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Dedication

This book is dedicated

to Tory

with love from Mom.

Giving you roots was easy,

giving you wings was

the hardest thing weve ever done.

In spite of your wacko parents,

youve grown up beautifully

and your dad and I are so proud.

Stretch your wings, sweet baby girl,

and know we will always be here for you.
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Prologue




January 1820

Could he indeed change his life?

He stared into the dark night and the darker water, his senses alert to any odd sound, any movement out of place in this secluded section of the Dover docks. Tonight, as always, his life depended on it. A man who was not vigilant every moment could find himself a failure and a dead failure, at that.

He leaned against a stack of crates, well out of the lit areas of the docks, as much a part of the shadows as any creature of the night. Hed always rather liked this part, this waiting for the unknown. There was an odd sort of solitude, even comfort, offered by the dark. He was truly alone at moments like this, accompanied only by his own instincts and his private thoughts.

Or had she already changed it?

Even now, when he could ill afford any distraction, the question demanded attention. He hadnt planned on allowing her into his life. Hadnt planned on anything past using her to get the information he needed. And he certainly hadnt planned on marriage.

But the blasted woman had touched something within him he thought long dead and buried. Shed looked beyond the carefully cultivated image of rakish scoundrel and womanizing rogue, tolerated in society only because of parentage and title, to what hed once been. Perhaps what he could be again.

No.

What he would be again, one way or another. Much depended on what happened tonight. Hed never before considered what he would have to do to leave the work hed done, and done well, for more than a decade. Ending his relationship with the clandestine department that had quietly evolved after the war would not be easy. But who else among the brave fools hed worked with could accomplish such a coup as well as he? St. Stephens, perhaps.

I assume you brought the money.

She emerged from the darkness like a specter made of nothing more substantial than the fog. He was hard-pressed to hide his shock at the sight of her. Of course, he should have realized the truth of her nature years ago. It was annoying that he hadnt. And annoying as well that he hadnt noted her approach. His mind was not where it should be, and that was as dangerous as the woman before him.

I should have suspected your lovely hand in this. His voice was cool, casual, as if they were meeting one another during an afternoon stroll in a park and not on a Dover dock late in the night.

I am surprised you didnt. The tone of her response matched his. Even in the faint light, he could see the slight, familiar curve of her smile. No doubt your mind was far too occupied with thoughts of your new wife.

 
He shrugged, refusing to show so much as a twinge of emotion at her charge.

I was surprised as well you had taken such a step. Genuine curiosity sounded in her voice. I did not think you were the type of man ever to wed.

Perhaps you did not know me as well as you thought.

Perhaps. She paused. Nor did I think she was the sort of woman you would choose to warm your bed.

He bit back a satisfied smile. A voice in his head warned him to watch his step. He ignored it. The sort of woman one chooses to warm ones bed is rarely the same sort one marries.

He sensed more than heard her sharp intake of breath. It was foolish of him to bait her this way. But shed known, as well as he, their times together had been little more than an enjoyable diversion on either side. Odd, then, her reaction to his marriage.

I believe you have something that belongs to me. Her voice was brisk and businesslike but carried a sharp edge that did not bode well.

Again, he hid his surprise. If indeed she knew what he had found, this meeting was far more treacherous than he had expected. He chose his words carefully. I brought the money.

Excellent. And Im more than willing to give you the documents. Her voice hardened. But I want the notebook.

He should have paid closer attention to the contents of the notebook, but thered scarcely been enough time to do more than glance at it and find a hiding place where it would be safe until all this was resolved.

I dont know what youre talking about. He shrugged.

I dont believe you.

 
Her gaze slipped past him and at once he realized she was not alone. Without warning, strong hands gripped him on either side. It was pointless to struggle. Only his wits would get him out of this now.

Im here for the documents, nothing more. Now. He glanced at the men on either side of him. Both outweighed him and were no doubt armed. Escape would be a challenge. If you will have these gentlemen release me, the money is in my carriage.

She studied him for a moment. I dont believe that either.

Still, she nodded at the man to his right, who released him and headed off. The other pulled his arms behind his back and held him securely. At least the odds were better now. And his carriage was some distance away. It would take time for her other henchman to return. She was right, of course. He had the money on him.

Now I want the notebook.

I have no idea The man behind him jerked his arms back harder and he winced. Well, thats scarcely polite.

I am not in the mood to be polite. She stepped closer, and the moonlight glinted off a knife in her hand. Yet another thing he should have expected. Shed always been good with a knife.

I cannot give you what I dont have. He stared down at her and wondered if there was a better way to get out of this than confrontation. He softened his tone. But we have always given one another pleasure. We have been good together. Have you forgotten that?

I have forgotten nothing.

And nothing needs to change between us simply because I am now married.

And what of your wife?

My wife has a great deal of money. He forced an offhand note to his voice. She is a necessity. A man in my position needs a respectable wife and an heir. My marriage means nothing more than that.

She moved closer, close enough to kiss. Once again, I dont believe you.

But the tone in her voice said she wanted to believe him. It was at once a good sign and far and away more dangerous. Emotions always raised the stakes.

Believe me, my dear. There has only ever been one woman for me. He lowered his head to meet her lips.

Her lips whispered against his. Do you love her?

He hesitated for no more than a heartbeat, but it was enough.

No, he said in tandem with the plunge of her knife deep into his gut and the sharp pain that ripped away his breath and buckled his knees.

Get rid of him. Her voice was hard, cold, unyielding.

But the money her cohort said.

I dont care, she snapped.

The man released him and he realized his ploy for freedom had worked. Even as he tumbled into the cold water and unconsciousness enveloped him, confidence in his own abilities, his own invulnerability, never wavered.

He would not die like this. Not here and not tonight. He had survived before and he would survive again. Now he had far too much to live for.

Now he had her.








 

Chapter 1




June 1820


Dearest Cassie,

I have at last returned to London to take up residence in my husbands house. I am all too aware that Mother has yet to forgive me for my transgressions and continues to forbid you to so much as speak to me, but if it is at all possible could you pay me a call this afternoon? I have missed you terribly, dear sister. I arrived three days ago and there is no one here to talk to save the servants, and they are an odd lot indeed.



Given the circumstances, that is, all things considered, and the time that has passed Lady Wilmont, PhiladelphiaDelia to her dearest friends, and, up until a scant six months ago, Miss Effingtonpicked at an odd thread on the arm of the far-too-masculine sofa in the parlor of her late husbands town house and forced a casual note to her voice. Do you think Mother will ever speak to me again?

I certainly wouldnt wager on it at the moment. Shes already gone on far longer than I would have expected. Cassandra Effington, Delias younger sister by no more than two minutes, drew her brows together thoughtfully. You know how Mother is. She has taken all of this as an affront to the stars, a defiance of destiny, that sort of thing.

Yes, she would, wouldnt she? Delia heaved a resigned sigh.

Mother will come around eventually. Cassie leaned closer and patted her twins hand. In truth, I think now that you have returned from exile

It wasnt exile, Cassie, it was the Lake District.

Cassie scoffed. The Lake District in winter sounds very much like exile to me.

Not at all. Besides, each of our brothers visited and Father sent letters.

Even so, for the most part you were ensconced with a relative so distant we have scarcely heard of her.

Great-Aunt Cecily. She was quite niceif rather privatewhich was well and good, because what I needed was time and distance, Delia said firmly. Away from London and gossip and scandal.

Perhaps we should send Mother to the Lake District. Its taking her rather a long time to get over her

Anger? Outrage? Embarrassment?

Yes, of course, all of that. Cassie waved away her sisters words as if they were of no importance. I believe Mother could manage anger, outrage, embarrassment, humiliation, disgrace, dishonor

I dont think I actually used the words humiliation, disgrace or dishonor, Delia murmured.

Use them or not, they are present nonetheless, Cassie said firmly. However, my point is that Mother could cope with all that and more. She is, even if merely by marriage, an Effington. And Effingtons are well used to dealing with the petty problems brought on by the occasional minor scandal.

You think this was minor, then? Delia sat up a bit straighter.

Oh, dear Lord, no. Not at the time anyway. Cassie shook her head with far more enthusiasm than was necessary. No, an Effington running off with a scoundrel of Lord Wilmonts reputation was quite the biggest scandal of the year.

I suppose so. Delia sank back in her seat, an odd rational portion of her mind chastising her for such posture. Miss Philadelphia Effington never slouched. Apparently, however, Lady Wilmont did.

This may well be the biggest scandal of the last few years, Cassie added. In fact, I am hard-pressed to recall a bigger scandal ever. Although I do suppose

Thats quite enough, thank you. Delia sighed again and slumped deeper into the sofa. The perfect carriage expected of a properly bred young woman of two-and-twenty scarcely seemed of significance when one was the center of the biggest scandal of the last few years. Or ever.

Oh, dear, I havent been any help at all, have I? Very well. Perhaps I have exaggerated somewhat. It probably only seemed so huge because it occurred in December and there was little else for everyone to talk about. Cassie cast her sister a sympathetic look. I do apologize, dearest, its simply odd for me to be in this position. And frankly, thats why I think Mother has had such a difficult time with it all.

Delia raised a brow. Because it isnt you?

Exactly. Cassie nodded firmly. She and everyone else have always thought if one of us were ever to be embroiled in a scandal of this magnitude

 
It could have been far worse. I did marry him, after all, Delia pointed out.

In this particular case, I daresay that does make it worse, Cassie said. I still do not understand why you did it.

Nor do I, Delia said under her breath.

She had no idea how to explain what she could only call the madness that had inflicted her in weeks surrounding Christmas and ultimately led to scandal and her current odd position of barely wed widow.

Six months. It scarcely seemed long enough for a life to change so completely. Six months ago she hadnt a care in the world save for the usual questions about whether or not she or her sister would find a suitable match in the coming year.

Your letters were not at all informative, at least not about anything of significance. We have had no chance to talk since it all happened. Cassie shrugged casually. You fled so quickly

I didnt flee. IDelia wrinkled her noseescaped. It was cowardly of me, I know, but I was hard-pressed at the time to accept that I lost my mind, ran off and ruined my life.

Its not entirely ruined. You did marry him.

You just said in this case that might well have made it worse.

I did, didnt I? Well, I might have been wrong.

Delia snorted in a disdainful and unladylike manner most unbecoming for Miss Philadelphia Effington but quite appropriate for the widowed Lady Wilmont.

Cassie studied her sister carefully. I have been most patient, but its past time you told me everything.

Everything?

Cassie nodded. Absolutely. Every detail. Do not leave a single thing out. Its the very least you can do. She crossed her arms over her chest, settled back in her chair and stared at her sister. You have no idea what it feels like to discover one morning your sister, your twin sister, has run off with some man

Charles, Delia murmured.

Cassie ignored her. and you knew nothing about it. You hadnt so much as a hint of what shed been up to. I can tell you right now its quite distressing. In addition, not one soul in the entire household believed I was completely innocent and no more aware of your intentions than anyone else.

Delia winced. I am sorry about that.

Mother and Father questioned me as if I were a traitor to the crown.

I can imagine.

No, Delia, I dont believe you can. Youve never been in this position because we have never had secrets between us. At least I have never kept secrets from you.

Nor have I, Delia said quickly. Until now.

Cassie sniffed. Im still not certain I shall ever forgive you.

But I do apologize. Really, I do. Delia couldnt blame her sister for being overset, even angry, over Delias failure to confide in her.

You can begin making up for it by telling me everything. However, I dont have much time. Mother doesnt know Im here.

Its absurd the way shes separating us, as if we were still children. Delia studied her sister. I must say, your willingness to abide by her edict is somewhat surprising.

Cassie laughed, the dimple in her left cheek a mirror image of Delias own. Im rather surprised by it myself. But, as Ive always been the sister expected to totter off the edge of respectability, and therefore youve always been something of a favorite

 
I most certainly have not!

Perhaps. Cassie shrugged. Nonetheless, I have quite enjoyed being the proper sister in your absence. Its really quite pleasant, although not entirely fair. Ive always maintained the differences between us were minimal and nothing more than superficial at best. She grinned. And I must say I do appreciate your proving me right.

So glad I could be of assistance, Delia said wryly.

Cassie might indeed be right, although Delia had never thought so before now.

The sisters were as alike in appearance as two peas in a pod, save that Delia favored her right hand and Cassie her left. Cassie had long believed it was the same for their temperaments and had always insisted the difference between them was no more than a matter of degree. Shading, if you will. She considered herself a bit more impulsive, outspoken and adventurous than her barely older sister, but only a bit. Delia rarely disagreed with this assessment aloud but privately thought it was a great deal more than a bit. She saw herself as far quieter, much more reserved and entirely more cautious than her sister.

Now, you may begin by telling me exactly when you met Wilmont. Cassie settled back in her chair. Go on.

Very well. Delia blew a resigned breath. Do you remember Lady Stanleys Christmas ball? How frightfully overcrowded and stuffy it was?

Its overcrowded and stuffy at every ball.

It was particularly so that night. I felt the need for a breath of fresh air, so I slipped out to the terrace.

Shed since thought there must have been something in the air that crisp winter night, in the glow cast by the stars, in the promise of the spring to come. A promise of something new and unknown and exciting. Some kind of magic spell, perhaps, or more, something she had always yearned for but hadnt recognized shed wanted until that very moment.

And thats when you met Wilmont?

Yes. Lord Wilmont. Baron Wilmont. Charles.

And?

Andwe exchanged pleasantries. Hed appeared out of the shadows, almost as if he had been waiting just for her.

Pleasantries?

One might call it something of a flirtation, I suppose. Hed been outrageous. Totally improper and far and away too intimate. Hed taken off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. Completely scandalous. And utterly, utterly charming.

Cassie raised a brow. Oh? And were you flirtatious in return?

I might have been. Delia shrugged offhandedly. Shed responded in kind that night with a confident, teasing demeanor not at all like her usual reserved nature. In the back of her mind, shed wondered what on earth had possessed her, but enjoyed it nonetheless. A bit, perhaps.

I see. Cassie considered her sister for a long moment. Delia resisted the urge to squirm in her seat. And then what?

Then?

Yes, then. Unless you decided that very moment on the terrace at Lady Stanleys that you would run off with him, there was obviously a then. When did you next see him?

The next day. At a booksellers, Hatchards, I think. Hed scarce acknowledged her acquaintance save to tip his hat and politely recommend a book of poetry, handing it to her as he left. Inside, shed found a scrap of paper with his signature and the words until we meet again. Later, hed given her the same book. And again at Lady Concord-Smythes soiree.

Lord Wilmont, Charles, was not the type of man who was generally attracted to Miss Philadelphia Effington, which she could see now made him all the more attractive. His reputation as an irresponsible spendthrift and gambler rivaled only his reputation with women. Gossip had it that he had been the ruination of more than one young woman and no respectable lady should so much as favor him with a dance. His frequent absences from London for long periods during the last decade only fueled the rumors about him.

Still, when Wilmont did deign to make an appearance, his impeccable family ties allowed him entre into the tight-knit and somewhat hypocritical world of London society. Of course, the ladies could not fail to notice that he was exceedingly handsome, with hair the color of spun gold, a wicked twinkle in his eye and a smile that told a woman it was for her and her alone. And the gentlemen were quite aware that regardless of whatever else he may be, he always paid his debts. In addition, he was possessed of a significant fortune and bore an old and honorable title, if perhaps a bit tarnished.

As for his reputation, it was all rumor and innuendo. Why, Delia had never actually met anyone who had been ruined by the man. The stories shed heard about him might well be little more than fabrications spun by those jealous of his appearance or his wealth or his name.

Not knowing had made him all the more mysterious and dangerous and exciting.

And he wanted her. From the moment theyd met, that simple fact had made her reckless and daring, entirely different from her usual nature. Shed reveled in the difference, in who she was with him and only with him, and reveled as well in the certain knowledge that this dangerous rake wanted her not because she was an excellent match but because she was very much a woman and he was every inch a man. It was the most intoxicating sensation shed ever known. And completely irresistible.

And at Lady Bradbournes New Years ball, and Delia smiled weakly. I met him quite a bit, actually.

Good Lord. Cassie sank back in her chair and stared. I cant believe no one noticed.

Youd be amazed at how easy it is to slip away from a crowded ballroom to a secluded library or empty parlor. Delia drummed her fingers nervously on the arm-rest of the sofa. This had been her secret and hers alone for so long, it was surprisingly awkward to reveal it now, even to Cassie, the one person Delia had never kept anything from.

Indeed I would. I suspect you can teach me a great deal, dear sister. Grudging admiration shone in Cassies eyes.

This is surprisingly difficult to talk about. Delia rose to her feet and paced the room, wringing her hands absently with every step. I had thought, given the passage of time, that it would be easy to tell you, but I find I am not at all good at confession.

It is good for the soul, they say, Cassie said primly.

I doubt that. My soul doesnt feel the least bit good. Only quite, quite foolish.

Nonsense. Oh, not that it wasnt foolish, Cassie said quickly, every bit of it, but you probably couldnt help falling in love with the man.

Delia stopped and stared at her sister, her words coming before she could stop them. Oh, but you see, I didnt.

Cassies brows drew together in confusion. But I thought

 
Oh, I know. Delia waved her sister quiet. I would have thought exactly the same thing: that someone in my position would have gotten in my position in the first place because she had quite fallen head over heels and therefore lost all sense of proper behavior. But it wasnt like that at all.

Im afraid to ask precisely what it was like.

It was Delia clasped her hands together and screwed up her courage. Quite the most exciting thing I have ever imagined. The adventure I had always dreamed of.

Adventure?

Im not certain how else to explain it. Delia groped for the right words. It was very much like riding a horse entirely too fast. You know its dangerous and will more than likely end badly, but its so exhilarating, you dont really care.

Delia returned to perch on the edge of the sofa. I know this makes absolutely no sense whatsoever, but Charles was not at all the kind of man who is usually interested in me. Even you must admit my suitors were inevitably somber in character, serious in demeanor and bent on the altogether critical quest of finding a suitable wife. And to a man they were one and all deadly dull.

Well, yes, they were rather

Whereas gentlemen who seek your favors are typically dashing and exciting and often have an air of danger about them.

I have never understood it myself. Cassie shook her head. We are both precisely the same in appearance

Yes, but there is something about you. Delia studied her sister, trying to put her observations into words. As much as staring at you is like staring at a mirror, there is a difference. In the look in your eye or the tilt of your smile, perhaps. Something that says you could be terribly improper given the slightest provocation. She sighed and settled back on the sofa. I obviously look like I would never so much as have an improper thought.

Looks indeed can be quite deceiving, as I have never particularly done anything improper save speak my mind. However, you managed to make yourself the center of scandal.

I did marry him.

And everyone asked why. Good Lord, Delia, people wondered if Wilmont married you for the respectability of your family or your familys money

Actually, his solicitor wrote me about that. I am apparently quite well off, Delia murmured.

or to save your honor. Of course, that would make him a much better man than anyone suspected and would make you

Heat flashed up Delias face.

Delia?

Delia jumped up and crossed the room in a futile attempt to avoid the inevitable.

Philadelphia Effington! Shock sounded in Cassies voice. I cant believe

Delia whirled to face her sister. Did I fail to mention the excitement of riding entirely too fast?

You were speaking about a feeling! And blast it all, you were talking about a horse! At least, I thought you were talking about a horse. Cassie stared, her eyes wide with shock. You didnt, Delia, I know you. You couldnt. You wouldnt.

I might have. Delia pretended to study her fingernails. Once.

For a moment silence hung in the room. Delia held her breath.

How? Cassie asked at last.

 
Delias gaze snapped to hers. What do you mean, how?

How did you manage it? Cassies eyes narrowed. Surely you didnt take that little horseback ride

Cassie!

Cassie ignored her. in a library or an empty parlor.

Of course not. A touch of indignation sounded in Delias voice. That would be most improper.

Cassie raised a disbelieving brow.

Delia ignored her. Do you remember the night I feigned illness and you and the rest of the family went off to whatever party it was you attended?

Vaguely.

I had a hired carriage waiting to take me here. To Charless house.

Oh, nothing improper there. Sarcasm colored Cassies words.

Delia raised her hands in front of her in a helpless gesture. And Charles insisted afterwards on marrying me.

I see. Cassies expression was annoyingly noncommittal.

And I do wish you wouldnt refer to it as a horseback ride. Delia drew her brows together. It makes it all sounseemly.

And we wouldnt want that. Cassie got to her feet. I was wrong, though. It was a good thing that he married you. Pity he had to get himself killed within the week.

Yes, it was. There was a familiar pang when Delia said the words. Of regret for what might have been and of guilt as well that he was gone and she hadnt truly cared for him the way shed always wished she would one day care for the man she married.

HoweverCassie put on her hat and adjusted it to the proper anglehis death has been of some benefit.

 
I scarcely see

Actually, you neednt see, because I do. Cassie pulled on her gloves in a slow and deliberate manner. No one knows this was not a love match, indeed I didnt know myself until a few minutes ago. She pinned her sister with an accusing look. Did I mention how lacking in anything of substance your letters were?

You may have.

I knew your return would renew discussion of the scandal, which had died down nicely, I might add. So, I am taking it upon myself to rectify the situation.

What do you mean, rectify? Delia said slowly.

Nothing much, really. A few carefully placed words here and there and the way the world sees this incident will change dramatically. You will no longer be the subject of scandal and curiosity, but sympathy.

Cassie, what are you

Its obvious you were swept off your feet by this rake and obvious as well that he felt the same. Why would a man with as unsavory a reputation as Wilmonts marry you otherwise? Smug satisfaction sounded in Cassies voice. I wish I had thought of it months ago, but it didnt occur to me until I learned you were on your way home.

You reformed this rake into becoming an honorable man, but before either of you could enjoy your newfound love, he was tragically killed. In your grief, you exiled yourself

The Lake District is not exile.

until you could once again face the world.

That part, at least, is true, although it was embarrassment more than grief

Yes, but my version is perfect and too, too romantic. Tragedy combined with love is irresistible.

I dont think

It might even alleviate any speculation that Wilmont was leaving you, so soon after your marriage, which was why he was on the packet to France alone.

Thats absurd, Delia said staunchly. Charles had pressing business interests in France and did not think it was appropriate for me to accompany him. Delia hated to admit that she did not know her husband well enough to truly know if indeed what he had told her as to the purpose of his trip was true. Given his behavior after their marriage, she too had wondered if he was leaving her. Whatever the purpose of his trip, it cost him his life when the packet wrecked during a storm in the channel.

Regardless, my idea is brilliant and you may thank me for it later. It might even hasten Mothers forgiveness. I daresay she would much rather be the mother of a tragic, bereaved widow who sacrificed all for love than the mother of a

Very well, then, Delia said quickly. I suppose its worth a try, at any rate.

Cassie flashed a grin. I shall do more than try, dear sister, I shall rally the Effington women, except for Mother, of course, in a valiant effort to twist the flow of gossip to your advantage. I havent the least doubt of what we can accomplish.

For the first time in a long time Delia laughed. It is indeed a formidable force.

The ladies of the Effington family were well known for strength of character and other qualities considered either sterling or troublesome depending on ones point of view. Theyd long understood the power wielded by their family had as much to do with the tenacity of its female members as its men.

Cassie pulled on her gloves and started toward the door.

Youre not leaving, are you? A sliver of panic shot through Delia. Youve scarcely been here any time at all and its so dreadfully lonely.

I dont want to, but, Cassie sighed, Mother is keeping a closer eye on me than usual. She firmly believes if she had been as watchful when it came to you, all of this would have been avoided. She considered her sister for a moment. You could come with me, you know. Father would welcome you and Mother can just as easily not speak to you at home as she can if you remain here.

I should like that, but The idea was exceedingly tempting. To return home and pretend nothing had ever happened. But among all else she had realized during her months of relative solitude, she understood and accepted that her life had changed forever and no amount of pretense would undo what was done. Besides, she had the blood of generations of Effington women in her veins and it was past time she behaved with the courage that was her birthright. I have chosen my path and now I must live with it.

I knew you would say that; I would have been quite shocked if you hadnt. Cassie shook her head and smiled. I must say I rather envy you.

Why on earth would you envy me?

As a widow you are no longer subject to the limitations that govern my life. You may not realize it at the moment, dear sister, but you are free.

Free? Delia folded her arms over her chest. Id scarcely call the restrictions of mourning free. I have simply traded one set of rules for another.

But there is an end in sight for you and then you may do precisely as you wish. Cassies eyes sparkled with amusement. Perhaps I can find myself a wealthy rake to marry who will then conveniently die. Someone quite old, I think, barely tottering, to ensure I would become a widow as quickly as possible.

Cassie! Delia tried and failed to hold back a laugh.

It was just a thought and at least I have made you laugh. Cassie gave her sister a quick hug. I dont know when Ill be able to visit again, but I suspect I can manage to write and dispatch a servant to deliver my notes. Every day, if you wish.

That would be wonderful, Delia said with relief. I feel quite isolated here. This house is not overly large, but its rather empty.

Surely Wilmont had servants?

Only a housekeeper, who also served as cook, and a butler, and they up and quit right after I was informed of Charless death. Father had this house closed up for me when I left. As for my own maidyou remember Martha?

Cassie nodded.

She met a farmer while we were gone and stayed to marry him when I returned to London, so I shall need to replace her. Did I tell you the house had been broken into while I was away?

Cassie gasped. Good Lord.

The thieves left quite a mess and, I confess, it was most unnerving. There wasnt a single room left untouched. All the books in the library were torn from the shelves, every drawer pulled from every chest, furniture upended. The picture of chaos, really.

Delia, are you certain youre safe here?

Delia waved away the question. Of course. Such things are bound to happen when a house is left empty for so long. Fortunately, the very day I returned, a new butler, sent by an employment service, I assume, arrived. I hired him at once, and he promptly hired a housekeeper and a footman. They have spent the last few days setting everything to rights while I have tried to determine if anything was taken.

Its fortunate that you have help, but isnt it a little odd that these servants just magically appeared on your doorstep?

There was nothing magical about it. No doubt the previous servants notified the service and they were simply waiting to send anyone until I had returned. Delia shook her head. And I dont mind in the least, given the state of the house. Besides, their references were excellent.

I met the butler when I arrived. He seems rather old.

And therefore has a great deal of experience. He will serve for the moment, Delia said firmly. The last thing she wanted or needed to worry about was hiring servants. Besides, he came highly recommended.

Well, thats something, I suppose. Cassie started to open the door, then paused and met her sisters gaze.

Delia, what was it like?

It?

It. You know exactly what I mean by it. Cassie studied her cautiously. With him.

Realization struck Delia and her face burned. Oh, that it.

Well?

It wasDelia struggled to find the right wordsinteresting. Rather enjoyable, really.

Was it as painful as they say? Cassies tone was casual, but curiosity shone on her face. The first time, that is?

Not really. It was odd and a bit uncomfortable, but

And after that?

Delia was not about to admit, even to Cassie, that there had been nothing beyond a first time. Nor would she ever tell her it was not quite as wild and glorious as she had expected. She drew a deep breath. All in all, Id say the experience had a great deal of potential.

Potential? Cassie raised a brow.

Potential, Delia said firmly.

Potential, Cassie murmured. That is interesting. A few moments later she kissed her sister on the cheek and took her leave.

Delia lingered at the parlor door long enough to watch the new butler, Gordon, see her sister out, then closed the door and slumped against it.

It was exceedingly hard to be an outcast in ones own family. She regretted that, but little else.

Even now, Delia knew if she could indeed turn back the clock and live once again the days that had led to today, she would make the same choices. Oh, she would do what she could to prevent Charless death and do what she could as well to build affection from what started as nothing more than passion, but she would not change her actions.

For all of her twenty-two years, shed known it was her lot in life, as well as her sisters, to look as lovely as possible, to learn those skills that would serve them well as the proper hostess and mistress of a household and, of course, to make excellent matches. What real choice was there other than marriage for the daughters of Lord William, William Effington, the brother of the Duke of Roxborough?

The sisters had on occasion through the years discussed, or rather bemoaned, whatever quirk of fate that had decreed them female with no true purpose in life save to wed and breed well. They quite envied their brothers and male cousins, who were free to explore the world and have grand adventures and lead exciting lives. With age, theyd discovered there was a certain amount of adventure offered in the flirtatious smile cast by a handsome lord, the promise of excitement to be found in the meeting of the admiring gaze thrown by a roguish gentleman across a crowded ballroom. Adventure and excitement that had not truly tempted Delia before Charles.

In hindsight, she wondered if rebellion had always simmered unacknowledged beneath her calm exterior, some reckless unknown need for excitement or adventure, and wondered as well if the realization that she fast approached an age when she could no longer avoid a suitable marriage, with or without affection, had simply brought forth that part of her nature. Charles had offered the excitement and adventure and, yes, danger she didnt know she yearned for until she met him.

Regardless of the outcome, this had been the grandest adventure of her life.

Now she simply had to live with it.

 








Chapter 2




The door closed behind the Effington woman and he breathed a silent sigh of relief.

Blast it all. What did he know about being a bloody butler save that he should be at once completely indispensable and virtually invisible?

Anthony Artemis Gordon St. Stephens, the new Viscount St. Stephens, had been in countless awkward and dangerous situations through the years, but none quite as irritating as this one. He could handle himself under the most dire of conditions, but the behavior of a properly trained butler was not in his repertoire. Perhaps if the servants of his childhood in his fathers house had not been quite so well trained he would at least have been more aware of their activities, although he doubted it. He had not been overly perceptive as a child.

He stepped away from the door and started toward the back hall. At least Miss Effingtonno, Lady Wilmontwas not experienced enough as the mistress of a household to note his lack of training. At least not yet. Surely his purpose here would be accomplished by the time she realized there was something distinctly odd about this particular servant.

Without thinking, he scratched the back of his head, then remembered to brush from his jacket the dusting of power the action had dislodged. Powdering his hair to achieve the impression of age was almost as annoying as the false mustache, eyebrows and spectacles he sported to complete the illusion of age, or the small wads of cotton stuffed between upper teeth and jaw to distort his face and remind him constantly to alter the pitch of his voice. Besides, the blasted powder itched.

It was, in truth, Wilmonts fault. If he had stuck to the plan and followed proper procedures, Tony would not be in this position in the first place. Not only had Wilmont unexpectedly wed Philadelphia Effington, but hed uncovered valuable information far and above his current investigation. Pity, both his reasons for marrying as well as this newfound information, allegedly detailed in a notebook, were lost with him when he died.

Tony pushed aside the regret that stabbed him every time he thought of Wilmonts death. One would think he would have become used to death during the war. Or perhaps it was a sign of humanity that one never became used to death, especially the death of friends.

Gordon? Lady Wilmont called from the parlor door.

Tony adjusted his spectacles, nearly as annoying as the mustache, gritted his teeth and turned back to her. Yes, my lady?

Would you join me in the library for a moment?

Certainly, maam.

She swept across the foyer and opened the library door a step before him. Damnation. He should have done that. Hed never realized servants had to be quite so quick on their feet, especially necessary in a household like this, where the staff, besides himself, consisted of Mrs. Miller, who served as both housekeeper and cook, and John MacPherson, the footman, neither of whom was any more servant than Tony. Tony could certainly see where an additional footman or two and one or more maids would come in handy, especially given the chaos in the house upon Lady Wilmonts return. The place had definitely been searched. Still, for now, Tony, Mac and Mrs. Miller would have to serve.

However, Tony would have to do much better. It would not serve to be dismissed before he was ready. Of course, Lady Wilmont should have known better as well. Still, what could he expect from a woman whod married a man shed known less than a month? A woman who obviously had no sense of proper behavior. Such a woman was either incredibly stupid, unbelievably nave or impossibly romantic. Probably all three.

Lady Wilmont seated herself at her husbands desk, folded her hands nervously on top of an untidy stack of papers and drew a deep breath. Tony stopped before the desk, clasped his hands behind his back in his best butler stance and waited. Finally she glanced up at him with a tentative smile, her eyes wide and a rather seductive shade of blue. Odd, he hadnt thought of her eyes as seductive before now. It was probably no more than a strange quirk of the late afternoon light in the library. The same light that was responsible for turning her fair hair into a golden halo around her head. Ironic, as he had no doubt she was a far cry from anything approaching angelic.

Gordon, I have a confession to make.

His muscles tensed. Yes, my lady?

I dont quite know how to say this. A look of helplessness crossed her face and he knew, with an instinct that had served him well in the past, this confession had nothing to do with his purpose here. He steeled himself against a surprising stab of sympathy. Whatever else she might be, she had lost her husband, and one could only assume she would not have married Wilmont if she had not harbored some affection for him.

Yes?

Its justshe waved her hand over the papersall of this. I havent the faintest idea what to do about it.

Forgive me, my lady, but Im not certain I understand, he said slowly.

This has all been awaiting my return and must be dealt with at once. There are bills and statements of banking accounts and documents about interests Lord Wilmont held and property he owned and heaven knows what else, andpanic sounded in her voiceI dont even know where to begin.

Perhaps Lord Wilmonts solicitor could

No, no. She brushed off his suggestion with an impatient gesture. I met with him yesterday and, well, I didnt like him. No, thats not entirely accurate. I didntshe thought for a momenttrust him, I suppose. I know it sounds foolish, obviously Lord Wilmont trusted him, but there was something about him.

Whatever else the womans failings might be, she had excellent instincts. About this, at least. For reasons of security, Wilmonts solicitor, Mr. Edmund Danvers, handled Tonys financial affairs as well as those of the other men he worked with. In truth, the man was as much a part of the department as Tony himself, but Danvers was a strange sort and Tony had never quite gotten over his own discomfort with him. He didnt entirely trust him either.

Perhaps your family could

 
No. Her chin lifted slightly and there was a spark of defiance in her eye. I would much prefer not to involve them in anything regarding my late husband. Her gaze dropped to the papers on the desk and her voice was resigned. Besides, they are not especially fond of me at the moment.

The tone in her voice softened something within him and he had the strangest impulse to offer her comfort. He pushed the thought aside. He was here to protect her and, with luck, learn what she knew, if anything, of her husbands work and what he had foundnothing else. Besides, he was to be her servant, not her friend.

Surely under the proper

Gordon. Her gaze caught his. Are you aware of my circumstances?

Of course he was aware of her circumstances. Who in London was not? Even disregarding his own connection to Wilmont and his personal knowledge of the events of six months ago and the past few weeks that went well beyond the womans own, he would have to have lived on a deserted island in the South Seas not to have heard of the scandalous marriage of this particular member of the Effington family.

Even so, he chose his words carefully. I am aware that you recently lost your husband.

She scoffed. Come, now, Gordon. I may know little about putting the finances of a household in order, although I daresay I can plan a proper dinner party or musical evening or arrange flowers effectively. Admittedly, relatively worthless skills. She smiled wryly. But I do know servants talk and they usually have as much information as to what goes on in the world as everyone else, if not far more.

I have heard rumors, my lady. I paid them no heed.

Then you are the only one. Unfortunately, while the tale has probably grown in the telling, the facts are indisputable. My marriage was somewhat abrupt andincautious on my part. On his too, no doubt. And unfortunately he lost his life soon afterwards. She paused for a moment as if remembering, or perhaps regretting, the events that had brought her to this point. Then she drew a deep breath. I find myself quite alone, Gordon. My family has not precisely disowned me, but it may well be some time before their attitude, or more precisely my mothers attitude, eases and I am once more welcomed into their bosom. She smiled again and he wondered idly how that smile might light her eyes when it wasnt so wry. I must pay the piper for my sins, you see.

And I must deal with my situation as well. She shuffled the papers before her and selected one. I have been reviewing your references.

Is there something amiss, my lady? There shouldnt be. His references were perfect. Totally false, but perfect. Wrought from the skillful hand of Mr. Alistair Pribble, there was not a man alive who could tell one of Pribbles fabrications from the genuine article.

Not at all. However this one, from the manager of a Lord Marchants estate She looked up. I dont believe I recognize the name.

He was exceedingly old, my lady, and without issue. The lie rolled smoothly off his tongue. Nor was he active in society. As such, it is not surprising that his name is unknown to you. Particularly as Lord Marchant did not now exist, nor had he ever.

I see. She studied the paper. This notes you are exceptionally good with figures and managed the household accounts when in his lordships employ. It says his lordship trusted you implicitly.

Does it? he said without thinking. Damn Pribble anyway. The man was a genius when it came to forging documents or producing facsimiles of important papers, but he had a nasty sense of humor. It was well known in the department that Tony had no head for numbers. With a great deal of effort, he was competent but nothing more. This was his own fault, though. Hed never thought it necessary to actually read the references Pribble had provided. Then again, Tony had never realized the duties of a butler were quite so complicated

Yes, it does, she murmured, still perusing his references.

That was some time ago, maam, he said quickly. I daresay my faculties are not as astute now. Im certain I have forgotten any number of things.

Nonsense, Gordon, she said firmly, and looked up at him. Numbers are one of the few things in life that are immune to change. One plus one always has been, and always will be, two.

I understand that, my lady, but

I realize you are not as young as you once were, she said in a kindly manner, and I know you have not long been in my employ, but I have not noticed anything that would lead me to believe your hiring was a mistake in any way.

You havent? Apparently she was not especially observant.

You seem entirely competent in your position.

I do? Not observant in the least.

She nodded. Indeed you do. Furthermore, I believe your age and, more importantly, your experience will be a great asset to me as I adjust to running a household and, in truth indeed, a new life, completely on my own.

Surely your family

As I said, they cannot be counted on at the moment, she said briskly. So we shall carry on on our own. Now then, Gordon, I do not plan on turning over the finances completely to you.

You dont? He fought to keep the relief from his voice.

No, I too am good with figures. However, this is all quite complicated and I need assistance in the sorting of it. Her brows drew together in frustration. I find it terribly confusing and the more I try to instill some semblance of organization, the more I seem to flounder. I need your help in making sense of this, putting everything in some reasonable order. Once that is accomplished, Im certain I can manage alone.

Impertinent creature. She had a great deal of nerve taking over Wilmonts affairs. It was most annoying to watch this interloper, this female, take over his friends life. Still, a small voice in the back of his head noted, it was very much her right to do so. She might well be an interloping female, but she was also, for whatever reason, Wilmonts wife.

That too was a question without an answer at the moment.

Gordon? She tilted her head and gazed up at him, a tenuous smile playing on her lips. Again, he thought it must have been nothing more than the light that made her lips look so red and rich and inviting. I realize this is not part of the duties you expected to

I shall lend whatever meager assistance it is within my power to provide.

He really had no choice, given Pribbles references. Besides, this perusal of Wilmonts personal and financial papers might turn up something of benefit, although that was unlikely. Whatever else Danvers might be, he was an excellent solicitor and unquestionably loyal to the department. If there was something amiss, Danvers would have reported Wilmont without so much as the blink of an eye.

Excellent. Relief rang in her voice. I shall be eternally grateful, Gordon. Now then, I think we can begin

I beg your pardon, maam, but you wish to begin now? Years of training kept the panic from his voice. Its late into the afternoon and I should think a task like this would best be started in the morning.

Perhaps under other circumstances, but For no more than a instant, that annoying helpless note crept into her voice. Then her tone hardened. This will just grow more confusing the longer I put it off. I would much prefer to deal with it now. Besides, I have little else to occupy my time.

But youre right: it is growing late and I anticipate working well into the evening. Could you ask Mrs. Miller to prepare a light mealshe glanced at the clock on the mantelin a few hours or so, say around seven, and serve it in here?

Very well, maam. He turned and started toward the door.

Fortunately, he was fairly skilled at tasks that called for a certain amount of organization. He had, in the past, often compiled pieces of information that made no sense until he arranged them in a logical order either on paper or within his own mind. Hed viewed such matters as a sort of puzzle and it had always been quite satisfying to see the pieces fall into place. And if his ability with numbers was poor, it was not nonexistent. It simply took him some time and, in this case, he could blame that on advanced age.

Gordon.

He turned back. Yes, my lady?

Do have her prepare a plate for you as well. She paused and grimaced apologetically. If you dont mind, that is. I realize its highly unusual for me to ask you to join me, but I suspect ours will be a rather unusual household, especially as it is so small. However, if you feel at all uncomfortable, I shall quite understand if you prefer to eat alone.

I shall be delighted to join you, maam.

And I shall be most grateful. She cast him a relieved smile and he was oddly touched by the gratitude on her face.

He strode from the room and headed toward the back stairs, then belowground to the kitchens. It was a fair-sized house, not overly large but perfect for an unmarried man with little need for more than a place to sleep on those occasions when he chanced to reside in London.

Wilmonts butler and maid had quit not merely because of his reported death but because they too were in the employ of the department. They were servants, but with training that went beyond that of mere household skills, and upon Wilmonts death, received new assignments. Men in Wilmonts and Tonys line of work needed to be surrounded by those who were alert for any unusual occurrence. Those who could be trusted unconditionally, whose loyalty was unquestioned.

The house, of course, had been thoroughly searched after Wilmonts death, simply standard department procedure. Nothing of significance was found, although it wasnt until last week that the department learned precisely what it was looking for. And it had no idea who else might be looking.

He pushed open the door to the kitchen. Mrs. Miller?

The woman was seated at the table and glanced up at him with a slight smile. Yes?

 
Mrs. Miller was one of those rare women who could become whatever she wished with a minimal amount of effort. Shed been with the department as long as Tony had, and when it came to altering her appearance, she was as good, possibly even better, than he. Hed seen her range from seductively stunning to plain and nondescript.

For this assignment, she had the look of a woman who could blend into a crowd without notice, without attracting so much as a second glance, without anyone remembering her presence. Her age was indeterminable, somewhere between thirty and sixty. Her hair was dull, her form dumpy, her clothes ill-fitting. All in all, she was quite unmemorable and, as always, Tony was both impressed and envious of her skill.

Lady Wilmont requests a light supper be served in the library later. I shall be joining her.

Mrs. Miller raised a brow. Oh, you will, will you? I daresay that was a bit quicker than expected.

She wants to go over Wilmonts papers and wishes to begin at once. Tony blew an annoyed breath. In my references, Pribble claimed I was excellent at matters of finance.

Mrs. Miller laughed. Pribble does enjoy a good joke. She studied Tony thoughtfully. And, you never know what you might uncover.

Tonys gaze met hers. I dont expect to uncover anything.

Certainly there was a moment last week when the idea that Wilmont might still be alive raised its head. And there was a great deal of money missing, enough to tempt even the most trustworthy of men. It was discarded at once, of course. Regardless of what hed been working on, Wilmont would have made his existence known well before now if indeed he was alive. His loyalty to the crown had never been questioned.

 
Still, Mrs. Miller said slowly, things arent always what they seem.

I know Wilmont would never betray his country, Tony said firmly.

Charles Wilmont had been his closest friend, indeed his only friend. They had worked together during the war and continued to work together in the years since, saving each others lives on more than one occasion. Wilmont was gregarious and sociable while Tony was reserved and solitary, and the two had found a good counterpoint in each others characters.

Have Mac bring in supper when its ready. Tony smiled ruefully. Any chance it will be so much as mildly edible?

Mrs. Miller grinned. Probably not.

There had
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