what? And what others?”

      “Nothing. No one.”

      Like hell. He’d been watching this woman closely for months now, waiting for her to slip up. She rarely did. She hid her secrets well. But when she finally made a mistake, he’d be there to see it, to find her secrets when she finally left the door unlocked. Then he could spill them into the duke’s hands and be free of the debt he owed that man.

      The glow of the ballroom brightened the black ropes of vines near the doorway to a vibrant green, and as they stepped across the threshold from moonlight stillness to candlelight chaos, he said, “Dance with me.”

      She tripped, ripped her arm from his grasp. “Do what with you?” Yes, her lips redder than he’d seen them.

      He almost couldn’t look away, and his brain had slowed. It took much too long to push through the mire of sluggishness and find a word to offer her as answer to her question. Red the only word he found, red the only color. He ripped his gaze away, looked at anything else but her lips.

      “Dance,” he coughed out.

      She blinked, shook her head as if she’d still not heard. Was she hard of hearing? Perhaps that explained why she never responded to any of his queries, or to those posed by any of her other suitors. He leaned closer to her ear—she smelled sweet, more like a treat baked in a kitchen than a flower born in the sun—and yelled, “Dance!”

      She bounced away from him, hand flying up to cup her ear. “You don’t have to scream.” She looked left, then right, sighed, and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      Everyone looked at them, curious eyes skating across his skin like hot coals. Or scalpels. They did, after all, attempt to cut, to peel away, to dissect and observe.

      She darted away from him.

      He lunged after her. “Where are you going?”

      “To my sisters. Cora needs us.”

      “Miss Eastwood can handle her own ruination. With Lord Norton’s help. Are you distressed it was not you? Are you”—God, he hoped not—“heartbroken?”

      “No!”

      “Then dance with me.”

      She swung around. “And why should I? You’ve not even asked.”

      “I’ve asked twice now.”

      “You’ve demanded. It’s not at all the same thing.”

      With more force of will than he’d known he possessed, he did not roll his eyes. “Lady Prudence, will you honor me with your hand in the next dance?”

      “No.” She darted away once more. “Oh, there’s Lady Templeton. I must tell her. Everything is off.” Her words muffled but still clear. She spoke more to herself than to him.

      But he could not stifle his curiosity. In fact, it was his job not to stifle his curiosity when she did odd things. He caught up with her, pushing through the crowd just behind her, so close her skirts brushed against his legs. “What is off, Lady Prudence?”

      She stopped with a hop, swinging around. They bounced off one another, and he grabbed her arms to keep her from falling.

      “You’re still here?” She blinked. “Mr. Bailey, you should know, I’m in no mood to be courted at the moment, particularly by an insensitive brute like you.

      “Insensitive? What the h—” More eyes glanced their way, and he swallowed his curse, lowered his voice. “What have I done that’s insensitive? I’ve merely done my best to keep you from being compromised.”

      Her gaze raked over him from face to shoes and back up. “Your costume is in bad taste. The climbing boys are pitiful creatures, tormented by circumstances beyond their control, taken advantage of by evil men. You should not mock them for entertainment.”

      What the hell did climbing boys have to do with anything? “I’m not wearing a costume.”

      Her defiant, lifted chin sank a bit, and her gaze flitted over his shoulders, down his sleeves. “But you’ve got soot all over you, even in your hair, and your clothes are torn. As if you’ve climbed a chimney.”

      He looked down at his clothes. Devil take it. He was a mess, even for his standards. His hair had fallen out of its queue, too, and hung lanky around his face. He slapped his hand on his back, his shoulders, but found no ribbon. Lost another one. Damn. He pulled one of the extra, thin, black ribbons he kept on his person from his pocket and tied his hair back before pinning Lady Prudence with a glare. “That’s not soot, that’s ink. I came here directly from the printshop.” He owned several with Mr. Kingston, Lady Prudence’s brother-in-law.

      “And you didn’t think to change first?”

      He should have. Clearly.

      “Whatever else you are, Mr. Bailey, you are consistent. And that, at least, is admirable.” Her veil rippled as she turned once more and slipped through the crush.

      He didn’t follow this time. Felt suddenly… absurd. The two men chatting next to him wore fine silk and crisp, snowy linen. Their jaws were clean and their hair fashionably styled. The women dancing nearby wore gowns so white the tiniest speck of dust would ruin them. And they’d throw them away or hand them off to a maid and buy all new ones. White as innocence but more disposable. Two nearby wallflowers, neat as pins, caught him looking and gave him their backs. Snubbed by the snubbed.

      Hell.

      He didn’t fit here. Lady Prudence knew it. He knew it. Everyone did. If his clothes didn’t give it away, his voice did. Less American than it had been over a decade ago when he’d first crossed the ocean to live with his grandfather. But still different. Still too flat in places, too hard.

      Usually, it didn’t bother him. But he’d left the printshop and come straight to a ball without even thinking to change his clothes. Why the hell had they even let him through the door? Because of his grandfather, Baron Brightly? Because everyone knew he’d befriended the Duke of Clearford years ago? Connections counted.

      Ben shook himself, discomfort flicking off him like water from a wet dog. Where was Clearford? Ah, there, with Lord Noble and Kingston. Naturally.

      King saw Ben first and raised a brow as Ben joined their circle.

      “You look more like hell than usual, friend,” he said. “You battled a printing press, I assume. And lost.” His friend’s dark hair was longer than fashionable, and a shadow of scruff hung about his jaw, but his clothes were pristine, perfectly fitted. A black domino ringed his green eyes.

      Ben eyed King’s drink. “I need to keep a change of clothes at all the shops. I keep forgetting. What’re you drinking?” Ben needed something strong.

      “Lemonade. Want it?”

      Ben curled a lip. “Keep it.”

      “I’ve not seen you dance with Prudence tonight,” Clearford said.

      “She’s been busy. There’s about to be a scandal, Clearford.”

      The duke’s brows drew together. “Where is she?”

      “Not Lady Prudence,” Ben said. “A friend of hers. I saw the whole thing just now in the gardens. One of Lady Prudence’s suitors compromised her. Lord Norton. I think he thought the lady was your sister.”

      Clearford’s hands became loose fists, the kind that could easily wrap around the hilt of a dagger and fling with precision. “Where is she?”

      “She might be with Lottie.” Noble pushed off the wall he leaned against. Better dressed than all of them together and more flamboyantly. He’d traded his usual somber colors for a gold waistcoat. His domino gold, too. Both matched his hair.

      “What are you supposed to be?” Ben asked.

      Clearford took a strict step forward. “Now is not the time to⁠—”

      “Midas,” Noble said with a smirk. “You should see Lottie. Dressed from head to toe in gold. Like a king with a golden touch has had his hands everywh⁠—”

      “If you finish that sentence,” Clearford said, “I’ll put a knife in your gullet.”

      Noble laughed. “I’ll find Lottie.”

      Kingston stepped away from the circle with him. “I’ll help. I’m ready to return home to Andromeda anyway. Only came here to get Bellingham’s support for an investment.”

      “When is she due?” Noble asked as they turned away.

      “Two months now, the doctor says.” Kingston beamed brighter than the candles above.

      “Let’s hope it’s a boy,” Noble said with a shiver.

      “I’d rather a girl.”

      “And end up like Clearford? With all those ladies to marry off?”

      “Better that,” Kingston said, “than coaches burnt to a crisp in Hyde Park. Have you ever cleaned piss off a doorstep? I have.” He shivered. “I’ll take a girl, please.”

      Noble shrugged, and both men disappeared into the crowd.

      The duke’s attention had not wavered from Ben. “Anything else I need to know, Bailey?” He’d crossed his arms over his chest, and one wrist flinched in a steady rhythm, as if beneath his arm, his fingers rubbed his ribs. Or perhaps the knife hidden beneath his waistcoat there. “You’ve not seen the twins dancing in a fountain, perhaps, or Felicity dressed as a lad and sneaking about the mews?”

      The twins were more of the duke’s sisters. Felicity too, likely, though Ben couldn’t remember all their names. There were eight of the chits, after all, three still in the schoolroom.

      “No. I’ve nothing new to report. Other than what I already have. And Lady Prudence wasn’t involved. We saw it all, though. And I’m positive Norton meant to seduce her instead of Miss Eastwood.”

      Clearford’s jaw worked, clearly chewing through several words he could not say in a ballroom. “I trusted Norton. And Prudence… what can she be hiding?”

      “She ran off into the gardens on her own. But that could be because she was running from Norton.”

      Clearford’s eyes flashed. “Scared?”

      “No. Annoyed.” He chuckled. “Very annoyed.” And then aroused. Ben’s chuckle died.

      “She’s hiding something. All my sisters are, but I can’t seem to figure it out. They’re always one step ahead of me.”

      “Have you tried asking them about it?”

      “Yes. They went all wide-eyed and sad looking. Then enraged. Like I’d questioned their honor. Wouldn’t speak to me for weeks afterward.”

      “Could have been worse.”

      Clearford scowled. “Prudence can give no good reason for not wishing to wed. Spinster? Ha. There must be something holding her back. I want to know what it is. I need to know.” His eyes darkened, and his jaw tightened. “How else am I to protect her? All of them? How am I to keep them safe if they insist on keeping things from me? If they have husbands—solid, dependable husbands—I need not worry so much.” Usually, the duke wore a cloak of cool confidence, but tonight a shadow tore at that cloak, revealing the doubt, the fear, beneath it.

      “I’ll figure it out, Clearford. Don’t turn watering pot.”

      “You’re right. You will figure it out. Or I’ll keep my shares, Bailey.”

      “You needn’t remind me. Hard to forget my oldest friend this side of the Atlantic has turned blackmailer.”

      Clearford’s eyes bounced from side to side, looking for anyone near enough to hear. He leaned close and whispered, “Desperate times, Bailey, desperate measures. The sooner you find out my sister’s secret, the sooner I’ll sell you my shares of London Life Prints.”

      “I told Kingston not to let you invest.” But the small printshop in the middle of the bustle of Fleet Street had been one of the first they’d procured, when they’d possessed more ambition than the blunt to fuel it. Kingston and Clearford had supplied the ready cash, and Ben had supplied the knowledge of printing he’d gained at his father’s side in Boston.

      Ben had wanted the shop, needed it in his very bones, from the moment he’d laid eyes on it. Narrow and easy to overlook with tall windows, a hanging sign, and a blue door. It had looked so much like the printshop his parents had run, an instant bout of homesickness had swamped him, drowning him like the icy waves of the Atlantic. Made it hard to breathe. The only way to get the building and its presses had been by partnering with others. His grandfather was well-off, but not so much he could finance a business. So, he’d partnered with Clearford and Kingston, but now…

      Now it was time to own it for himself. Time to resurrect Boston’s Bailey Prints in London and honor his parents’ memories better than he had so far.

      Clearford sighed. “We have a deal, an arrangement. It’s hardly blackmail.”

      “You could just sell me the shares without demanding alternative payment.”

      “I could. I’m sorry.” And he rather looked it, too, refusing to meet Ben’s gaze, those gray eyes stormy.

      Ben himself couldn’t find the ire to be terribly fussed about it. Would be more convenient were the duke to do things the usual way. But he didn’t mind helping with the sister, finding out what kept the chit unwed and making sure she did herself no harm. A favor for a friend whose countenance had begun to look a bit bruised.

      “Are you making no progress with Prudence?” Clearford asked.

      “None. She’s too smart to discuss her secrets with suspicious suitors.”

      “You need to be more believable. Women talk to men they trust.”

      “She shouldn’t trust me. You really want me to gain your sister’s trust through underhanded means? I’m already lying to her.”

      Clearford winced. “She doesn’t want to marry. You’ll not break her heart.”

      That, the only reason Ben had been able to keep guilt at bay all this time. If there’d been a chance he’d hurt her with all this…

      He couldn’t. He may look like a beast, but his father had taught him how to treat a lady, and his grandfather had reinforced those lessons.

      “What if she ends up wanting to marry me?” Ben asked.

      Clearford tapped a finger on his dark sleeve. “Then… excellent.”

      “Now you’re sacrificing me?”

      Clearford’s jaw ticked. “For some causes, a man will sacrifice anything. Look. Noble and King are returning. Without my sisters.”

      “They don’t look happy.” Both men’s faces were scored with grim lines.

      “We’d best see what’s happened.”

      Ben clapped his friend’s shoulder. “You’d best see. Not my problem, old man.” Ben left before hearing Clearford’s reply. He left the ballroom, and he left the house, and he left the ton he didn’t really belong to. He’d been born to a printshop owner in Boston, had learned the trade at his father’s knee. Had taken over after his parents’ deaths, running every aspect of the business and running himself ragged. And ultimately running the printshop into the ground.

      He'd failed to keep his parents’ dream alive; authors of political pamphlets wouldn’t trust a fifteen-year-old boy with their work, and less than a year after he’d spilled dirt on his parents’ coffins, he’d sold the shop and boarded a boat to England.

      Well, he wasn’t fifteen anymore, and he’d have his second chance—a shop just like his father’s, the door painted just the shade his mother liked, a bell that rang when anyone entered, the scent of paper and ink heavy in the air, and Bailey’s Prints on the sign above the door.

      But first he had to discover Lady Prudence’s secrets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 1820

      

      

      Prudence marched from one end of the room to the other, holding her crisp, clean list before her. “Wedding in half an hour. Then the ceremony. Then the wedding breakfast. We will remain by your side until you are forced to leave this room. Then I will sit as close to the front of the church as I can. During the breakfast, I will observe your every move so you have support when you need it.” She stopped her march in the middle of the room and looked up at her audience.

      Her sisters—Lottie, Andromeda, and the twins Isabelle and Imogen—stood with Cora in the large window of Cora’s bedroom. The sun poured in behind them, haloing their pastel gowns with bright morning light. Lottie looked like a blue-eyed angel, Annie an imp. The twins seemed like faeries from another world. And Cora, in all her dark beauty, resembled nothing less than a queen.

      No wonder Prudence found herself overlooked. Who could see plain Pru when the others gave off such light? No matter. Better the gift of anonymity. Particularly when one did not wish one’s activities to be discovered. If she were beautiful, it would be harder to hide.

      “You are not alone, Cora,” Prudence said, taking her friend’s hand. “We are with you.” She did not try to hide from the guilt that pinched at her sides. Norton had been after Prudence, and he’d caught Cora. Because they’d been wearing the same thing, had been wearing veils to hide their differing hair. It had been, partially, Prudence’s fault Cora found herself betrothed to a man she’d barely exchanged two words with.

      Cora attempted a smile, failed miserably. “Thank you, Pru. It’s a thorough plan.”

      “Thorough though it may be, it does not keep Cora from having to marry that man.” Imogen fell with a harrumph into the window seat behind them.

      Isabel sat next to her. “That man suggests Lord Norton is a scoundrel. A cad. But I’ve heard nothing nefarious about him. In fact, there’s no gossip at all about him but for what he and Cora produced together. Which suggests he’s as boring as they come.”

      “He kisses like a scoundrel,” Cora said, her voice breathy. Her hand, covered in a white lace glove lifted to her lips, hovered there, then dropped heavy to her side. “But he’s been a gentleman ever since that night in the garden. Three weeks, and every day he’s shown up here with a bouquet of flowers. And not much conversation.”

      “I’m so sorry, Cora.” The list fluttered to the floor, abandoned, as Prudence hugged the bride. “I wish it were me and not you.”

      Cora hugged her back, laughed. “Liar.” She pushed out of Prudence’s embrace and stood before the full-length looking glass. The mirror’s edge glinted gold, as did almost every surface in Cora’s chamber. The Eastwoods were wealthy
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