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Prologue




London, 1808

“Leave convincing the Crown to me, Charles.”

Charles Isley leaned back in the comfortable seat in his companion’s theatre box. Through the shadows, he could hardly see her face, though he knew it well. She was, after all, one of the most influential and well-liked matrons of the ton. If her equals knew of her daring scheme, they would never believe it.

And that was a key element of her plans.

“Very well, my lady.” He gave a nod. “I’ll defer to your greater influence on that subject. But that still leaves us with matters to resolve. You wish to form a group of female spies. Widows, so they will not be shocked by the reality of the world of underground criminals; ladies of society, so they might have access to the most powerful people in the Empire. Have you anyone in mind?”

“We will need more than one lady, of course. They can assist each other if they work together. But I want you to approach them individually, so we can keep this as quiet as possible. I have decided on the first lady.”

Her ladyship’s skirt rustled as she reached for a reticule from a maid who stood beside her shoulder. She withdrew a list of names Charlie had collected for her a few weeks prior, unfolded the page and looked at it. In the dim lamplight, he saw that she had made notations beside many of the names, though he could not make out the words.

“Keep me in suspense no longer, then. Who have you chosen as your first lady spy?”

He heard the smile in her voice. “Meredith Sinclair is a fine candidate from the collection you presented me.”

He nodded. “I agree. She is very popular, as well as intelligent. And she lost her husband a few months ago.”

“She has always been a shining diamond in society. And she has a certain grace about her, a strength in her movements that leads me to believe she could handle the more physical aspects of the training she will have to endure.”

He pulled a small notebook from his pocket and wrote down the lady’s name. A thrill of excitement rushed through him as he stared at the swirl of his handwriting.

“I shall contact her immediately, my lady,” he said with a smile.

“Very good, Charlie.” Her ladyship lifted a hand in farewell as he got to his feet and made for the hallway in the theatre. “Very good.”









    

Chapter 1




1812

Meredith Sinclair held her breath as she knelt before the safe, a lock pick clamped between her teeth and a candle flickering on the floor as she gave the door a pull. Her lips tilted into a smile around the pick as the safe door swung open, revealing two identical velvet boxes.

Withdrawing them both, she pulled a tiny magnifying glass from the pocket of the fitted gentleman’s trousers she wore as a disguise and removed the first necklace from its box. She barely held back a gasp of pleasure at the beauty of the piece. The diamonds sparkled in the glow of the candlelight and the amethysts reflected a violet so rich and deep that it was worthy of a king.

She dipped her head and examined the piece. When she didn’t find what she had been looking for, she opened the second box, to reveal a necklace that was identical to the first in all ways.

“All ways but one,” she murmured to herself with a smile as she found the tiny mark on one stone that indicated a forgery. She replaced the real necklace in its case and put it into her bag, then got to her feet.

Carefully, she slipped from the room and down the dim hallway to the servants’ entrance she had paid a disgruntled footman to leave open for her. The home was silent as a grave, its occupants at a party across London, where they were no doubt scouting out their next piece of jewelry to steal. The servants had the night off or were in their quarters.

It was all too easy.

Meredith stifled another smug smile as she made her way into the garden behind the estate. In a few short steps she would be in her waiting carriage hidden around the corner and on her way back home. Another case solved.

The thought had no more than passed through her head when she heard a shout behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see three men burst from the home in her direction.

“Damn it,” she muttered as she started to run. The door leading from the garden onto the street was still a good twenty feet away.

That was when the first shot whizzed past her ear. Without breaking stride, Meredith looked back to see the second man lifting his gun as the first man fell behind to reload.

She dropped her shoulders and darted to the left as she reached the garden door, just as a second bullet slammed into its wooden face and splintered wood flew in all directions. She grabbed the door handle and pulled…

Only to find it had been relocked since her entry into the home not half an hour before.

A wide variety of curses passed through Meredith’s mind, but she didn’t utter them. For one, she had to save her breath for running, and two, since she was in disguise, she didn’t want her pursuers to know she was a woman. That would only complicate matters.

She bounded along the garden wall in hopes she would find something to be her salvation. And then it appeared. A wheelbarrow propped against the wall by some helpful gardener.

“Thank you patron saint of spies,” she murmured as she jumped onto the rounded top of the wheelbarrow, balanced for a brief moment, then braced her hands along the garden wall and pushed herself over the top.

She hit the cobblestone below with a jarring force that made her teeth rattle, but was instantly on the move again. Her carriage was parked in sight in the dark shadow of a nearby building, and her driver had turned, looking for her. Likely he had heard the gunfire inside the garden, for his own rifle was raised to cover her if need be.

With a yank, Meredith pulled the carriage door open and dove inside.

“Go, Henderson!” she called as another bullet shattered the glass window on the door. She reached back and pulled the damaged door shut as she flattened herself against the floor in case her pursuers fired again. “Drive!”

The horses had already begun to move before the second order left her lips. They roared forward under Henderson’s skilled whip, leaving her hunters behind, their loud curses echoing along the quiet streets.



Ah, the life of a lady spy. Running from gunmen at midnight, overseeing a charity meeting by tea time. Meredith smiled. Somehow she doubted that the gentlemen who protected the Empire were doing the same.

“That is all the old business we have to review,” Anastasia Whittig, one of her partners, said as she removed her wire-rimmed spectacles. “As always the Sisters of the Heart Society for Widows and Orphans’ charity ball was an enormous success.”

Their other partner, Emily Redgrave shrugged. “These events always are. But who cares about some stuffy ball?” She turned her sparkling blue stare on Meredith. “You have new business, don’t you?”

Meredith couldn’t suppress her wicked grin. She’d been fighting the urge to crow from the rooftops since her arrival. “I do.”

As her friends watched, she reached into her reticule and withdrew the box she’d pilfered the night before. Ana and Emily leaned forward in anticipation when she removed the top and held up the necklace that lay within the folds of protective velvet. The jewels flashed sparkles in the afternoon sun.

For a moment a heavy silence hung in the room, but then Emily let out a sigh of delight and carefully took the piece from Meredith’s hands. She held it against her throat.

“My God, Merry, it’s beautiful! Even more exquisite than the sketches led us to believe,” Emily squealed as she turned to the mirror above the mantelpiece and examined herself with the diamonds draped around her neck.

“Yes. I could scarcely draw breath when I took the piece from the safe.” Meredith sighed.

Anastasia eyed the two women with a purse of her lips. “Is it wise to bring the jewelry here? It’s against protocol.”

Meredith looked at Ana with a wry grin. Her friend was talented and beautiful, but she lived by rules always.


“I decided to hang regulations and protocol this once.” At Ana’s gasp of horror, she continued quickly, “At any rate, Charles gave me permission to let you see the fruits of our latest labor. He’ll be by to retrieve the necklace in just a few moments and deliver it to the Watch.”

Emily spun from the mirror with a scowl. She set the jewels back into their case and folded her arms with displeasure.

“It seems so unfair that we do all the hard work, put our very lives at risk and some ridiculous officer of the Watch, who probably couldn’t find his own—”

Meredith arched a brow. “Emily.”

Emily shook her head. “Whether I’m vulgar or not, the sentiment remains the same. The Watch will get recognition for the recovery. For heaven’s sake, Meredith, you were shot at during this investigation! Don’t you feel you deserve some acknowledgment for that?”

Meredith folded her arms. “And just how do you know I was shot at?”

“I have investigative skills, remember?” When Meredith lifted her eyebrows in disbelief, Emily shrugged. “Oh, very well. Henderson said something about needing to replace the glass in the carriage door. But you are avoiding the question!”

Meredith sighed. “Emily, when we were chosen to join The Society we realized what hard and dangerous work spying would be, and that others would always receive the accolades for our efforts.”

Emily threw up her hands in disgust and paced away.

Meredith continued, “At any rate, Lady Devingshire’s property will be returned and that is what matters most.”

Ana nodded. “And if we were given credit for our work, Lady M wouldn’t be able to give us new cases. Our lives as spies would be over. You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

Emily let out a low sigh. “No, Ana. I wouldn’t. I’m being silly, as usual. We did our duty.”

“You did, indeed, ladies,” a male voice said as the parlor door opened. “And Lady M thanks you, much less reluctantly than the Crown.”

Meredith spun toward the door with a wide smile as she watched the middle-aged gentleman enter. Charles Isley was portly through the stomach, and the thinning hair that swept across his bald spot disguised the shining skin beneath. But his rosy cheeks were filled with cheerful color, and his smile for Meredith and her friends was genuine.

“Charlie!” she said as she got to her feet, crossing the room with both hands outstretched. He took them and gave them a squeeze.

“Fine, fine work, Merry,” he said with a crooked grin. “Though we could have done without the theatrics last night.”


She shrugged as she tossed a smile over her shoulder at her companions. “I had no choice but to jump over the wall. It was that or be shot.”

“Quite so.”

He tried to look stern, but the twinkle in his eyes was anything but. It reminded her of the night he first approached her and changed the course of her life forever. He’d offered her a place in the small band of female spies being formed by a mysterious woman of power in society.

Within weeks she found herself standing in this very home, meeting the other two women who were to be her partners. The training had been long and arduous, over two years honing their mental and physical skills.

And then the assignments had come. Investigations into treachery in the war against Napoleon. Cases that involved murder. Theft. Even thwarting an attempt on Princess Charlotte’s life. The last four years had been thrilling, and it was all thanks to Charles Isley and their mysterious benefactress, whom they only knew as Lady M.

“Meredith?” Charles cocked his head. “I asked if you have the necklace.”

She shook away her thoughts with a nod. “My apologies, Charles, I was wool-gathering. Of course I do.”

She turned to the table and handed him the box she had set there earlier. Charlie opened it for a quick peek and gave her a swift nod. “Very good. Thank you.”

“Don’t only thank me,” she insisted with a wave to her friends. “It was Ana’s inventions that helped me find the correct vault and break the lock. And Emily’s meticulous research helped determine which necklace was the forgery.”

He nodded. “You know I thank you all. But I’m afraid I can offer you no respite from work this time.”

“You have a new case for us already?” Meredith leaned forward with giddy anticipation. She hated the quiet times between cases.

Ana shook her head. “Honestly, Charlie, there isn’t any way I could take a field assignment right now. I’m working on a new project here and I shall have to encode my notes on this case for the records—”

Charles held up a hand. “Don’t worry, Ana, Meredith will be the one doing the fieldwork.”

As Anastasia breathed a sigh of relief, Emily pursed her lips. “That isn’t fair! Merry got the last field assignment.”

Meredith stuck out her tongue playfully and got the same in return from her best friend.

Charlie rolled his eyes at their girlish display. “Fair or not, this is the only way. Would you like the particulars?”

Meredith nodded. “Go ahead, Charlie. What’s the case?”


He pulled his pipe and a bit of tobacco from his front pocket. As he tamped the tobacco into the bowl, he took a seat beside the fire. “I’m sure you’ve all heard of the upcoming auction at the Genevieve Art House?”

Meredith nodded. “Of course. It promises to be quite an event. It was all the talk at The Society’s ball last week.”

“Recently there have been two incidents at Genevieve’s. In the last, a painting was stolen.”

“Is that all?” Emily asked with a burst of exasperated breath. She threw up her hands in disgust. “Whatever happened to defending Crown and Country? I thought that was our duty, not to return stolen jewels to a spoiled duchess or find some silly painting for an art house auction.”

He shook his head. “There is more to this case than a mere stolen painting, Emily!”

Meredith met his eyes. “What is it?”

Charlie looked at her evenly. “We believe the person who stole the painting is a man of rank and title. A man with whom you had an acquaintance in the past.”

Meredith sucked in her breath through her teeth. “Who?”

“Tristan Archer.”

The room spun off kilter as Meredith struggled to keep her face benign and unaffected. It took all her training to prevent herself from physically backing away.


“The Marquis of Carmichael?” she croaked out, her voice strained by the effort it took to remain neutral.

“The very one.” He watched her carefully, scrutinizing her every move and affectation.

She reacted accordingly, letting out a light laugh that didn’t reflect her inner turmoil. “Charlie, that is madness. Tristan Archer has twenty thousand pounds a year at minimum. He is the owner of over five thriving properties. He would have no reason to steal a painting.”

He took a puff from his pipe. “That may be so, but this is not the first time the auction house was tampered with. About a week ago Genevieve came down from his apartments above stairs to find the very same painting taken from its place and left propped against a wall. At the time, he believed he or his staff might have done it themselves and simply forgotten. But when he found the item missing, he realized no one would have cause to move the painting.”

Meredith nodded as she clicked another bit of evidence together in the puzzle of her mind. “Could a robbery have been interrupted the first time?”

He shook his head. “No. There was no evidence a thief was disturbed in the midst of a robbery. Lady M believes the first attempt was not about removing the painting.”

She thought of the possibilities, mulling over why a thief would remove a piece of artwork from its rightful place, but not take it outright when given the chance.

Meredith’s mouth dropped open as a possibility occurred to her. “Whoever tampered with the painting the first time was adding something to it, not taking something away. And whoever stole it was retrieving the information the first thief put there, possibly because the painting had already been sold and he couldn’t buy it outright.”

“That is our belief,” Charlie said with a small nod.

“By God,” Emily said from behind her.

Meredith started. She’d been so wrapped up in her investigative process, she’d all but forgotten her two friends.

Ana smiled. “You’re brilliant, Merry! But what does Lady M believe was added?”

Charlie set his pipe down and stood to pace to the fireplace. “Any manner of information could have been transferred in such a way. There have been rumblings about traitorous counterspies utilizing such covert methods. Whatever it was, it was sensitive enough that those involved wanted to do it surreptitiously.”

Meredith nodded. Her heart throbbed, but not with the normal anticipation that preceded the beginning of a case. This emotion was not the thrill of discovery or the excitement of formulating a detailed plan of attack.


It was dread.

“Why do you suspect Tristan Archer?” she asked softly.

Charles cocked his head at her tone. “We did not choose Carmichael for our pleasure, Meredith. In fact, Lady M’s first reaction was as shocked as your own. The man has never shown himself to be anything less than gentlemanly. But Genevieve says the day after he sold the painting, Carmichael came to the art house offering an exorbitant amount of money for the piece.”

Emily arched a brow. “And Genevieve wouldn’t sell?”

Charlie shook his head. “He refused to renege on the prior bargain he made. Apparently, Lord Carmichael grew very angry and stormed out of the auction house.”

Meredith’s heart sank. “What more is there?”

“Witnesses saw a carriage bearing the Carmichael crest departing the auction house the night of the robbery. When other investigators questioned his lordship about his whereabouts, he was quite uncooperative and ultimately gave us an alibi that was later proven false. Worse, he has been keeping very bad company of late. There is no getting around it. Carmichael has something to hide. An investigation is in order.”

Meredith straightened her shoulders. Duty. She had to remember her duty. She’d sworn an oath and she could not break it. Not for anyone. Not even the man who had saved her life on a dark night long ago.

“Yes, Charlie. Of course.”

He nodded. “Carmichael is hosting a ball tomorrow evening. I’ve obtained an invitation for both you and Emily. While she conducts a quick search of the home, you’ll reacquaint yourself with the Marquis and determine your next action.”

Charlie took the velvet box containing the necklace Meredith had recovered and long forgotten. With a smile for the three women, he said, “Meanwhile, I’ll send over a list of Carmichael’s associates for Ana to research. I know you three will discover the truth and intercept any transfer of valuable information. Now, if you will excuse me, I must deliver this to the Watch. Good day, ladies.”

Emily and Ana responded, “Good afternoon, Charles.”

Meredith couldn’t bring herself to answer as she paced to the window and looked outside.

Emily took a few steps forward as Charles left. “Merry, how do you know Carmichael? You’ve never spoken about him, yet it’s clear this assignment and the possibility that his lordship is a traitor upsets you greatly.”

Ana nodded as Meredith turned to face her two friends. Emily’s blue eyes were focused on her with an intensity she usually reserved for target practice, and Ana had removed her spectacles. Meredith’s stomach clenched. Her sister spies knew her far too well for comfort at times.

“Even Charlie could see you were conflicted,” Ana said. “Who is Tristan Archer to you?”

Meredith utilized her training to cover the tangled emotions that burned within her. “Lord Carmichael was a friend of my cousin’s when I was a girl, nothing more.”

Ana’s forehead scrunched and Emily opened her mouth to speak, but Meredith rushed on, “If we are attending a ball tomorrow, I have arrangements to make, and so do you, Emily.”

“But—” Emily began, her icy blue eyes watching Meredith’s every move with rising suspicion.

Meredith needed to get out of the house before Emily and Ana wrestled the truth from her. The truth she wasn’t ready to think about, let alone speak.

“Good afternoon,” she called over her shoulder as she fled into the foyer, hands trembling. She nodded to the butler as she left, then climbed into her waiting carriage. But once inside, her emotions rushed back, flutterings around her heart that she was normally able to distance herself from. And they were so very, very dangerous. Because the last thing she needed was to feel some kind of tenderness for a man.

Especially one who could turn out to be the worst kind of traitor.







    

Chapter 2




As Meredith passed through the massive mahogany doors into Lord Carmichael’s ballroom, her stomach flipped. With a scowl, she willed herself to calm down. What was she so upset about? If Tristan really was a traitor, the fact that she once found him dashing and handsome did not signify. Nor did the fact that he’d saved her life then avoided her like she was cursed afterward.

She was a spy, damn it! And a good one at that. She couldn’t let silly remembered emotions cloud her judgment.

She cast a side glance at Emily. Her friend was smiling sweetly, but she scanned the crowd with focused intent. It was difficult to make out any one person of interest in the jammed ballroom. She hadn’t seen such a crush in a while, but late Season gatherings were often the busiest.

“Ana gave you the list of people to look for?” Meredith asked as she flipped her fan open and waved it slowly to circulate the stifling air around her face. Only she and Emily knew a knife blade was hidden within the handle, ready to be released with the slightest press of a hidden mechanism. The fan was courtesy of Ana’s inventive mind.

“Yes,” Emily said as they moved forward. “It’s too bad we can never coax her into the field. Her intellect is stunning.”

Meredith nodded. Ana was a master code maker and breaker, inventor of most of the special weapons and items they used in the field. But she claimed to prefer working in the office to putting her life in immediate danger. Meredith couldn’t imagine finding comfort behind a desk, deciphering information others retrieved. No, she lived for the thrill of the chase, the heat of the hunt, and the slow piecing together of evidence in order to determine a suspect’s guilt or innocence.

“There are so many people; it’s going to be difficult to determine who our targets are.” Meredith sighed.

She glanced over the crowd a second time, pausing to wave at a few friends as she slipped on the mask of favorite widow of the ton. Being popular and sought after gave her entry to locations crucial to their cause.

Emily made a subtle gesture at the crowd. “There is Lord Carmichael now. This is the perfect time for you to renew your acquaintance, don’t you agree?”

Meredith turned in the direction Emily indicated and sucked in her breath. Indeed, Tristan did stand a stone’s throw away, leaning on a pillar. At present he was alone.

She drank in the sight of him. He was as dashing as ever, dark and handsome like the images that sometimes still haunted her dreams. But this was no vision. Tristan’s green eyes flitted up from time to time as he looked at the crowd around him or acknowledged a friend. They pierced even from a distance.

He pushed a strand of dark, slightly too long hair away from his eyes before he took a sip of his drink and turned away. She shivered. How could he be even more handsome after all these intervening years?

“Merry?” Emily hissed.

She shook away her distraction. “Yes, this is the perfect time, I agree.” She glanced at the grandfather clock beside the ballroom’s double doors. “Let’s meet on the terrace in three-quarters of an hour.”

“That should give me more than enough time to make my first search. Be careful.” Emily slipped into the crowd, disappearing in a wash of colorful gowns and laughing people.

Drawing a deep breath, Meredith refocused on Tristan. He smiled as he said a few words to a passing servant, and her heart lurched as she remembered, once again, his kindness to her as a child. She didn’t want to believe he could be a vile betrayer, despite the evidence of his involvement in the plot to steal the painting. But if he was implicated in one aspect of that crime, she had to assume he was aware of its underlying motive.

But there was only one way to determine the truth. With a shaky smile, she headed in his direction.

Her case had officially begun.



Tristan Archer sipped his drink, but the sharp burn of alcohol did nothing to quell his uneasiness. He couldn’t recollect a time when he actually enjoyed a party like this. Even long before his life grew complicated, he hadn’t taken pleasure in the frivolous gaiety and social backstabbing that flew at him from every corner. He could easily spend a night talking to a hundred people and not recall having an interesting or meaningful conversation with one of them.

He would have ceased hosting such events and cut down on his attendance if he had a choice in the matter. But a man of rank was expected to host soirees like this one. It was one of the things his father had ground into him during unending lectures about how he was expected to behave once he was Marquis. Even now, after all these years, he could still hear his father’s voice. It echoed in his ears so often.

Even if he hadn’t been doing his best to live up to his familial expectations, he wouldn’t have been able to escape social interaction. These parties had also become his link to unappealing, but unfortunately necessary, elements.

With a sigh, he lifted his glance and found himself staring at Meredith Sinclair. His heart began to race like he’d run a league, just as it always had. She was coming toward him, steering through the chattering crowd with the wide smile that was her most charming attribute. He’d seen it countless times over the years in ballrooms and drawing rooms all over London, but the expression hadn’t been pointed in his direction for a very long time. That was his own fault, of course. He had done his best to avoid contact with her over the years.

There was no doubt her smile drew people to her. While most women of their circle hid behind fans and handkerchiefs and demure turns of their heads, Meredith put her soul into her smile. It was inappropriately wide and honest and often flashed at times when most in the ton wouldn’t dare show amusement.


And now she stopped in front of him, her face open and filled with a light he’d almost forgotten existed. He fought to draw breath against a swell of unexpected emotion and desire as he acknowledged her with a wordless nod.

“Good evening, Lord Carmichael,” she said with a little curtsey. After he returned an awkward bow of his own, she continued, “You must forgive my impertinence at approaching you without a formal introduction, but I could not wait to congratulate you on a most excellent party.”

He blinked. Party? Oh yes, the buzzing annoyance he had all but forgotten. Of course she would enjoy it, as she was his polar opposite. Meredith had always been very popular, but even more so since she’d come out of mourning for her late husband.

He remembered his manners with difficulty and returned her smile with a rusty one of his own. He hadn’t utilized it for so long that it felt strange. He could only hope he didn’t look as ghoulish as he felt.

He cleared his throat. “No apology necessary, my lady. After all, we do know each other, don’t we? There is no need for a formal introduction between old friends.”

As soon as he said the words, he longed to retrieve them. After such a long time, she probably didn’t recall their brief acquaintance as children, or even the one dark night of near tragedy they shared. The muscle in his jaw popped with the long buried memory, but he shook away the anger that still accompanied thoughts of that evening. Those powerful reactions were exactly why he had fought so hard to stay away from Meredith.

Her face softened and her smile faded with memory. “Oh, that was a long time ago, wasn’t it? I wasn’t sure you remembered. Certainly, we’ve not spoken since—” She broke off, and for a moment he saw powerful emotions in her eyes. “—since you last came to my aunt and uncle’s estate,” she finished with a benign smile that wiped away any earlier reaction.

He dipped his chin. Memories of those carefree days were bittersweet. He had no real responsibilities then, fewer expectations. And no secrets. If only he had realized the prison his life would soon become, he might have savored his youth more.

He couldn’t help thinking of Meredith in those days. She had seemed so alone as she followed him at every turn. She even played along as his pirate hostage, dead body, and army private. “Of course I remember, Lady Northam. You were a good sport.”

She laughed, but despite the melodious beauty of the sound, he saw very little joy deep in her eyes. Beauty, yes. But that had been a constant even when she was a young woman. The last time he visited her cousin before they went to school, he took note of the changes in her. How her eyes had a certain light that intrigued him. Her smile, which she rarely flashed during those days, captivated him.

The night he discovered her alone in a run-down pub, just a year after that final visit, it was clear other men noticed her blossoming beauty as well. She was under attack when he found her, in the arms of a brute who would take whatever she was unwilling to give. Seeing her like that, tears streaming down her face as she pleaded to be released, had incited such a rage in him that he’d nearly killed the bastard who dared touch her. He’d forgotten everything else, every duty he held to his family, every inch of control his father demanded of him…and let emotion rule. When he came to his senses later, he knew he could never let himself go like that again. And that meant avoiding Meredith Sinclair. Avoiding the one person who had ever made him feel so powerfully. He had pushed her away, returned to his responsibilities.

It had been damned near impossible to shut her out of his life. Thoughts of her tormented him. He’d even sought her out once more, after she came of age, but she had already married. And that was for the best. It was better to simply see her from a distance at occasional parties, but avoid getting too close.

With a start, he realized she was speaking to him, and attended to her with more focus.

“I am not sure you weren’t the good sport as a child, my lord. I think I must have tormented you with my constant questions and presence.”

“You were never an annoyance,” he said softly.

She blushed, just a tinge of pink that made her creamy skin warm. Is that what she would do if he dared kiss her? The unbidden thought gave him a powerful start. Where had that image come from?

“I’m glad your memory is so poor,” she laughed. “I must say, you were my favorite of my cousins’ friends. How have you been? I heard of your father’s death five years past, and your younger brother’s passing more recently. I was sorry to hear of them both.”

He nodded, but he was hardly listening. He could only watch her lips form words. Such tempting lips, they were, indeed.

“My lord?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

He started. “I’m sorry, my lady. Thank you for your kind words regarding both my losses.”

“I imagine they must have given you an increased responsibility. And at such a young age,” she continued.

He winced. She was being kind, but she had no idea how deeply her words cut. They hit close to the bone. In places he tried to ignore, but that always came to the surface.

He had to wonder, as he always did when these subjects came up: What would his life have been like if he didn’t have those never-ending responsibilities?


What if he didn’t have such ugly secrets?

He shook away the thought as he straightened his shoulders. He did have both those things. And that was why it was better to walk away from the woman before him, rather than lament what he could not have, even if Meredith was now a widow and unattached.

With a second bow he said, “It was a pleasure talking to you again, my lady. I hope you enjoy the rest of the party. Excuse me.”

Meredith’s lips parted in surprise at his sudden dismissal. It took all Tristan’s willpower to turn on his heel and walk away. After a few steps, he allowed himself a last glance over his shoulder. Through the crowd, he saw that she remained in the same spot, eyes wide and fists clenched at her sides.

He sighed as he forced himself to look away. Meredith was a beauty, but she was forbidden fruit. Now more than ever, he couldn’t let his emotions rule him as they always did when he got near her. He had to set his renewed attraction aside. The matters that currently dominated his life were far too important and dangerous to allow even the most pleasant diversion.



Meredith watched Tristan disappear into the teeming crowd, and was pulled by two opposing reactions to their brief encounter, each as strong as the other.


Though they had only exchanged a few brief words, she had enjoyed their time together enormously. Normally, she found these parties boring, despite her false laughter and popularity.

With Tristan, even their benign chatter stuck out in her mind. There was a connection there. A bond that had little to do with their reminiscence over the past. Beneath the casual words they exchanged lay a deeper emotion.

Under any other circumstances, she would have allowed herself to hope they would meet again. That they could continue their dialogue another night. Her desire to delve deeper into her attraction to the man terrified her.

Especially since her second reaction to their conversation was equally powerful.

Tristan Archer was hiding something. His behavior had been…off somehow. He smiled and nodded and said the right things, but in his eyes she saw a flash of desperation. A glint of the emotion that almost always existed in culprits she pursued. Men with secrets were rarely happy and could seldom allow themselves to be at ease, even with those they knew and cared for.

The moment she delved into the realm of his private life, Tristan had thrown manners to the wind and hurried away. It could have been grief that caused him to flee her questions, but she hadn’t seen sorrow in his eyes at the memories she evoked.


She’d seen grim resolve. A hard gleam that said he had no intention of discussing anything that could remotely relate to his true self or the secrets he so desperately wished to hide from the world.

Her heart sank.

With a harsh sigh, she straightened her shoulders and began to make her way through the crowd. Emily would meet with her in less than a quarter of an hour. In that time, she needed to eliminate any emotion from her face. Her friend would surely see her regrets and fears if they still existed. And Emily was already like a hound on the scent of a fox when it came to the relationship she had once shared with Tristan.

With a set jaw, Meredith took a glass of champagne from the nearest footman and headed for the terrace. She could only hope Emily had uncovered some clues that would disprove Tristan’s involvement in the robbery of the painting. And that those clues would tell Meredith if his reaction to her questions was due to some other melancholy, not the guilty conscience of a traitor to King and Country.

As she slipped into the cool air on the terrace, she prayed that would be true.

And knew, deep in her heart, that it was not.







    

Chapter 3




Before she spoke a word, Emily’s face revealed everything Meredith needed to know. In her friend’s blue eyes there glittered the excitement of the hunt. For the first time in four years, Meredith dreaded that flash.

“You found the painting,” she whispered as she looked away from Emily’s excited expression through the ballroom window. In the distance, Tristan stood at the edge of the dance floor speaking to a man she couldn’t see clearly in the milling crowd.

“No,” Emily said. “I cannot yet be certain, but I don’t believe it’s here.”

Meredith’s body clenched with unwanted happiness before she could control it. Tristan’s guilt hadn’t been proven absolutely. She flinched at the relief that flowed through her. Emotion had no place here. Not in her profession.

“What are you thinking?” Emily asked quietly.

Meredith broke her gaze away from Tristan’s solemn face to turn to Emily. Her friend’s eyes met hers with unwavering focus.

“What do you mean?” she asked with an innocent smile.

Emily arched an eyebrow and shook her head. “You are…there is something unusual in your demeanor. Did you have a chance to speak to Lord Carmichael?”

Meredith nodded as their short conversation played over in her head, tormenting her with the questions it stirred. “Yes. We spoke briefly.”

“Did he say or do something that troubled you?”

Meredith paused as she pondered the question. Obviously Emily saw some of the truth in her behavior, but she wasn’t sure how much more she could share. A fact that bothered her as much as Tristan’s conduct. Why did she want to hide important facts from her partner and best friend?

She cleared her throat. “His words themselves were above reproach,” she said with a shrug. “But his manner was questionable.”

Emily touched her arm. “And that concerns you.”


“More than it should.” Meredith sighed as she glanced into the ballroom again. Tristan was now out of her view, but certainly not out of her mind.

Emily hesitated before she said, “You want to believe he’s innocent.”

Meredith nodded. She would not lie.

“Yes, I admit I do. I should enter a case without any decision made about the character of my suspect, but I know Tristan.” She hesitated. Did she really know him anymore? “I hate to believe he could betray that which I hold dear.”

Emily sighed. “Then you shall not like this. As I was coming to meet you, I saw several people from Ana’s list.”

Meredith winced. Tristan had been keeping company with quite a few of The Society’s most dangerous suspects of late. To know that those same villains were inside his home at that very moment went right to her soul, where it sat heavy.

“And?” she asked. “Because by your tone, it’s clear there is more.”

Emily nodded with a grimace. “Tristan was engaged in intense conversation with Augustine Devlin.”

Meredith’s eyes widened until they hurt. Devlin. He was the second in command of a dangerous group of traitors. A man with his hands in so many schemes that he reeked of scandal and ruin.

Her agency and others like it had been pursuing Devlin’s set for years, but had never been able to find sufficient evidence against them, or determine the identity of the leader of their gang. But they were very likely responsible for the deaths and injuries of many good men in duty to the King, both in the military and in the ranks of spies.

“You’re certain it was Devlin?” she asked, and couldn’t control the tremble in her voice.

“I think after pursuing him for so long that I know the bastard,” Emily said through gritted teeth. “Carmichael did not look pleased to be met by Devlin, but he didn’t seem surprised. And he didn’t snub the man.”

Meredith’s heart sank, but she straightened her shoulders nonetheless.

“Then there is no avoiding the truth I have been loath to believe,” she said. “I must move forward with the investigation in earnest. Tristan may truly be involved in plots that endanger our fellow countrymen. If that is so, he and his friends must be stopped before they can transfer whatever information may have been hidden in the painting.”

She rubbed her eyes. How had things come to this? If he was guilty, what had turned Tristan from an honorable man who once defended her life to a traitor?

Emily patted her arm in reassurance. “I am sorry, Merry. I know you didn’t want that to be true of a friend.”


With a shrug of one shoulder, she answered, “If he has done what he is accused of, he is no friend.”

Emily nodded, but she didn’t seem sure of Meredith’s resolve. “I overheard some talk. Apparently the Carmichael family departs London early next week. Tristan and his mother are bound for their country estate, where they host an annual party. The gathering will last a fortnight. Afterward, they often retire to Bath or other outside destinations. I don’t know when he’ll return to London.”

Meredith’s lips thinned. “I must ensure that I follow them to Carmichael. If the painting isn’t in town, it is likely there. The country may even be where the transfer will take place.”

Emily nodded. “I agree. Did Lord Carmichael mention the party to you?”

She shook her head. “No, and I don’t think I could approach him again without rousing his mistrust since we haven’t spoken for so long. But Lady Carmichael is here and may be my best chance to obtain an invitation.”

Wrinkling her brow, Emily looked at her carefully. “Should I attend with you?”

“Attend the party in Carmichael?” Meredith asked. When Emily nodded, she drew back in surprise. “Why in the world would I want that? You’ll be needed here to search the house once the family has left town. And Ana will want your assistance to decipher any information I send from the field.”

“Yes, yes.” Emily waved her off. “But I’m worried about you. I’ve never seen you so grim when starting a case. Your expression is positively tortured. Perhaps it would be better if I were there to help.”

“No!” Meredith turned her back on her friend in preparation to go inside. Emily’s astute observations set her on her heels with surprise. Her friend so easily put words to her own doubts and worries about her involvement in this investigation. “Don’t be ridiculous. I know my duty.”

“But do you know your heart?” Emily called after her.

Meredith froze, clenching her fists at her sides as she turned on her friend. Slowly, she shook her head. “My heart has nothing to do with this, Emily. Nothing at all. Excuse me, I must see Lady Carmichael.”

But as she fled the terrace, she couldn’t ignore that the heart she claimed was not part of her investigation was pounding so loudly she could scarcely hear over it.


Constance Archer, Dowager Marchioness of Carmichael, was much the same as Meredith remembered her. Tristan had inherited his dark hair and piercing eyes from her ladyship. But unlike her son, Lady Carmichael was quick to laugh and seemed to enjoy the pressing demands the party made on her time and company. As Meredith crossed the room, she saw the Marchioness
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