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—Eloisa James, New York Times bestselling author
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“Sexy, kind, and full of adventure . . . Alexandra Vasti is an immense talent, and I look forward to reading everything she writes until the end of time!”

—Naina Kumar, USA Today bestselling author of
Say You’ll Be My Jaan

“With her deft hand for writing witty banter, endearing characters, and smoking-hot chemistry, Alexandra Vasti’s Earl Crush will enchant readers and establish her as a breakout star of historical romance!”

—Liana De la Rosa, USA Today bestselling author
of Isabel and the Rogue
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—Booklist (starred review)
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—Entertainment Weekly

“A gem of a Regency, with dazzling banter and more than the usual amount of charm.”

—Olivia Waite, The New York Times Book Review

“The kind of romance you want to wrap around yourself like a blanket.”

—NPR

“As hot as it is heartfelt, this will have historical romance fans hooked.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Ne’er Duke Well is a delightful, quicksilver romp with unforgettable characters that readers will be rooting for from start to finish.”

—Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling
author of the Veronica Speedwell series

“An irresistible delight from a remarkable new talent . . . Vasti has quickly earned her place on my list of favorite writers.”

—India Holton, USA Today bestselling author of
The Ornithologist’s Field Guide to Love
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—Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling
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Chapter 1

On the day Ruby Ballimore ruined her own life, she had ink stains on her gloves and was dressed like a sugared pineapple.

The dinner party had not been going well. The Marquess of Gravesmuir, having recently married off his eldest son to an American dry goods heiress, was trying very hard to pretend that he’d always had a great deal of money. There were an astonishing number of guests in the drawing room, and Ruby was—unfortunately— the only one who seemed to glisten in the candlelight.

She looked at the whirling ladies on the dance floor and then down at her frock. Her skirt was covered in tiny diamond-shaped flounces, each of which was Pomona green and featured a mirrored spangle that shot sparks of light in all directions. More green flounced up around her sleeves and neck in a design that had seemed quite regal in the illustrated plate but on Ruby looked rather a lot like tropical fronds.

The modiste on Albemarle Street had assured her that the gown was the height of fashion, and Ruby suspected that it probably was. Somewhere.

Unfortunately, that somewhere did not seem to be the Gravesmuir town house.

Generally, Ruby had an excellent eye for color and balance. She’d been misled, she supposed, by her own unfortunate optimism as she’d looked down at the gilt-tipped fashion plate. The dress was bold but not outré. Eye-catching but still tasteful. Au courant but still somehow in conversation with classical design. This was the gown that would mark Ruby’s conquest of society.

Finally. After four Seasons.

It did not seem to be working.

The dinner itself had not gone so badly. There had been eleven French courses to contend with, but Ruby had kept hold of herself during most of them. She’d lectured the industrialist on her left for a handful of minutes about the Egyptian greyhound design on the sideboard, but when she’d realized she was coming close to a discussion of cinerary urns, she’d managed to cut herself off. He’d looked only slightly green, and that might well have been a reflection off the purée de pois.

But the dancing had been a disaster. She’d thought the Earl of Kilmornay was asking her to dance—which he wasn’t—and then she’d nearly trampled Isobel Crane in her haste to accept Kilmornay’s non-request. Isobel, one of the few debutantes even shorter than Ruby, had been a trifle squashed, and so Ruby had stopped and attempted to help her restore her hairpiece.

The hairpiece had looked rather like a Greco-Roman swan sculpture, a fact that Ruby had been cheerfully relating to Isobel when she realized that Kilmornay was there, trying to secure Isobel for the waltz, and she, Ruby, was grasping Isobel’s beaded swan pin with an enthusiasm that was preventing Isobel from escaping.

Also, her father had seen all of it.

False hope ought to be outlawed, Ruby thought, and morosely examined her gloves.

The ink thereupon had come from newsprint, now safely tucked in her reticule. She knew better than to read the newspaper with her gloves on, but she’d seen the headline from across the room—PRINCESS SERAFINA’S CORNWALL VISIT CANCELED!— and couldn’t quite stop herself from crossing to the sideboard to pick it up.

It seemed distantly possible that an apparent interest in the news would help disguise the fact that no one thus far had asked Ruby to dance.

Moreover, if she familiarized herself with the princess’s movements, she might have something to talk about with her father in the carriage on the way home. Her father, the Earl of Hangleton, was ambassador to the princess’s home principality of Monfalcone, a tiny autonomous state just south of the kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia. The earl, currently on home leave in England, had been thrilled by the public’s avidity for gossip about the mysterious and glamorous princess. He was delighted every time she appeared in the papers—and so Ruby was delighted by proxy.

Perhaps Ruby’s familiarity with Serafina’s schedule would demonstrate to her father that she was finally ready to assist him in his social duties, despite her dismal showing at the party.

Perhaps some particular knowledge of the princess would prove to her father that Ruby was trying.

She was so engrossed in the state of her gloves that she didn’t at first register the sound of her name.

“There she is! Lady Ruby!”

She blinked. That was Gravesmuir’s bluff voice, plummy and slightly overloud in the hubbub of the party. He was, indubitably, headed toward her, backed by a small crowd that—oh God— included Ruby’s father.

She thrust her hands behind her back, though she feared her father had already noticed the state of her gloves. “Good evening . . . my lord?”

It sounded like a question—which, she supposed, it was. She would not have imagined that Gravesmuir could identify her.

“Lady Ruby,” Gravesmuir said again. “I have it on good authority that you are something of an expert on Greco-Roman antiquities. Vases, masks. Things of that sort.”

“Oh.” Ruby tried not to gape. “Why, yes.” Had her father told him that? Surely her father would have mentioned that her most recent academic paper had been on Egyptian masks, not Greco-Roman, though really she could be conversant on various classical styles . . .

But her father was not looking especially pleased. “Ruby does find ways to divert herself.”

Ruby swallowed. Evidently someone else had spoken of her interests to Gravesmuir. Not her father. She tried to force her mouth to curve.

“Oh indeed!” Gravesmuir chuckled. “These modern young ladies and their accomplishments. Astonishing, how they have time for it all.” He held out his elbow to Ruby. “Come, my dear. Take a look at my most recent acquisitions. See if you recognize them.”

She winced a little, but her father was nodding at her. Behave yourself tonight, he’d told her in the carriage. This is an important dinner for me, Ruby. I can’t afford any blunders.

Any of her blunders, he’d meant.

She did not want to let her father down. She took Gravesmuir’s arm and pinned a smile to her face as the marquess led her around the circumference of the drawing room.

Inside a small sculpture gallery, more of the party guests milled and drank champagne. It was a lovely room, freshly decorated, still smelling faintly of varnish and sawdust. Gravesmuir had had octagonal columns installed to frame the chandeliers, and Ruby suspected that whoever had designed them had been inspired by the peristyle of the Temple of Theseus in Athens. A dozen midnight-blue draperies hung from a paler-blue ceiling, and each curtain framed a gleaming white statue centered upon a white marble plinth.

Ruby blinked.

“Well, my dear?” demanded Gravesmuir. “Tell me what you think of it.” He smiled at her and then at the assembled company. “I had the whole gallery designed for these sculptures, you know. Can’t let a treasure like this be hidden away in some dusty museum.”

“A treasure?” Ruby repeated blankly.

“Why yes, of course. I had the marbles brought over from Monastiraki just last month. Safer here than there, I always say.”

“From Monastiraki?” She couldn’t seem to stop echoing his words as she stared at the sculptures, spiderwebbed with cracks and bright, bright white against the drapes.

“Indeed. Have you heard of it?” He chuckled. “Of course you have, with your hobby. Tell your father here he ought to take you there next time he’s on the Continent. My friend who brought the statues over could no doubt fill you in on the region. A great man, Professor Quenby—an archaeologist—”

“I’ve been there,” Ruby got out. “But your statues have not.”

Gravesmuir stopped speaking, his face fixed in a half smile. “I beg your pardon?”

“These statues did not come from Greece.”

Gravesmuir laughed again. Too loud. A flush rose on his cheeks like a slow cloud. “Of course they did. Quenby brought them over himself.”

“He didn’t,” Ruby said. “No one did. They’re fakes.”

In all her four Seasons, Ruby had never before brought an entire room to a hush before. Something cold and terrible sank in her stomach like a stone.

“Ruby,” her father said. He was trying to make it a joke, a scrap of amusement, but even the noted diplomat couldn’t quite manage it. Her name in his mouth sounded like a warning.

Gravesmuir, meanwhile, had gone from red to white. “I paid a fortune in scaffolding—and the excavators—the firman—I assure you, child, the cost of the ship journey from Greece to Malta alone was—”

“These statues have never been to Greece,” Ruby said. “They’re all wrong. The color’s off. There’s no shading. There ought to be a crust on the marble—a patina. It shouldn’t be white like that. And the—the stone isn’t the right texture, it’s cracked—”

“That’s enough, Ruby,” hissed her father.

“That’s weathering,” Gravesmuir said. “Thousands of years of—”

“That’s not how stone weathers in Greece.” Her voice sounded odd. Far away. Part of her was shouting, Stop talking, Ruby! But just as she had in the dining room, and in the middle of the ballroom, and a thousand other times in her too-blunt, too-enthusiastic life, she couldn’t call the words to a halt. “These sculptures look more like Coade stone, only perhaps not properly fired. Devon clay, I’d say.”

Gravesmuir seemed half strangled by his own ire. “And now we see why a little learning is a dangerous thing, don’t we, my dear?” He turned back to the room at large. “Quenby? Come over here and tell Lady Ruby the story about bringing the statues through the Tyrrhenian Sea in a maelstrom. Sliding across the decks with ropes tied to the masts . . .”

His words trailed off.

At the side of the room, Ruby caught a glimpse of a well-built man of middle height—gray hair, stooped, spectacles—just as he slipped out the door.

A very peculiar feeling seemed to be rushing down her body, chilling the tips of her fingers, freezing her legs to the ground.

“Quenby?” Gravesmuir said again. “Did you hear me?”

There was no answer. The party had gone strangely still, the guests all frozen with their champagne glasses halfway to their mouths.

“Quenby!” Gravesmuir said again, a bit louder. And then, very suddenly: “Stop him! Stop him before he gets away!”

The room rushed back into sound and motion. Eyes—there were dozens of eyes on her, fans fluttering across faces, bodies swirling toward her and then away.

Fakes, did she say? Gravesmuir’s marbles, yes—fakes—

Special dispensation from Parliament to acquire them, I heard— half his brand-new fortune—

Is he gone? That professor? Did someone stop him, for God’s sake? Can’t they catch him—

Ruby Ballimore—yes, Hangleton’s elder daughter, the strange one—

Her father gripped her arm. His voice was low, whispered beneath the clamor of the crowd. “I’ll have them call the carriage. Damn it, Ruby—do you understand what you’ve done?”

And, with a swell of horror, Ruby did.

Malcolm Archer flung himself onto the deck of his sloop. “Time to go,” he gasped. “Quenby’s dead.”

Gerry and Lamentation, who’d been playing a hand of cards beneath the mast, leapt to their feet. Wall, who’d already been on his feet, put his hands on his substantial waist and glared at Archer. “What do you mean, ‘Quenby’s dead’?”

Archer swiped water out of his face. He’d dropped Quenby’s spectacles in the mews behind Gravesmuir’s town house and found a trough to dunk his head to rid himself of the hair powder, but he was still dripping despite the lengthy sprint back to the docks.

“Slain. Extinguished. Sent to his watery demise in a puddle of slime.” Archer shrugged, ducked around Wall’s bulk, and threw himself at the line that held the anchor.

“Tell me you at least got Gravesmuir’s money,” Wall said. His voice was pleading, but he too had begun to make the Delphinium ready.

Archer paused, one hand on the line.

“Don’t,” Wall groaned. “Don’t say it.”

“I got some of Gravesmuir’s money.”

“Don’t lie either!”

Archer grimaced and went back to work on the anchor.

He hadn’t got even half the money that he and Gravesmuir had agreed upon for the marbles. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised—the marquess had been perfectly willing to carve the friezes right off the bloody Acropolis. Archer shouldn’t have supposed that that variety of thieving blackguard would be eager to pay the debts he owed, even to his dear friend, the now-departed Professor Quenby.

When Gravesmuir had invited Archer to his dinner party— well, invited Professor Quenby, who also happened to be a privateer-turned-confidence-artist named Malcolm Archer—it had seemed a fine opportunity to make another delicate play for the funds. Gravesmuir had wanted Quenby to show off, to brag about how difficult it had been to acquire the sculptures and how precious and important they were.

Archer had wanted his money.

He and Lamentation and Gerry and Wall and Eugénie down below—they needed the money.

So Archer had put on the Quenby disguise and prepared to make up another pack of lies about the marbles, which had actually come from a devious little sculptor in Dorset who apparently wasn’t as tricky as she thought she was.

Archer was good at talking. The lies were always the easy part—easier than the Quenby costume or the sail from Cornwall to the London Docks.

Easier than keeping his crew together and fed, and making them believe that everything would be all right.

He’d been lying through his teeth and happy as a clam— though he still hadn’t secured any coin from Gravesmuir—when he’d heard the little blond say that the sculptures were fakes.

For the briefest of moments, Archer had supposed he’d be able to talk his way out of the situation, spin shit-covered straw into golden thread and weave a dream out of it. The story about the sea crossing—Gravesmuir had always liked that one, and it had the benefit of springing from Archer’s very real days under the rear admiral during the wars. He could tell that one, and Gravesmuir’s guests would squeal and sigh and laugh, and everything would be fine.

He’d get his money. His crew would be safe. They would all go home together.

But then the girl had kept going. She’d been undeterred by Gravesmuir’s growing outrage, by the other man’s hissed order to keep quiet.

She knew what she was about. For all she looked like a confection—short, plump, pink-cheeked in her sparkling frock— she’d been grim and stubborn as she’d spoken. As ruthless as a knife.

Ten sentences. It had taken her all of ten sentences to demolish six months’ investment and the security of Archer’s precarious, half-built life.

Lamentation’s curly blond head popped in front of Archer’s face, where he’d been staring blindly at the water. “Captain? We can’t set the sails until we know our heading.”

Archer blinked back the desire to throw himself into the sea and instead made himself grin at his former bosun. Everything’s going to be fine, you see? Look at my smile and know I’ll keep us safe. “Home,” he said.

Lamentation’s gold brows came together. “Home?”

“Yes,” Archer said. “Back to Pomeroy House.”

He could come up with another plan. Another way to keep his people fed.

He had to.




Chapter 2

Sandwiched in between her two best friends at the British Museum, Ruby considered the soulless eyes of a stuffed golden-crested crane.

There was a three-foot radius of empty space around her. Complete social ruin came with one silver lining at least—it was certainly easier to talk.

“Ruby, dearest,” Alice said delicately, “are you entirely certain you wish to be out and about?”

Ruby turned to face her friends. Lady Alice Eppington—only child of the disgraced Marquess of Rosthwaite—gazed back at her, dark-fringed cerulean eyes very soft. Tamsin Drake, by contrast, appeared barely able to smother her fury. Her freckled face was pink with outrage, which made an interesting aesthetic contrast with her cropped auburn hair.

Ruby’s chest felt tight, and she reminded herself very firmly of her resolve. This was going to work. It was going to be wonderful.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m certain. I’ve asked the two of you here because I have an idea. One we could not discuss in my drawing room.”

Unfortunately, Alice and Tamsin looked more dismayed at this pronouncement than Ruby might have wished.

“Do you?” Alice said. She sounded extremely polite. “Is this similar to the time you had us dress up as the Three Fates at the Yardsleys’ ball?”

Ruby hid a wince. That had not gone well. She’d taken the outfits rather far, and it had not been a masquerade.

“Not like that,” she said. “Much better than that.”

“Perhaps more like the time you staged a reenactment of the Battle of Thermopylae in Kensington Gardens?” Tamsin asked.

“Of course not, because that was for a paper I was writing, as you know perfectly well, and—”

There was a small commotion at the entrance to the avian exhibit, and Ruby felt her words die in her mouth. At the door stood a handful of familiar ladies, dressed in pale summer colors and delicate straw hats. Ruby knew each one; they’d all debuted the same year as herself and Alice.

At the sight of Ruby, Alice, and Tamsin, the ladies’ eyes widened. Their cheeks went pink and their gloved hands went to their mouths. And then, like a flock of birds, they all rushed as one in the opposite direction.

Ruby’s heart beat hard against her ribs.

Tamsin’s face went even redder. “This is absurd,” she snapped. “I don’t understand why everyone is acting as though Ruby pissed on Gravesmuir’s sculptures in the drawing room.”

“It’s not so bad,” Alice murmured. She was looking down at her gloves, and her dark curls had fallen across her brow. “It will be forgotten in time, Ruby. I’m certain it will.”

Ruby took a breath. For all her friends’ reassurances, she knew precisely why her revelation in Gravesmuir’s gallery had proven so disastrous. It was not just that Gravesmuir had been revealed as a gullible fool to the ton. The discovery of how thoroughly and expensively he had been hoodwinked had also drawn the attention of Gravesmuir’s creditors—to whom, it turned out, Gravesmuir owed a very great deal of money.

The marquess could no longer shop on Regent Street or fence in his parlor. His social invitations had dried up. And Ruby’s father, who had relied on Gravesmuir for political support, had lost one of his most important allies.

Tamsin was still shaking her head. “There’s nothing to forget! Ruby didn’t do anything wrong. She has a brain in her head, that’s all. My God, don’t tell anyone a woman is able to possess such a thing, or they’ll start a petition to drain them out through our noses for the benefit of medical science.”

As she always did, Ruby felt a surge of gratitude for Tamsin’s bloodthirsty defense, for her stout rejection of their society’s hypocrisies. Tamsin had courted scandal from her very first day in society. She gambled for money and wore her hair cropped; she was, as everyone knew perfectly well, a sapphist. Her parents, the Viscount and Viscountess Drake, had despaired of their unconventional eldest daughter, who never seemed touched by the censure heaped upon her.

But at this particular moment, Ruby’s attention wasn’t fixed upon Tamsin—nor was it fixed upon herself.

Ruby was thinking about Alice.

Alice—endlessly hopeful, impossibly kind—had brightened when she’d seen the women who’d once been their friends. And when they’d turned away, Alice had flinched.

Ruby’s heart was still beating too hard. But for the first time in what seemed a very long parade of conversation and card parties and failures, Ruby knew the right thing to do.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “About them. About any of them. Let me tell you why I asked you to come.”

She gestured with the reticule in her hands. It was the same one she’d brought with her to Gravesmuir’s disastrous dinner party, gold-spangled to match her ill-fated pineapple gown.

It still had the folded newspaper inside. And for the thousandth time since Gravesmuir’s dinner, Ruby pulled the paper out.

PRINCESS SERAFINA’S CORNWALL VISIT CANCELED!

Beneath the headline, some breathless journalist had related a lengthy description of Pomeroy House, the holiday home of the Monfalcone princess. Princess Serafina had not set foot in Cornwall since she’d acquired the estate two years ago in 1815, but the English public’s ardent enthusiasm for the exquisite, fashionable, and extremely wealthy princess seemed to bring the mansion to public attention every time she was rumored to be visiting.

This time, the visit had been canceled due to some new outbreak of political discord in Monfalcone. Given the sheer number of royal siblings and cousins, infighting seemed to be the norm, rather than an anomaly—a situation that perhaps explained why the princess had not left the Continent in a decade.

“Pomeroy House,” Ruby said as she brandished the paper in Tamsin and Alice’s direction. “I think we should go there.”

Tamsin and Alice did not appear instantly won over by the brilliance of the idea. In fact, they both seemed to be looking at Ruby as though she were back in the pineapple gown.

“You think we should go to Cornwall?” Alice said after a moment. The expression of puzzlement on her face did not in any way detract from her extraordinary beauty. “Can I ask why?”

“Because,” Ruby said, “London is not . . . is not . . .”

Is not working out. Is not going to work out. Is never going to be anything but the place where I am a disappointment.

“Is not hospitable,” she said finally. “In Cornwall, we could do as we like. I can write my papers. Make art. Tamsin can play cards and read mathematics books and wear trousers. And Alice, you can be in nature. I’m certain Cornwall is home to all manner of butterflies you can catch or pin or . . . breed, is it?”

The vision had begun to fashion itself inside her head a week after Gravesmuir’s dinner, when her father had left her alone—again— as he attempted to repair his social standing among the powerful and well-connected members of the peerage.

Ruby had been by herself at the table. Her sister Cassandra had very properly married a viscount two years earlier, and so when her father went out, Ruby dined alone. The footmen still set an elaborate table; there were five elegant courses, and for once, Ruby didn’t feel up to pretending that there was a room full of people she was meant to impress.

She’d been tired of pretending that she could ever impress a room full of people. Tired of pretending that there was any way she could be like Cassandra: polite and soft-spoken and acceptable.

She’d brought a battered copy of Thomas Hope’s Household Furniture and Interior Decoration with her to the table. And as she’d gazed into the familiar black-and-white etchings—at Hope’s elegant, esoteric designs—she’d lost what remained of her good sense.

She’d dipped her finger into her wine, and, very carefully, painted the page of illustrated draperies red.

She’d glanced up.

Not one single footman acknowledged what she’d done.

She stuck her fork into the sorrel puree on her plate and then used it to shade in a pattern of stripes on Hope’s engraving of a settee. And when the footmen brought out partridge with roasted carrots, and maraschino jellies, and coffee cream, she’d festooned each stark engraving with vibrant and deliciously scented color.

She’d felt a hot, burning kind of freedom as she’d painted the riot of hues into her very favorite book.

No one cared. She was ruined now. It no longer mattered that her enthusiasm and her absurdities and her intense passions were at odds with what society thought a proper lady ought to be. She could make something beautiful, something ephemeral, just because she wished it, and no one was there to laugh or tell her she was strange. Her father’s grim, disappointed gaze was somewhere else—some distant house on Portman Square that she, Ruby, would never be invited to.

She’d imperiled her father’s career. She’d proven to him that she could never be trusted to assist him, never be worthy of his respect as an equal.

And because of that, she didn’t need to try any longer.

Ruby was sick to her soul of trying.

Now, inside the British Museum, she looked at the rows and rows of colorful birds from all across the globe, sitting frozen on their perches, decidedly and indubitably dead.

And then she looked at Tamsin and Alice. “I think we should go to Cornwall for the summer,” she said. “And I think we should move into Pomeroy House.”

Alice’s black lashes were performing some very expressive acrobatics. “Move into Pomeroy House? The princess’s country estate? What would we do there?”

“Whatever we please,” Ruby said. “That’s the whole point. We can leave all this behind. We can forget about the Season, about all these people. We can live for ourselves.”

“How?” Alice asked.

Ruby thought that was quite a bit more encouraging a question—but then, Alice was always the first to fall in line with one of Ruby’s schemes. “The princess has never visited Pomeroy House, not once since she bought it. If we go there, we can tell the staff in residence that we are her ladies-in-waiting. They won’t know any better.”

“But the princess will know we are not,” Alice protested.

“I don’t think the princess is ever coming.” She had not thus far. And if Ruby’s father’s recent interest in the machinations of the royal family was any indication, the political situation within Monfalcone was not likely to become more stable within the next few months.

Ruby hadn’t quite sorted out all the details—such as how she would ever persuade her father to let her go—but together, she, Alice, and Tamsin could make the scheme work. She knew they could.

Each of them brought something critical to the task. Ruby had the ideas and the enthusiasm, and enough stubborn persistence to bring her plans to fruition. Too much stubbornness, perhaps: Had she been a trifle less determined, she might have realized that conquering society the way her sister Cassandra had was never going to happen.

Nor was pleasing her father.

But she shook that thought off. If they went to Cornwall, she no longer needed to worry about society or the Earl of Hangleton.

Tamsin, for her part, was the practical one. Tamsin had only to look at luggage and it packed itself; postilions rushed to do her bidding, and carriage traffic seemed to fall away in front of her steely blue gaze. And Alice—

Alice smoothed Tam and Ruby’s rough edges. Everyone who met Alice adored her. If the house was full of Monfalcone royal stewards and servitors, Alice would have them all wrapped around her little finger in a heartbeat.

They had knowledge, and expertise, and a connection to the Monfalcone royal family by way of Ruby’s father. They had money of their own to fund the trip; Ruby and Tam were both possessed of substantial inheritances, and Alice’s father had never said no to her in his life.

And—it was exhilarating and a little painful to consider—they had some measure of freedom now. No one in London would mind terribly much if the three of them vanished for the rest of the Season.

Alice touched her fingers to the ribbon threaded through her black curls. “Ladies-in-waiting?” she repeated. “For the Princess Serafina?”

“Yes,” Ruby said. “I can use my father’s name and seal.” Guilt flared at the thought of lying to the earl about her intentions, but she quashed it firmly. She refused to falter. The moment called for decisiveness, not for foolish regret. “He’s the ambassador to Monfalcone. No one would question our right to be at Pomeroy House.”

Alice’s cheeks had gone pink, and her neat striped gloves were locked together somewhere at the level of her breastbone. “Don’t ladies-in-waiting generally possess some sort of . . . skills?”

“We have plenty of skills. Tamsin’s been running her aunt’s home for years. I can manage the rooms, the art, the princess’s wardrobe—pineapple debacle notwithstanding—”

Alice, who had not borne witness to the pineapple dress, blinked.

Ruby waved off the question on Alice’s face. “You can do everything else, Alice. Etiquette, dancing, music, all the relevant languages. Even butterflies, if the princess is fond of those.”

Before her father’s disgrace, Alice had been the Diamond of the Season, the most popular and sparkling debutante of 1814. She’d been poised to marry a duke’s heir—the gossip columns had already started to speculate about which modiste would be selected to fashion her wedding gown. And when her father had been accused of treason and only barely escaped a trial by his peers in the Lords, Alice had lost everything.

Everything except Ruby and Tamsin.

The pale column of Alice’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. She was staring at the newspaper in Ruby’s hands, and there was something bright and hopeful in her face. Though she would not admit it, Alice had chafed horribly these last years under the censure that had been heaped upon her and her father. “Do you really think we could do it? Leave London? Live in Cornwall together?”

Ruby directed a beseeching glance at Tamsin, who had not yet spoken. She too had her eyes fastened on the headline, and her freckled face looked very stern.

“Tam?” Ruby said cautiously.

“Yes,” Tamsin said. Her hands made fists at her sides. “Yes. I think we should do it.”

Ruby attempted not to gape. She had supposed that Tamsin— clever, pragmatic Tamsin—would be far harder to convince.

“It’s a good idea, Ruby. Well—no, it’s an outlandish idea that needs significant refining, but—yes. Let’s go.” Tamsin’s dark blue eyes were fierce when she looked up and met Ruby’s gaze. “I want to go.”

“You—do?”

There was a hint of something strange on Tamsin’s face. In some other woman, Ruby might have called it hesitation. “I have been thinking about leaving London myself lately.”

“You have?”

“Mm. But I did not want to leave the two of you.” Tamsin’s wide mouth crimped at the corner. “Aunt Frankie is getting married, you see. To her childhood sweetheart. Who’s finally persuaded her to move home.”

Ruby had to pause to absorb this news. Tamsin’s departure from her parents’ home to live with her topsy-turvy aunt two years prior had been a profound relief to everyone involved. Tamsin organized Frankie’s very existence, and in return, Frankie had given Tamsin a place to thrive.

Ruby’s heart squeezed as she looked at Tamsin, tall and bold and perhaps not quite so certain as she always seemed.

“Frankie invited me to go with her,” Tamsin went on. “Only— well, she’ll be married, of course. And she doesn’t—” Tamsin’s voice wobbled, just a little, which made her scowl. “She won’t need me now.”

Alice put her hand on Tamsin’s elbow. “Oh, dearest. She’ll still need you. Nothing could possibly change that.”

“I’m happy for her,” Tamsin said fiercely.

Alice’s eyes were as gentle as her grip on Tamsin’s arm. “Of course you are.”

“We know you are,” Ruby agreed. “You can be happy for Frankie and worry about your own place in the world at the same time. That doesn’t make you wrong, Tam, only human.” But something Tamsin had said tickled the back of her mind. “Did you say . . . did you say that Frankie is moving home?”

Some of the tension seemed to drain away from Tamsin’s face. One corner of her mouth quirked up, her expression growing more decided. “I did. Yes.”

Alice looked between them. “What do you mean? Why does Tam suddenly look so smug?”

“Because the Drake family estate,” Ruby said, “is also in Cornwall.”

Tamsin nodded, crooked smile still fixed on her mouth. “Your father will never in a hundred years agree to let you go to Pomeroy House. I’m sorry, Ruby, but the man doesn’t deserve a tenth of your devotion.”

Ruby felt a clutch in her chest at Tamsin’s words—her father wasn’t so bad—but Tamsin wasn’t done talking.

“But he will let you stay with Aunt Frankie. She’s to be the Countess of Bridestowe now—your father will love that. I propose that you don’t mention Pomeroy House to him at all. As far as your father need know, you’re staying with Frankie and her new husband at the Bridestowe estate for the summer. Cornwall is far enough away that he’ll never suspect anything’s amiss.”

Yes. That was the solution to the problem of Ruby’s father. Trust Tamsin to come to it instantly.

The vision flashed in Ruby’s mind again. The elegant mansion the papers had described. Cornwall, all fogged beaches and sea villages and stars. Nature for Alice; independence for Tamsin.

And for herself, freedom from judgment.

A summer. A single, golden summer, in which they could do as they wished, without expectation or disappointment. Without anyone telling them they were wrong simply for being themselves.

It was a good plan. An excellent, logical, flawless plan. Tamsin was a genius.

“We can do this,” Ruby said. “We can take ourselves to Pomeroy House. We can live as we please there.”

“As ladies-in-waiting for the princess,” Alice murmured.

“But not truly waiting,” Ruby said. She flexed her fingers at her sides, stretching them within her gloves. “I’m done waiting for my life to begin.”

She was done looking for approval she was never going to find. She was altogether finished with trying to make herself into someone she could never be. She was Ruby Ballimore. She had a knowledge of antiquities, an eye for color, a passion for classical design. She had the two most loving, loyal friends in the entire world.

She had ruined her life.

And she was going to make a new one in Cornwall.




Chapter 3

There were sixteen casks of Rhenish wine in the Pomeroy House kitchen, which, frankly, was sixteen more than Archer had been expecting.

“For fuck’s sake,” he said, “how did you even carry them all?”

Lamentation had his arms crossed over his chest and an expression on his face that read, criminally underappreciated. “You said to bring the wine up from the cove after Oliphant’s crew dropped it off. Which we did. From four o’clock in the morning until noon.”

“It’s not noon. It’s ten.”

Lamentation’s scowl deepened. “Oh, I’m sorry, Cap. Gerry and I have only been at this thankless task for six hours and not eight. My mistake.”

Gerry hadn’t yet said anything, which was typical for Gerry.

Unfortunately, he looked vaguely wounded, which was less typical. Usually, in the presence of Lamentation, Gerry’s face evinced nothing so much as besotted happiness.

“All right,” Archer said. “All right. I’m sorry. Thank you for cleverly and uncomplainingly bringing the wine up from the cove. I don’t—” He passed his hand over his face and shoved his hair out of his eyes. “I wasn’t expecting casks, that’s all. We’ll have to figure out some way to transport them. Or decant them. Or something.”

Smuggling had been a hell of a lot easier when he’d been transporting goods that weren’t illegal. He’d had a real, actual bill of sale from Gravesmuir for the statues—along with plenty of Greek documents that Eugénie had forged—all of which had proven extremely useful every time they’d been stopped on the road between Dorset and London.

But in the two months since the Quenby scheme had dissolved, he’d been forced to pursue other avenues of financial gain. He’d taken charge of selling the illicit goods that Gill Oliphant’s men brought in surreptitiously from the Continent, and then, under Oliphant’s guidance, started to make Channel crossings with his own crew. In the preceding weeks, they’d smuggled French silk gloves sewn in the hems of their trousers and ostrich feathers in their shirtfronts. Last week, Archer had discovered that several bolt holes on the Delphinium could have their bolts replaced with cigars, with no obvious ill effects on his beloved tub’s ponderous progress.

On one trip, every drum of wax had been cleaned out and filled with brandy instead, a stratagem that had proven shockingly effective. The brandy had tasted a trifle odd afterward, but Archer had convinced seven different tavern keepers that it was typical of a Gascon Armagnac.

Hiding the smuggled casks of wine would be considerably more difficult. Casks tended to look a great deal like casks, no matter how one attempted to disguise them.

“Should we leave them in here?” Lamentation looked only slightly mollified. “I would’ve asked you when we started bringing them in, but we couldn’t find you.”

Archer had been down in St. Petroc’s, the tiny but bustling port village near Pomeroy House. He’d met up with Oliphant at the tavern to pay for the wine, and then spent the morning delicately ascertaining the tavern keeper’s feelings about dodgily imported alcohol at excellent bargain prices while also trying not to let the grizzled old pirate drink him under the table.

In retrospect, he’d had the morning a lot easier than Gerry and Lamentation.

“The kitchen’s fine for now,” he said. “We’re not anticipating guests.”

The lack of guests—and his powerful need for funds—had made Archer’s transformation from steward to smuggler rather easier.

Two years ago, he had become the Pomeroy House steward through the intervention of his former rear admiral, Jack Penney, with whom he still occasionally visited, even though Archer’s naval career had smashed itself to bits like a hull meeting a rock.

Penney mixed with people like the Monfalcone royals now, ever since his elevation to baronet after the war. He’d mentioned the house to Archer because he and Archer had once spent five months patrolling the south coast of Cornwall. They’d reminisced over quite a lot of expensive brandy about furious chases on cliffs, and the time Archer had surprised a bull in a patch of gorse, and the enthusiastic vicar’s widow who had taught Archer far more in one night than he would have supposed vicar’s widows to know.

Penney had mentioned the empty house and the job opening, and Archer, warm with drink, had thought: I could do that. Why not? He’d captained a ship for five years—how different could a country mansion be?

It had been because of the brandy that Archer had asked Penney to put in a good word for him. He would not, normally, have asked it. Had he been cold sober, he would not have let the thought creep across his mind—that Penney owed him a favor.

But it had. And he’d asked. And Penney had done it, and Archer had intended, for at least four or five days, to do everything by the book.

His good intentions, as usual, hadn’t lasted long.

The problem—then and now—had always been money. The Monfalcone royal family had hired him alone, and Archer, ever since the disastrous end of his naval career, came as part of a set. He had persuaded the royal family’s majordomo that he needed to hire a groundskeeper too, but he’d been afraid to ask for further auxiliary staff. No one would benefit if the Monfalcone royal family suspected that he was embezzling the Pomeroy House budget.

Which, he supposed, he was. But it was for the very good cause of keeping his crew housed and fed.

They had a safe place to live in Pomeroy House. Free from the prying eyes of strangers, Gerry and Lamentation could love each other as they had back when all of them had been together on the Swallow.

All Archer had to do was make sure the money kept flowing.

And God. He was trying.

He turned back to Lamentation and Gerry. “Have you seen Eugénie? Perhaps a fake bill of sale can save us from eager excise officers.” He rubbed his jaw, which had grown thick with whiskers since he’d given up the Quenby scheme. “If she can write us up some receipts that say we bought the casks in Wales, we can at least avoid the import tax.”

Lamentation still looked skeptical. “Do they make wine in Wales?”

“Oh Jesus.” Archer scratched his beard again. “I have no idea.” He peered at Gerry, who shook his head.

“Don’t look at me, Captain.” Gerry spoke rarely, and when he did, his voice was a deep bass rumble. “I’m from Shropshire.”

“It’s awfully close,” Archer said. “Do they make wine in Shropshire?”

“I think the Romans did.”

Archer blew out a breath. “Oh good. Maybe we can have Eugénie write the papers in Latin.”

“Does she speak Latin?”

“Not that I know of. But neither does your average English exciseman, so I collect we could get away with it. Where is Eugénie?”

At this direct inquiry, Lamentation began to look extremely innocent beneath his cherubic blond curls. “I understand Eugénie and Wall went down to the butcher.”

Archer paused. “Again? That’s thrice in three days. Is it for dinner or—”

He broke off. He’d heard . . . something . . . coming from the casks. A sound as of tapping.

Lamentation made a gesture somewhere between a wince and shrug. “I don’t think it’s for dinner, Cap. I think it’s for the puppies.”

Archer felt his teeth click closed, and he forced his jaw open with a creak. “What. Puppies.”

The tapping sound, which had tapered off, started up again as if in response to Archer’s ground-out inquiry. He crouched beside the barrels and shoved his hand into the shadowed gap between the staves and the cool kitchen wall.

He withdrew a small black puppy.

“No,” he grated. As a protest, it lacked vigor, being drowned out by the sound of tiny canine squeaks. “How many times have I said it? No more dogs!”

Another damp black nose emerged from the shadows, and Archer very seriously considered weeping.

On the Swallow, Wall had been the ship’s surgeon. But after he had left in the wake of Archer’s disgrace, Wall had turned his skill from humans to his real passion: veterinary medicine.

At the time, it had seemed a most excellent idea. Archer had proposed a number of strategic moneymaking schemes that involved extracting exorbitant fees from ladies of leisure to attend their beloved pets. In practice, however, Wall had not found the time to travel to London and fleece aristocratic ladies of their coin, because he was too busy providing inexpensive veterinary care to every animal in the surrounding villages.

He and Eugénie—his wife and their crew’s talented forger— had also proven quite competent at rearing orphaned puppies. There was, Archer felt, a veritable epidemic of puppies in Cornwall. Most of them now seemed to be living in his house.

He stuffed the puppy in the pocket of his trousers and reached into the shadowed gap behind the barrels, where his hand promptly encountered a second warm, squirming form, and then a third. Bloody Christ.

“Only three, I think,” Lamentation said brightly.

“Three new ones,” Gerry clarified. “On top of the five we already had.”

Lamentation shot his beloved a hasty glance of betrayal.

Archer stuck the second puppy in his other pocket, where it wriggled and bit his thigh. He carefully extricated the third puppy, at which point he realized that he was out of pockets.

He considered wrapping it about his neck like a stole, and then decided not to, if only because Wall would have an apoplexy if he saw Archer doing any such thing.

“Outside,” he said. “If we’re going to feed and house every orphaned dog in Cornwall, we can at least keep them outside.”

He was halfway to the rear exit, his right pocket nearly torn off by minuscule needle teeth, when he heard another unfamiliar sound.

Not tapping this time. More of a pounding, really.

At the front door.

“What the devil,” he muttered and reversed course. Were Wall and Eugénie back so soon? And why were they knocking?
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