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Chapter 1




London

Spring 1866

“Have you lost your senses, Lady Alexandra?” Professor Atler dropped her report on the desk as if the papers Alexandra had given him held the plague wrapped in black ink.

“Someone in the museum is a thief, Professor,” Alexandra Marshall managed without clearing the hoarseness from her throat. “I have done my research and stand by my findings, sir. This is not a case of misidentification.”

“You are out of line with an accusation of this magnitude. Bloody Christ….”

Professor Atler’s unexpected blasphemy made her flinch, and Alexandra knew in that instant what it must feel like to face the gallows. Kill the messenger had taken on new meaning.

A dim whale-oil lantern provided the only light in a room filled with priceless relics. Mummified corpses lay in wooden boxes beneath glass away from sunlight. She’d long since become accustomed to the unpleasant musty scent that pervaded this paneled chamber, and drew courage from the next breath. But as surely as her gaze dropped to the Mogul decanter in her hand, she knew that she’d sealed her fate.

Her appalling discovery would set the elite academia back on its heels if word of the thievery ever leaked to the wrong people. Someone had tampered with priceless treasures. Someone intimately familiar with the museum’s routine and with antiquities.

“It is not my intention to harm the museum.” She set the once-priceless artifact on the desk. “But I am the one who checked the antiquities in question when they arrived. Someone has replaced the jewels with replicas. Very good synthetics, but fakes nonetheless. Whoever replaced those jewels did so with skill.”

“Some will accuse you of trying to cover up your mistakes with this manner of accusation. Perhaps you erred in your earlier assessment. Have you considered that?”

“I…did not err, sir.” But Professor Atler’s observation had done what he’d meant to do. What if she had erred in identifying the pieces upon their arrival? Folding her hands in her skirts, she kept them from clasping. “I made no mistake.”

“But you are not sure.”

“Every emerald and ruby on that sixteenth century decanter is a fake. The prongs have been tampered with or replaced.” She pointed to the other examples she’d laid out on the desk. “So I went back and looked at more. The emerald elephants from China are perfect replicas of the originals. There is much more that I have not brought here. Someone has gone to a great deal of effort to make sure none of us ever found out.”

“And yet, you alone discovered the deception.”

The inference sent a skein of alarm down her spine. “The light, sir,” she explained. “Synthetic jewels, even those grown in a dish, do not possess the same light spectrum. Behind glass, the differences aren’t as apparent. I’m positive the switch has only recently taken place.”

A bushy brow lifted. “How do you know this?”


“As you know, those displays are changed every three months. When I was preparing the vase for moving, I noted first the prongs, then the gems. I cross-checked that vase with my research and the inventory index.” When he didn’t reply, Alexandra added, “I wrote a report on my findings and wish to begin a full-scale investigation.”

A pair of bronze griffins crouched on each end of the desk. Professor Atler had not looked away from the papers, a decided slump to his thin shoulders. His brown woolen jacket was wrinkled where he’d been hunched over the desk when she’d arrived earlier. Heavy sideburns the color of his graying hair framed his tired face. Alexandra felt pity for him. As the director of this museum, he faced professional annihilation. A scandal of this magnitude would ruin him. Something she’d not considered until this moment.

Heart racing, she dropped her gaze. She’d known Professor Atler most of her life. He was a colleague of her father’s since they’d worked together in the British diplomatic corps. Four years ago upon her graduation from the university, he’d sponsored her at the museum. Since then, she’d already published more papers than most full-time curators had. Her cross-disciplinary studies were in physical anthropology thanks to her father’s passion for exploration. She loved nothing more than to explore a dig for bones. When Professor Atler had first agreed to act as her advisor, he had just completed pioneering work in the field of Egyptology after discovering a cache of royal mummies at Deir el-Bahri near the Valley of Kings. Highly respected and knighted by the queen, he was recently appointed director to the British Museum.

She highly regarded him, which kept her ever vigilant. Alexandra was constantly struggling to prove herself to him, her male colleagues, and to the public who had made her an object of curiosity. A public that focused more on the fact that she was a woman rather than an archaeologist, as if brain matter differed in someone who had breasts.

“Has Lord Ware read this report?” he finally asked.

Unwilling to admit fear of her father’s reaction, Alexandra shook her head. “I came to you first,” she said, confident that he now believed her, that he would side with her findings. “I wish to present this to the trustees before news of the thefts should leak out.”

“So that each member will know where his precious donations have gone? What if you are wrong? What if the mistake is yours?”

Heat warmed her face as the implication of his words became too clear. Professor Atler’s gaze flickered to the Mogul decanter. “If there has been a theft as you allege, the scandal will ruin us all.” He looked at her hard. “Most certainly your father, who sits at the head of that board and in Parliament where we secure financial backing. Our livelihood depends on the benevolence of those who support what we are doing here.”

“So it is better to admit to a mistake in identifying the pieces than to an actual theft?” She could barely voice the words.

Professor Atler looked at her. His slender steel-rimmed glasses softened his brown eyes. “I’m sorry, Alexandra. I truly am.” He ripped the report into pieces and dropped the remains of her whole career into the garbage receptacle beside the cluttered desk. “If you wish to retain any position at all, you will say nothing at this time.”

Alexandra could only gape in disbelief.

“I’ll see this issue properly handled with the trustees.”

Alexandra could not breathe. Anger threatened to erupt past the tightly corseted ribbing of her gown. Without a doubt, she understood politics enough to know where this was headed. Once the scandal was out, she would most likely be transcribing manuscripts in the basement for the remainder of her life, if not outright accused of theft. Everything that she’d worked for would be vanquished to the Hall of Noble Scapegoats. Someone here was a thief. Someone who knew antiquities. How could making her the sacrifice possibly find the felon and solve the crime?

“Professor Atler?”


“Go home, my lady.” He shoved papers into a cracked leather satchel. “For your own sake and that of the museum’s reputation, trust me to handle the internal investigation as I see fit.”



Alexandra stood in front of the long window overlooking one of the most magnificent cities in the world. From the river, London took its beauty from Wren’s skyline of churches, steepled towers, and elaborate stone buildings. St. Paul’s rested on a hilltop. She gazed at the gray tinged dome, made almost invisible by the looming nightfall. Rain pounded the streets below her.

Turning away from the window, she leaned against the wall. Cold seeped beneath her skirts. Unconsciously, she touched the silver locket she always wore tucked beneath her bodice. She must have pulled it out in her nervousness. The silver was warm in her palm.

Drawing in her breath, she stole another glance around the corner. After leaving Professor Atler, she’d waited an hour before she’d gathered enough courage to sneak past the security guard back up to her cramped office. Worn oaken cabinets lined both sides of the corridor. Voices had driven her into hiding behind the flowing palm that had outgrown its pot last year. Now it seemed only the maid remained. Water sloshed in a bucket and the mop scraped the tile floor as she worked her way up the long hallway.

Alexandra squeezed her eyes shut, said a quick prayer, and peeked around the corner. Her corset almost defeated her as she dashed to the room across the hall. She had not returned her key to security for the evening. Mumbling about the real possibility of fainting, she bent and shoved the skeleton key into the lock, working meticulously until she heard the click. Down the hall, the maid continued to mop and softly sing, her pretty voice filling the empty corridor. Alexandra stepped inside and eased the door shut.

The area was lit by small windows, and Alexandra paused, as much to stay the pounding of her heart as to let her eyes adjust to the dimness. A cluttered desk loomed before her. Aged books and manuscripts layered the top in what could only be construed as chaos, but Alexandra had an organized system to her madness. It took her thirty seconds to find the notes from which she’d written her report. Notes that contained file numbers of various tampered pieces in the museum. Alexandra walked through the door to the adjoining storage room. The museum’s accession records contained thousands of catalogued artifacts and bills of lading. Access to the room was open only to essential museum staff. After tomorrow, she would most likely be essential to no one here.

Matching her notes to inventory sheets in which she’d found a discrepancy, she flipped through the signatures at the bottom of each one. A weight seemed to drop into her stomach.

Had she been so blind?

Professor Atler could indeed make a case against her. Checked against the signature on these sheets, her name was the leading specialist, linking her to every tainted artifact.

The realization only made her feel more isolated.

Alexandra tucked each sheet of paper inside a book. Her hands trembled. She wasn’t a thief. Indeed, she never walked the plank of discord, if she could help it. And now she was committing what she was sure would be a felony. But these records were too important.

Anger helped subdue her fear. A decade of studies had inched her forward in the growing field of archaeology, to where few women ever had the opportunity to go. She’d struggled to divine her place in a vocation that belonged solely to the pompous male gender.

But her stubborn persistence to work, her aptness to disappear in a crowded room during functions, had rendered her so invisible that she wondered if anyone would even miss her if she was dismissed. The realization that she had so few allies among her peers brought to the forefront the seriousness of Professor Atler’s accusations. Most of her associates thought her father’s influence on the board had bought her a place at the museum. Lord Ware’s privileged daughter. Few would care if she was replaced.

Alexandra slid her cloak over her shoulders. She would go down the service stairway and out through the Hall of Antiquities with the crowd of patrons leaving for the evening. If no one saw her leave, then no one could put her whereabouts up here after closing.

She reached for the doorknob when it suddenly jiggled.

Alexandra’s hand froze.

The security guard always did one final check of the rooms after the floor closed for cleaning, but she had already seen him leave. Professor Atler must have sent someone around again. Maybe he’d noted her missing key.

With her notes in hand, Alexandra moved behind the door’s spine, her back pressed to the wall, her eyes cast toward the ceiling. She flung her gaze to the door leading to the adjoining storeroom.

“Lud, Dickie,” a soft feminine voice shattered Alexandra’s paralysis. “You scared the daylights out of me. What are you doing here?”

Alexandra couldn’t hear the man’s muffled reply above her racing heart. It took her longer than it should have to realize that the two were quite occupied in a kiss.

Without waiting to hear what would happen outside, Alexandra wedged the other door open and slipped through the adjoining storeroom. A few minutes later, she was downstairs in the main hall, leaving the museum with a throng of people. She would not be able to return her key tonight.

Outside the main door, a tableau of the African plains greeted visitors of the British Museum. Three giant giraffes, and other wildlife depicted, had enthralled young and old alike for years. A guard watched the long marble staircase that led downstairs. Easing the hood of her cloak over her hair, Alexandra covered her head. Her coifed hair did not allow much room. Since she’d never developed the skill to lie, even the simplest exchange of dialogue would give her away as a criminal. She wore her guilt like a bright red halo. A blind man would know the instant she said one word that she was doing something wrong.

Another guard suddenly joined the first. Alexandra abruptly stopped. A woman carrying a baby knocked against her, and she snapped upright. Heart racing, she stepped beside those who were admiring the exhibit on the landing, and waited for her nerve to return before casting a glance over her shoulder. The second guard’s appearance worried her. Her arm bumped the man next to her. Wearing her hood pulled over her head, she kept her head downcast.

The scent of shaving spice, rich with a hint of the exotic, floated over her senses. She realized the velvety scent originated from the neighboring male shoulder she’d bumped. Strangely, as the seconds skipped past, her awareness settled away from the crowd to the man beside her and the feeling that as long as she stood here in the circle of his scent, she was safe. A solid head and shoulders above her, he had an advantage when it came to seeing the details of the display.

“…with some resemblance to giraffes,” she heard him saying to someone on his other side, and all other noise seemed to recede.

His voice was smooth, darkly masculine, and so familiar Alexandra felt her breath stop. She resisted the urge to look up at him.

“I have never seen animals so strange.” A girl giggled, just out of Alexandra’s sight. “I think they are taller than Uncle David.”

“And better-looking. Especially the one in the middle.”

The girl laughed, and Alexandra shifted her gaze. By slow degrees, she relaxed as she listened to their banter. She could see no farther than the gloved hands braced against an elegant cane. The wool frock coat he wore gave no quarter to the expensive fabric that tailored his wrist beneath. He was not a man who flaunted his wealth.

“What is an un…an ungulate?” the feminine voice queried. “Such a silly name.”


Buried in her hood, Alexandra dropped her gaze to the plaque displayed in front of the exhibit.

“Relatives of Bessie, dear heart.” The man’s gloved hand thumped the plaque. “They could be twins.”

The girl laughed as if the assertion were ridiculous, and Alexandra felt the tender camaraderie the two shared. “A cow does not remotely resemble a giraffe.”

“Tell that to the makers of this exhibit,” he said.

“I think I shall,” the girl said.

“Ungulate is a general term for a large, varied group of mammals that includes horses, cattle, and their relatives,” Alexandra finally said, if only to extol the museum’s honor for these two unbelievers. “They are divided into two groups depending on the numbers of their toes. A giraffe is an even-toed ungulate. As is a cow.”

Silence greeted her.

Complete and utter silence.

Still staring straight ahead, she could sense their stares, and, unable to contain the odd satisfaction of having shocked them, Alexandra felt a smile pull at her mouth. Self-adulation was well and good while hiding behind the hood, but she’d never have been so bold otherwise. Indeed, she despised the public eye in which she’d found herself lately with her new appointment to the museum staff.

“What did I tell you?” The man’s voice was laced with humor. “Bessie does have relatives in Africa.”

“And a horse? What would a horse be?” the girl asked.

Alexandra bent forward past her hood to see whether the girl had asked that question of her, and inhaled the male scent of the man beside her. At the same time, she realized that the crowded landing had thinned of people. Voices from downstairs echoed in the huge marble foyer. The guards were no longer at the top of the stairs.

She should leave now. Then her focus narrowed unexpectedly on the girl’s eyes awaiting her reply. “A horse is considered one-toed,” Alexandra said. “An odd-toed ungulate.” That the two seemed willing to invite her into what had become serious dialogue made her add, “As is that rhinoceros.” She pointed to the huge stuffed creature at the end of the display, one horn thrust fiercely toward the phantom sky. The three of them studied the odd creature in deference to her observation.

The girl grunted. “How does one tell the difference between species of elephants?”

“Asian elephants have more toenails on each foot than Africans,” the man offered to the conversation.

Alexandra was impressed that anyone would know that detail. The hood had fallen back on her hair, and she could feel the man straining forward to see more than her profile. “Aye, I’ve counted,” he gallantly elaborated.

For the first time, Alexandra recognized the hint of an Irish brogue, and her heart began to race. The girl choked back a laugh. “Surely there is a simpler way to tell the difference?”

The man’s coat was opened casually. Alexandra’s gaze had lifted past black trousers, a silver paisley waistcoat, and jacket. “Their ears,” he said, leaning forward to better assess her. “Asian elephants have smaller ears than Africans. Asians are usually…from…India.”

Eyes the piercing blue of an Erin sky at sunrise stopped Alexandra’s breath. Slowly, she pulled aside her hood.

“My brother served in India. Tell her, Christopher,” the girl said. The shadows left Alexandra’s face and seemed to fall over his. Those familiar blue eyes froze even as hot color rushed over her face. He seemed momentarily as shocked as she.

Yet, there was something else there in his eyes. Something that was not cold at all.

If only for a moment.

“I’m sure the lady has more important things than to listen to us, imp,” he answered succinctly, all that legendary Donally charm now suppressed behind hooded eyes.

“He served in the Bengal army,” the imp beside him volunteered. “He was knighted by the queen for his service.”

Christopher turned an impatient glance on the girl.


“Yes, I know,” Alexandra said.

Christopher Donally had been an intelligence officer. She also knew that he’d been seriously injured while attached to the northwest provinces. Her gaze dropped to the heavy cane in his hand. It had taken him a year to walk again; a feat that made liars out of the doctors who had sent him home to England. But then Christopher always had a knack for defiance.

She’d been barely older than that girl when last she’d stood this close to him. His black wavy hair was cropped now, enough to still be considered in fashion. His face was hard and lean, with a masculine benevolence just beyond devastating. He’d stepped from the scarlet uniform of his royal regiment to the attire of a gentleman. Yet, there was something inherently more predatory in his appearance that would not be tamed by his civilized appearance. An incredibly handsome appearance.

His starched white collar, a stark contrast to his tanned complexion, marked the signs of a man at ease in two worlds.

Lord in heaven, how had she not known that he was in town?

She peered up at him, suddenly at a loss for words. “How are you, Christopher?”

Christopher regarded her with a distinctively ironical eye. “I’ve never felt better, my lady.”

He didn’t call her by name. “Are you ready, Brea?” He slipped a protective hand beneath the younger girl’s elbow and smiled warmly into her face. “We have an engagement to keep.”

Alexandra’s mind whirled like one of the thousand dust motes that scattered in the dying streamers of light. By his resemblance to the pretty girl at his side, she knew that the dark-haired imp was his sister. Alexandra wondered if Brianna Donally remembered her.

“Sir Donally!” Professor Atler appeared in the corridor.

She could stay no longer. Not with Attila the Hun bearing down on her. “It…was nice to see you again, Sir Donally.”

His eyes narrowed. Perhaps he hadn’t expected the kindness.


At the top of the stairs, Alexandra’s hand went to the railing. Despite everything that told her to keep walking, she stole one last glance over her shoulder. But Christopher was not watching her.

Bent over in conversation with Professor Atler as they walked through the tall doors into the museum, he had not given her a second look. The world had kept turning, when everything inside her had stopped. It was as if she had never been anything to him. Alexandra started to turn away when her gaze hesitated on the blue eyes of the brunette looking over her shoulder. Confusion marred the girl’s brow.

Alexandra’s mouth turned up before she stopped herself. The last time she’d seen Brianna Donally, the girl had been seven, all curls and lace, and the brightest sparkle in her blue eyes.

Ten years was a lifetime ago.

A lifetime to say goodbye to her dreams.

And to her heart.

Keeping her eyes downcast, Alexandra fled down the winding marble staircase. Long ago she’d sworn away her sadness, so she did not understand the tightness in her throat.

Like much of Britain, she’d followed Christopher Donally’s life over the past years. The London press loved him: a son of Erin, born from humble roots, heir to the fortune his father made building London’s first steel railroad. In the years following his return from the service, Christopher had taken the reins of the family company. He’d fought his way back from a near-life-ending injury. He was ruthless in his battle to better the working conditions for those who labored in the foundries and ironworks up north. The commoners applauded his defiance to an establishment that would crush a lesser being.

She wondered which crusade or project of his had brought him to London.

Clutching her book and notes beneath her wrap, Alexandra made her way past the gatehouse to her father’s carriage. Her slippers slapped at the wet stone walkway. The pale moon gave the misty air a chalky glow. London’s lamplighters were out, and she nodded guiltily to the young boy she passed nightly. Her heart sank at the realization that she’d been so engrossed in her own problems that she’d forgotten the wrapped bread in her drawer that she always brought for him from home. Before she could say anything, the footman stepped forward to help her inside the carriage.

Lord Ware sat reading the newspaper, the light in the carriage trapped behind the pages. “Good evening, Papa.” She kissed him dutifully on the cheek, just above his mutton-chop whiskers.

Austere in his black coat and cravat, he consulted the silver watch he carried in his waistcoat. “You’re late, Alexandra.” He reinserted the fob into his pocket. “You know how I abhor waiting.”

She settled her skirts on the richly appointed seat across from him, her notes tucked securely in the book she clutched beneath her cloak. He looked tired, and suddenly her problems with Professor Atler seemed less important.

“How was your day, Papa?”

He folded the newspaper as he read nearer the bottom. “Did you forget that we had a dinner engagement tonight?” he said, peering over his spectacles at her. The carriage jerked forward.

She had forgotten.

“It matters not,” he said. “I’ll dine at the club.”

The rattle of carriage wheels pulled at her thoughts. Alexandra turned her chin and stared out the window at the damp streets. The carriage passed the gardens of Montague House. The east wing held the residences of most of the museum directors.

“Richard Atler was here before you arrived.” Lord Ware studied her before resuming his read. “He chats like a woman.”

“The Atlers are old friends of this family, Papa. Why wouldn’t he say hello to you if he was nearby?”

The last thing she wanted was to bring down Jehovah’s wrath on Professor Atler’s scapegrace son, especially since he was one of the few true friends she had in this life.

She needed desperately to feel something from her father just now. To have him look up at her from his wretched paper and see that she was troubled. See her as something other than an agenda. Professor Atler was his longtime friend. Perhaps if she asked her father to talk to him, Atler would not be so willing to sacrifice her to save his own job.

But another part of her warned about getting him involved in her affairs and the need to handle her problems on her own.

Her hand went to the locket.

She was suddenly angry that she hungered for something she’d never have, that she’d regressed ten years to the naïve girl she’d once been.

“Remove that thing in my presence, Alexandra.”

Her gaze snapped to her father. He had not bothered to take his nose from the newspaper. Without argument, she fumbled for the latch and barely caught the locket before it dropped into her lap.

Alexandra didn’t know which she hated more: That her father’s moods still held the power to terrify her. Or that she no longer had the will to fight him.







    

Chapter 2




“This arrived for you just now, Sir Donally. From your solicitor in London.”

Rain pummeled the house. Dressed casually in his morning coat, Christopher looked over the top of the periodical he’d been reading as his steward approached from the arched doorway of the library.

Christopher disliked the sudden race of his pulse, out of place in the stoic façade of his expression. Though he’d already washed and shaved, he felt the effects of a sleepless night in the stiff bent of his leg.

Last night, he and his sister had arrived home late from the dinner with Professor Atler and his son. He’d not been able to follow her example and sleep. Blaming his insomnia on his leg, he’d paced the library most of the night.

“Sir—” His servant stopped in front of the desk.

Lowering the journal, Christopher took the packet as if the contents inside had not cost him a fortune and a legion of sins to obtain. Yes, Christopher Bryant Donally, the Irish scourge of London’s ton, had been accused of lacking most virtues, but patience was not one.

He’d finally put Donally & Bailey Steel and Engineering on the throne for one of the most prestigious projects of this century. No man was more determined to carve his mark on this society than he. That desire was as deep-rooted as his soul. And nothing would stand in his way: not societal prejudice and not his bloody leg, which would cripple him if he allowed the pain to control him.

Barnaby discreetly turned to leave. Like every other servant in the household, his steward knew his moods.

“Barnaby.” Christopher stopped the man before he’d taken two steps. “Did you invite the courier in for hot chocolate before returning him to his father? It’s a long way back to the London office.”

“But of course, sir.” The aged servant grinned, showing a row of overlapping teeth. “Especially after your sister glimpsed Master Williams’s frozen corpse thawing in your front entryway. She is with him now in the kitchen.”

Christopher frowned. “Is she?”

“Aye, sir. She brightened right up—”

It was the narrowing of Christopher’s eyes that stopped Barnaby’s happy soliloquy. Suddenly Christopher wasn’t thinking about the packet in his hands. He was thinking about Brianna.

“Did anything else arrive with the morning mail?”

“Two contracts came in from your Southwark office.”

“I’ve already gone over them. They’ll be dispatched this afternoon.”

“The British Museum has sent you their eternal gratitude in recognition of your support. You’ve a letter from your brother in Carlisle. The managers at the ironworks in Galloway and Sheffield have sent you your quarterly accounting.”

The older man hesitated, his professional demeanor bending as his obvious affection for the young mistress of the house pervaded his expression. Brianna held all their hearts. “I am sure there will be something for Mistress Brianna in the afternoon mail.”

Christopher dropped the packet beside the empty coffee cup at his elbow. “Don’t patronize me, Barnaby.” He walked with an uneven gait to the liquor cabinet. But did not imbibe. There was not a single bottle of alcohol in this house. He poured a tumbler of water, drawn from his own well. “I’m not blind to what is going on here. And neither are you.”

“No, sir. Will you be wantin’ yer cane, sir?”

Without answering, Christopher raised the tumbler, examining every facet, seeing the beautiful shimmer of expensive cut glass. But no peace of mind. It annoyed him that after six bloody years, his thigh still resisted the change of weather. London’s moody climate was one of the reasons he despised coming here.

But only one.

Christ, he had not expected to run into Alexandra Marshall yesterday at the museum.

With that black thought, he tipped back the glass. “Tell Brianna we’ll attend the opening at the opera. She’ll not be treated like some leper.”

“But you don’t like the opera, sir.”

Professor Atler had given him permission to use the museum box at the theater. It was time he started to make his social rounds. “If Gracie needs anything for Brianna, let me know. My sister has a week to prepare.”

“Yes, sir.” Barnaby’s grin lit with all the subtlety of a Roman candle. “Mistress Brianna has never been to the opera, sir.”

Barnaby bowed out of the room.

Turning his gaze to the empty glass in his hand, Christopher could feel the storm that had descended upon the outskirts of London with all the wrath of a mistress scorned. A fire crackled in the hearth. He leaned one hand against the polished mantel and stared into the flames.

Brianna was the youngest in the family, with five brothers. At seventeen, she possessed a love of life untouched by malice. But her sheltered upbringing in Carlisle had not prepared her for the reality of being untitled and half Irish in a gilded world spun in fairy tales. Where Christopher had become inured to much of society’s intolerance, he knew his gentle sister was not. Where Christopher battled the establishment with as much icy calculation as he had any foreign enemy, Brianna had only wanted people to like her.

Perhaps he’d been wrong to encourage her to come to London with him. But she’d looked up at him with eyes that told him he was her champion. How could a man be any less than invincible?

Yet, he knew that he was not.

Christopher looked around him, the purveyor of this manor, and every tree, pond, and fish within three thousand acres. He’d filled every room in this house with the finest crystal and furniture. Chippendale was all the rage. Chinese water silk paper decorated the walls. His money had bought him land and a house, but little else. He intended to buy his sister a Season.

“Christopher?” Brianna’s effervescent voice turned him around. “Is it really true?” Her caged crinoline danced as she ran into the room looking much like a rainbow in yellow and violet taffeta. “Are we going to attend the opera?”

“Aye, imp.” Christopher’s mood lightened as he saw her excitement.

“May I wear my new gown with the low décolletage?”

He set the glass on the mantel. “I bought you a gown with a low décolletage?”

“Actually you bought them all.” She grinned. “They’re the rage, Christopher.”

With her inky tresses and clear blue eyes, there was no doubt they bore the same sire. Unlike the others in his large and extended family, he and Brianna carried their father’s untamed black Irish looks. But the resemblance ended there. He stood over six feet by at least two inches; the top of her head barely reached his shoulders.

Lifting her chin, she gave him a serious look. “You aren’t taking me out because you feel pity for me, are you?”


“Me?” Christopher pushed off the mantel. His mouth quirked into a grin. “You’re a brat. Why would I feel sorry for you?”

“I already know my presence here has ruined your social life.”

He stopped in front of her. “You’ve not ruined my social life.”

“Haven’t I?” She crossed her arms. Her skirts brushed the pair of matching leather chairs that faced the desk. “You’ve been larkin’ to yourself for nearly a month of Sundays, brother, snapping at anyone who comes within yards of you.”

Christopher brushed the black strands of her hair away from her face. “It’s not you, Brianna.”

“Swear on your heart?”

“I swear on my heart. And you will have your Season. I promise.”

Brianna’s arms wrapped around him. “I know you are determined to do this.” She pressed her cheek against his chest. “Mama always talked of London when I was a little girl. I thought…it would be different.”

Christopher tipped her chin. “Would you rather return to Carlisle?”

“No.” Brianna stepped out of his arms. “I want to see London. To go to the places you’ve been.”

She toyed with the papers on his desk. He knew she wanted to ask why no one had invited her to tea. She’d been excluded from the upper social circle. But she didn’t ask, and as Christopher watched her struggle, he saw her expression change. Her gaze wandered to the desk. Then to the periodical he’d been reading when Barnaby had walked into the room. In the lengthening silence, she picked up the journal.

“I had no idea that you were a fan of Lady Alexandra’s work.”

Easing the magazine from her hands, Christopher watched as her blue eyes returned to his in honest bewilderment. “I support the museum,” he said. “I’m familiar with everyone’s work. Which reminds me”—he turned and, stretching out his arms, jerked the heavy velvet drapes shut—“I have work to get back to before lunch.”

“That was her at the museum yesterday, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, Brianna”—he braced his palms on the desk—“that was Alexandra Marshall.”

The infamous Lord Ware’s precious progeny.

Brianna’s lips pursed. “I expected her to have a wart on her nose. She doesn’t look like the devil’s spawn. Do you think she’s prettier than Rachel?”

“No, I don’t think she’s prettier than Rachel.”

“Rachel is quite confident that you two will marry. She told me so after you danced with her at the Yule celebration last December.”

“Brianna,” Christopher finally snapped in exasperation. “I will see you at lunch.” Her nose lifted when he dismissed her to light the lamp. “And stay out of the kitchen,” he called after her. “You are not a servant here.”

His sister turned in a cloud of violet taffeta, her blue eyes wide as they held his with a look far wiser than her seventeen years. “You’re a good man, Christopher. No matter what you pretend.”

When she left the room, the warmth seemed to go with her.

Disgusted with his temper, he leaned against the side of the desk and crossed his arms. With D&B’s success, formally announcing his betrothal wasn’t as far from his mind as Brianna thought. He wasn’t getting any younger, and lately he’d begun to explore the possibility of children. A thought he’d not given free rein. Not in ten bloody years.

Christopher’s gaze pulled back to Alexandra Marshall’s article. His first impulse was to throw the periodical into the fire and watch it burn. The long hours he’d spent pacing to relieve the ache in his leg had not displaced her from his head.

And why not? He glared at the cornice in the ceiling.

He’d hardly recognized her last night from the woman she’d once been. Her ocean-green eyes had lacked the fire that had been so much of his memory of her. She wasn’t beautiful in the traditional sense. She never had been. But her pouty mouth alone would have earned her a prized fellowship in the hell’s fire kiss-me society for spoiled aristocrats.

Lifting the magazine, Christopher brought it around to the lamp. He’d told Brianna the truth. He’d not been reading Alexandra’s article in the January periodical. It had been his luck or lack of such that he’d just flipped the page upon Barnaby’s arrival. But now his eyes stayed and read the whole piece. The up-and-coming lady archaeologist had been appointed Keeper of Eastern Antiquities. No other woman had ever held that prestigious rank of honor.

Lord Ware’s daughter had finally achieved her precious dream.



The icy water encased Alexandra’s body. She pushed harder and harder into the murky oblivion, the sound of her pulse roaring through her veins. Kicking with all her strength, she broke through the glassy surface of the water.

And she closed her eyes, letting the frigid air fill her lungs.

Her morning swims were her only concession to frivolity. The unorthodox recreation, especially on icy spring days, added to her eccentric reputation. But she didn’t care. For at eight and twenty, a woman was old enough to indulge in something wicked without censure.

Alexandra plowed through the water, continuing her brisk pace as she began her return trek across the chilly pond, finally slipping beneath the water and back into the greenhouse, where she surfaced. Inside the glass house conservatory, water steamed from heated lava rocks brought back from one of her father’s excursions to Borneo. The warmth gave life to a tropical jungle in the middle of a late spring storm.

But for her lady’s maid, who awaited her with a towel, Alexandra came to this place alone daily. As she did most everything in her life.


“Lordie, milady.” Her maid helped Alexandra strip out of her sodden chemise before wrapping her shoulder-length hair into an exotic pink turban. “You made two minutes today beneath that water. I was thinking that you’d drowned for sure this time. Then who’d be tellin’ his lordship the news? Not me, mind you.”

Alexandra pulled the towel from her face. “Is Papa in one of his moods again?”

“I heard his lordship raging at some young man from all the way out here. He’ll be giving himself apoplexy, milady.”

“Someone is here? At this time of the morning?”

“Aye, mum. I believe the unfortunate gentleman regrets his visit.”

Alexandra prayed it wasn’t someone from the museum or another magazine reporter. Since her post at the museum had been awarded to a woman, she’d been the unwilling subject of much journalistic interest.

Cinching her wrapper, she hurried from the greenhouse. Her father’s London mansion was a stately affair, subdued by the chilly lines of tall windows set in a stone façade. An aloof iron fence separated the house from the street. Even with the presence of the pond and the greenhouse she nurtured, an austere lawn yielded only a glimpse of warmth.

She decided not to wait for her hair to dry before dressing. She did little with her hair anyway except confine the thickness in a snood, she thought as she critically examined herself in the mirror sometime later. The black hair snood matched her customary gray gown—an unexceptional gown like every other garment she owned. As she stared at her reflection in the looking glass beside her canopied bed, housed in the mausoleum that encased her life, Alexandra watched the rise and fall of a sigh.

Her father had wanted to return to Egypt next year. Part of her was glad that he was having difficulty gathering a consortium to finance the expedition. Alexandra did not wish to leave the museum to follow him, not when she was working to carve her place there.

In this case to exonerate herself.

Having spent most of the night compiling her notes, she was struck with the horrible realization that she was connected to every missing or altered piece in the museum. No doubt her own evidence would make her suspect.

She needed an ally on the board. Someone other than her father.

And with that thought, today she’d awakened with new purpose. All she had was her own intellect to see this through. Instead of fretting, she’d contact those board members who had spoken out in her favor to hire her this year. They would be the most sympathetic to her plight and would probably listen. Her father would call her efforts politicking. She called it a bold act of desperation.

Alexandra’s mind cleared and she found her gaze seriously refocused on the woman looking back at her from the looking glass.

What had Christopher seen when he’d looked at her last night?

She’d once been inclined to patronize her delicate psyche with visions of her beauty. Nothing about her was memorable anymore. Not her pale brown hair. Her caged crinoline, narrow by fashion standards, made her appear gaunt. She never noticed if men looked at her.

A fleeting knot of irritation tightened her stomach.

Except for Richard Atler. He played the gallant to the point of ridiculousness. And he didn’t count, as they’d grown up together, which made the prospect of any physical contact with him seem incestuous.

She met her maid’s worried gaze in the glass. “Don’t look at me as if you have already planted me in my grave. There are worse things in life than spinsterhood.”

“I’m not blind, milady. Ye stayed out again all night. Ye’ll be makin’ yourself ill.” Her maid clasped the silver locket Alexandra always wore around her neck. The necklace her father despised. She tucked it inside her bodice. “I’ve been with you most of your life to know when something ails ye.”

“I was hardly outside, Mary. I was working in the cottage.”

“You know you must take care of yourself, milady.”

Alexandra had slept in the old carriage house out back that she’d converted into her personal sanctuary five years ago. Looking like something out of a Charles Dickens novel, the small thatched cottage was buried in the woods that surrounded this property. She would often remain there entombed with her precious books all through the night.

She took a deep breath. “It’s only that I have much to do today, Mary. That’s all.”

Alexandra hurried out of the room and down the stairs, her skirts flaring with her pace. Her father detested tardiness.

Bracing herself, she hesitated in the doorway of their elegant dining room and smoothed her skirts. As was her father’s custom, he sat at the head of the ornate table, where saddles of ham were being trundled to his side. His gray eyes never once raised from the newspaper he was reading as she eased into the chair beside his.

“You’re late, Alexandra.” His morning anthem to her.

“My apologies, Papa.” Her heavy skirts rustled with the movement. She refrained from explaining the need to dry her hair, especially since that was not the cause of her habitual tardiness.

Her father wore a black single-breasted velvet jacket with a high-collared silk shirt beneath. “Have you seen this trash?” Waving the newspaper like a gun, her father shook it in front of her nose before tossing the front page across the candelabra. Half holding her breath and afraid of what would greet her, Alexandra looked.

Christopher Donally’s photo graced the society page, but as his dark magnetic looks held her gaze, her expression remained a sober gray.


“That black Irish bastard made a ten-thousand-pound endowment to the new museum fund. He is trying to ingratiate himself where he doesn’t belong. It is the lowering of society, I tell you.”

The sum was enormous by any standards. The upstart Irish heir to D&B Steel and Engineering was making his presence felt if he had ruffled her father to such a state, and she could not entirely ignore the spark of disloyalty that surfaced to see her father so flustered.

Keeping her eyes downcast, Alexandra stirred cream into her coffee—her favorite brew of the day. “Sir Donally is merely one man,” she said in reverence to his mood. “You are a respected member of the House of Lords. Why do you fret so?”

The chair creaked. Her father leaned forward on his elbows.

Pinned by sudden concern for her father’s wan mien, she watched him, alarmed. He was always such a stickler for class decorum, but his intense reaction over Christopher Donally went far beyond class differences. She set aside her coffee. “What has happened, Papa?”

“I cannot get financing for any future projects with the museum. And someone has called in my markers at the club.”

“Papa…”

“The bank no longer owns the mortgage on this house and will advance me no loan this year. I still have my estate in Ware only because the land is entailed. Now I’m faced with that—” He flicked a hand at the paper. “I find out that Donally has been elected a museum trustee. Not from Atler, mind you. But the bloody newspaper.”

Her own problems momentarily forgotten, she pushed her eggs around. She didn’t for one instant believe that her father was suddenly the object of an attack. It was quite common for banks to buy and sell mortgages, and if her father hadn’t gotten into so much debt in the first place with his travels these past years, he wouldn’t be in this predicament. It was also common that markers were scooped up by an unsavory few who would then charge outrageous interests to maintain a loan. But she pointed out none of this.

“Perhaps you should have attended the trustee meetings last year,” she said instead.

A hand hit the table, making her flinch. She kept eating.

“Mark my words, Donally is not on that museum board for his love of antiquities. He is in London for a purpose.”

“An endowment to the British Museum will not ruin your place on the board. And it is preposterous that you still hate him so. He is probably here to give his sister her debut. She is with him. Heaven knows he will need all the support he can garner in this town.”

“You saw Donally?”

Alexandra lowered her fork. The food suddenly weighted her stomach. “Yesterday…at the museum.” She lifted her gaze.

His eyes lacerated her in wounded disbelief. “And now you are here in my dining room defending him?”

Taken aback by the accusation, Alexandra almost stammered. “I defend no one, Papa. Sir Donally has been back in England for years. Why would he wait until now to bring down London’s wrath upon your head?”

“I thought you’d have more sense by now, girl.” Her father tossed down his napkin and stood. His height seemed to fill the room. “You never did know Donally for what he was. Neither do you know him now. Mark my words. He despises the ground we both tread.”

Speechless, Alexandra watched her father stalk out of the room, leaving an inert silence in his wake. The wagtail clock counted the seconds before Alexandra blinked and found herself the unwelcome focus of attention. The servants standing near the buffet hastened to appear occupied. Her fingers fidgeting with the linen napkin in her lap, Alexandra dropped her attention to her plate.

“May I pour you more coffee, mum?” her servant asked.

“Thank you, Alfred.” She slid over her cup.


She was embarrassed that her father had behaved so rudely before the servants, so she simply fell silent and averted her eyes.

At once, her gaze caught and paused on Christopher Donally’s face looking up at her from the paper. And all the years she had sworn to forget, all the days she had lived on with her life, fell away.

A ghost of a smile turned up the corners of her mouth. Perhaps because so many people had wanted him to fail. And he had not. She’d found pleasure in his success.

Sliding the newspaper nearer, she smoothed the wrinkles from its crinkled edges. Almost ten years had passed from the time that he had walked out of her life and never looked back. Nine years, six months, and two weeks. Not that Alexandra was counting, at least not until last night when she’d run into him at the museum.

Christopher Donally was the only man she’d ever loved.

Proficient in five languages, he’d once been assigned to the diplomatic staff under her father in Tangiers: the melting pot of cultural integration and a place where Britain wanted to exert her mighty influence. It was there that she’d met him, when she was just seventeen. There that she’d fallen in love with the dashing army officer. There where she’d married him.

But the wrath of God had quickly descended on them both, and Christopher, who had been a respected officer, was shipped away in disgrace before their elopement had been made public.

Her marriage to Christopher had only survived slightly longer than the birth of their son. Born premature after a difficult pregnancy, her baby had not lived beyond his first day of life. By then, she’d turned eighteen.

At the profound memory, her hand went to her locket buried beneath her bodice, like so much of her life hidden in shadows.

At eighteen years old, she could not fight her father’s will, or the annulment that followed. But married or not, she’d defiantly announced her plans to run away with Christopher when he returned for her. Her father had not said a word. For eight months, as she recovered her health, she’d kept her trunks packed.

Waiting.

Except Christopher never returned.

And until last night, she’d thought ten years had been enough to forget.

Outside, the dismal rain had stopped. “Alfred.” She set her napkin on the table and stood. Her servant appeared in the doorway. Fastening her gaze on his narrow face, she told him to find Mary. “And have the carriage brought around to the old cottage.”

It was time to lend her efforts to her own welfare. She would fetch her notes and find the addresses of the trustees she planned to visit.

“But milady”—Alfred looked uncertainly over his shoulder—“the barouche has not yet been brought out of winter storage. Lord Ware attends his club on Tuesdays.”

Recalling her father’s diatribe over the potential scandal of his failing credit, Alexandra felt a responsibility to keep him home. “You may ask him his plans once you have the carriage brought around,” she hastily added on her way down the hallway that led to an outside door.

By then, she and Mary would be gone.



Alexandra rode away from the London townhouse of the president of the College of Physicians. Adjusting her cloak, she remained staunchly intent to see this through. She’d just finished attempting to see Sir Donald Owensby, who had not yet returned with his mother from a tour on the continent. Alexandra crossed him off her list, frustrated that she had one remaining name of the four that she’d begun with that morning. Two, if she counted the last name she’d scribbled before she left the house.


Lord Wellsby and his wife lived in Grosvenor Square. They had nine adult children, all of whom Alexandra had met sometime in the last few years at various benefits. They were both devoted to charitable causes as well as the Betterment of Society League.

The drive up the long line of trees ended at a fashionable red-brick Georgian house. When Alexandra alighted from the carriage, the stiff wind ruffled her cloak and tightly coifed hair. She and Mary were shown into the corridor. As the servant took their wraps, Alexandra was relieved that Lady Wellsby would see her.

“Why, good afternoon, Alexandra. What a pleasant surprise. How long has it been?”

Alexandra’s greeting faded on her lips. The older woman was dressed in black. A white cap covered her silver hair. Alexandra had not noticed a mourning wreath on the doorway. Dipping into a curtsy, she said, “I apologize if I came at a bad time.”

“Do not fret, my dear,” Lady Wellsby said, taking Alexandra’s hands and pulling her inside the drawing room. The wallpaper and heavy curtains were red velvet and cream, a formal compliment to the striped upholstery of matching fabric. “I do so need the company. I had to cancel my Thursday salon this month. I’ve positively been going mad with boredom.”

“My call isn’t as much social as it is business,” Alexandra replied.

“Women do not bother with business during teatime.” Lady Wellsby waved her servant over. “Would you care for refreshment, my dear?”

“Please.” Alexandra set her reticule in her lap.

After the servant left, Lady Wellsby leaned nearer. “My husband’s uncle passed away three months ago. It was for the best, poor fellow had been dreadfully ill. Lord Wellsby had to go last week to settle additional matters on the estate. There were no sons or male relatives, so it appears that he will inherit the responsibilities. Of course, we will need to find appropriate husbands for his cousins.”

Alexandra felt her shoulders slump. Lord Wellsby would not be back for days, maybe weeks. “It must be dreadful for them to lose a parent,” she said quietly.

The servant returned carrying a silver tray laden with china. “But then, you will not need to worry about being destitute,” Lady Wellsby said. “Your father was an only son and you are his heir. The next Countess Ware. It is very rare, dear, for a daughter to inherit a title. But I know that he has seen to it that you will.”

Alexandra set the saucer on the tea table near her knee. She didn’t need a lesson on the law of primogeniture and entail.

She’d rehearsed her mission to the exclusion of all else, so it was with much restraint that she partook in the trivial discourse that often accompanied teatime. Lady Wellsby gossiped about the upcoming social Season that usually began with the May exhibition of the Royal Academy of Arts, but this year, because of a fire, would be marked by the grand opening at the opera. Alexandra didn’t care. But it seemed to mean a lot to Lady Wellsby to have someone in the house, and Alexandra didn’t have the heart to appear uninterested.

Finally, the entryway clock had pealed five times before she approached the purpose of her visit. Lady Wellsby remained silent during the discourse, and Alexandra felt her stomach sink.

“I think what I really need is advice on how to proceed with my case,” she finally ended by saying, feeling for one wretched instant every fatal flaw in her divulgence.

“To be frank, my dear”—the woman’s gaze lifted as she laid a hand over Alexandra’s—“I have always had a fondness for you. I knew your mother when we lived in Alexandria. Our husbands shared the same post. Your father doted on her. She was enchanting. You have her eyes.”

Alexandra had taken her name from the city where she had been born. It was a place of which her father always spoke with great affection. Perhaps because it held his heart. Her mother was buried there.

Lady Wellsby inhaled. “But I must tell you, my husband would not have agreed to vote for hiring you had it not been for the machinations of your father.”

Conscious that Mary stood quietly behind her, Alexandra folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t understand.”

“Lord Ware arm-twisted or blackmailed half the board to get you voted into that position you hold so dear. It does not surprise me that you may not have been qualified to do the job.”

Alexandra sat in stunned silence.

“You do understand that it is better that Lord Wellsby not get involved? He is your father’s friend.”

“I appreciate your candor, Lady Wellsby.” Alexandra finally stood. “No one else has cared to be honest.”

Lady Wellsby followed her up. “You didn’t know. About your father, I mean?”

“I had entertained the hope that perhaps my patronage was granted because I’d scored the highest on every field exam given me. My thesis on Eastern antiquities and the nomadic heritage of mogul craftsmen is public record. My fellowship at the university is unofficial because I am a woman. Women are not granted academic degrees.”

“And well they should be granted such privileges. But these are not occupations for people like us, dear. You should be married,” Lady Wellsby offered, “with a passel of devoted sons at your knee.”

“Lady Wellsby had no cause to say those things to you, milady,” Mary said when they’d reached the carriage.

Alexandra sat stiffly, staring outside. The dome of blue sky was so bright her skull throbbed. “She didn’t mean any harm, Mary.”

“You’ve earned your place. No one can take that away from you.”

Alexandra turned her head and met Mary’s gaze. Strange that she wasn’t even thinking about her job.


She’d been thinking about her son.

“What will ye do now, milady?”

Her gaze fell to the last name on the list crushed in her gloved hand. She would have to come up with a more viable plan to find the thief herself.







    

Chapter 3




Christopher cupped his sister’s elbow and led her through a throng of people up to the third level of the opera house. They’d arrived at the Season’s first major event and had waited a half hour just for the carriage to inch far enough along in the line of coaches to let them out. Finding the box was simple. Brianna at once pulled her opera glasses out of her reticule and applied them to her nose, eagerly surveying the five tiers of plush boxes from her roost.

“There must be thousands here tonight,” she breathed in wonder.

There was a sudden burst of thunder as the orchestra warmed up in the pits, giving notice that the audience should take their seats. “Thank you, Christopher.” Brianna lowered her glasses. “Will the show be in English?”

“The show is Die Zauberflöte, Mozart’s, The Magic Flute.”

“I didn’t know that you speak German,” she said with a laugh.

“You should like the show. It’s a love story.”

The rumble of the crowd increased in volume as more people filled the cavernous hall. Expensive perfume hovered like a cloud in the air.

Grass-green, brilliant purples, and pinks combined with the glitter of jewels provided a startling tableau. At first, Christopher didn’t see her; then, as if from some divine hand, the crowd below parted and Alexandra Marshall stood with her profile to him. Without realizing, he tilted closer to the rail.

In the museum, her cloak had hidden her face. He searched her features now. With her chestnut hair pulled back into a thick cluster of curls, her willowy body tamed by silk almost black in the pale gaslight of the auditorium, there was nothing that should have drawn him to her.

She was standing next to a tall, distinguished man he recognized at once. And his whole body went cold.

Even separated by a thousand people in a crowded theater and ten years of a past he’d managed to overcome, he was shocked by the utterly black malice that darkened his thoughts.

Alexandra took that moment to look up and catch his stare. The contact went through him, feather-light against his sternum, and caught him unexpected. Lord Ware looked down at his daughter before twisting around to follow his daughter’s gaze.

With a fatalistic indifference Christopher no longer felt, he met the force of Ware’s glare. But he was no longer that man who had once stood at the edge of Alexandra’s glittering world as if he were a kid at the circus, his nose pressed to the slits in the canvas tents, watching the show unfold. Christopher didn’t lack for the qualities to compete in this world; since he’d been an officer in the military, he’d honed those skills as efficiently as he’d sharpened every other skill in his life. He merely lacked the enthusiasm to play the games. More often than not, he had no need to make his presence known in a room full of people. If they wanted something from him, they always seemed to find him. Yet, even while he’d scorned the social hypocrisy in which politics thrived, he knew that he needed acceptance for D&B to grow and prosper in this clime. And for his sister’s sake, he needed to behave. So he walked the double-edged sword of his principles and promised to play nice.

With a brief nod, Christopher politely acknowledged the two.

“Look.” Brianna squinted through her opera glasses. “There is Lady Alexan—”

Lord Ware abruptly turned away with his daughter, leaving Brianna to witness the snub.

She lowered her glasses. “He doesn’t much like us, does he?”

A slow rage rose from the pit of Christopher’s gut that Brianna had been included in Ware’s disdain. “No, I’m afraid not.”

But it was Alexandra’s stolen glance back at him that gave him pause. And he wondered how she had managed to remain loyal to that arrogant son of a bitch.

Christopher put his arm around the back of Brianna’s chair as the curtain behind him parted and a mismatched couple stepped into the museum’s box. Recognizing the man as another trustee, Christopher stood. Formal introductions were made.

“There is quite a crowd here tonight,” Sir Owensby replied, after he’d seated his mother. Mopping his brow with a handkerchief, he gazed out over the horseshoe-shaped auditorium. “Hear tell a fire delayed the opening of the art gallery,” he elaborated, pointing out that the exhibition at the Academy of Arts usually launched London’s Season.

Christopher pretended interest. It was truly amazing that he had lived his whole life and not known such details. “I’d heard that.”

Then Owensby leaned forward as he took his seat. “Perhaps we should send these swells down to the sewer’s project in the South End. Put them to work, eh?” he chuckled, and Christopher knew he’d suddenly found a kindred spirit.

“I’m quite familiar with your name over at D&B.” Owensby shoved the handkerchief into his black formal jacket and settled his bulk into a chair. “I’m an architect. My company has had the pleasure of working with yours on many projects. I understand that he’s in Calais.”

“Donald dear,” his moon-faced mother interrupted. She spoke behind her fan. “Isn’t that Lord Ware and his daughter?”

A monocle went to his brown eye. “She has become quite the celebrity of late.” Owensby lounged back in his chair, and regarded Christopher. “It never hurts to know the right people. Have you had the pleasure of meeting her father?”

Shooting the man an amused look, Christopher turned back in his seat. For the sake of Brianna’s reputation, he wouldn’t answer that question.


Passing a glance over Christopher, Alexandra raised her opera glasses and tried to rally interest in the colorful spectacle on stage. It took the first half of the show to realize that all the excitement in the theater tonight lay in the audience. She had to cover her mouth to keep from smiling at some ribald comment that flew past her from the restless crowd below her father’s box.

“Bloody rubbish.” Lord Ware snorted his disapproval.

Normally she possessed the ability to focus on the show. Behind her the curtain opened again as some colleague of her father’s entered the box. This time her father left, and at once she shifted her glasses.

There was something wicked in the act of blatant spying, something that prodded her despite herself. Christopher Donally and his sister sat on the front row of the museum box across the auditorium, content to watch the opera. His arm was braced on the back of Brianna’s chair as he whispered periodically in her ear. She knew that he understood German and probably translated freely to his sister.

Remembering her father’s earlier rudeness, she lowered her glasses. Christopher had looked her father in the eye and not turned away. She smiled to herself. He was the only man she’d ever known who had never been afraid of her imposing patriarch.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” Richard Atler startled her when he slid into the seat next to hers. His cologne overpowered her and she waved her hand as if the act would clear the air of fumes.

“What are you doing over here?” she asked.

“Visiting you





















































































































































































































OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/9780061745058.png
& HarperCollins e-books

In My Heart






OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





