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			A Letter From the Authors

			
			
			Dear Reader,

			We had so much fun writing the novellas in It Happened One Night (2008) that we decided to do it again—with a difference. In that book, each story used the same plot elements—hero and heroine meet at an inn, they have not met for ten years, and their story encompasses twenty-four hours. We decided upon those common plot points, and the result was four quite distinct novellas. 

			This time we decided to let a reader dream up a story line. Avon Books’ resulting competition drew more than a thousand entries, from which we had the unenviable task of selecting twelve semi-finalists. We looked for a plotline that would challenge us yet not make it virtually impossible for our stories to be different from one another. We narrowed the field to four, then readers voted on-line for their favorite plot. The winner was Phyllis Post. This was her submission:

			    1.The hero, younger brother of a titled lord, had a career in the army, but has lived as a recluse since returning from the war with France.

			    2.The heroine is shy or unattractive and after many Seasons has never had a suitor.

			    3.The hero’s brother has only daughters and asks his brother to marry to try to ensure the succession.

			This is the story each of us has written. Our conviction again is that our individual voices and imaginations will have created very different stories. We hope you agree.

			Enjoy,

			Stephanie Laurens

			Mary Balogh

			Jacquie D’Alessandro

			Candice Hern

		

	


	
		
			It Happened One Season

			Stephanie Laurens, Mary Balogh, Jacquie D’Alessandro, and Candice Hern
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			Dedication

			To Phyllis Post,

			with many thanks for providing us

			with the winning plotline

			of the stories in this anthology.

			We have all had great fun working with it.

			We hope you and all our readers enjoy the results!

			Stephanie Laurens

			Mary Balogh

			Jacquie D’Alessandro

			Candice Hern
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			The Seduction of Sebastian Trantor

			

			STEPHANIE LAURENS

		

	


	
		
			
			Prologue

			
			Sebastian Montgomery Trantor sank back in the wing chair angled before his library’s hearth, and smiled rather smugly at the blaze roaring in the grate. There was something intensely satisfying in sitting snug in his own home while beyond his walls a tempest raged.

			Outside, the wind moaned, rising to a banshee-like crescendo before dying away to a dismal drone. Rain swept in sheets across the lead-paned windows, punctuated by the staccato patter of hail. It was a very good night to be safe inside.

			Brandy glinted in the cut-crystal tumbler on the table by his elbow. The weight of the leather-bound tome he was perusing felt comfortable where it rested across his thighs.

			Gaze fixed on the leaping flames, he reached for the tumbler, sipped. Savored the complex flavors as the brandy slid down his throat, felt the warmth of the fire on his booted feet.

			All were comforts he’d worked for, had envisaged, planned, and striven to achieve, and now he had them: the gothic monstrosity of Grimoldby Abbey that he’d purchased when it had been one step away from irredeemable ruin had been transformed into a modern home sporting every comfort. His investments had prospered further, enabling him to indulge his interest in ancient languages, scripts, and cryptography. His library would make any expert swoon.

			He’d found and employed staff who, like him, appreciated a quiet, restful life, one undisturbed by unnecessary fuss.

			These elements—a large, old, but comfortable home and the staff to go with it, money enough to do as he wished, an excellent library and the few other material comforts he enjoyed—had been the stuff of his dreams through the years of his army service. As a second son, he’d done his duty and, as was his nature, had enjoyed the endeavor while it lasted, especially as his knack for ciphers had ensured he was in frequent demand for special assignments, in turn ensuring he’d never been bored.

			But the wars had been over for several years. On returning to England, he’d set about assembling his dreamed-of future life. And now it was his.

			His to wallow in and enjoy.

			Smiling again, he set down the tumbler, picked up his book, and focused on the page of Mesopotamian hieroglyphics he was slowly working his way through.

			He’d barely completed a line when someone started hammering on the front door. Not just a knock, but a ceaseless battering.

			He frowned, listened to his butler’s footsteps as Finley crossed the tiles of the hall to the massive oak front doors. Faint sounds of an arrival reached him; the library door muffled the voices, yet apparently Finley had admitted whoever had sought aid. From the desperation of the hammering, aid had been the goal.

			Imagining an overturned carriage or some similar mishap and having every confidence that Finley would deal with the matter quietly and expeditiously, Sebastian refocused on his page.

			The library door flew open.

			He raised his head but, recognizing the intruder’s boot steps, didn’t rise.

			His brother Thomas strode directly to the fireplace, bringing a lingering scent of ozone and rain.

			Without looking his way, Thomas bent and held his hands to the blaze.

			Sebastian glanced back to see Finley standing in the open doorway, a question on his face. “Bring another glass.” Sebastian looked at Thomas. “And prepare a room for his lordship.”

			Finley bowed and withdrew. Sebastian heard the door click shut.

			Before he could ask what had brought his brother out on such a night, Thomas whirled.

			Sebastian was shocked by the haggardness in his face. “What is it?”

			Thomas stared at him, after a moment opened his mouth, then glanced at the door. “Wait. I don’t want to be interrupted.”

			Sebastian obligingly possessed his soul in patience while Thomas fell to pacing agitatedly before the hearth.

			Eventually Finley returned bearing a tray with another tumbler and the decanter of port Thomas favored.

			Finley set down the tray, then glanced at Thomas. At his curt nod, Finley poured a generous dose of the port, restoppered the decanter, and handed the glass to Thomas.

			“Thank you, Finley,” Sebastian said. “That will be all.”

			Finley bowed and retreated.

			Thomas swigged a sizeable gulp of the port.

			Inwardly wincing—he’d rarely seen his brother so distraught—Sebastian murmured, “I’m surprised to see you. Isn’t Estelle’s time near?”

			His sister-in-law was expecting her fifth child, one everyone held high expectations would be Thomas’s long-hoped-for heir.

			“The time is nigh—well, now.” Thomas took another gulp, then lowered the glass. “She’s had the baby.”

			Thomas’s grim tone declared the news wasn’t good, but he then fell into a brown study, staring at the half full glass in his hand.

			“And?” Sebastian prompted.

			“It’s another girl!”

			“Ah.”

			“Five girls! Five!” Thomas raised his head, set his jaw. “I’ve come to tell you—no more. Estelle says no more, and I agree with her. Aside from all else, having girl after girl does nothing to protect the estate—quite the opposite. Do you have any idea of the costs involved in dowering, then puffing off, five chits?”

			Sebastian had no idea and didn’t want to know, had lived in the fond hope that he would never have to know.

			Thomas drained his glass, set it on the mantelpiece and fell to pacing again. “Estelle and I ... the whole purpose was to have an heir to whom the estate can safely be passed, but after five daughters it’s clear she and I are not going to bring about that so-desirable end.”

			“I ... see.” Sebastian had a dreadful premonition as to where this was leading.

			“Precisely. And as it can’t be me, it’ll have to be you.” Thomas halted and fixed his gaze on Sebastian. “For the sake of the estate and, heaven help us, the Trantor name, you’ll have to bite the bullet, marry some chit, and get the family the heir it needs.”

			“Hmm.” Sebastian flirted with the hope that he’d fallen asleep over his hieroglyphics and he’d wake up and discover this was all a nightmare. But no—Thomas kept talking, his gaze boring into him.

			“You’re the only one who can do it. You know what’ll happen if you don’t—after you, Mad Freddie will inherit the lot and promptly lose it at cards or on some flea-bitten nag. The notion doesn’t bear thinking about. Even if you and I won’t be around to see it, it still doesn’t bear thinking about.”

			That was hard to argue. Mad Freddie was the family nickname for their cousin Frederick, only offspring of their father’s younger brother. Suffice it to say that not even his doting mother, Pamela, turned a hair at hearing her darling so described. There was no denying Freddie’s propensity for foolish wagers and idiotic starts. Even his late father had recognized the problem and left his own estate in trust until Freddie reached the age of forty. However, as the primary estate of the Trantors was tied to the title of Viscount Coningsby that Thomas currently held, as matters stood, on Thomas’s death the estate would pass first to Sebastian, nine years Thomas’s junior. If Sebastian had no heirs—the point that had, with the birth of his latest niece, become critical—then on Sebastian’s death the estate would pass to Freddie. As Freddie was a good thirteen years younger than Sebastian, there was an excellent chance that, barring Sebastian’s marrying and begetting an heir, the estate would, in the fullness of time, fall into Freddie’s hands.

			Thomas raked a hand through his auburn hair. “Frankly, the family will be on your doorstep as soon as they hear, badgering you to marry without delay. Once they learn of our latest effort, they’ll panic—at least all those who draw from the estate will, and with good reason.”

			Sebastian raised his brows. “Why? That’s always puzzled me. It’s not as if they stand to lose anything—the estate will continue to thrive in either your hands or mine, and they’re all much older than us. Even your girls—all five of them—are likely to be married and safely supported by their husbands before you turn up your toes.”

			“True, but if you imagine that’s going to keep our aunts and cousins from panicking at the prospect of Freddie ever inheriting, you’ll need to think again.” Thomas paused, then added, “I think it’s the uncertainty—the prospect, however remote, that something unexpected could happen to both of us, and then they would indeed be faced with dealing with Freddie.”

			Sebastian grimaced. “They can’t deal with Freddie—no one can.”

			“To be perfectly honest, I’m less concerned with our aunts and cousins than with all the others who, should the unexpected occur and both you and I die, will be left without a hope. Not just my girls, but all the people on the estate. Hell’s bells, we—you and I—have known them all our lives. What odds that, should Freddie inherit, within a year the estate will be bankrupt and they’ll be dismissed and turned out of their homes?”

			Sebastian sighed. “I doubt you could find any bookmaker willing to take that bet.”

			“Exactly.” Thomas dropped into the armchair on the opposite side of the hearth, his gaze on Sebastian’s face. After a moment, he said, “I never thought I’d have to ask this of you—I know you’ve never seen yourself as the marrying kind—but for the sake of the family, the name, and the estate, can you see your way to taking a wife?”

			Sebastian could almost hear the bugle, could feel the tug of loyalty, of familial devotion. He was accustomed to answering duty’s call no matter how irksome ... and really, how hard could it be? “Yes. All right. I will.”

			Thomas blinked. “You will? I mean, I hoped you would agree, but I wasn’t sure ...”

			Sebastian picked up his glass, sipped, and started to plan. “It’s February. The Season will start soon. I’ll go up to London, look over the candidates and find one who’ll suit.” He glanced at the amber liquid in his glass. “And then I suppose I’ll do what I can to get us our heir.”

			He glanced at Thomas, saw his brother sink back into the chair, saw some of the haggardness leave his features.

			“Thank God.” Thomas met his eyes, almost managed a smile. “There’s hope for the Trantors yet.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			Three months later, Sebastian sorely regretted his altruism. It wasn’t the begetting of an heir that had him stumped, it was the detail that preceded that—the securing of a suitable wife. Although he’d scouted far and wide through the ballrooms, drawing rooms, and salons of the capital, thus far he’d found not a single likely candidate, not a single young lady whose company he could stomach for longer than five minutes.

			For some, his tolerance could be measured in seconds.

			Which was why, after taking one turn about Lady Rothbury’s ballroom and confirming the absence of any chit he hadn’t already struck off his list, he slipped away.

			Walking quickly and silently down the corridors, he penetrated deeper into the unlit portion of the Rothbury mansion. He’d been there once before; if he recalled correctly, his lordship’s library was at the opposite end of the house from the ballroom, which would make it the perfect bolt-hole. He would have left the house altogether, but his aunt, Lady Fothergill, had said she would attend; she’d expect to see him doing his familial duty and dancing with young ladies, but as she’d yet to arrive he saw no reason to prolong his exposure to the garrulous hordes.

			Not only were most of the young ladies on the marriage mart certifiable twits—or if not that, then painfully shy—far too many of them giggled.

			Some even simpered.

			A sense of relief filled him—much as when he’d sighted English pickets after a quick trip behind enemy lines—when he reached the end of a dark corridor and the library door. Grasping the knob, he turned it, blessing Lord Rothbury when the door opened.

			Not that a locked door would have kept him out.

			There was no lamp left burning, but faint moonlight flooded through the uncurtained windows; a quick survey confirmed the room was empty. He stepped in, closed the door, then paused and looked at the lock. There was no key in it, but ... it was the work of a minute to trip the lock with the small tool he still carried in his pocket. Old habits died hard.

			Heaving a sigh of relief, feeling tension—and the sense of being constantly hunted—drain away, he glanced around the L-shaped room. A large mahogany desk stood facing the door, an admiral’s chair behind it, with piles of correspondence neatly stacked on either side of a leather-framed blotter. A lamp stood on one corner of the desk, but lighting it would result in a weak glow showing beneath the library door. Turning to survey the shorter arm of the room, Sebastian saw a wing chair tucked in the corner, facing the distant window, yet remaining wreathed in shadow. A lamp stood on a small table alongside.

			Crossing to the table, he lit the lamp. By its glow he scanned the nearby shelves. The last time he’d been there, he’d been searching for a particular volume of ancient texts; his lordship shared his interest in such things.

			“Ah—this will do.” Drawing out a hefty tome, he opened it, then sat in the armchair, settled comfortably, and gave himself over to Herodotus in the original Greek. Not Mesopotamian, but as a distraction, it would do.

			Uncounted minutes later, the doorknob rattled, jerking him back from far away. Smugly smiling at his forethought in locking the door, he waited to hear footsteps retreat.

			After a moment of silence, the sound of metal sliding and probing inside the lock reached his ears.

			Inwardly swearing, he reached out and doused the lamp. Whoever was breaking into his lordship’s library could pick locks, too.

			It took them longer than it would have taken him, but eventually the bolt clicked back. A moment later, the knob turned and the door was cautiously opened.

			His eyes were still adjusting to the moonlight. The large and heavy book held closed on his lap, he sank back in the armchair. Its wings would conceal him while he waited to see who entered the room. He couldn’t see the door, but if they went to the desk, he’d be able to peer around the chair’s side and see them. Unless the intruder looked specifically into the heavily shadowed corner, they were unlikely to notice him.

			Tabitha Makepeace glanced quickly around the library, then whisked inside and shut the door. Pausing with her hand on the knob, she debated, but then reluctantly released it; locking the door would make her feel safer, but she might need to beat a hasty retreat.

			Faint moonlight washed through the uncurtained windows, lighting her way as she crossed quickly to the desk. “With any luck, no one will come this way, but I’ll need to return as soon as I can.”

			Muttering to herself was a bad habit, but as long as she was alone, why not? Especially when she had to focus on a task, the commentary was helpful.

			She searched, found tinder, and lit the desk lamp. She adjusted the wick and shade so a pool of light fell on the desktop, then dumped her reticule on the desk’s corner, drew up the admiral’s chair, sat, and considered the front of Lord Rothbury’s desk. “Where, exactly, would he keep such information? In a notebook kept specifically for the task would be my guess—my hope. A journal, perhaps, but as the intention would be to conceal the information forever, a notebook’s more likely. So where? Here?” Eyes on the desk, she nodded. “Yes. I’m sure it would be here.” She glanced at the door. “If he keeps the door locked, perhaps he might feel safe enough to just leave it in a drawer.”

			Leaning forward, she drew out the first drawer on the left.

			Ten minutes later, after much muttering and rummaging, then putting everything back exactly as she’d found it, she sat back. Frowned. “I knew he was fastidious and pedantic—that’s why he’s certain to have written the information down and kept it all in one place, in one book. But who could have imagined he’d be so compulsively neat? There’s not even one chewed pencil or half-used stub of sealing wax, let alone an errant piece of string.” She gave a contemptuous snort. “So it’ll be here, neat, safe and secure. Most likely in a hidden drawer or compartment.”

			She glanced around the library again; she’d been working in the light, so the shadows beyond the desk appeared denser. She returned her gaze to the desk. “I’d still wager it’ll be somewhere in here rather than on the shelves.”

			Bending once more to her task—literally—she checked under the kneehole, then systematically checked each drawer for length, depth, and width. “There has to be some anomaly somewhere.”

			Five minutes later, with a huff of frustration, she sat back and regarded the disobliging piece of furniture. She narrowed her eyes. “I know you’re hiding it, but where?”

			Abruptly, she sat up. “Your desktop is remarkably thick—thick enough for a hidden compartment.” She pulled out the top left drawer, put her hand in the gap and felt upward, but even reaching to the back of the space and feeling carefully with her fingertips, she detected no line or telltale gap. There was no give in the wood forming the upper surface of the space.

			“All right. Not there.” Replacing the drawer, she searched above the drawer to the right, with the same result. “The center drawer, then—” She broke off, sensing triumph. “Of course! That’s it.” Hurrying, she replaced the right upper drawer, drew out the center drawer and set it on the blotter. “Even though there’s a lock on the center drawer, he doesn’t lock it, but just keeps his pens, ink, pencils, and so on in there, so no one would suspect that that’s where he hides his secret documents.”

			She felt around the upper surface of the space in which the center drawer fitted. “Yes! There it is. Now where’s the catch? Perhaps if I push on the front center of the panel ...”

			A distinct click rewarded her. “Oh, yes—the panel hinges down, and yes, yes, yes! There’s a notebook.”

			Triumphant, she grasped it, waved it as she straightened; pushing back the drawer, she set the notebook on the blotter. Pulling the chair closer, she sat straight, drew in a huge breath, then almost gingerly opened the front cover of the notebook.

			It was a slim, black-cloth-covered volume, the sort many gentlemen used to keep appointments, addresses, or wagers. “Wagers of a different sort, this time,” she murmured as, scanning the entry on the first page, she confirmed that she’d found what she’d come for.

			“The payments are noted, obligingly neatly, and yes, they start just when Suzanne said the blackmailer first contacted them—in late March, just after her engagement was announced. And more payments followed.” She flicked over a page, frowned. “But they get progressively further apart. Hmm ...”

			She flicked back and forth, page to page. “The time between the first payment and the second was a week, but then the period between became ten days, then sixteen. And—thank you, sir—Rothbury’s noted the details for his next payment. Next week.” She whistled. “Five ponies—that’s five hundred pounds! To be paid ...”

			She stared at the words neatly inked on the page, then flicked back again, checked. “What are these words? Latin? I’ve heard them somewhere—lauds, terce, sext ... aren’t they the hours monks observe for their prayers? Something like that. Papa will know—I can inveigle it out of him.”

			Frowningly studying the notations, she mused, “So in all his entries Rothbury’s noted the amount demanded and the date in plain English, then a time in Latin, and if that’s the time he’s to make the payment, then these words on the following lines must be the place ...”

			Frustration gripped her. She’d come so far; she wasn’t in any mood to be denied. “There must be some trick to it.” She tried to sound out the word she assumed was a location, but it was an impossible construction of consonants. “Certainly not phonetic.” She looked back over the five previous payments noted. “Wherever there should be a place, there’s a random collection of letters.” She spelled another supposed place name aloud. “E. L. J. Z. E. L. D. M. U. F. T. P. C. L. T. R. F. What godforsaken language is that?”

			“It’s a code.”

			“Wha—!” She jerked upright and spun around so abruptly the chair nearly tipped over. She ended flung against the curved back, gripping the arms, staring at a man—a gentleman—as he unhurriedly rose from the depths of an armchair tucked in the shadows across the room.

			The chair faced the windows; until he stood, she hadn’t been able to see him.

			He straightened to his full height and started toward the desk.

			Her heart was thumping. He was still beyond the circle of light thrown by the desk lamp; she couldn’t see him clearly—just his outline—yet she sensed masculine power, felt a titillating frisson of danger. His stride, long and languidly graceful, did nothing to dispel the effect. His body, long limbed, broad shouldered, solid yet lean, underscored it.

			Ex-military, she guessed, and hoped that meant he’d be easily led.

			Then the light found his face and she jettisoned the thought. Steel gray eyes locked on her face, his gaze level and far too acute. His lips were firm, his jaw squared, his cheeks long and hollowed beneath sharp cheekbones. Sable hair was fashionably yet conventionally cut; he was immaculately dressed, his style reserved and severe—Brummel would have approved.

			Most striking of all was the aura of purpose that emanated from him.

			As he neared she felt her heart speed up. Felt her lungs constrict.

			Felt irrationally irritated that in order to hold his gaze she had to risk getting a crick in her neck.

			“Who are you?” She assembled a frown and directed it upward. “And what the deuce are you doing here, skulking in the dark?”

			Halting beside the desk, he considered her for a moment, then one dark brow arched. “Strange—I’d thought to ask you the same questions.”

			His voice was deep, resonant. Hypnotic.

			She inwardly shook herself. She was hardly some impressionable miss to be beguiled by a handsome face, a melodic voice. She tipped her chin higher, endeavored to look superior. “I’m here on a mission. And you?” Attack would undoubtedly be her best defense.

			He tugged one earlobe. His lips faintly curved. “I suppose you could say I came to the house on a mission, too, but I’ve decided to leave it in abeyance for the nonce.” He glanced at the notebook she still held open in one hand. “But you were trying to decipher a code.”

			She frowned and looked down at the indecipherable writing. “How do you know it’s a code?”

			“Because I’m an expert in such things.” Sebastian held out an imperious hand. “May I?”

			The lady, not exactly young yet not that old either, hesitated, but then, albeit reluctantly, offered the book.

			He took it, wondering why his instincts insisted he should feel pleased she’d complied—that she’d trusted him that far. Why wouldn’t she? Opening the notebook, he smoothed the page.

			She watched him—he could feel her gaze on his face, beaming from bright, tawny-hazel eyes lushly fringed by red-brown lashes. She had the most amazing hair—a welter of tightly curling, flaming red locks. Even though someone had tried to restrain them in a conventional topknot, errant strands had escaped and wreathed about her forehead, cheeks, and nape.

			Her skin was the rich creamy silk, not quite translucent, occasionally found in combination with such fiery hair. Now he was closer, he could detect a faint smattering of freckles across her nose.

			She was fine boned, fine featured, yet the curves delectably encased by her tight bodice assured him his estimate of her age wasn’t wrong. She was mature, heading toward ripe—which, he suddenly realized, was one of the things that had been wrong about all the candidates he’d thus far examined.

			From the corner of his eye, he saw her eyes narrowing. Her face was heart-shaped, her chin decidedly pointy, but her lips were luscious and wide. Ruby red and tempting.

			He flipped over the notebook’s pages, noting that Rothbury had made one entry per page, on six pages.

			She shifted, stretching up to look, then point. One delicate fingertip indicated the line of apparently random letters. “This is the part I can’t make out.”

			“Indeed. The part in code.” He glanced at her, caught her eyes. “But what’s the rest?”

			She sat back, frowned up at him. “Never mind about that—can you make out what the coded bits say?”

			He considered the coded line again, then flipped back to the earlier entires. “Yes—certainly. In time.”

			She sat forward. “How much time?”

			It wouldn’t take long, but he wasn’t going to lose his only connection to—only hold over—this strange and distracting lady, not until she’d satisfied his curiosity.

			It had been a long time since he’d felt curious about anything involving a woman.

			“In order to interpret code accurately, it’s usually necessary to have the context.”

			Her eyes narrowed even more. She frowned. Direfully.

			Entertained—she really did have a black frown and he couldn’t recall the last time anyone had tried to frown him down—he was about to explain the meaning of “context” when her gaze left his face.

			To boldly assess him. To measure him up, then down. Then she considered.

			At last, lips tight, she looked up at him. “I assume the coded part is a place name, or directions to some place or spot. Some location.”

			He held her gaze. “The location the blackmailer stipulated for his payments.”

			Her expression momentarily blanked, then she scowled. Ferociously. At herself. “Damn it—I said all that out aloud, didn’t I?”

			When she glanced up at him, he nodded.

			She huffed and glared at the desk. “It’s a bad habit—don’t ever get into it.”

			After a moment, he shut the notebook. Waved it. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

			She studied her hands, lightly gripping the desk’s edge, then glanced up and met his gaze. “Can you really read codes?”

			“I said I could, didn’t I?”

			“In my experience, gentlemen are rarely truthful.”

			Forthright. He raised his brows. “I am.”

			She didn’t back down, just considered him some more, then asked, “How did you learn to read codes?”

			“I’ve a natural talent and I was in the army. The commanders learned about my knack, and so I was forever being called in to decipher and decrypt enemy orders.” And to intercept them. “I became, and still am, something of an expert.”

			“Hmm.”

			She fell silent. He gave her a moment, then tried another tack. “You haven’t yet told me your name.”

			Coolly she replied, “You haven’t volunteered yours, either.”

			“Trantor. Sebastian Trantor.” He sketched a bow. “At your service, Miss ... ?”

			She seemed to come to some decision. “Makepeace.” She shifted to face him and extended her hand. “Tabitha Makepeace.”

			He closed his hand about her delicate fingers, briefly shook them. Reluctantly releasing her, he held up the notebook. “And this?”

			Tabitha didn’t want to trust him, but she needed the information in that little black book and he seemed to be the key. Very possibly her only key. And he had fallen into her lap; looking a gift horse in the mouth was usually unwise. “I’ll tell you, but you have to promise to hold what I reveal in the strictest confidence. It was revealed to me in confidence by others, and concerns them, not me, so I couldn’t reveal their secrets if you don’t promise—if you won’t sincerely swear never to repeat what I tell you.”

			Without hesitation he held up one hand at shoulder height, his large square palm toward her. “I, Sebastian Trantor, solemnly swear never to reveal a single word of what you tell me—on pain of death.”

			He sounded like he meant it, even the last part. Impressed—by his impulsiveness if nothing else—but loath to show it, she nodded curtly. “That will do. Very well ...” Where to start?

			She drew breath and plunged in. “Since the beginning of the Season, several young ladies of my acquaintance have become engaged to be married. That in itself is nothing unusual. However, in four instances I noted that soon after the announcement appeared in the Gazette, the young ladies and their families retired to the country. That was ... odd. Indeed, knowing the young ladies involved, it was distinctly strange. I suspected something was wrong.” She’d suspected something else, but ... “I visited one of the young ladies in the country and she told me the truth behind her retreat from town—she and her family were being blackmailed.”

			“Let me guess.” The words held a certain menace. “There’s something in the young lady’s past that, should it become public knowledge, would scupper the match?”

			“Exactly. I checked with the other three, and found the same tale. And while the ... for want of a better word, transgressions involved are all different, and all ridiculously minor in the wider scheme of life, if those transgressions were broadcast throughout the ton, all four matches would be in jeopardy.”

			She drew breath and went on, “I spoke to two of the fathers involved—asking about the blackmailer and what was being done to bring him to justice.”

			“And were promptly told to mind your own business.”

			She looked up, met his eyes, saw understanding rather than condemnation in his gaze. She inclined her head. “Indeed. They were full of fear that any investigation of any sort would upset the apple cart and destroy the alliances they were otherwise so happy to have made. They—the two with whom I spoke—were convinced that the blackmailer’s demands would cease once the weddings took place.” She held his gaze. “But I can’t see that happening. What I believe will happen is that the fathers involved will cease to receive demands. I think the demands will go to their then-married daughters.”

			He nodded. “Of course. If the secrets, whatever they are, are enough to endanger the wedding, then clearly they can later be used to threaten the marriage.”

			“Which brings me here.” With one hand, she gestured at the room. “Lord Rothbury is one of the fathers involved. I haven’t spoken directly to him, but his daughter, Suzanne, is one of the blackmailer’s targets. That’s why she’s not here tonight, but in the country. Tonight’s ball was already arranged, so the Rothburys couldn’t cancel without raising questions, so they’ve put it about that Suzanne’s recovering from overexcitement at the prospect of her wedding.” Her disgust at such a slur being cast on her friend—by her own parents—rang in her tone.

			Leaning against the desk, Sebastian considered the intriguing Miss Makepeace. “How is it that you know these four young ladies, all of whom are targets of a blackmailer?”

			She tipped up her pointy chin. “We belong to the same association—a club of sorts.”

			“A ladies’ club?” He raised his brows. “I didn’t know there were such things.”

			He’d deliberately made his tone dismissive; as he’d hoped, she bristled.

			“The Sisterhood was established six years ago. We have a very active membership.”

			“Indeed? And what does the Sisterhood do?”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “We discuss things.”

			“Such as?”

			“Men.”

			“Ah.” His eyes locked on hers, he managed not to grin. “Does that take much time?”

			Her gaze grew flinty. “If you must know, understanding the ways of gentlemen is essential to the well-being and future happiness of young ladies expected by their families to wed. As they cannot easily avoid the altar, then best they front it with a sound understanding of how to interact with their husbands-to-be.”

			“A novel notion.” One many of the young misses in Lady Rothbury’s ballroom could greatly benefit from. “So all four ladies you’ve identified as targets are members of the Sisterhood. Is there any chance that the blackmailer learned of their secrets through the club?”

			He was impressed that she didn’t immediately discount the idea, but after frowning consideringly for several moments, she shook her head. “I doubt that could be—I didn’t even know they had secrets of such a nature, so I can’t see how anyone else might have learned of them.” She met his gaze. “I’m the club’s president, and besides, these secrets are not the sort of thing young ladies chatter about, not even with their closest friends. And”—she slumped back in the chair—“I asked, and they all swore they hadn’t breathed a word to any acquaintance.”

			“Well, they’ve clearly told someone at some point, but as neither you nor they have any idea whom, let’s leave that angle for the moment. Tell me—why is it that you, specifically, have taken on this mission? I gather exposing the blackmailer is the mission to which you earlier referred?”

			She nodded. Again she considered him, then her lush lips twisted wryly. Her gaze remained steady on his. “Let’s just say that I have a great deal of empathy for their predicament, and feel that it’s incumbent on me—almost by way of paying a debt—to assist them and free them from the blackmailer’s coils.”

			Looking into her hazel eyes, he was tempted to ask who had blackmailed her, and when, and what had happened to them ... and who had saved her. But he sensed any further probing would be one push too many. At least, at that moment. Later...

			She was intriguing, a puzzle in many ways, multifaceted and fascinating. She was rather like a piece of code herself; he was looking forward to discovering her key—the single fact that, once known, made the rest of her make sense. He hadn’t felt so enthused about learning a lady’s secrets for a very long time.

			The consideration behind the steel-gray gaze trained on her face made Tabitha feel ... odd. She couldn’t place the strange sensation—a trepidatious thrill? He seemed an unusually observant man; being the concerted focus of an inquiring and intelligent mind ... perhaps it was understandable she felt both wary and excited. She cleared her throat, focused her own gaze on the matter at hand. She nodded at the notebook he still held. “So can you decipher the locations stipulated for the payments?”

			He looked at the notebook entries again, flipped back through the pages. “Yes. It’s a straightforward substitution code. See.” He shifted to show her one entry, with a blunt fingertip underlined a section of the coded location. “The letters E L J Z E L—six letters, with the first two letters being repeated for the fifth and sixth. That six-letter string occurs either at the beginning of a putative location, or at the end.”

			Shifting closer, she looked as he flicked pages and showed her. “It’s in every entry.” She glanced up at him. “So what does it mean?”

			“Church. I’m almost certain it means that—not many other words have that geometry. First two letters as last two letters with only two in between.”

			She felt her heart sink. “Do you have any idea how many churches there are in London?”

			“Hundreds, I imagine, which is why we need the rest of the code. Sadly, I can tell from that one word that the substitution isn’t just a matter of replacing one letter with the next in the alphabet, or anything like that. Rothbury knows something about codes—he’s used a key.”

			“What sort of key?” She swung to glance at the desk. “He would have written it down—he writes everything down.”

			“I don’t think so.” Trantor stood, his gaze tracking the volumes in the shelves behind the desk. “I think he’ll have used a page in a book.”

			“A book?” She swung to face the shelves, then scanned the library walls. “There are hundreds of books in here.”

			“Yes, but we only need one.” Trantor’s deep voice was calming. “And I’ve a feeling I know just which one.” Stepping away from the desk, he glanced back at her. “We can’t take the notebook—Rothbury’ll panic, and I take it we want him to go to the next rendezvous and make the payment so we can keep watch and catch the blackmailer when they come to collect.”

			How had it turned into we? She decided to fight that battle later—after he’d supplied the location she needed. “I’ll make a copy.”

			“Make sure you don’t miss any letters—and I’ll need all the entries. I’ll need the earlier ones to check the validity of any deciphering I do. While you copy, I’ll follow my hunch and see if I can find the key.”

			“What if you can’t?” She was already smoothing a fresh sheet of paper on the blotter.

			“Don’t fret—I’ll still be able to decode the locations. It’ll just take a great deal longer.”

			His tone suggested he was already absorbed; a glance over her shoulder revealed that he’d pulled one particular tome from the shelf and was swiftly scanning page after page.

			She bit her tongue against the impulse to ask what he was doing, exactly what he was looking for, and why in that particular book. She could ask later. They needed to get whatever they had to do done and leave the library—or at least she had to, in order to return to the ballroom before too many of her connections realized she’d disappeared.

			Selecting a pencil—perfectly sharpened, of course—from his lordship’s neat stack, she opened the notebook to the last entry, and started transcribing the entries in reverse order.

			She’d just finished a last check of all six entries to make sure she hadn’t missed or jumbled any letters when her unexpected coconspirator gave a satisfied humph.

			“Got it.” He glanced up from the book in his hands. “Page one hundred and ninety-seven. Write that on your copy.”

			He shut the book as she turned to do so. “What title should I write?’ She spun back around, pencil in hand. Met his gray eyes. “And shouldn’t we, well, take it?”

			“No need. I have a copy in my library. I’ll just need the page number and I can work from there.”

			“Excellent.” She spun back, set the pencil back in its assigned place, then folded the sheet of paper and reached for her reticule.

			Trantor plucked the sheet from her fingers. “I’ll take that.”

			Before she could protest, he’d tucked it into his inside coat pocket.

			His gaze roved the desk. “We need to get everything back exactly the way it was.”

			“Precisely what I intended to do.” She closed the notebook, and returned it to the hidden compartment, closed the hinged panel, then stood as Trantor obligingly lifted the center drawer and eased it back into place.

			She surveyed the desk, found nothing amiss. “Good. Now—” She broke off.

			They both looked at the door. Heard the footsteps approaching.

			She swiped up her reticule, slid the cord over her wrist as she swung to face Trantor. “Where can we hide?”

			She looked into his steel gray eyes—and realized she expected him to answer. Expected him to save them.

			He didn’t let her down.

			She had a second’s warning—a subtle shift in the clear gray—then he seized her arms and hauled her to him.

			He bent his head, in a whisper repeated, “Where do we hide?” Answered as his lips lowered to hers. “In plain sight.”

			Then he kissed her.

			Like a lover.

			Like a man who had every right in the world to part her lips and drink her in. To claim her mouth, to slide his arms about her and lock her to him.

			As the latch clicked and the door opened ... as her senses spun ...

			“Oh! I say!”

			Through the haze of sensations fogging her brain Tabitha recognized Lord Rothbury’s stentorian tones.

			Then came a titter.

			She didn’t care. She just wanted more of the firm lips moving so confidently over hers, more of the tantalizing taste of him, more of the wicked caress of his tongue. ...

			Trantor broke the kiss. His lips, hovering over hers, murmured, “Play along.”

			Slowly, giving every appearance of languid reluctance, Sebastian lifted his head and turned to survey their audience.

			Inwardly swore as he recognized the ladies lurking behind Rothbury. His lordship he might have been able to inveigle with some slick tale, but Lady Castor and her sister, Mrs. Atkinson, had had him in their sights, hoping to snare him for one of their daughters. No mystery why Rothbury had chosen to visit his library in the middle of a ball. By the same token, the pair of gossiping harpies wouldn’t be satisfied with any glib excuse.

			His lordship was still in shock, his mouth opening and closing to no effect. Finally, he found his tongue. “Trantor? And ... is that Miss Makepeace?” His tone suggested utter incredulity.

			There really was no help for it, and if some part of him cynically noted that he felt no real qualm in taking the only solution that presented itself, he ignored it.

			“Indeed, sir.” Summoning what he hoped was a besotted smile, he looked down at Tabitha Makepeace, still securely held in his arms. She’d been trying to turn and face the threat, but he’d prevented it.

			Not having to let her go seemed an excellent idea.

			But for the moment ... still smiling fondly, he released her, but caught her hand, raised it to his lips, and pressed a lingering kiss to her knuckles.

			The horrified widening of her bright eyes suggested she guessed something of his intent.

			Before she could say or do anything to endanger the smooth execution of his plan—one which, with any luck, would save them both—he glanced at Lord Rothbury, smiled at Lady Castor and Mrs. Atkinson. “You’re the first to learn our news. Miss Makepeace has just done me the honor of agreeing to be my wife.”

			The shock on Tabitha Makepeace’s face would have instantly given them away. Luckily, she was still facing him, and not their equally stunned audience.

			“Have you lost your mind?”

			They’d just parted from their host, Lady Castor, and Mrs. Atkinson in the ballroom’s foyer. Sebastian had glibly excused them on the grounds of having much to discuss, then with Tabitha on his arm had turned determinedly toward the stairs.

			Somewhat to his surprise he was feeling distinctly self-congratulatory as he escorted his recently acquired fiancée down the main stairs to the Rothbury’s front hall.

			Outwardly fetchingly distracted, but apparently inwardly aghast, at least she’d waited until they were out of sight of all others before protesting.

			“No. That was the only way to get us both out of there without having to explain ourselves. If you think for a minute, you’ll realize it was the only possible way forward. We need Rothbury to go ahead with his upcoming meeting, remember? We could hardly tell him what we’d really been doing in his library.”

			“Yes, but ... you have no comprehension of what will come of this. What repercussions will ensue! I’m not sure most people will even believe it.”

			“Why?” He glanced at her. “Are you so unmarriageable?”

			She looked ahead. Under her breath returned, “You could say that.”

			He was intrigued, but before he could decide how to further probe, she frowned.

			After a moment, eyes narrowed, she turned her head and caught his gaze. “I just realized ... I know why I was in the library, but why were you there?”

			“It doesn’t matter.” And it truly didn’t. He smiled pointedly, patted her hand where it lay on his sleeve. “Now buck up and smile for the nice butler.”

			Her lips curved in an expression of sweet docility that was patently false.

			He didn’t need to hide his appreciative grin. “Who did you arrive with?”

			Her lips thinned and she looked ahead. “No one.”

			He blinked. As they continued steadily down the long staircase, he murmured, “Even I know that’s not acceptable.”

			“Well, it is. When you’re over twenty-five, people stop worrying.”

			He bit his tongue. How could anyone stop worrying about you? probably wasn’t a wise thing to say. “How did you get here?”

			“My father’s carriage. And before you turn into a bore and start lecturing me about driving through London’s streets alone at night, my coachman and groom have been with our family for years.”

			And doubtless would obey any instructions she gave, no matter how outrageous. Or potentially dangerous.

			Clearly Miss Tabitha Makepeace needed taking in hand.

			The notion sat remarkably well with him.

			That kiss had mellowed him to an amazing degree.

			Who would have thought he’d meet such a firebrand—a lady of such promising, alluring, and enticing passion—in Lord Rothbury’s library? She even had a mission—a real mission, a dragon for him to slay. He’d missed that, the action, the excitement of pitting his wits and will against a foe.

			“In that case,” he said, as they neared the foot of the stairs and Lord Rothbury’s butler came hurrying from an anteroom, “I suggest we depart forthwith.” Stepping down to the tiles, he halted and glanced at her as she paused beside him. He arched a brow. “Unless you’d prefer to go back to the ballroom and face the music?”

			She met his gaze, then shuddered. Eloquently. Turning to the butler, she said, “My carriage, please, Baxter.”

			Baxter shot him a suspicious glance, but bowed and replied, “At once, miss.”

			As Baxter retreated, Sebastian lowered his voice and asked, “Where do you live? I suspect, being your fiancé, I should know.”

			“Bloomsbury. My parents rent a house on Bedford Square.”

			“Excellent. I’m staying at my brother’s house in Cavendish Square—I’ll see you to your home, then walk from there.”

			“I could drop you off on the way to Bloomsbury.”

			“No, no.” He needed to know which house to call at tomorrow morning. “I’ll use the walk to think through the code.”

			Baxter returned with her cloak—a deep russet velvet a shade darker than the russet of her silk gown. Both shades complemented her complexion and her wonderful flaming hair. Sebastian took the cloak and draped the soft folds over her delicate shoulders, then escorted her onto the front steps. A black town carriage had just drawn up. A groom leapt down and opened the door.

			He tightened his fingers about her elbow in warning, and heard her sigh.

			She waved a hand his way. “This is Mr. Trantor, Trevor. He’s insisting on seeing me home, so will be traveling with us to Bedford Square.” She looked up at the ancient coachman peering over the side of the carriage. “So it’s just home, Gifford.”

			Gifford cast Sebastian a measuring glance, but, if anything, viewed him with approval. “Aye, miss.”

			Feeling he’d managed the situation thus far reasonably well, Sebastian handed Tabitha up into the carriage, followed her in and sat beside her. Trevor shut the door; an instant later, the carriage rocked, then rattled off.

			An instant after that, Tabitha swiveled to face him. “I can’t believe you think this is a good idea. If any of the Rothburys’ guests haven’t yet heard the news, they will before they leave. Lady Castor and Mrs. Atkinson are two of the biggest gossipmongers in the ton—they’ll make sure absolutely everyone hears the stunning news. So we’ve just left a ballroom-full of people believing that we’re engaged. It’ll be all over town come morning!”

			He settled against the squabs. “So?” The carriage was comfortable, not spanking new but in excellent condition. He knew nothing about the Makepeaces’ circumstances; he supposed he’d have to bestir himself and look into such matters.

			Tabitha stared at him, unable to accept his utter imperviousness to the calamity that, courtesy of his ridiculous assertion—his wonderful plan to save them—was now hanging over their heads. “Engaged,” she repeated, with greater emphasis. “To be married.”

			“That is the general interpretation.”

			“But we’re not!” She felt as if steam were issuing from her ears. “You can’t just tell people we are, then walk away.” Bad enough that they were lying to the entire ton, but for her—specifically her—to be the perpetrator of such a fraud was ... “Aside from being all-but-unbelievable, and therefore certain to be talked of, me misleading the ton on such an issue, only to later deny it, is the sort of behavior for which people are socially exiled for life!”

			He regarded her with calm curiosity. “Are you so enamored of the ton, then?”

			“That’s not the point! The point is I live with these people, go about among them, consort with them constantly—”

			“Do you want to expose this blackmailer and rescue your friends from durance vile?”

			His calm, but uncompromising tone pulled her up short. She drew breath. “Yes, b—”

			“Then I suggest you play along for the nonce. Once we’ve solved the riddle and exposed the villain, then we can decide we won’t suit after all.” His lips curved. “I hereby give you permission to jilt me once my usefulness in your mission ends.” He held her gaze. “What could be fairer—or more sensible—than that?”

			Sebastian watched her chew on the question. Waited patiently until she’d reluctantly realized that there was no good answer, then he asked, “So, are we in agreement?”

			The black look she cast him would have made the devil quail. “Oh, all right.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			I realize this is highly irregular but—sir, ma’am”—Sebastian embellished his plea with a courteous inclination of his head—“if you will indulge me, I’ll endeavor to explain.”

			It was nine o’clock the next morning. He stood in the Makepeaces’ townhouse in Bedford Square, on the carpet in the center of their drawing room, and, gaze fixed on the older couple seated on the sofa, waited for permission to proceed.

			Over breakfast, he’d thought to ask his brother’s butler, Wright, if he knew anything of the Makepeaces who resided in Bedford Square. After consideration, Wright had informed him that he believed the family were known as the eccentric branch of the Wiltshire Makepeaces, the gentleman being said to pay far more attention to books than to the world around him.

			Sebastian could empathize; during his brisk walk to Bedford Square, he’d considered how to use the fact to his best advantage.

			Mr. Makepeace, whose attire alone would have declared him a scholar quite aside from his tufted white hair and the heavy-lensed spectacles perched on his nose, blinked owlishly.

			In contrast, Mrs. Makepeace, a comfortable-looking matron with what Sebastian hoped he was correctly reading as an unruffleable composure, looked decidedly intrigued. It was she who declared, “By all means, Mr. Trantor, do proceed. You perceive us agog.”

			A swift glance at Mr. Makepeace suggested that might well be true; behind the thick lenses, his blue eyes gleamed shrewdly.

			Sebastian proceeded with all due caution. “I should preface my explanation by informing you of my situation. My brother, Viscount Coningsby, has been unable to provide the family with the heir needed to ensure the title and entailed estates remain in safe hands. Consequently, I’ve agreed to step forward and do my duty by the family by marrying and begetting the required heir. Prior to this year, I had not planned to wed. Since returning from the wars, I’ve been pursuing my long-held interest in ciphers, codes, and ancient texts, and have been restoring Grimoldby Abbey, in Lincolnshire, into a suitable house for myself and my library.”

			As he’d hoped, Mr. Makepeace now looked as intrigued as his wife. He went on, “As anyone in the ton will tell you, since the beginning of the Season I’ve been attending the usual balls and parties, attempting to identify a young lady suitable to take as a wife. All to no avail. Last night, I attended Lady Rothbury’s ball. Despairing of finding any suitable parti there, but expecting to meet my aunt, Lady Fothergill, once she arrived, for the interim I took refuge in his lordship’s library. I was reading when your daughter, Miss Tabitha Makepeace, entered the room.”

			“She was attending a ball?” Mrs. Makepeace cast a puzzled glance at her spouse.

			Mr. Makepeace observed, “Trantor here saw her in the library, not the ballroom.” He waved at Sebastian to continue. “I daresay that was her goal—I can’t imagine her willingly whirling down any floor.”

			Sebastian kept his lips straight, inclined his head. “Indeed. She was dressed for the event, but dancing wasn’t her purpose. It transpired she was on a mission of sorts—one that, after I surprised her in the act of execution, so to speak, she consented to explain to me. In confidence, a confidence I am honor-bound to preserve. However, I believe I can say that I consider her mission and her motives both laudable and honorable, and I subsequently volunteered to assist her in achieving her goal.”

			Mrs. Makepeace’s puzzlement was now colored by curiosity. “You surprised her in the library—and thereafter she told you what she was about?”

			He felt compelled to admit, “I have a talent that she lacks yet requires in order to proceed with her mission. Regardless, I am not insensible of her trust.” He drew breath, went on, “Indeed, my appreciation of her trust played a definite part in what happened next. In short, we were engaged in pursuing her goal when we were discovered in the library by Lord Rothbury, Lady Castor, and Mrs. Atkinson.”

			Mrs. Makepeace pulled a face. “Rothbury you might have talked your way past, but the other two are inveterate gossips.” Her eyes lit. “So you were engaged on a secret mission with Tabitha that resulted in you and she being caught in a potentially compromising situation. What did you do?”

			“In order to explain our presence there, alone in private, I declared that Miss Makepeace and I had repaired there to plight our troth—that she had just done me the honor of agreeing to be my wife.”

			Both Makepeaces’ eyes flew wide.

			Sebastian hurried on, “As I have assured Miss Makepeace, if, once her mission is complete, she wishes to dissolve our engagement, she may do so in whatever way she chooses. I will abide by her decision, whatever it may be.” Searching the elder Makepeaces’ faces, he chose his words with care. “However, I will confess that, despite the brevity of our acquaintance, I find Tabitha much more to my taste as a wife than any of the flibbertigibbets inhabiting the ton’s ballrooms. I therefore find myself in an unusual situation.”

			Neither of his listeners made any comment; their attentive expressions encouraged him to continue. “In pursuing her goal, Miss Makepeace will court a certain danger, and while I respect and support her objectives, I cannot in all conscience allow her to be exposed to that danger—not when I can shield her from it. Consequently, regardless of all other circumstances and considerations, I will not step back from aiding and protecting her. I will continue to assist her with her mission until it is concluded and all danger is at an end. For that reason alone, I would ask for your indulgence in allowing our unexpected betrothal to stand, and for your assistance in supporting the protective facade for however long it is required.”

			Pausing, he met both Makepeaces’ eyes. “However, I also wish to declare my interest in preserving the fiction of our engagement—specifically my intention to pursue Miss Makepeace’s consent to making what has commenced as a mere facade into a reality. I’m therefore requesting your permission to pay my addresses to her, albeit in an unconventional way. In order to progress with her mission, it will be necessary for me to spend considerable time in her company, and I intend to use that time ... I suspect the correct phrase is, to woo her.”

			Both Makepeaces blinked. Before either could speak, he went on, “From comments she let fall, I understand that she views herself as unmarriageable, certainly incontrovertibly on the shelf. I don’t agree with that assessment, but I foresee that it might require a certain degree of persuasion to convert her to my view—to convince her that, while she may not be the conventional, perfect wife, she may yet be the perfect wife for me.”

			He fell silent and, clasping his hands behind his back, waited.

			Mrs. Makepeace looked even more fascinated. “You intend to use the opportunity presented by the situation to woo Tabitha?”

			“In a nutshell, yes.”

			“And,” Mr. Makepeace said, “in order to proceed with both courtship and mission unhindered, you’re asking us to support and lend credence to the charade of your betrothal.”

			Sebastian nodded. “With a view to transforming the charade into reality—to convincing Tabitha that we should.”

			“Excellent!” Mr. Makepeace beamed, then turned to his spouse. “I rather think we ought, don’t you, my dear? This scheme sounds like the sort of odd approach that might work.” He glanced smilingly up at Sebastian. “And clearly Trantor here will fit into the family.”

			To Sebastian’s relief, after regarding him intently for several moments, Mrs. Makepeace nodded decisively. “Quite.” She smiled, looking remarkably content. “I commend you, sir—your approach would do even my husband proud.”

			Husband and wife exchanged an affectionate glance.

			Sebastian didn’t make the mistake of thinking either elder Makepeace anything other than exceptionally shrewd. He bowed with real gratitude. “Thank you, ma’am. Sir. I will strive to live up to your expectations.”

			Mrs. Makepeace’s smile was unnervingly understanding. “I believe you will, sir, but that’s Tabitha’s footsteps hurrying this way, so let us end by wishing you the best of luck.”

			Mr. Makepeace murmured, “Hear, hear.”

			Sebastian had presented himself at the front door at precisely nine o’clock—the earliest minute any polite caller could seek entrance to a gentleman’s residence. He’d reasoned that the elder Makepeaces would be available, most likely having just finished breakfast, but that Tabitha, having been out until late, would probably still be abed.

			His strategy had proved sound. He could only give thanks that his timing had allowed him and the elder Makepeaces to reach an understanding before the advent of his betrothed. His unconventional intended.

			He braced himself to meet her again.

			The door burst open. Tabitha entered in a rush of air and energy. Her hair a semi-tamed mass of burning curls framing her heart-shaped face, she stared at him, then at her parents, her expression one of outright shock. “Ah ...” She brought her gaze back to him. “What are you doing here?”

			Sebastian arched his brows. “Naturally, I came to discuss our situation with your parents.” She was wearing a plain, light green morning gown and looked as delectable as a fresh apple—crisp and tart with an underlying sweetness.

			Stunned anew, Tabitha swallowed, then looked at her parents. “I ... we—had to put it about that we’re engaged.”

			Her mother beamed. “Yes, dear, we know. Mr. Trantor kindly explained all about your mission—well, no details, of course—he wouldn’t break your confidence—but that he’s assisting you, and to do that, and excuse your presence in Rothbury’s library last night, it was necessary to invoke the facade of an engagement.”

			Before Tabitha could respond, her father remarked, “Quick and nimble thinking. Quite impressive.”

			She wasn’t all that surprised that her father would appreciate such an aspect, but ... “Unfortunately, as Lady Castor and Mrs. Atkinson were privy to Trantor’s declaration, it’ll be all over town by now, and as you well know, there’ll be repercussions. Talk. Speculation to an outrageous degree.”

			“Indeed.” Her mother smiled with satisfaction. “It’ll be delightfully entertaining watching everyone exercising their imaginations—all to no purpose, of course.”

			Tabitha frowned, trying to interpret her parents’ attitude. “You seem ... remarkably complacent over this.”

			“Of course, dear—how could we not be? You don’t seriously imagine we’d do anything to curtail your mission, whatever it may be. If Trantor believes it to be ... I believe his description was ‘laudable and honorable’—then clearly it behooves us to support you in this, and if assisting in a sham betrothal is what’s required, then of course your father and I will stand behind you. Or behind you and Mr. Trantor, as happens to be the case. Hoodwinking the entire ton—not that they’ll ever know of it—is well within our scope.”

			Her mother sent a smiling—approving and amused—glance at Trantor.

			Tabitha’s wits were still reeling; her stomach remained clenched tight. She could barely credit that Trantor had, unaided, having never met her parents before, managed to not only smooth over the situation—without disclosing the details of her mission—but had succeeded in gaining her parents’ support. Their absolutely essential support. And all in fifteen minutes.

			Her maid, tipped off by Biggs, the butler, had come rushing up to inform her a gentleman by the name of Trantor—the same gentleman who had driven home in the carriage with her last night—was closeted with her parents in the drawing room. She’d leapt from her bed, and had wasted only the minutes necessary to be decent

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/logo_fmt.jpeg
£ HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/images/9780061749254_Cover.png
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLERS
STEPHANIE

- LAURENS

~ BALOGH

. JACQUIE D'ALESSANDRO
““CANDICE HERN

; o
i “@x;. Erl

o e
It Happened One Season






