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 ~Ballrooms
and Blackmail~

 


by

Regina Scott

 


Book 3 in the Lady Emily Capers


To Kris, Meryl, Marissa, and Andrea. What would a girl do without
friends? And to the Lord, who never leaves me
friendless.

 



Chapter One

Miss Priscilla Tate
was the toast of London. Men raised their quizzing glasses to
follow her as she passed on her way to some fabulous event. Ladies
whispered enviously behind their fans as she waltzed with the most
eligible bachelor in the room. Princes hung on her every word.

That is, until she discovered a vile note in
the pocket of her rose-colored satin pelisse and realized she was
ruined.

She was certain she knew exactly how the
note had come to reside in her pocket. Horrid things like that
tended to happen when she was forced to spend any time with her
childhood adversary, Acantha Dalrymple.

“It’s quite clear to me,” Acantha had said
only that afternoon with her pointed nose in the air, “that His
Grace the Duke of Rottenford prefers my company.”

Oh, the odious creature! Priscilla could not
fathom why her mother insisted on furthering their acquaintance
with the Dalrymples. The family was wealthy, but they were rather
new to Society, and their attitudes showed a definite lack of
civility. Yet today’s visit was the third time in a week Priscilla
had had to endure sitting in the withdrawing room of the
Dalrymples’ fashionable town house while her mother and Acantha’s
sat across the room on an emerald velvet settee and giggled like
girls.

The Green Salon, Mrs. Dalrymple called it
with her considerably pudgier nose also in the air. To Priscilla’s
mind, it showed a singular lack of imagination to name a room after
the color of its furnishings. Of course, it also showed a singular
lack of imagination to decorate in one color to begin with.

And somehow Mrs. Dalrymple had managed to
make a single color clash. Olive-striped satin draped the walls and
was framed in lime green molding. Twining snakes of serpentine
marble shot with gold crawled up the massive fireplace with its
bronze insert. The polished wood floor was swathed in a costly
Oriental carpet showing sea dragons cavorting over a foaming
blue-green ocean. And the matching chairs on which Priscilla and
Acantha sat were ebony inlaid with creamy jade.

Too bad the only thing green about Priscilla
was her thick-lashed eyes and the jealousy she couldn’t quite fend
off at the sight of yet another new dress on Acantha’s thin figure.
Honestly, the girl had no idea how that luscious saffron muslin
made her sallow skin more noticeable and sapped any shine from her
lank brown hair. The open lace collar and trim on the short puffed
sleeves only made her features look weaker.

The gown would have looked much better on
Priscilla’s considerable curves. But then, so would much of
Acantha’s lavish wardrobe.

“Have you no answer for me?” Acantha
demanded. “I say the Duke of Rottenford prefers me to all
others.”

Not that she had seen. And certainly it was
not what she had planned. But it was clear Acantha was intent on
goading her, so she waved a languid hand. “You may be right. I fear
the pressures of the Season have kept me entirely too busy to
notice.”

Acantha did not appear to believe her, for
her dark eyes narrowed. “And why would you be so busy? It isn’t as
if you can afford all the requirements of a Season.”

Was she determined to be cruel? Take deep
breaths. Rise above the pettiness. Her cheeks might hurt from
smiling, but she would never show it. “It’s amazing what one can do
with initiative.”

Acantha’s scowl deepened. “Have you nothing
more to say for yourself? Truly, you can be the most provoking
creature, Priscilla Tate. I begin to see why so few call upon
you.”

Oh! Priscilla would have liked nothing
better than to stick out her tongue or tweak one of the curls
Acantha insisted on arranging on either side of her long face. But
such was not the act of a lady. A lady slayed her adversaries with
her impeccable character, perfect manners.

And undeniable cunning.

She vented a sigh with a soft puff of air
that failed to sway the golden curls from her face and smoothed
down the skirts of her pink sprigged-muslin gown. “Yes, Mother and
I had so hoped for a better turn out. With our family
connections and fixture in Society, you would think I would garner
more than six offers of marriage in the last week.”

“Six!” Acantha sputtered as her gloved hands
tightened into fists. “I do believe you’re lying.”

“No indeed. Ask my mother if you doubt me.”
Priscilla leaned back ever so slightly in the elegant black chair.
She couldn’t let her guard down for a moment around Acantha.

“Well,” Acantha allowed, leaning back in her
own chair as if in defeat, “I suppose that is a considerable
number. I had no idea there were so many charitable men in
London.”

Priscilla stiffened. Why did Acantha
continue to refer to their impoverished state? If the creature only
knew one note, pray stop harping! This time she couldn’t help her
response. “Apparently not enough.” She eyed Acantha pointedly.

Acantha’s skin turned an unbecoming shade of
red. “I expect an offer of marriage any day. His Grace asked most
specifically what I would be wearing to his masquerade on May Day.
Why ask if he did not intend to seek me out?”

Perhaps to run as far and fast as possible
in the opposite direction? But much as Priscilla would have liked
to do the same thing, she remained in her seat, mind churning. A
masquerade? On May Day? Why hadn’t she received an invitation? She
thought she’d been making excellent progress with His Grace.

Ever since her magical debut ball a week
ago, he’d called on her twice, once to chat and once to take her
driving. Such marked attention would have sent her over the moon in
joy if he had spoken more than two words on either occasion and if
he hadn’t come with protection.

She could think of his entourage no other
way. The Duke of Rottenford never went anywhere, it seemed, without
his cousin the Honorable Miss Glynnis Fairtree and his personal
secretary Mr. Nathan Kent. Miss Fairtree Priscilla could have
managed, as she was quiet and pale and wouldn’t have said boo to a
goose. The young lady was clearly the poor relation, and it showed
the depths of His Grace’s kindness that he included her in all
events. Mr. Kent, however, was a problem.

Mr. Kent was slender, with brown hair. He
stood only a few inches taller than Priscilla did. His plain coats,
though of good material, lacked the impeccable tailoring and
conspicuous dash of the brighter coats His Grace favored for his
tall, lean frame. Still, Mr. Kent somehow managed to stand with
greater confidence and to converse with greater ease than any man
Priscilla had ever met.

And he had quite the dreamiest eyes, dark
and deep, eyes a girl could lose herself in. He gazed at her as if
he could see her soul.

And found it rather lacking.

She had no doubt that if she’d failed to
receive an invitation to His Grace’s masquerade ball, it was all
Mr. Kent’s fault. He seemed to sense she’d set her cap for
Rottenford despite the fact that she’d been careful not to show her
intentions. And Mr. Kent didn’t much like the idea that she might
marry His Grace.

“So,” Acantha said, shifting in her seat,
the buttons on her gown squeaking against the jade, “what do you
intend to wear to the masquerade?”

Priscilla couldn’t very well admit she
hadn’t been invited. Yet. Imagine how Acantha would gloat then! She
tossed her curls. “Oh, I haven’t decided.”

“Well, you better hurry,” Acantha scolded.
“It’s only ten days away, you know. You’ll want to look your best
when His Grace announces his bride.”

Priscilla shook her head. “I sincerely doubt
His Grace would make so important an announcement at a public
event.”

Acantha’s smile was knowing. “And I have it
on good authority that he intends to do just that. Can you conceive
of anything more romantic?” She sighed so gustily her dainty lace
collar flipped up to meet her pointed chin.

It was rather romantic. A dark summer night,
candles glowing, people dressed in mystery, never knowing what
handsome gentleman held your hand. And it would be better still
when His Grace stood up before two hundred of his closest friends
and family and said, “It gives me great pleasure to introduce my
bride, Miss Priscilla Tate.” She was so lost in the vision that she
didn’t hear the rest of Acantha’s conversation.

Which was only a blessing.

In fact, it wasn’t until she had returned
home and absently put her hand in the pocket of her pelisse that
she learned her plans had been utterly destroyed.

And then she ran for help.

 


*

 


Nathan Kent set his top hat on his head and
descended the steps of the town house with an unwelcome feeling of
defeat. He glanced back with a frown. Lady Emily, the youngest
daughter of the Duke of Emerson, seemed such a levelheaded young
woman. He had been quite impressed by the way she’d regained her
composure after the contretemps at her debut ball a week ago. Who
would have thought her former fiancé, Lord Robert, would turn out
to be a jewel thief? The ton was still reeling from the
discovery. Between her personality and her place in Society, Lady
Emily would have made an exceptional liaison for His Grace the Duke
of Rottenford. A shame her interests obviously lay elsewhere.

He allowed himself a sigh. He was running
out of suitable matches, which meant Miss Priscilla Tate was going
to be a problem. Oh, there was no doubt she had the presence to
make an excellent duchess. And no man alive could complain of her
looks.

He supposed if he searched in Belgium or
Flanders he might find a woman whose hair was as golden or
possessed of such luster and vitality that it begged to be touched.
It was possible some Irish lass might have eyes a more vibrant
shade of green and capable of exuding the warmth that beckoned a
man like a fire on a cold winter night. The women who had modeled
for the classic Greek sculptors could have had figures that rivaled
the one Miss Tate showed to advantage in her stylish gowns.

But somehow he doubted any other woman in
England combined those traits with such cunning and will as he had
seen in her. She had thrown her considerable armament against the
wall of His Grace’s bachelorhood, determined to capture the duke’s
affections. Nathan could not allow her to succeed.

He turned to the front again, his duty
stiffening his spine, and found the very woman he’d been
contemplating standing in his way. Nathan blinked.

Miss Tate blinked.

For a moment, he almost thought he was
mistaken in her identity. Stripped away were the polished airs, the
coy smiles. The color in her cheeks came from high emotion or
exertion, not rouge. The downturn of those rosy lips spoke of
dismay.

He put his hand to her elbow before he
thought better of it. “Miss Tate. Is everything all right?”

He watched as the woman withdrew behind the
mask. Her gaze brightened, her lips lifted, her lashes
fluttered.

“Why, Mr. Kent, how nice to see you.” She
glanced pointedly around him as if he could have hidden his tall
employer behind him. “Is His Grace with you?”

“Alas, no,” Nathan replied, trying to
recapture her gaze even as he dropped his hold of her. “Uneasy lies
the head that wears that coronet.”

Her smile was no more than polite. “Of
course. I admire a man who takes his duty seriously.”

Did she? Somehow, he doubted she would
admire him for doing his duty, especially when that duty meant
keeping His Grace away from fortune hunters like her.

He tipped his hat. “Then you will not mind
if I return to mine. Good-day, Miss Tate.”

She inclined her head. Had he been the duke,
she would have dipped a curtsey with effortless grace and humility.
As a mere personal secretary, he did not warrant such a response.
Indeed, she turned from him so quickly it seemed he did not even
warrant her attention. Given the tasks he needed to complete before
returning to His Grace, Priscilla Tate did not warrant Nathan’s
attention either.

But as he reached the street, he could not
help glancing back one last time. She had reached the door to the
town house and lifted her hand to the brass knocker. Her back was
straight, her head high. The pink satin pelisse was a mastery
designed to outline her curves. She was the epitome of a fine
London lady.

Yet the hand that reached for the knocker
was trembling.

What had happened to so discompose the
redoubtable Miss Tate? And why, when he was certain she was a
clever fraud, did he feel compelled to help her?


Chapter Two

“What’s happened?”
Emily asked when Priscilla burst in on her. She set down her
artist’s pallet and brush and wiped the bit of dark oil paint from
her fingers onto the canvas smock covering her gown.

Priscilla found her tongue tied in shock.
She wasn’t surprised Emily would care. They had been true friends
for far too long. She wasn’t even surprised to find Emily painting.
Emily was, after all, a talented artist who had recently joined
that pinnacle of the art world, the Royal Society for the Beaux
Arts. Priscilla was merely stunned to learn exactly what Emily was
painting.

Or rather who.

James Cropper of the Bow Street Runners
stood tall and confident, the polished oak of his staff of office
in one hand, russet hair glinting in the sunlight streaming through
the window.

“I thought you despised painting portraits,”
Priscilla whispered as Emily pulled off her smock and stepped away
from the canvas where Jamie’s likeness was slowly forming.

Emily’s skin turned rosy. “Father requested
it.”

After Emily had suggested it, no doubt.
Priscilla knew her friend was enamored of the handsome young
officer of the court, but surely Emily understood the flirtation
was fruitless. Whoever heard of a duke’s daughter marrying a Bow
Street Runner?

“That will be all for today, Jam . . . Mr.
Cropper,” Emily said, dark curls bouncing as she nodded.

“Finally!” Lady Minerva, Emily’s maiden
aunt, rose from a chair at the far side of the room. She shrugged
her boney shoulders, her black gown rustling with the movement. “I
have better things to do than sit about watching you two.”

Mr. Cropper did not look displeased by his
dismissal either. He probably didn’t relish standing so still for
the hours it would take for Emily to paint him. Odd that he could
find the time away from his duties, although Priscilla supposed
that even Bow Street might be willing to acquiesce to a duke’s
request.

“Miss Tate,” he said with a nod before
turning to Emily. “Tomorrow at the same time?”

“Please,” Emily said, blush deepening.

His smile was positively wicked as he
touched two fingers to his forehead. “Until later, then.”

“Until later,” she murmured.

As he quit the room behind a still grumbling
Lady Minerva, Priscilla stared at Emily. Her friend’s usually pale
skin had a becoming warmth about it, and there was no denying the
light that shone in her dark eyes.

“Oh, Emily,” Priscilla said. “I’m so
sorry.”

Emily raised her chin. “Don’t be. I find
myself rather pleased with the whole situation.”

For now. But what would her father say if he
knew the true extent of his daughter’s feelings? Emily was headed
for heartbreak, Priscilla feared, if her secret love became
known.

The thought brought her own circumstances
thundering back to her. “Forgive the interruption, but I must have
your help. Something dreadful has happened.” She fished the note
from her beaded reticule and handed it to Emily. “I found this in
my pocket.”

Emily frowned as she angled the scrap of
parchment to the light as if to read it easier. Priscilla felt a
chill remembering the stiff writing.

I no yer secrit. Stay away from the duc or
lse.

“And you have no idea who put it in your
pocket?” Emily asked.

“Actually I fear I know the culprit entirely
too well. I spent the morning with Acantha Dalrymple.”

Emily stiffened and raised her gaze to meet
Priscilla’s. “You think Acantha Dalrymple knows?”

Priscilla felt as if the tea she’d drank
earlier might bubble its way back up. “Yes,” she managed in a
whisper. “Oh, Emily, all is lost!”

“Not necessarily,” Emily said.

That was the problem with Emily. As the
daughter of a duke, she was used to people treating her family with
a certain sense of awe. No one would dare repeat secrets about the
mighty Duke of Emerson.

But then again, perhaps the duke didn’t live
in terror that the worst moment of his life would be revealed.

Priscilla stalked about the chamber, past
Mr. Cropper’s portrait for the window. “Then pray tell me why I
should not run screaming from London, if you please.” She felt as
if eyes were even now staring at her in accusation. Certainly Mr.
Kent has looked at her askance. She grabbed the brocaded curtains
and snapped them shut.

“Because Acantha Dalrymple didn’t send
this,” Emily said.

Priscilla turned. With the sunlight snuffed
out, the room was lit only by the crimson glow of coal in the
grate. Emily, dressed in the dark blue she preferred, was a shadowy
figure across the room, her voice echoing with the confidence of an
ancient pagan priestess.

“How can you be so sure?” Priscilla
begged.

“If Acantha Dalrymple knew your secret, do
you think she’d be content merely to frighten you?”

There was that. They both knew Acantha
thrived on gossip. “And what makes you think she isn’t shouting it
from the rooftops this very minute?”

“Because,” Emily said, reaching calmly for a
cloth to drape her painting, “she’d want to tell you first, just to
see you cringe.”

She was right. That was one of the things
Priscilla loved about Emily. Emily was seldom wrong. But much as
Priscilla wanted to believe that evil Acantha didn’t know the
truth, she could not be easy. Someone knew.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “So who
put that note in my pocket?”

“That would be easier to determine if you
hadn’t closed the draperies.”

Oh, of course. Priscilla hurried to open them once
more. Sunlight flooded in, anointing the elegant poster bed against
the far wall, the two gilt chairs near the carved wood fireplace,
and Emily standing at her easel by the silk-draped wall. Priscilla
blinked against the brightness as she crossed to Emily’s side.

Her friend was rubbing the sheet of
parchment between her fingers. “It has a nice feel to it. I’d say
it’s costly stuff.”

“So someone wealthy,” Priscilla
surmised.

Emily nodded. “Someone wealthy bought it.
But see the torn edge? It was ripped off a larger piece. Perhaps
someone found it in the rubbish and decided to use this scrap.” She
lifted the parchment to her nose and sniffed. “Though it smells
more like lemon than rubbish.”

“You,” Priscilla said with a smile, “have
been spending entirely too much time with Mr. Cropper.”

Emily blushed and lowered the paper. “Well,
he is a crack investigator you know. I find his work fascinating.
Do you know he recently captured an embezzler?”

Priscilla didn’t particularly care if he’d
caught the prime minister making off with the Crown Jewels. She’d
thought it bad enough that Acantha Dalrymple might know the Dreaded
Family Secret, but what would a complete stranger do with the
knowledge? A tremor shot through her, and she wrapped one arm about
her waist.

“I’m sure Mr. Cropper is brilliant,” she
told Emily, “but I can’t very well involve him in this. My entire
future is at stake! I cannot allow the Duke of Rottenford to learn
the truth. He’ll never propose!”

Emily eyed her. “Are you expecting a
proposal any moment?”

Priscilla hung her head. “Well, no. First I
must get him to invite me to his masquerade.”

“On May Day,” Emily said with a nod.

Priscilla’s head came up. “You’ve been
invited too?”

Emily grimaced. “Yes, days ago. But I’m
certain it’s all because of Father.”

Not for the first time did Priscilla wish
she had a duke for a father. If she did, she wouldn’t find herself
in this impossible position of having to wed the wealthiest fellow
she could find. She could have accepted any of the six charming,
but considerably less wealthy, gentlemen who’d proposed since her
come out ball. Nathan Kent’s face came once more to mind, but that
was silly. If she was the daughter of a duke she’d hardly marry a
personal secretary, no matter how dreamy his eyes.

“You see, Emily?” she declared. “My hold on
His Grace is tenuous at best. We have to find this person who knows
my secret before the masquerade, or I’m done for!”


Chapter Three

Emily, of course,
agreed to help, and she and Priscilla determined that they must
find Ariadne and Daphne Courdebas, their other two dear friends.
Ariadne knew any number of useful things, and her older sister
Daphne was more than willing to discover delicious facts, no matter
the danger involved, especially since her escapades at Priscilla’s
ball had proven that young gentlemen favor the daring.

“They planned on riding in Hyde Park this
afternoon,” Emily said as she rang for Warburton her family butler.
“I’ll make sure Lady Minerva stays home so we shall not be
disturbed.”

Priscilla eyed her. “Giving your chaperone
the slip? I’ve taught you well.”

Emily smiled. “Lady Minerva and I have an
understanding. Give me a moment, and I’ll have the carriage brought
around.”

Everything must have gone as Emily wished
for, in short order, she and Priscilla were seated in an open
carriage and headed through the fashionable streets of Mayfair for
the nearby park.

“Is this new?” Priscilla asked, stroking the
chocolate-colored velvet of the seats.

Emily nodded, the peacock feathers on her
straw bonnet bobbing with the movement. “Father took delivery
yesterday. He says I need to get out more.”

Perhaps His Grace the Duke of Emerson
thought Emily was spending too much time indoors with a certain
young man. “It’s beautiful,” Priscilla said, admiring her golden
reflection in the lacquered wood paneling.

“Feel free to borrow it whenever you like,”
Emily offered. “Warburton is staffing up, so I’ve been given my own
junior coachman and groom.” She nodded toward the strapping fellow
who sat on the driver’s bench behind Priscilla and lowered her
voice. “Though he’s no Mr. Philips.”

Mr. Philips was the duke’s coachman. He had
a soft spot for Lady Emily and had driven her places her father
would have cringed to realize she frequented. Emily had known most
of His Grace’s staff since she was a child. A shame the Tates
didn’t have such loyal retainers. As their funds had dwindled, so
had their staff, until they were making do with a single
man-of-all-work. Priscilla’s mother had even tried cooking
recently, with dismal results. She could still taste the limp, damp
pieces of boiled mutton.

“Eat every bite,” her father had admonished
when she’d picked at it the gray soggy mass. “Until you bring home
a bigger prize, this is how we’ll be dining.”

As if she needed the reminder.

Now she and Emily rolled into Hyde Park, the
green fields and trees closing around them. Emily glanced about,
eyes narrowed against the sunlight, obviously looking for any sign
of Ariadne and Daphne amid the many carriages, riders, and
promenading couples that thronged the area.

All the while Priscilla’s mind kept tumbling
over her fears. Who was intent on ruining her life? How much time
did she have to stop them before her name was drawn through the
mud? And what would she do if she couldn’t stop them?

Her family was down to their last pences. If
an eligible suitor didn’t offer soon, they wouldn’t be able to pay
their bills. The creditors would pounce, and she and her parents
would be thrown into debtors’ prison. Whole families vanished into
the dark corridors, never to be seen again. She might even have to
become an indentured servant, traveling to America or Canada and
working at hard and gruesome labor until every last pence was
paid.

No, no, no. She could not dwell on that
dismal future or she’d go mad. She nearly cried out in relief when
Emily spied Daphne and Ariadne on horseback, stopped on one of the
riding paths near the broad green waters of the Serpentine.

They looked dashing in navy riding habits
with gold braid on the shoulders and front. Ostrich plumes bobbed
over the tall riding hats perched on their light-brown curls.
Several young men had stopped as well, clustering around them on
horseback and on foot as if to beg a moment of their time, or a
waltz at the next ball they would attend. Priscilla wondered that
her friends would even notice her and Emily approaching in the
shiny black carriage. However, as soon as Emily’s driver stopped
the coach, Ariadne turned her chestnut mare to join them.

“Thank goodness,” she said as the groom
helped her to dismount. “I couldn’t stand another minute. Horses,
horses, horses! Do boys talk of nothing else?”

Poor Ariadne. Until the ball, she’d never
had the courage to speak to a young man. Now she seemed to think
she hadn’t missed much.

“You’re conversing with the wrong
gentlemen,” Priscilla told her with a smile. “Some have a great
many interesting things to say.”

“Certainly Mr. Cropper does,” Ariadne said
with a wink to Emily. Emily examined her gloves as if expecting to
find flecks of paint on them.

Which wouldn’t have been so surprising,
actually.

“We need your help,” Priscilla said into the
silence. “Would you fetch Daphne over?”

Ariadne’s round face scrunched up. “She
won’t come. She’s just agreed to race.”

“Race?” Priscilla stared at her. “In Hyde
Park, with so many people around? Is she intent on creating a
scandal?”

Ariadne paled. “No, but she seems intent on
maintaining her notoriety.”

“Then we must stop her,” Priscilla said,
rising from her seat.

Emily frowned up at her. “Are you truly so
worried about Daphne’s reputation?”

Priscilla felt her face heating. In truth,
for just a moment, she’d been more worried about her own. What
would Nathan Kent think that one of her closest friends was so
daring as to race against a gentleman in the middle of crowded Hyde
Park? She’d seen the way he’d looked at her when they’d crossed
paths at Emily’s earlier. If he had been anywhere near her before
she’d found that note, she might have thought it came from him, so
closely had he studied her.

Did he think her as daring as Daphne? Would
he see her as unworthy to marry the duke? Would he caution
Rottenford against her?

Would he refuse to see her ever again?

She only cared because he had the duke’s
ear. Truly.

But her fears should not infect her feelings
for her friends. Priscilla sighed. “Certainly Daphne may race.
Perhaps it’s not so terrible that we must rush to warn her.”

“Good thing,” Ariadne said, gaze on her
sister across the way. “For there she goes!”

Priscilla whirled, setting the coach to
shaking, even as a cry went up from the group of young men
surrounding Daphne. Priscilla barely felt Emily reach out a hand to
steady her. Her heart leapt into her throat as Daphne on her gray
gelding and a young man astride a large bay urged their horses into
full stride. They pelted down the track, the golden sand flying
from the hooves. People cried out, dashed out of the way, waved
their hats and handkerchiefs in salute.

Determined to watch, Priscilla put her hand
to the edge of her bonnet to further block the sun.

“Can you see them?” Ariadne asked from the
ground.

“They’re neck and neck,” Priscilla reported
as Emily rose to join her. “No, wait, Daphne’s pulling ahead.
Oh!”

“Mind the nanny!” Emily cried, even though
Daphne could not hear them. Priscilla’s heart pounded in time with
the receding hoof beats as her friend jerked the horse to miss a
woman and a small child who had strayed onto the track.

“Don’t worry,” Priscilla told Ariadne when
she could catch a breath. “Daphne’s fine.”

“And, yes!” Emily declared, “she’s won!”

“Oh!” Ariadne hopped up and down in obvious
excitement. Even Emily applauded as Daphne turned the horse to
accept her praise at the other end of the track.

Priscilla forced herself to take deep, even
breaths. In truth, she was rather proud her friend was such an
excellent rider. Now they just had to fetch Daphne back to the
carriage and find a way to stop the gossip before the Duke of
Rottenford or Mr. Kent caught wind of this little escapade.

“Miss Tate?”

The familiar voice knocked the air right out
of her again. Chilled, Priscilla turned to look beyond Emily.

An elegant white coach with gold
appointments and perfectly matched white horses had pulled to a
stop on the other side of Emily’s carriage. The wheels were a shiny
red, and the coachman on the box sat in dignified splendor in his
crimson and gold livery. From inside the handsome equipage three
pairs of eyes gazed back at Priscilla. The Duke of Rottenford’s
wide mouth was grinning, making his two prominent front teeth stand
out like signboards of welcome. Miss Glynnis Fairtree’s pale face
was marred with a deep frown. And Mr. Kent?

His eyes didn’t look nearly so dreamy when
they were narrowed in suspicion.

 


*

 


“Miss Tate!” His Grace cried, wiggling his
long fingers. “Fancy meeting you here. What excellent luck!”

What rotten luck! Nathan had just managed to
fix His Grace’s attentions on a squirrel when they’d come across
the other carriage. It would have been far better had he managed to
fix the fellow’s attentions on Miss Fairtree, but Nathan could not
blame His Grace there. He knew Glynnis far too well.

Miss Fairtree and her mother were distant
relatives, on His Grace’s maternal side, like Nathan. The previous
duke had determined them to be the requisite poor relations who
must be kept solvent through generosity. They had a suite of rooms
in the ducal town house and were expected to be included in every
activity when His Grace was in town.

Glynnis certainly had not had the easiest of
lives, losing her father at an early age, being reminded daily that
she owed everything to the charity of others. As if embracing her
long-suffering role, she was pale and solemn, her hair an
indeterminate shade of brown without luster or bounce. Her gowns
always seemed too loose for her frame. Next to Miss Tate, she faded
into the background like a well-worn carpet.

Standing precariously now in an open
carriage, Miss Tate still managed to dip a graceful curtsey. “Your
Grace, what a lovely surprise.”

“Miss Tate,” Nathan said before his cousin
could prattle further. “Lady Emily, Miss Courdebas, have you met
His Grace’s cousin Miss Fairtree?”

Glynnis’s thin lips curved in a grimace of a
smile.

Miss Tate’s smile was more generous. “Of
course. Miss Fairtree, how delightful to see you again. Isn’t this
weather to be praised?” She drew in a deep breath designed, Nathan
was certain, to draw attention to her impressive chest wrapped in
her pink satin pelisse.

“Exceptional,” His Grace agreed with a ready
nod.

“Did you see me?” The elder Miss Courdebas
had just ridden up, face flushed and feathered riding hat askew on
her honey-colored curls. “Beat him by a good length, and it would
have been more if I hadn’t had to detour around that nanny.”

Miss Tate’s lovely face was nearly as pink
as her pelisse, her bright smile brittle. “His Grace the Duke of
Rottenford was just commenting on the weather.”

“Why?” Her friend glanced around. “It isn’t
very exceptional.”

Miss Tate looked as if she was having
trouble breathing.

“And we should be going,” Lady Emily put in,
resuming her seat. Of the four ladies, she alone did not seem
discomfited by the meeting. “If you’ll excuse us, Your Grace, Miss
Fairtree, Mr. Kent, we have some pressing business with the
Courdebas sisters. Good-day.”

She faced front, pointed nose aimed at a
distant copse of trees. As His Grace muttered farewell, smile
fading, the youngest Courdebas sister scurried into the carriage,
leaving a groom to deal with her mount. The elder sister brought
her horse alongside the coach, still chatting about her precipitous
race down Rotten Row.

Miss Tate was the only one to keep her gaze
fixed on the Rottenford coach. “Good-day, Your Grace,” she said. “I
hope to see you soon.” Once more she curtsied, bowing her head in a
token of respect.

But when she looked up, green gaze shuttered
in a haze of lashes, it was not His Grace’s gaze she held, but
Nathan’s.

“My word but she’s lovely,” His Grace
proclaimed as the other carriage rolled away.

Glynnis sighed as if she could only wish for
such presence.

“There are many lovely sights in Hyde Park,”
Nathan insisted, signaling their driver to continue on the
circuit.

In answer, His Grace wrinkled his long nose.
Did he realize how that looked? With his prominent front teeth, his
cousin resembled nothing so much as a hungry hare. It was not a
characteristic to inspire confidence.

And confidence was needed. The Duke of
Rottenford had a number of responsibilities, from the task of
helping guide the empire to attending to a massive estate that
employed a large village and lesser estates on foreign shores. Yet
Percy Wishton, now Lord Rottenford, had never been trained to the
position, being born the younger son. He had been forced to assume
the title on the unexpected deaths of his father and older brother.
His affable nature and other considerations made him ill-suited to
the role now.

But he was the duke, and it was Nathan’s
duty to ensure he fulfilled the requirements. Keeping up the façade
was a great deal easier if fewer people, particularly Priscilla
Tate, knew the truth about Percy’s deficiencies. Nathan had guarded
the secret too well to give it up now.


Chapter Four

Priscilla sat with
her back against the squabs of Emily’s lovely carriage as the new
coachman took them deeper into the park, away from prying eyes. But
she could not relax, even in the company of her three friends. For
one thing, they were all regarding her expectantly, knowing she had
requested their aid. For another, she could not shake the feeling
that Nathan Kent understood exactly why she needed them.

Yet how could he know? Her father and mother
had taken great pains to ensure no one realized the truth about
Aunt Sylvia. And only Aunt Sylvia, her friends, their former art
teacher Miss Alexander, and Priscilla knew the true extent of
Priscilla’s involvement in the dark deeds at Brentfield Manor
before Easter.

That involvement had been the mark of the
old Priscilla, a girl who was willing to do anything to secure her
ends. She was better than that now. She squared her shoulders.

“Thank you all for being willing to help,”
she told her friends. “Someone is trying to blackmail me.” Once
more, she pulled the odious note from her pocket. Ariadne bent
closer, and Daphne craned her neck from horseback as Priscilla went
on to explain how she’d found it.

“We should have expected this,” Ariadne said
with a shake of her head that set the plumes on her riding hat to
fluttering. “The impoverished heroine seeking to rise above her
station for a noble cause? A villain was bound to show up.”

“Perhaps in the novels and plays you read,”
Priscilla replied, tucking the note away, “but this is my life. I
assure you, I did not expect to find a villain lurking behind every
bush.”

“Or in your pocket,” Daphne agreed. She
guided her horse around a bush as if to make sure no one was
lurking there. “It must have taken a great deal of daring to slip
such a note into another person’s pocket. Perhaps I should try
it.”

“Perhaps you should find better ways to
impress the gentlemen,” Emily said. Her dark eyes were still
narrowed, as if she could not focus on anything but Priscilla’s
problem. “But your point is well taken. I’ve been considering where
you were today, Pris. There is a more important question. Where was
your pelisse? And when did you last wear it?”

Priscilla pursed her lips, thinking. “The
last time I wore the pelisse was on a walk in Hyde Park with Mr.
Cunningham, two days after the ball.”

“Mr. Cunningham called on you?”

Even in her distress, Priscilla could hear
the wistfulness in Ariadne’s tone. She knew her friend was enamored
of the curly-haired gentleman they had met through Emily’s
dastardly former fiancé, Lord Robert Townsend.

“Only a couple times,” Priscilla assured her
with a wave calculated to dismiss as Emily instructed the coachman
to stop among the trees. “I’m sure it was only to establish the
fact that he had nothing to do with Lord Robert’s predations.”

“I wonder why he didn’t visit us, then?”
Daphne mused, slowing her mount to keep her abreast of the
carriage.

“Or protest his innocence to me,” Emily
added.

They were only making matters worse.
Couldn’t they see that Ariadne’s big blue eyes were clouding, her
teeth worrying her lower lip?

Priscilla lay her hand on her friend’s.
“He’s a puff of eiderdown, drifting from one social engagement to
another. You could do far better.”

Ariadne offered her a smile. “Well said. I
shall ask you to repeat that later, when I have my journal with
me.”

“I’d be honored.” As Priscilla withdrew her
hand, Emily leaned forward. The branches of the trees, waving
gently in the breeze, were bright behind her bonnet.

“We can safely assume the note could not
have been placed in your pocket before the ball,” she said, “as you
had told no one of your interest in pursuing the duke.” She affixed
Priscilla with a frown. “You did tell no one but us, correct?”

“Certainly,” Priscilla insisted. “I haven’t
even confided my hopes to my parents.”

“Not wanting to raise their expectations,”
Ariadne murmured, leaning back. “How kind.”

“How expedient,” Priscilla corrected her.
“If they knew my intentions, they’d never leave me be. As it is,
they constantly push me toward this gentleman, pull me away from
that one. None of the six who have proposed was good enough for
them.”

“I thought they might approve of Mr.
Richmont,” Daphne put in, sliding from her sidesaddle to the
ground. “He has a remarkable stable.”

“And all his money goes to improving it,”
Priscilla replied. “Lord Preston they deemed too low on the social
scale, being only a baron. Sir Eustace was already supporting a
mother and three sisters on the income from his rather meager
estate. Mr. Tinker has a brother in trade. Mr. Willenjoiner
recently earned the wrath of the Prince by making a comment to His
Highness about how manly corsets could be. And they would not
countenance a match with Prince Yorganoff because his small
principality is situated in a chilly northern climate.”

Her friends were staring at her, and she
willed herself not to blush. This time, Ariadne was the one to pat
her hand.

“The important thing is that none of them
engaged your heart,” she said with a smile to Priscilla. “That is
the best reason to refuse them.”

Priscilla pulled her hand away. “And we all
know that even if I had dearly loved one of them, my parents would
have insisted I refuse anyway. I simply don’t have the will to
disagree.” She forced herself to focus on Emily’s gaze, always so
open and frank. “So the pelisse and its perfidious pocket have not
left my possession since I walked with Mr. Cunningham in the park,
except for today, when Acantha’s butler took it while I
visited.”

Emily tapped her pointed chin with one
finger. “You have no maid or servant all your own, so we can rule
out your staff. I see no reason for Mr. Cunningham to warn you away
from the duke when he has not singled you out for his
attentions.”

“Perhaps someone else slipped it into her
pocket in the park,” Ariadne suggested, “while she was staring
dreamily into Mr. Cunningham’s lovely blue eyes.”

Enough was enough. Priscilla met her gaze.
“In the first place, Mr. Cunningham’s eyes are a perfectly common
shade of blue that I ceased paying attention to after the first
introduction. In the second, when I am strolling in Hyde Park, my
focus is on the other eligible gentlemen I hope to meet.”

Ariadne had the good sense to look
chastised.

“Which is why,” Daphne cried, raising a hand
so quickly the gesture set her horse to shying “you wouldn’t notice
if a nonentity slipped something into your pocket!”

Priscilla stiffened. “You’re right!”

Daphne beamed as she soothed her beast. “I
know.”

“So, anyone in the park could have issued
that note,” Emily summarized as if determined to keep them all on
topic. “Or anyone in the Dalrymple household.”

“If I wagered,” Daphne said, “my money would
be on Acantha, thirteen point eight to one.”

“She makes an exceptional villain,” Ariadne
agreed. “I know no one more mean-spirited.”

Priscilla met Emily’s gaze and realized her
friend was in agreement.

Emily raised her head. “That settles it,
then. We will approach the creature and see what sort of accounting
she can make for herself.”

 


*

 


Nathan accepted His Grace’s coat as the
tailor fawned over the duke. He tried not to cringe as the fellow
trotted out fabrics ranging from chartreuse to fuchsia.

“I believe we agreed on dove gray for this
morning coat, Your Grace,” Nathan said.

His cousin’s look was mulish, but the tailor
immediately took away the brighter colors. It seemed Nathan had not
been demoted to valet just yet.

Of course, their family expected him to take
on any role, so long as the good fortunes and name of the House of
Rottenford remained unsullied.

He still remembered the day he had been
given his position as personal secretary to the new duke. All
members of the family had gathered at the ducal mansion outside
London after the funeral of the previous duke and his oldest son.
Black wreathed the doors and chimneys; the curtains had been closed
against the light. Family members of varying degrees of age and
closeness were perched on the brocade-covered sofas, the
satin-striped chairs of the formal gallery. The portraits of their
shared ancestors had gazed balefully down upon them.

Nathan had always liked the room. It was
solid, elegant, dignified. It spoke of the long line of regal
forebears who had carried the family name with which he was proud
to be associated. The jade and porcelain vases on the gilded
shelves among the portraits, the Greek and Roman statuary between
the windows, proved that his family had both good taste and the
financial prowess to keep such treasures for the next
generation.

“This is a tragedy of the first order,” his
Great-Aunt Lady Wolvenstone had pronounced to the room at large,
striding up and down the crimson carpet, her black skirts snapping
with each step. “To lose Rottenford and his heir within a day of
each other is bad enough. To find Lord Percy at the head of the
family is to court disaster.”

Leaning against the wall at the back of the
room, Nathan had been glad his cousin was still down the corridor
being advised by the vicar on his new duties to the church. He and
Percy were in their final term at Oxford and trying to determine
where they would go afterward. Nathan had toyed with becoming a
barrister on the advice of his uncle Lord Augustus, while Percy
could not make up his mind between buying a commission in the
military or joining the circus, neither of which his father would
have allowed.

“There is only one thing for it,” his other
Great-Aunt Lady Pruton had insisted, rising from the tufted pouf on
which she had sat. “Someone must be there beside him, day and
night, to watch over him and guide him.”

His other aged relatives had nodded sagely.
So had most of the younger ones who had grown up with Percy.

“It won’t be easy,” his uncle Lord Augustus
had said from his place on one of the largest chairs. He paused to
suck the prominent front teeth that were a family trait Nathan was
thankful to have been spared. “He’s young enough to want to do
things his own way.”

“And stupid enough to try,” Lady Wolverton
predicted.

Lady Pruton held up a finger. “What we need
is a young relation, someone of uncommon good sense and
propriety.”

“Someone who will be guided by our advice
and admonitions,” Lord Augustus agreed.

“Someone we can trust to safeguard the
family name,” Lady Wolverton insisted.

“And all its treasures,” Lord Augustus
added, glancing around at the paintings and statuary.

Nathan had felt a tingling at the back of
his neck as all heads turned to him. From that moment on, his
future was set.

But he was not without hope. Being the Duke
of Rottenford’s personal secretary and relative, though distant,
had its benefits. He lived in luxury with his own suite of rooms
and little on which to spend his more-than-adequate salary. If he
succeeded in persuading His Grace to marry the right duchess, his
duties would diminish. Someday, he might hope for a wife of his
own, a small estate in the country. All he had to do was keep Percy
on the straight and narrow until then.

He folded the coat more carefully in his
grip, and something fluttered to the floor like a wounded bird.
Bending, he retrieved the piece of parchment.

You are mine. Stay away from Priscilla Tate,
or I will see that she troubles you no more.

Nathan’s spine stiffened even as his hand
fisted on the note. He knew he should be concerned for His Grace.
Who felt so proprietarily about him? Who could have been so close
as to slip a note into his pocket without Nathan observing it?

And how could he protect Priscilla Tate
before disaster struck?


Chapter Five

Catching Acantha
Dalrymple alone that afternoon proved difficult. Emily directed her
carriage to the Dalrymple domicile, even though Ariadne and Daphne
in their riding habits were hardly dressed for a social call.
Unfortunately, the other carriages waiting outside told them the
Dalrymples were entertaining.

“Though, mind you,” Daphne said, “I have
never found Acantha the least bit entertaining.”

Priscilla could only agree. Still, it seemed
some members of the ton sought out the family as eagerly as
her mother did.

“We cannot confront her before so many
people,” she told her friends. “It would be socially advantageous
to no one. I’ll simply have to wait until my mother is granted a
private audience again.”

Ariadne regarded her with sad eyes. “How
noble you are, Priscilla.”

She hardly felt noble. If Acantha Dalrymple
knew her secret, her life in Society was over. Either her nemesis
would use the threat of talking to make Priscilla dance like a
puppet, or she’d reveal the information and no good member of
Society would speak to Priscilla again. How could she sleep tonight
not knowing?

As it turned out, she didn’t have to wait so
long.

She and Emily had both been invited to Lady
Weston’s musicale that evening. Normally, Priscilla would have been
glad to attend, as any number of Eligibles were sure to be present.
She knew Emily had little use for the social scene, but for
Priscilla, there was no finer sport.

Truly, every ball, every rout, every
musicale was a war to be waged. Her weapons were her beauty,
intellect, and cunning. Her goal was to use them to best advantage
to attract and hold the attention of the highest-ranking gentlemen
present.

And she was very good at it.

She knew just how to tilt her head while
smiling so that the candlelight glinted on her golden hair and set
her emerald eyes to sparkling. She knew how to glide about the room
as if she weighed nothing while displaying her admirable figure.
She knew how to laugh in a way that drew people to her with a
smile, how to pout to set them to doing her will, how to fill her
eyes with tears and cause men to stammer out an apology and promise
to make everything better.

But tonight, not knowing who was out for
blood, she wanted to blend into the fine rose-colored wall
coverings and hope no one noticed her.

Easier said than done. She’d chosen a simple
white silk gown with wave of flowers embroidered along the hem and
a single green satin ribbon that tied under her bosom. Still,
several gentlemen told her how well she looked as they came to pay
their respects where she, Emily, and Lady Minerva were sitting on
little gilt chairs in the very back row waiting for the music to
start.

“There never was a need to gild the lily,”
Lady Minerva muttered as Priscilla slouched against the seat,
trying to make herself as small as possible.

“That,” Emily said, “depends on the lily.”
She nudged Priscilla’s emerald velvet evening slipper with her toe.
“Look who just arrived.”

Could she mean Acantha? Every muscle in
Priscilla’s body stiffened, but she waved a hand languidly before
her face and looked about as if searching for an open window to
escape the growing warmth. Lady Weston’s music room had a massive
white marble fireplace at either end, bracketing a series of long
windows before which squatted a golden harp, violins, cellos, and a
pianoforte lacquered in white and painted with pink and red roses.
Roses in porcelain vases rested on either mantle, perfuming the
room. And more than four dozen people in silks, satins, and velvets
ambled about, attempting to see and be seen before the music
temporarily robbed them of the opportunity.

A braying cackle led Priscilla straight to
her quarry. Acantha Dalrymple, replete in a lacy confection the
color of jonquils, was standing by the far hearth, giggling over
the gangly gentleman who had bowed over her hand.

Priscilla faced front, mind whirling. Surely
Acantha wouldn’t announce the secret to the entire room. She felt
as if the iron bars of debtors’ prison were encircling her, drawing
closer, holding her frozen.

“Look for an opportunity,” Emily murmured
beside her. “We can question her tonight.”

Tonight? Where anyone might hear? Priscilla
had feigned a faint more than once in her life, but for the first
time, she actually felt light-headed.

“Good evening!” Lady Weston, in a
wine-colored satin gown with a graceful overskirt stitched in gilt
thread, stepped to the front of the room. Her white hair gleamed
under the light of the crystal chandelier. “Thank you all for
coming. If you would please take a seat, we will commence our
marvelous musicale shortly.”

Her guests jockeyed for position. Gentlemen
intent on pursuing a certain lady veered to secure a place at her
side. Those hoping to escape the Season unshackled held for the
back of the room. When a gentleman seated himself beside Priscilla,
she hardly noticed, so intent was she on watching Acantha.

Her rival sashayed to the front of the room
and took a seat in the center of the row, a gentleman on either
side. Priscilla recognized the Marquess of Bathhurst on her
left.

“Does Mr. Cunningham have no taste?” Emily
murmured, evidently recognizing the curly blond head on Acantha’s
right.

“Bit of fluff, remember?” Priscilla
returned.

“Indeed. I shall have to warn His
Grace.”

Priscilla sucked in a breath at the dry
voice beside her. It couldn’t be. She pasted on a smile and turned
to find Nathan Kent gazing at her. His evening black was
impeccable, but it only fueled the panic rising inside her. She
glanced past him to the empty seat beyond.

“His Grace is indisposed,” he said,
correctly interpreting her look. “He sent me to convey his regrets
to Lady Weston and his friends.”

He made it sound as if she was one of them.
So, at least the blackmailer had not regaled the duke with her
secret. Yet.

“Mr. Kent,” Emily said with a nod. “Good to
see you.”

“You do have a way of turning up,” Lady
Minerva put in with a humph, twitching her black silk skirts closer
to her side as if she feared he might sully them.

He did indeed have a way of making his
presence felt, and at all the wrong times. If Acantha revealed
Priscilla’s secret now, Priscilla would have no opportunity to
present a counter story to His Grace. And she was certain Nathan
would make sure his employer heard every sordid detail. She could
not allow that.

“Indeed, Mr. Kent,” she said, fluttering her
lashes, “it is an unexpected pleasure to see you again so soon. But
it distresses me to hear His Grace is feeling unwell. Perhaps we
should both forego the pleasantries of the evening. You should
hasten to his side, and I will return home to offer prayers on his
behalf.”

He frowned. “Now?”

Priscilla rose. “Yes. Now. This very minute.
If you’d be so good as to escort me.”

Lady Minerva glared up at her. “Oh, do sit
down. I won’t be able to hear the music with you posturing,
girl.”

Others were glancing her way as well, and
Priscilla felt her color rising.

“Did you have something you wished to say,
Miss Tate?” Lady Weston asked from the front of the room.

More eyes turned to her. Priscilla smiled at
them all. “No, your ladyship. I’m only delighted to be here among
so many talented young ladies.”

Lady Weston’s smile could have graced a
cobra. “And I cannot think why I did not include you among their
number. I’m certain you won’t mind opening the evening with one of
your lovely piano concertos.” She waved toward the elegant
instrument behind her. “Come along, dear. Show everyone what you’re
made of.”

 


*

 


Nathan knew the amount of preparation
necessary to perform a complicated concerto in public. He’d heard
Glynnis practice for weeks when she’d been called on to play at His
Grace’s last birthday celebration. The youngest child in a family
that boasted four sisters ahead of him, he’d also seen his
siblings’ panicked gyrations during their Seasons. Had any of them
been asked to open a musicale with no warning, they would have
either run from the room screaming or expired on the spot.

Miss Tate smiled graciously. Gathering the
soft swirl of her pearly skirts, she swept to the front of the room
and seated herself at the pianoforte. The pale gown made her hair
look like tongues of golden light, the flame at the top of a
beeswax candle. She did not ask for sheet music or poke about to
find the proper key. She set her fingers to the ivory and began to
play.

Nathan leaned back, not expecting much.
Every young lady of his acquaintance played an instrument of some
sort. Few progressed beyond proficiency. From the first note,
however, he found himself sitting up, listening closer. Instead of
merely hearing the music, he could feel it: the joy as she played
high and fast, the sorrow when she played low and slow. Her
impassioned rendition demanded that he enter into the song, savor
it like a fine meal. When she finished with a crescendo, he found
himself as breathless as if he’d run a race.

The applause was thunderous, Lady Weston’s
look nearly so. Priscilla smiled again, blushing delicately as if
pleased and humbled by their response, then rose to allow another
young lady to take her place on the bench. Nathan pitied the woman
who had to follow her.

“Well done,” he couldn’t help whispering as
she returned to her seat beside him.

“Thank you,” she whispered back, settling
her skirts around her. “I hope you will let the duke know how
disappointed I was not to play for him. I had him in mind when I
chose the song.”

As she had not known she was to play
tonight, Nathan found her statement hard to believe. But perhaps
she’d been thinking about what to play for His Grace if given the
opportunity. At the moment, Nathan was heartily glad the duke was
safely home with Glynnis. Nathan wasn’t about to let his cousin out
and about until he knew who was threatening him.

And Miss Tate.

She sat serenely beside him, smiling as each
young lady took her turn at the front of the room to sing, plunk
out a tune on the pianoforte, or strum one of the other
instruments. Always she applauded as they finished. As he had
suspected, none played with her gift, and a few had questionable
skills. As a Miss Nightingale began warbling about a sweet little
birdie in a bush, he leaned closer to Priscilla.

“Miss Tate, if I may, I’d like a private
word with you when this is over.”

Her gaze did not leave the woman in the
front, who had begun flapping her arms as she sang about the bird
soaring. “I’m afraid that would not be proper, Mr. Kent.”

“Sh,” Lady Minerva warned with a glare to
him.

Nathan leaned closer still to Priscilla,
until his lips brushed the warmth of her hair. “Somehow I cannot
believe you allow the rules of Society to dictate your
actions.”

Still she did not look at him, even though
Miss Nightingale’s bird began to sound more like a consumptive
crow. “You would be mistaken, Mr. Kent.”

If that was how she wanted to play it, he
could strum along. “I promise you no bad motive. It is only that I
have lately become aware of a potential threat to your wellbeing,
and I wanted to assure you of my desire to help.”

She blanched as if he’d offered to boil her
in oil.

Lady Minerva leaned around her. “That is
quite enough about desire, young man. Do not make me rap your
knuckles.” The way she gripped her ivory-handled fan told Nathan
she would relish the opportunity to use it on him.

He straightened in his seat. Priscilla cast
him a glance, then swayed in his direction, and the scent of roses
drifted over him.

“Has Acantha Dalrymple spoken with you,
then?” she whispered.

Was that fear in her voice? Nathan frowned.
“Miss Dalrymple? No. In fact, when we call upon her she makes it a
point never to speak to anyone but His Grace. What does she have to
do with the matter?”

“Sh!” Lady Minerva said, snapping shut her
fan and leveling it at him.

Priscilla faced front once more, spine
stiffening. “That, Mr. Kent, is what I’m about to determine. Excuse
me.”

As Miss Nightingale chirped to a close,
Priscilla rose and glided toward the front of the room.


Chapter Six

Priscilla reached
Acantha Dalrymple’s side just as the rest of the audience rose for
an intermission. She made sure to compliment Miss Nightingale, who
blushed becomingly, then turned as Acantha passed and pressed her
toe against the lowest flounce of her lacy gown. Among the rising
conversations, the whisper of tearing fabric wasn’t even audible.
Priscilla let the girl take a few steps forward along the row
before converging on her.

“Why, Acantha, how awful! You must have
caught your gown on a chair.”

Acantha pulled away from Mr. Cunningham, who
had succeeded in capturing her arm before the marquess, and twisted
to see behind her. “Where?”

“Just there, dearest,” her mother assured
her after a quick look. “You are naturally so effusive, but you
must not let your enthusiasm cause you to ruin a gown. I’ll ask
Lady Weston about a maid.”

“Allow me,” Priscilla sang out, wrapping an
arm about the one Acantha had pulled free from her escort. “I’d be
happy to help.” Before Acantha could protest, she dragged the girl
out of the room.

A footman pointed them to an unoccupied room
away from the other guests. It appeared to be her ladyship’s study,
for a dainty white-lacquered desk on gilded legs sat near a window,
now hidden behind brocaded draperies. Priscilla led Acantha across
the flowered carpet and pushed her toward the spindle-backed chair
near the desk, where a lamp cast a golden glow enough to sew
by.

“Sit there
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