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“Not all women are like you, Abbie. As a rule, they’re not interested in the breadth of my knowledge, the scope of my interests, or my prodigious … ah … intelligence. They want a man who knows how to charm a woman.”

She shot him a quick look, but there was no hint of humor in his eyes. That shouldn’t have surprised her. Hugh didn’t have much of a sense of humor. She said, “All you lack is practice, Hugh, and that is easily come by.”

“Is it? Now there’s a thought. Would you mind, Abbie, if I practiced with you? I mean, we are friends, and I know you won’t get the wrong idea if I make a fool of myself.”

She’d never seen him look so uncertain. Poor Hugh. He really was a sweet man.

“Of course I don’t mind,” she said. “What else are friends for?”

He tipped up her chin and kissed her.

She froze. This wasn’t what she had in mind, but it was no more than a slight pressure of his lips on hers, then it was over.

“How did I do?” he asked.

She dimpled up at him. “Hugh,” she said, “I’m not your grandmother. If you’re going to steal a kiss from a lady, do try to put a little feeling into it.”

His lips settled on hers, and whatever she’d been about to say was swept away in a flood of sensation. He angled her head back, and the pressure of his mouth increased, opening her lips to him.

He kissed her again and again, each kiss more desperate than the last. Abbie had never known such passion. Her skin was hot, her blood was on fire, her whole body shivered in anticipation. She wanted more, more, more.

The kissing ended as suddenly as it had begun. One moment she was in his arms and the next he had set her away from him. Dazed, she stared up at him.

“How was I this time, Abbie?” he asked.

She blinked slowly. “You were … very good.”
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PROLOGUE

Paris, December 1814

The man who was after her didn’t look like a killer. He was young and handsome and dressed in the blue uniform of King Louis’s Lifeguards. The English ladies who were shopping in the bustling galleries of the Palais Royal could hardly take their eyes off the blond-haired Adonis. A short while ago, they would have spat on a French soldier, but now that the war was over, the past was forgotten and the English were finding a warm welcome in France.

No one knew this man’s nationality. His facility with languages made it impossible to place him. He had many names and no name. He was a master of disguise. To her, he was simply Nemo, Napoleon’s most feared and fanatical agent.

And he was supposed to be dead.

Murderer! she wanted to scream. It wouldn’t do her any good. She would only give her position away, and Nemo would get to her before she could say her own name.

She stood stock-still, trying to even her breathing, pretending an interest in the window display of a milliner’s shop in one of the arcades. But she wasn’t interested in bonnets. She was intent on the reflection of the man who was idling his way through the stream of shoppers outside the café Very. When he became lost to view behind one of the stone arches, she attached herself to a group of strollers and moved on to the next arcade.

It took every ounce of willpower not to look over her shoulder to see if he had spotted her. She kept her face averted by pretending an interest in all the shopwindows she passed on the way. When she came to Dessene’s, the bookseller’s, she halted.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Her contact was waiting for her at a bookshop in the rue de Rivoli, but she would never make it that far. She was desperate. She’d had to improvise, and her one hope was that she could persuade old Dessene to deliver the book for her. Then she would draw Nemo off.

The chase was something he could not resist. He was a hunter. He didn’t want an easy kill. He’d allowed her to escape with the book; he’d told her he would give her a sporting chance. Cat and mouse—it was all a game to him, and when he got tired of it, he would kill her.

A year ago, such thoughts would have sent her into a panic. Now, she felt curiously detached. With Jerome gone, nothing mattered anymore except to avenge his death. She wasn’t putting her life in danger for love of country. That was something she’d learned about herself. She wasn’t a true patriot like Jerome. She was driven by hatred of the man who had killed him.

When she entered the shop, a bell over the door rang, and the young woman who was at the counter paying for her purchases gave her a cursory glance. On the floor by her feet was a basket brimming with books. Dessene was not behind the counter, but a man she had never seen before. She tensed when a customer moved by her to stand beside the young woman with the basket of books. She wasn’t surprised when they spoke in English. They had that look about them. With the man, it was his dark coat and impeccable tailoring; with the girl it was small things—a hemline that was too long, a neckline that was too high. The man was younger than the woman, and there was a strong resemblance between them. Brother and sister, she decided. Jerome had taught her to observe these small details. He’d also taught her to trust her instincts. She didn’t know why, but she liked the look of this fair-haired English girl. But she didn’t like the look of the clerk behind the counter.

A confusion of thoughts raced through her mind. The only reason she had chosen Dessene to pass on the book was because he knew her and Jerome, knew that Jerome was a penniless student, and he’d been kind to them both. But Dessene wasn’t here. She had to do something. At any moment she could be discovered. She had to act quickly. She could hide the book and come back for it later. But if she couldn’t come back, what then?

Her brain worked like lightning. She looked at the English couple and made her decision. With her own volume in her hand, she went to stand beside them and “inadvertently” jostled the basket on the floor. When the basket tipped over, spilling the books, she exclaimed over her clumsiness, quickly stooped down, and exchanged her own book for one from the basket.

She completed the transaction not a moment too soon, for the English girl bent down to help. Their hands met on the handle of the basket.

“It’s my fault,” said the English girl in slow but precise French. “I should not have left my basket on the floor for someone to trip over.”

She had kind eyes and a kind smile.

And all unknowingly she had just become involved in something that was supremely dangerous.

There was nothing she could say to warn the English girl without provoking a spate of questions. With a smile and a nod she straightened, then casually moved to the back of the shop. When the bell over the door rang, she turned slowly. Nemo wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by two other Lifeguards. He said something to the English girl. When she blushed, the Lifeguards laughed. Her own heart had stopped beating. Had Nemo seen her pass the book to the English girl? She let out a soft sigh when he stood aside to allow the English couple to leave the shop. Then she slipped behind the last stack of books and made for the back door.

Before she opened the door, she felt in her coat pocket for her pistol. It should have been primed and ready for use, but she’d grown careless of late. The war was over, she’d reasoned. Napoleon was exiled on Elba. Nemo was supposed to be dead. It was time to enjoy the fruits of their labors. Jerome was more cautious than she. She should have listened to him, and now it was too late.

As she pushed through the door into rue de Montpensier, an ice-cold rage possessed her. It wasn’t too late. She had another mission now. She had to give the English girl time to get away. If she, herself, escaped, she would track the girl down and retrieve the book. If not, she had to believe that the girl would work out the significance of what she’d been given and get it to the right people.

She darted between two stationary horse-drawn wagons and crossed to the other side of the street. At the corner of the alley, she halted and glanced over her shoulder. Nemo was framed in the bookshop’s doorway. He had a gun in his hand. She wasn’t afraid of the gun; she was afraid of being taken alive.

He gave a shout when he saw her. She wanted him to see her, wanted to draw him off. Jerome had trained her for this work, but she’d never been tested until now. This was one test she would not fail.

He was smiling that superior smile of his that she detested. No one ever got the better of Nemo. He was arrogant; he was pitiless. One day, she prayed God, he would meet his match.

She let the rage take her. Come on you murdering swine! Come and get me!

As they started after her, she dashed into the alley and began to run. The few people who were in her way took one look at the pistol in her hand and cleared a path for her. Her pursuers were gaining on her, but no shots rang out. It was just as she thought; Nemo would want to make the kill by himself.

She saw her target halfway along the alley—the brazier of the street seller, Thibeault. The aroma of hot pies and buns made her heart wrench. A memory came sharply into focus—she and Jerome stopping for a hot pie on their way home from the theater.

In a last burst of speed, she gained the brazier. She knew then that this was the end for her. Her lungs were burning, her legs were cramping, her stamina was gone. But her rage had not diminished. And it was rage that conquered all her fears.

She pointed her pistol at Thibeault’s head. “Open the door of the brazier,” she snapped out.

When the street seller hastened to obey, she thrust the book into the hot coals. “Now get out of here,” she said harshly. “Save yourself,” and she quickly spun around to face her assailants.

As her pistol came up, they fanned out. Her eyes went to Nemo. A slow smile spread across his face. He’d seen her burn the book and thought he’d won. She’d bought the English girl some time after all.

Everything was now in the hands of God.

She leveled her pistol at Nemo and thought of Jerome. The first shot flung her back against the terrified street seller. They died in a hail of bullets.


CHAPTER 1

Bath, February 1815

The gloves were about to come off. That was the thought that flashed through Abbie’s mind when her brother-in-law rose from the table and, on the flimsiest pretext, led Miss Fairbairn, her paid companion, from the room. Her suspicions were confirmed shortly after when her older brother, Daniel, signaled the footman to retire. The room had emptied of everyone who was not a Vayle. Vayles never washed their dirty linen in public.

She mighthave been alarmed by these obvious tactics if she hadn’t felt mildly resentful. This was, after all, her house. She had provided the excellent dinner her family had just consumed. She was the one who paid her servants’ wages, not to mention those of Miss Fairbairn. Yet Daniel had taken charge of her household as if by divine right, and everyone now deferred to him.

The trouble was, old habits died hard, and she supposed the servants were taking their cue from her. This was the first time her family had made the journey to Bath to see her. They’d come down from her brother-in-law’s place near Oxford, where they always spent the hunting season, and would be returning to London in the morning for the start of the social season. They’d come out of their way to see her, and she’d wanted to please them. In spite of their faults, she loved them all dearly. That was where she always went wrong. She really must learn to stand up for herself.

This wasn’t a problem for her with the friends she had made in Bath. Then again, they had never seen her in the role of dutiful daughter, favorite maiden aunt, or self-effacing spinster. She had taken pains to establish herself as a person in her own right, and she didn’t know why it was so difficult to do the same thing with her own family.

Over the rim of her wineglass, she studied the faces of the three people who sat around her polished mahogany dining table. Her mother’s elegant eyebrows were raised—always a bad sign; her sister, Harriet, was affecting her usual bored expression; and Daniel was regarding her with a look that was more perplexed than stern.

They were a striking trio, this formidable family of hers, with their dark good looks, refined features, and intelligent green eyes. They were strong-willed, strong-minded characters. It was in their nature to master anyone who was weaker than they. And in her, they’d found the perfect object to work upon.

But that was in the past. She’d had twelve months of glorious freedom, ever since she’d come into her legacy, twelve months as her own mistress, and at the advanced age of seven and twenty, she was just beginning to discover who she really was. So many years to regret, trying to conform to someone else’s idea of what she should be! She was determined there would be no more regrets.

It was her brother who broke the long, unnatural silence.“There is something I wish to discuss with you, Abbie,” he said.

She tried tohead him off. “This isn’t the time to have a discussion. We’re due at the Gardiners’ in the next hour.” She smiled to soften her words. “Besides, I can never concentrate when I’m dressed to go to a party. Let’s postpone this conversation till later.”

“There won’t be another time, as you know very well.” He smiled whimsically. “Admit it, Abbie. You’ve gone out of your way to avoid this family conference. Ever since we arrived, you’ve filled our days and nights with engagements. It we don’t talk now, we’ll not have the opportunity to do so later.”

The very idea of a “family conference” was enough to give her the shudders. Her family liked to think it worked on democratic principles, but this was a fiction. She and her younger brother, George, who were both easygoing and reputed to take after their late father, always came out the losers.

It was her jaunt to Paris, of course, that had brought this on. She’d known better than to give her family advance warning of her intentions. They would have moved heaven and earth to stop her. To give them their due, they wanted what they thought was best for her, and they were no different from others of their class. Single women did not set up their own households and arrange their lives to suit themselves. In short, they thought she should either be married or be devoting her life to them.

That’s what she would have done, too, if fate had not taken a hand in things, fate in the shape of her namesake and godmother, Abigail Vayle. Aunt Abigail had needed a nurse in the last year of her life, and the only member of the family who could be spared was, naturally, the only unmarried daughter—namely, herself. When Aunt Abigail died, she left her small house in Bath and her modest fortune to the niece who had nursed her.

Aunt Abigail had left her so much more than that. She’d taught her that she was a worthwhile person in her own right; that it was a waste of time to try to fit herself to someone else’s mold. Aunt Abigail had shown her by example that a woman could live richly and fully without a husband. All she had to do was take charge of her own life.

She glanced at the clock on the mantel, then looked at Daniel. “Ten minutes, Daniel, and not one minute more.”

“Abbie!” The dowager Viscountess of Clivendon stared at her daughter in open reproach. “I swear I don’t know what’s come over you. I hardly recognize you as my own daughter. In fact—”

Abbie knew that once her mother got started, there would be a long litany of complaints. She knew them by heart, since her mother wrote to her unfailingly every week in an effort to make her mend her ways. If she didn’t take charge of the conversation, they’d be here till doomsday.

“It’s Paris, isn’t it?” she said, cutting her mother off in midsentence. “That’s the reason you’re here. Well, as you see, I came to no harm. In fact, I had a wonderful time and I can’t wait to go back.”

“It’s not about Paris,” said Daniel, “except, perhaps, indirectly.”

Her mother’s lips were open, and she blinked slowly. Abbie stifled a smile. She’d never been known to interrupt her mother during one of her tirades. No one did.

Quickly recovering, Lady Clivendon said, “How can you say this isn’t about Paris, Daniel? Mark my words, this is only the beginning. Goodness only knows what she’ll get up to next. That a daughter of mine should go off without a by-your-leave, unchaperoned, is more than I can tolerate. Just think what all my friends and acquaintances will say. I don’t know what you were thinking of, Abbie.”

She’d been caught up in the excitement of the thing. It was an adventure. She’d wanted to test herself, and she’d passed with flying colors. She couldn’t tell any of this to her mother without getting a lecture. And she wasn’t in the mood for lectures.

“I wasn’t unchaperoned,” she said. “Miss Fairbairn was with me.”

“Miss Fairbairn!” said Lady Clivendon with asperity. “When I insisted you employ a chaperon, Abbie, I meant someone who would be a good example for you. Miss Fairbairn is totally unsuitable. She is blind to your faults and makes no attempt to correct you or guide you.”

Which was why, out of twenty applicants for the position, Abbie had settled on Miss Fairbairn. “Mother,” she said gently, “Olivia is more of a companion than a chaperon. And when we went to Paris, my own brother was there to protect me, as I wrote you. I would have told you when we broke our journey in London, but you weren’t there. You were at Giles’s place in Oxford.”

“As you knew very well we would be,” exclaimed Lady Clivendon wrathfully. “That’s why you chose to go to Paris when you did.”

This was true, but Abbie saw no reason to argue a point she could not win. She was more interested in Daniel’s remark that there was more to this family conference than her unauthorized jaunt to Paris, and she was reviewing in her mind what else she might have done to incur her family’s displeasure. Only one thing occurred to her. They’d somehow got wind that she was setting up her own little business, buying and selling rare books.

“I’d hardly call George a proper escort,” interjected Harriet at that point. “For one thing he’s too young, and for another, our baby brother is a bit of a loose screw. No need to look at me like that, Mama. We all know that George and Abbie take after our father. How else can we explain this harebrained trip to Paris? And where is George now? That’s what I’d like to know.”

The trip to Paris, in Abbie’s opinion, was hardly in the same league as her father’s adventures. The great passion in his life had been to find the lost city of Troy. No one could convince him that it did not exist. He’d spent more time in Greece than he had in England. It was only after he died that they discovered he’d practically bankrupted them to finance his expeditions.

Abbie said soothingly, “He met friends in Paris and decided to stay on. I told you that in my letter as well.”

“That was weeks ago,” said Lady Clivendon. “He should have sent word to us by now, telling us what his plans are. Good grief! It’s less than a year since the French were at our throats. I can’t sleep well knowing that he’s in enemy territory.”

“Mama,” said Abbie. “Paris is overrun by British visitors, and the French welcome them with open arms. It’s quite safe, I promise you.”

“Safe!” scoffed her ladyship. “What would you know about it? I’ve lived in the world a good deal longer than you, my girl, so I think I know what I’m talking about.”

This was her mother’s invariable reply whenever she found herself losing an argument, as everyone there knew. Abbie turned to Daniel expecting him to share in this private joke with a wink or a smile. He was reclining in his chair, studying her as though she were a strange species of insect he could not classify.

“It was all very proper,” she told him. “We attended receptions at the British embassy. We met everyone who was anyone, the cream of society, in fact. And … and we went shopping, of course.” She did not mention that she’d shopped mainly for rare books to sell to her growing clientele in and around Bath and as far afield as Shropshire.

“Oh, I believe you.” He smiled.

The smile pleased her. Daniel was seven years older than she, and she’d always looked up to him. He was the Viscount Clivendon, the head of their family and he took his responsibilities very seriously. She was one of those responsibilities, or so Daniel thought.

Daniel said, “At least one good thing came from your jaunt to Paris. Am I right, Abbie?”

He was looking curiously pleased with himself and that puzzled her. “What?” she asked.

“You were taken up by Hugh Templar.”

“I was …?” Her voice trailed away as she pondered where Daniel’s thoughts had led him. “Hugh! Taken up by Hugh!” She laughed.

No one laughed with her. They were looking at her solemnly, expectantly, and her own smile gradually faded away. “Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. “Hugh and I are friends, nothing more, so you can take that hopeful look off your faces.”

“Friends?” Her mother’s brows went up another notch. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. Men and women can never be friends, Abbie.”

“That was in your day,” replied Abbie emphatically. “Things are different now, Mama.”

Harriet let out an exasperated sigh. “Sometimes I find it hard to believe that you are a year older than I. ‘Friends’ for heaven’s sakes! Then do something about it! Flirt with the man! Use your feminine wiles to attach him. If you won’t, some other woman will. Think about it, Abbie! This may be your last chance.”

The muscles in Abbie’s stomach clenched, and she felt her confidence begin to slip. Harriet’s words were all too familiar. She’d heard them often enough when she lived at home. She wasn’t getting any younger, she was turning into a full-fledged old maid; if she didn’t act at once to attach some eligible gentleman, her chances of having her own home and children would be gone forever. Then she might as well be dead.

Steady, she told herself. Steady. She might be unmarried, but she still led a full, rich life.

She adopted an amused tone. “Marriage! To Hugh! The thought has never once crossed my mind.”

“Well, let it cross your mind now,” snapped her mother. “You’re not getting any younger, and Hugh Templar has everything to recommend him as an eligible suitor. He is independently wealthy, he comes of good family, he keeps a house in London, and his estate in Oxfordshire is reputed to be peerless.”

Abbie’s jaw went a little slack. Her mother had done her research well. In the next instant her temper began to rise. She had a picture of Hugh being bombarded with questions from her not-so-subtle family. If they had spoiled her friendship with Hugh, she would never forgive them.

She struggled to keep her tone light. She didn’t want to quarrel with her family when she saw them so rarely. She just wanted them to stop interfering in her life. “Poor Hugh,” she said. “I would never have asked him to carry my letters to you had I suspected that you would get the wrong idea about us. Hugh has no more thought of marrying me than he has of … well, flying to the moon. The trouble with Hugh is he’s too nice for his own good. Did you badger him with questions? And he took it all in good part, I suppose. Well, isn’t that just like him. But don’t let that get your hopes up. As I said, there is nothing between us but friendship.”

Daniel shook his head. “That’s not how it was, Abbie. We didn’t put him on the spot. Why should we? He’s way out of your league. It never occurred to us that he would think of offering for you when he could do so much better for himself.”

His unflattering remarks stung, but the sting was swallowed up in suspicion. She could believe that Daniel might refrain from putting Hugh on the spot, but not her mother. Where an eligible gentleman was concerned, Mama had all the instincts of a man-eating tiger. The thought brought back humiliating memories that made her cringe inside.

She said incredulously, “You’re not saying that Hugh offered for me?”

“No,” said Daniel. “He more or less established his credentials, letting us know that he was a man of property, had good bloodlines, that sort of thing.”

At these words, a wave of relief flooded through Abbie. If Hugh had offered for her, it could only be because he’d been browbeaten into it. “That explains it then,” she said. “Hugh is not very good with small talk. I’m sure he was just trying to make conversation, and you all got the wrong idea.”

Harriet rolled her eyes. “Then how do you explain Barbara Munro?” she demanded.

Abbie’s brow wrinkled. The name had a familiar ring but she couldn’t quite place it. She shook her head.

“Templar’s mistress.” Harriet did not bother to hide her impatience. “The actress? He pensioned her off before he went to Paris with you. How do you explain that, Abbie?”

Daniel brought his hand down on the flat of the table, making everyone jump. “Try to remember you are a lady, Harriet. What would your husband think if he could hear you now?”

Harriet laughed. “Don’t be so stuffy, Daniel. Who do you think told me about Miss Munro? Besides, females are not blind and deaf, you know. We know about mistresses. And Abbie is no schoolgirl. She’s lived in the world. She knows the score. And if she doesn’t, it’s time she did.”

Daniel appealed to his mother. “Mother, have you no control over your daughter?”

Her ladyship ignored this moot question. “I want to hear what Abbie has to say.”

Abbie’s brain was reeling. Hugh had a mistress? And not just any mistress. Barbara Munro was the leading light of Drury Lane Theater. On her way home from Paris, when she stopped off in London, Abbie had seen Miss Munro in performance and had been enthralled. Hugh had accompanied her and he’d been bored. Philistine, she’d laughingly called him. Barbara Munro is divine, she said, and Hugh had stifled a yawn.

She didn’t know where her family was getting its information, but obviously they’d made a mistake. Barbara Munro was an exciting, vibrant woman, and her legion of lovers were equally exciting. Hugh and Barbara Munro? It couldn’t be true.

Abbie took a deep breath. “You misconstrued the situation—that’s what I have to say. Hugh did not go with me to Paris. I already told you that George was our escort. Hugh arrived later, and the only reason he escorted Miss Fairbairn and me home was because George wanted to stay on.”

“What was Templar doing in Paris?” asked Daniel.

“He was …,” Abbie had to think before she answered. “Hugh is a diplomat. He spent a good deal of time at the embassy.”

“Strange,” said Daniel. “I understood Templar had resigned from the foreign office, and that’s why he came to reside in Bath.”

“Well, he did,” said Abbie, trying to remember what Hugh had told her, “but there are loose ends that only he can tie up.” Those were Hugh’s exact words. “And from time to time, he is invited to Whitehall to consult with the minister on matters of policy.”

Harriet made a rude sound. “To consult with his ladybird more like! Abbie, I despair of you. You’re so naive about men.”

Abbie’s eyes flashed with uncharacteristic fire. “A moment ago, you said that I knew the score. Now you’re calling me naive. You can’t have it both ways, you know, Harriet.”

“Not with most people, perhaps. But with you, anything is possible. It was the same with our father. One couldn’t help loving him, of course, but …”

Lady Clivendon cut in impatiently, “None of that is to the point. What I wish to know is, can Mr. Templar be brought up to scratch with a little encouragement from Abbie?”

“Let me disabuse you of that notion at once,” declared Abbie. “Hugh is a confirmed bachelor. He’s far more interested in Roman antiquities and his books than he is in females.”

“I thought it was too good to be true,” said Lady

Clivendon, sighing. “Templar and our Abbie? I just couldn’t see it.”

Neither could Abbie. In the first place, Hugh was a confirmed bachelor, and in the second place, she valued Hugh’s friendship too much to jeopardize it by playing the flirt, a role she’d never had much success with anyway. Beaux, she’d learned from sad experience, came and went. No, she didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize her friendship with Hugh. If she lost him, it would make a hole in her life that no one else could fill.

It was astonishing how much they had in common. They were never at a loss for words. They were both members of the Antiquarians’ Society, which met every month in members’ homes; they were both avid readers, though the scope of Hugh’s education was far superior to hers. Their minds were in tune—but that was as far as it went. They did not share their feelings at a deeper level, nor did she want to. She was no longer the starry-eyed girl who wore her heart on her sleeve. It had taken her a long time, but she’d finally found her niche. She fitted in. She had friends who were comfortable to be with and who were comfortable with her—friends like Hugh.

Comfortable. That was the word that came to mind when she thought of Hugh.

Except for one memorable occasion, she silently amended. Six months ago, when he came to Bath to settle a relative’s estate, they’d been introduced at a meeting of the Antiquarians’ Society. She’d decided then that Hugh Templar could easily be the reincarnation of a Roman centurion: hard, chiseled features; watchful amber eyes; and a physique that was honed for combat. When he took her hand in his and bowed over it, she’d been overcome by a vague sense of danger, a feeling she recognized as thoroughly feminine in nature.

But she had quickly realized that Hugh Templar wasn’t interested in females. He was a real scholar, a former fellow at Oxford University, and a fund of knowledge on all things Roman and Greek. It wasn’t a beautiful woman that made Hugh’s heart beat faster, but the Roman ruins in and around Bath.

Daniel said, “Well, I’m not going to make up my mind until I talk to Templar in person. Perhaps I should stay for another week. When did you say he was expected back, Abbie?”

Appalled, Abbie sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. “Now you listen to me,” she said, looking squarely at each person in turn. “You’re not going to palm me off on poor Hugh just because it will relieve your minds to think that someone else is taking care of me. I am not a piece of baggage to be passed from hand to hand.” When they began to protest, she held up a hand, silencing them. “I am twenty-seven years old. I am responsible for my own actions. I don’t need a man to take care of me.”

She scraped back her chair and slowly got to her feet. “Even if Hugh were to offer for me, I wouldn’t accept him. I wouldn’t accept any man. I am my own mistress. All that would change if I married.

“I am always happy to see any member of my family,” she went on, bending the truth a little, “but I won’t stand for your meddling. Make up your minds to it here and now—I am not the marrying kind of woman.”

Their shocked stares were vastly gratifying, and even more gratifying was the knowledge that she had finally stood up to her formidable family. Aunt Abigail would have been proud of her.

It was the perfect moment to make her exit.

[image: ]

I’m not the marrying kind of woman.

Her bold declaration stayed with Abbie all through the Gardiners’ delightful party, all through Maria Gardiner’s accomplished performance on the pianoforte, lingering into the delectable late supper, persisting on the short carriage drive home, and following her into her own bedchamber, when she finally shut the door on the world and allowed her smile to slip.

As an exit line, it was superlative. How close it came to the truth was open to question. It wasn’t that she wasn’t the marrying kind of woman so much as she’d outgrown her girlish dreams and yearnings.

And at seven and twenty, she told herself with grim humor, it was no bad thing. There was nothing more pathetic than an aging spinster who refused to face facts. As a young girl, she’d dreamed of being swept into a grand passion; she’d longed to meet her soul mate. Experience and the passage of time had muted her desires. Now she was content to have a few close friends who shared her interests.

She dwelt on that thought as she began to disrobe. She was still thinking about it when she sat at her dressing table to brush out her hair. Her head was aching; her stomach was churning. If this was the result of having her family come for a visit, she’d do well to move to the wilds of Africa and see them only once in ten years.

The thought was unworthy. She really did love her family. Besides, they weren’t responsible for her headache and churning stomach, except indirectly. It was the specter of marriage that had led to all this introspection; that’s what had opened the doors to memories she didn’t want to think about. It was the strain of trying to appear a woman who was having the time of her life. It was the fear that if she let down her guard, she would become an object of pity. That’s why she always told people that she would never marry.

And it was the truth, wasn’t it?

Then why was she so restless? Why was she questioning the path she had chosen for herself? Only yesterday she’d been happy. Now she didn’t know where she was.

Or maybe it was that she didn’t know who she was.

As if to plumb the enigma of her existence, she studied her reflection in the mirror. A girl with large gray eyes in an oval face, framed with fairish hair, stared back at her. She was pleasant enough to look upon, she supposed, but not in the same class as her sister. Harriet had had men falling all over her since she was a girl in pinafores. It wasn’t Harriet’s fault that the man she, Abbie, had hoped to marry had taken one look at Harriet and fallen violently in love with her. And had proposed, and was accepted, and was now Abbie’s brother-in-law. It wasn’t Giles’s fault either. She’d read too much into his kisses, he’d told her. What he felt for her was affection. It was Harriet he loved.

Her mother had given her no sympathy. Men did not admire clever females, she’d told Abbie. If she would only stop spouting poetry and flaunting her knowledge of subjects no one was interested in, she would stand a better chance. She should take Harriet as her model. No one would dream of calling Harriet a bluestocking. Her nose wasn’t forever in a book. Harriet had put her time to better use. She’d mastered all the feminine arts. She knew how to flirt. She knew when to melt and when to play hard to get.

When her heart mended and she became used to the idea of Giles as her brother-in-law, she’d tried to follow

Mama’s advice. But all it achieved was that something inside her, something precious and fragile, had withered away and quietly died.

Aunt Abigail, wise old Aunt Abigail, had brought it back to life. She’d taught her that bluestocking and old maid were only words. They couldn’t hurt her. The important thing was to be true to herself. Yet here she was, all in a flutter, because someone had mentioned marriage in connection with her.

And with Hugh.

She let the thought revolve in her mind. It couldn’t be true. It was one of the things they were supposed to have in common, this aversion to the wedded state. They’d even joked about it. Marriage would clip his wings, Hugh had said. He was too set in his ways. He liked living alone, where he could come and go as he pleased. And she’d agreed with him.

If there was a warning in his words, it was unnecessary. She’d stopped thinking of marriage a long time ago. But just in case Hugh had doubts about her, she’d taken extra pains to do or say nothing that could be taken the wrong way. And she wasn’t the type to set a man’s blood on fire. She was no Harriet, no Barbara Munro.

She frowned when she thought of Hugh with a mistress. She should have anticipated something like this. Even an old fogy like Major Danvers had a mistress. But nothing would persuade her that Hugh had attached someone like Barbara Munro. And as for pensioning her off, the idea was laughable. What man in his right mind would pension off Barbara Munro?

So, Hugh probably had a mistress tucked away somewhere. She could live with that. She wasn’t jealous, she told herself. It was just that Hugh was a good friend, and she didn’t want anything to spoil that friendship.

Everyone was entitled to keep his own little secrets. Still, it did seem odd that she should be the last to know what Hugh was up to. In fact, when she thought about it, really thought about it, she didn’t know much about Hugh at all.

Her eyes lost focus and she gazed into space. When she came to herself, she frowned at her reflection. There was nothing more pathetic than an aging spinster who refused to face facts. On that thought, she picked up her hairbrush and dragged it violently through her hair.


CHAPTER 2

Hugh Templar entered his rented house in Royal Crescent and asked himself, not for the first time, what the devil he was doing in Bath. In summer, Bath was tolerable. In February, it was the dampest, coldest place in the whole of England. But here he was, whistling the chorus of some bawdy ditty he’d picked up around campfires while soldiering in Spain as though he were actually glad to be back.

Abbie was the drawing card, of course, Abbie with her unruly fair hair, her intelligent gray eyes, and a smile that could melt a man at twenty paces. He would see her tonight at the Assembly Rooms, and he wondered which of the dashing ensembles she’d purchased in Paris she would choose to wear. Only Abbie could get away with what would be censured in any other lady in prim and proper Bath, not because she had the confidence to carry it off, but because everyone liked her. Abbie was everyone’s friend.

Friend. He grimaced. When he’d first met Abbie, he’d summed her up as a typical spinster, strait-laced, proper and with her mind firmly fixed on bagging the first eligible gentleman who crossed her path. Naturally, he’d tried to keep her at a distance, and by the time he discovered that Abbie wasn’t anything like he’d imagined, he’d allowed her to set the boundaries of their odd relationship.

Not that trying to keep her at a distance had worked. Abbie had an inquiring mind and was fascinated by Roman antiquities. When she’d heard about his reputation as an authority on all things Roman, she’d begun her pursuit.

It was the first time, thought Hugh humorously, that a woman had ever pursued him for his brains. Without knowing quite how it happened, he’d found himself elected secretary of the Antiquarians’ Society that Abbie’s aunt and namesake had founded. Naturally, Abbie was the president. And now Abbie regarded him as something between a well-worn encyclopedia and her favorite Dutch uncle.

The role used to suit him. He’d been disillusioned with England after his years as a soldier in Spain. He was bored with its politics, bored with its class system, and particularly bored with its women. He’d wanted to return to Oxford and take up the things that really mattered to him. He’d wanted to return to a life of scholarship, or go off on some dig for Roman ruins.

That’s when he’d met Abbie.

Abbie was a breath of fresh air. He’d soon discovered that she was anything but conventional. She’d set up her own household; she ran her own little business; she didn’t have that annoying habit of sizing a man up with her eyes as a potential husband. In fact, Abbie had made it perfectly clear that she wasn’t interested in marriage, and that suited him just fine. He’d been married once and he never wanted to repeat the experience.

He couldn’t remember when he’d begun to want more from her than friendship. What he did remember was that he’d become irritated when he realized she was keeping him at a distance, literally. If he got too close or their hands accidentally brushed, she would give him one of her clear-eyed gazes and move away. Which perversely made him want to lay his hands on her boldly and possessively, just to shake her up a bit.

She’d given him one of those clear-eyed gazes once too often. He’d been so annoyed with her that he’d gone off to London to seek consolation. He wasn’t used to rejection. When, however, he found himself thinking of Abbie while making love to another woman, he’d known he had a serious problem.

He’d hoped the attraction would pass. But it hadn’t passed. And now he was left to wonder how he could make Abbie see him in a different light.

In the white marble entrance hall, his manservant, Soames, took his coat. Soames was tall and thin, in his mid-fifties, with an expression on his face that always made Hugh think of the word martyr.

Soames said, “You have a caller, sir, a gentleman. He’s waiting in the library.”

“His name?” asked Hugh.

Soames sniffed. “He refused to give his name. He insisted on waiting for you.”

Curious, thought Hugh, and paused before opening the door to his library. His caution, he told himself, was out of place. This was Bath, the most tranquil, orderly spot on God’s earth. Nothing ever happened in Bath. It was time he learned to break these ingrained habits.

He pushed open the door, took one step over the threshold, then either saw or heard something, and in the next instant he lashed out with his balled fist, sending the door flying back on its hinges. He rolled and came up on the balls of his feet. Before the man who was hiding behind the door could recover himself, Hugh launched himself at him and, hooking one leg behind his knee, toppled him to the floor.

“Hugh!” his assailant cried out as Hugh fell on top of him. “Hugh! It’s me! Alex! Alex Ballard!”

Hugh’s fist froze in midair. “Alex?” he said incredulously. “Bloody hell! I should crack your head open! You and your practical jokes!”

When both men got to their feet, they pounded each other on the back and began to laugh. They stopped abruptly when Hugh’s manservant came tearing into the room with a raised poker in his hand.

“It’s all right, Soames,” said Hugh sheepishly. “Mr. Ballard is a friend. As you see, he’s quite harmless. He just likes to play practical jokes on his friends, that’s all.”

The poker was slowly lowered, but Soames still looked distrustfully at Hugh’s friend, then he glanced around the library as if to make sure that nothing had been taken. His eyes came back to Hugh. “I shall be in the pantry, sir, if you need anything.”

When the door closed, Ballard let out a chuckle. “I presume the pantry is within shouting distance, just in case I should decide to murder you?”

Hugh grinned. “It’s across the hall.”

He and Alex had served together in Spain, first as soldiers, then in an elite corps that had been handpicked by Colonel Langley, Wellington’s chief of intelligence. They’d worked closely together and had become good friends. When the war ended, Hugh had taken up his old life while Alex had transferred to the foreign office in London.

“What brings you to Bath?” asked Hugh, indicating that his friend should take one of the armchairs close to the fire. “Or is that a leading question?” He poured out two glasses of whiskey and handed one to Alex before taking the chair facing him.

“My mother-in-law lives in Wells, and Mary and the children are there now. Wells is only a short drive from Bath. So here I am.”

Mary was Alex’s wife. Hugh had met her once at a reception. There were two small boys, as he remembered. He’d learned more about Alex and his family in the short conversation he’d had with Mary Ballard than he’d learned from Alex in the four years they served together in the elite corps.

“How are Mary and the children?” he asked.

“Oh, they are all well. Mary is expecting again. That’s why we’ve made this trip to Wells. You know how it is with women. She wants to be with her mother.”

Hugh sipped his whiskey. It seemed a strange time of year to travel the roads, especially for a woman who was pregnant. And this seemed a strange hour to come calling, so late in the day. It was dark outside. Alex would have a long drive ahead of him before he got home.

The blue eyes that were studying Hugh were highly amused. Ballard said, “It’s difficult to break old habits, isn’t it, Hugh—the suspicion, the constant sifting of a man’s words and motives, putting two and two together? So, what have you come up with?”

“You’re on an assignment,” said Hugh flatly. “This visit to your mother-in-law is a blind to explain your presence in Bath. You think I can help you.” His eyes narrowed as he thought things through. He shook his head. “I hope this doesn’t mean that Langley has sent you to try and recruit me.” When Ballard did not reply, Hugh went on, “I’ll save you the trouble of asking. I’m not interested, Alex. I was never more than an amateur. I have another life to lead now. And now we’re at peace with France, I intend to enjoy it.”

“The chief’s talking of retiring, you know.”

“Colonel Langley? Retired? I find that hard to believe. He has the energy of a man half his age. Besides, it’s the only life he knows.”

Ballard laughed. “It’s true all the same. He came into some money recently, when his cousin died, and that may have something to do with it. Now he can afford to retire.”

“He’ll be a hard man to follow. And just in case you think I’d be interested in Langley’s job, you can forget that too.”

Ballard looked as though he might say more, hesitated then gestured with one hand, encompassing the whole room. “Is this the life you want, your books and Roman artifacts?”

Hugh sat back in his chair and smiled as his friend looked around his library. Fragments of Roman marbles littered every available flat surface. The untidy pile of books on his desk, all opened at noteworthy places, was matched by an equally untidy pile of books on the floor. On top of the high bookshelves were marble busts of various Roman dignitaries. Pinned to the wall between two windows was a large map of Bath with sections circled in black ink.

“That about sums it up.”

Ballard rose and wandered over to the map of Bath. “I remember,” he said, “that you were once a great admirer of Napoleon.”

“That was before he got too big for his boots. And now that he has been stopped, my job is finished.” Hugh’s curiosity was rising. “What I can’t understand is why you’re still in the game. You’re an amateur like me, Alex. When the war ended, you couldn’t wait to get back to your family and that estate of yours in Sussex. You wanted to raise horses. What made you change your mind?”

Ballard turned from scrutinizing the map and shrugged. “We were tying up loose ends, you know how it is, when something came up.”

“Then something else came up after that?”

Ballard grinned. “That about sums it up.”

“And now?”

Ballard looked at Hugh, measuring him with his eyes. Finally, he said, “In the last month, we’ve lost four crack agents in Paris. Something big is going on, Hugh. The only thing is, we don’t know what or who is behind it.”

There was a prolonged silence as Hugh considered Ballard’s words. He was very curious. But one question would lead to another, and before he knew it he would be in it up to his neck. That’s how he’d been recruited the last time. He had different plans for his life now.

He allowed himself one last question. “Anyone I know?”

“No. They were all French, all Maitland’s people. As you can imagine, he’s out for blood.”

At the mention of Maitland’s name, Hugh’s head came up. Richard Maitland had been recruited at the same time as Alex and he. They’d been colleagues, but that was the only thing they’d had in common. Maitland was a dour, cantankerous Scot who despised privilege in all its manifestations. He was supposed to be good at his job, but Hugh had regarded his methods as brutal and wanted nothing to do with them. He and Maitland could never work together.

“So Maitland kept his group active after the rest of us got out of it?”

“It was a precautionary measure,” replied Ballard mildly. “And it paid off. They were on to something before they were wiped out.”

Wiped out. Once, he could have used those words as casually as his friend, but now they made him wince. He’d been away from the game too long. “I’m sorry about Maitland’s agents,” he said. “What was their assignment?”

Ballard shook his head. “We don’t know, and anyway, this is Maitland’s operation. I don’t have all the facts. Even if I did, you know I can’t tell you more without knowing where you stand. I’ve told you too much already.”

Hugh should have known that there was no such thing as one last question, not to a former intelligence agent. “I’m curious, Alex, but not that curious,” he said. “If we were at war with the French, my answer might be different. But I have a different life now, and I won’t give it up.”

“You’re a hard man to persuade, Hugh.”

“I’m impossible to persuade.”

“We always worked well together. There’s no one I trust more than you.”

“I’m sorry, Alex, but the answer is still no.”

For a while, they said nothing as Hugh sipped his drink and Ballard studied the map on the wall. Finally, Ballard said, “I thought Oxford was your home. I thought you liked being close to the university. Weren’t you a fellow there at one time?”

“Classics has always been my hobby,” said Hugh. He spoke casually, but he was watchful. He wondered what Alex was getting at. “And yes, I was a fellow, but that was before I went off to war. Now I divide my time between Oxfordshire and Bath.”

Ballard gestured to the map. “What’s that for, Hugh?”

Hugh rose and joined his friend. “It’s a map of Bath and those marks are where we suspect we’ll find Roman remains if we’re ever allowed to excavate.” He fished in his pocket, found his spectacles, and put them on. “Look here,” he said, pointing. “We believe that there are Roman baths under the foundations of the present Pump Room, and a Roman temple nearby, possibly under the abbey.” He looked at Ballard and grinned. “Am I boring you, Alex?”

“On the contrary, I’m fascinated.”

Hugh might have been amused if he weren’t so wary of where this was leading.

Ballard said, “Who’s we?”

“What?”

“You said that ‘we’ suspect we’ll find Roman remains here. So who is ‘we’?”

He wasn’t going to mention Abbie’s name. “Oh, I meant the Antiquarians’ Society here in Bath.” He turned from the map and returned to his chair. “We’re all very respectable, Alex, all very boring. Not a foreign agent among the lot of us.”

Ballard treated his remark as a joke. “Was I asking too many questions? Sorry, bad habit.” He took a chair close to Hugh’s. “All right, I’ll be frank.” He grinned. “I have another reason for being here. Mary heard something and asked me to verify it.”

“Verify what?”

“That you’re engaged to be married to Miss Abigail Vayle.”

Hugh stiffened. He was conscious of Ballard’s veiled scrutiny, his sensing, his watchful silence. “Engaged to Miss Vayle?” said Hugh. “What gave you that idea?”

“You were with her in Paris in December, weren’t you? Bets were being laid at the embassy. It was common knowledge, of course, that you’d terminated your liaison with Miss Munro.”

There was a moment of silence, then Hugh said softly, “What the hell is going on, Alex? Why the interest in Miss Vayle? What are you really after? Tell me and I may be able to help you.”

Ballard’s eyes opened wide. “Hugh, you’ve got the wrong idea! This is just a friendly conversation. I told you, Mary heard some gossip and—”

He stopped abruptly when Hugh reached across the space that separated them and grabbed him by the lapels. “Listen to yourself! I was wrong about you. You’re no longer an amateur. You’ve become one of them. I thought we were friends, for God’s sake.”

When Hugh released him, Ballard slowly got up.

“Alex,” said Hugh, and pressed his fingers to his temples. “I’m sorry I let my temper get the better of me. I suppose you were only doing your job.”

“No, I wasn’t,” said Ballard stiffly. “If I’d been doing my job, I wouldn’t be here.” He walked to the door, hesitated, and turned back. “I’m speaking to you as a friend now, Hugh. Remember what I said about Maitland. Remember that you have a poor record with women. And remember to watch your back.”

When he heard the front door close, Hugh rose and began to prowl around the room. It didn’t take him long to discover that his library had been expertly searched. He’d known where to put his hand on any book he wanted, but now the piles of books on his desk and floor were in the wrong order, while the papers and letters were neatly stacked, too neatly to be his work. What had Alex been looking for? And what was he, Hugh, suspected of?

His mind began to sift through their conversation. He’d assumed that Alex had come to Bath to try and recruit him, but if Maitland were in charge of things, that didn’t seem likely. Then why was Alex here, and why the questions about Abbie and the warning at the end?

Deep in thought, Hugh left the library and made his way upstairs.


CHAPTER 3

Despite the bad weather, polite society flocked to the dress ball in Bath’s New Assembly Rooms. Hugh had just come from the card room and was standing inside the entrance to the ballroom, watching the dancing. When he saw Abbie, his lips softened in a smile.

When he first met her, he’d thought she was merely pleasant looking. He couldn’t remember when his opinion began to change, but now he considered her one of the loveliest women he knew. Her large gray eyes were her best feature. They could be as cool as ice or they could fill with passion, but that, unfortunately, was the passion for ancient history. If she would only look at him the way she looked at fragments of Roman pottery, he’d be a happy man.

When the dancers parted, giving Hugh a clearer view of Abbie, his smile died. She was wearing one of the daring ensembles she’d purchased in Paris. He stared at the short bodice that revealed an expanse of tender white flesh, then he looked down at the raised hem that gave him a glimpse of trim ankles in white silk stockings.

What thedevil had she been getting up to in his absence?

The steps of the dance had brought Abbie within arms’ reach of him. He resisted the temptation to grab her away from the young fop she was dancing with, but when her eyes met his, he couldn’t hide what he was feeling.

For
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