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A misty morning may become a clear day.

—Scottish proverb


Chapter 1

London, 1765

 


Trudging up the stairs behind her mistress, Sophie
Vernet reminded herself that her life could be a lot worse. One
glimpse of London had been enough to put the world in perspective.
She had been shocked by the number of waifs begging for bread on
the streets, offering to do anything for a coin, and so bedraggled
the sight of them tugged at her heart. But for the grace of God and
Katherine Hinds, she could have been a member of that tattered
tribe.

Yes, she was lucky. She wasn’t starving. She had a
pallet to sleep on and clothes to wear. She should have been
grateful for her servitude to the Hinds family. But she wasn’t.

The bags Sophie carried dragged down her shoulders
and shot pain across her back as she climbed the dark stairs of the
inn where they had finally found a room. She had carried three
valises for a good five miles that day, never complaining even
though she thought her arms would pull out of their sockets at any
moment. She longed for the journey to end. She longed to put down
her load. Most of all she longed for freedom. But her day was far
from over. And freedom was just a dream she held tight to her
heart. She had no money, and she had no place to go in this huge
frozen city so different from her island home of Santo Domingo.

 


Katherine Hinds unlocked the door of the room Sophie
had rented on her behalf and marched across the threshold. She
swept a horrified glance around the tiny chamber and then turned to
glare at her servant.

“This won’t do!” Katherine flushed with anger. “What
were you thinking? This simply won’t do!”

Curious to see what Miss Hind’s meager funds had
rented, Sophie left the bags in the doorway and stepped up behind
her mistress to survey the room. It was a small space with a tiny
fireplace and narrow window. The walls and floor were fashioned
from rough wood planks and topped by a ceiling angled at the sides.
Beneath the eaves squatted a wardrobe that couldn’t even be pushed
all the way to the wall because of the low line of the ceiling. The
design made the room seem more like a cave than a bedchamber. It
was a far cry from the airy rooms they were accustomed to on the
island and a great deal smaller.

How were they to manage in this space? There were
three of them traveling together, and yet the room offered only a
single bed, one chair at a small wooden table, and one candle
already half spent. Even for a servant like Sophie, who didn’t
expect much in the way of personal accommodations, the room was
inadequate.

Sophie had been the one to make the arrangements for
the room, as Katherine and Agnes were much too ladylike to deal
directly with innkeepers. Now she feared she would be blamed for
the state of the place, even though she’d had no choice in the
matter.

“This room isn’t fit for swine to shit in.”
Katherine exclaimed over her shoulder. “You have been cheated, my
girl, and cheated thoroughly!”

“The innkeeper said this was the only room he had,”
Sophie backed toward the doorway, wary of being disciplined with a
slap. “There’s a festival on, he said.”

“Festival, pah!” Katherine scowled. “I have never
seen such a wretched hovel in my entire life!”

“Shall I try to get your money back?”

“And walk another mile to another inn?” Agnes
Preston sank to the chair, slumped backward, and thrust out her fat
feet. “Lord, no! I’m spent, Miss Katherine. I can’t take another
step.”

Sophie looked back at her mistress and waited for
instruction. She knew better than to suggest they return to the
ship. Katherine had hated every moment spent on the schooner and
vowed she would never step foot on one again. Sophie wondered how
her mistress planned to return to Santo Domingo without benefit of
a sailing ship. Perhaps she never intended to go back.

“I can’t stay here!” Katherine pointed at the narrow
bed pulled close to the fireplace. The quilt was faded and lumpy.
“Look at that bed. It’s likely crawling with vermin!”

“We can air it,” Sophie suggested. For once, she
agreed with Agnes. She didn’t want to go anywhere else this
afternoon either. She was exhausted.

As Katherine’s white rimmed stare swept from the bed
to the door and back again, Sophie reached for her mistress’ cloak,
expecting to wait on Katherine as usual and expecting to be cuffed
if she didn’t anticipate the young woman’s slightest desire.

“Don’t!” Katherine slapped away Sophie’s hand. “I’m
freezing! And we shan’t be staying!”

Dutifully, Sophie acquiesced and let her hands fall
to her sides. She knew that pretty, brown-haired Katherine often
displayed outrage when she was frightened, and today was no
exception. Coming from the quiet warmth of the West Indies and an
insulated life on her family’s sugar plantation, Katherine had been
unprepared for the possibility that no one would meet her when she
arrived in England. She had been forced to make her way in this
foreign land with its dirty air and reeking rivers, and with very
little money in her purse.

At twenty-one, Katherine was not a babe to be sure,
but she had been coddled far too much by her mother, who had
recently passed away. Though Katherine never mentioned the
financial status of the plantation, Sophie knew Katherine’s mother
had left her with many debts when she died.

Katherine’s English grandmother, on the other hand,
was fabulously wealthy.

“Sophie, quit badgering Miss Hinds,” Agnes hissed
from the chair. “Can’t you see she’s upset?”

Sophie hadn’t thought she was badgering her
mistress, but she didn’t say anything to the surly governess.
Thirty-two-year-old Agnes Preston had always been surly, but her
bad temper had reached new heights now that she was separated from
the furniture-maker she had fallen in love with on board the
Hesperian. He had been the first man to ever pay court to
Agnes, and she had lost all sense over him. “Hurry up and make the
fire before we all freeze to death!”

“No fire, I tell you!” Katherine snapped. “We’re
going back to that inn—the Golden Swan—and demanding a room! My
grandmother paid for a room and I shall have a room!”

Agnes sighed, having suffered the same dialogue
earlier that afternoon. “But not until two weeks hence, miss.
They’ve not got the room now.”

“I’m to be the Countess of Blethin! I can’t stay
here!”

“What choice do you have?” The governess crossed her
short, pudgy arms. “We arrived early. You haven’t a penny to your
name. The inns are all full. Your grandmother is not here yet. It’s
cold. It’s late. And we don’t know the city.”

“My future in-laws live in London. Surely they would
take me in.”

“Then send a messenger with a note.” The governess’
cold black eyes leveled upon Sophie who had returned to the pile of
bags in the doorway where she was safely out of reach of her
mistress. Agnes nodded in her direction. “Send her.”

Katherine turned and glanced at Sophie. The two
young women were the same height, so it was difficult for Katherine
to look down her nose at Sophie as she preferred to do with
subordinates. Her wild-eyed glance flitted over her
maidservant.

“Why not?” Katherine mused breathlessly, more to
herself than anyone else. “What harm could it do? The Metcalfs
wouldn’t want me suffering in this fire trap, would they?”

“Of course not,” Agnes agreed. “Why don’t you write
a note, miss, while Sophie lights the fire?”

“Good idea.” Katherine fluttered a hand over the
trunk Sophie had just lugged into the middle of the room. “Sophie,
get my writing box out at once. Then see about the fire.”

“Yes, miss.” Sophie ducked to do Katherine’s
bidding, pacing herself, knowing her work for the day was far from
over. She would have to deliver the message, find victuals for the
other two ladies to eat and—wherever they ended up for the
night—-help Katherine undress, launder her stockings, carefully put
away all the clothing and jewelry, clean Katherine’s shoes, and get
out her clothes for the next day. If she were lucky, Katherine and
Agnes would leave a portion of food for her to eat when she finally
sat down for the evening, somewhere close to midnight. Many times,
however, Sophie ended the day with no reward for her hard work but
cold tea and bread, as Agnes often ate the last of the cheese or
meat before she retired.

Sophie set the writing box on the small table by the
window, opened the ornate lid, placed a quill on the right and
removed the stopper from the ink. Then she carefully got out a
piece of paper and stepped back.

It wasn’t often she had a chance to write, although
she knew how, which was uncommon for a servant. She knew she was
clever, for over the years she had picked up everything Katherine
had been taught, just by listening as she worked. She could even
play the harpsichord, although she made sure her mistress was
nowhere in the house when she indulged in music. Katherine would
have punished her for wasting valuable time. She also loved to
cook, and often suffered blows and reprimands for spending too much
time in the kitchen when she should have been upstairs.

There wasn’t anything Katherine could do that Sophie
couldn’t do better, and it seemed grossly unfair that simply by an
act of fate one should be mistress and the other servant. Sophie
sighed and walked to the fire. She had learned at a young age that
the world was not a fair place.

Sophie used a flint to light the kindling, but her
mind was far from the task at hand. During the many days at sea and
the endless hours filled with nothing but water and sky to
contemplate, she had thought about England and about starting a new
life there, about running away to a place where no one would know
her as Katherine Hinds’ servant, but mostly about becoming a free
woman.

Sophie knew her desires were far different from most
women of her day. Her ill-natured mistress wanted nothing more than
to marry her earl and become a countess. Agnes wanted a life with
her furniture-maker, complete with a brood of what would likely be
surly little daughters. But at nineteen years old, Sophie wanted
only her freedom—not a husband, not a grand home, not even
children. All she wanted was to be able to get up in the morning
and be the mistress of her own time and master of her fate. Yet of
the desires of the three women, hers was the least likely to be
attained. A woman could easily marry and bear children, but she
could not easily survive without a man.

Once the kindling was in flames, Sophie carefully
built the coal fire. She was still not adept at using the shiny
black stones that to her were magical in the way they could burn
like wood. For a moment, she knelt at the little flame, letting the
slight heat bathe her face. She hadn’t been warm for two months,
since they had left Santo Domingo, as no one had thought to bring
gloves and boots for her like Agnes and Katherine wore. At least
Katherine had provided her with a woolen cloak, albeit a cast-off.
Sophie often wore Katherine’s old clothes, once the ribbons and
trimming had been carefully removed, as the two women were similar
in size and stature.

“I’m finished with the note,” Katherine called, her
voice lighter than it had been a moment before. “But I confess, I
don’t know where the Metcalfs live. Still, it can’t be far.”

Couldn’t be far? Sophie stared at her mistress. How
could Katherine utter such nonsense? Hadn’t she seen the huge smoky
expanse of London as the stage had rolled into the city from the
docks at Southampton? The city went for miles.

“Ask around.” The governess looked over her shoulder
from her place by the fire. Her short, compact body soaked up what
little heat the coal on the grate threw out. “Someone will
know.”

“And don’t be long, girl,” Katherine warned. “I’m
truly out of patience with the events of the day.”

Sophie took the folded and sealed paper. “I’ll do my
best.”

“See that you do.”

Sophie stepped out of the cramped little room and
found her way back down the stairs. She felt a stab of panic at the
thought of going out alone into the busy streets of London, of
getting lost or being accosted by thieves, but she quickly
swallowed back her fear. It wouldn’t do her any good to be afraid.
Besides, it wasn’t often she was out from under Katherine Hind’s
thumb. She had to take her moments of independence when they
came.

 


An hour and a half later, Sophie was still hurrying
along the streets, too worried to walk and too well-mannered to
run, as night fell around her like a heavy drape, bringing with it
the first flakes of a winter snowstorm.

Sophie stopped in the street and looked up at the
unfamiliar English sky. The blackness above was so different than
the star-sprinkled indigo of Santo Domingo. Here the stars seemed
to be falling all around her in floating white shapes. She’d never
seen snow before, and for a moment she let the soft white flakes
land on her nose and cheeks and marveled at the unusual sensation.
The snow upon her skin was a wondrously delicate sensation—like
fairy kisses.

She didn’t indulge herself long. She knew she must
plod onward through the dank London streets. She lowered her gaze
to the city around her and set off once more. Her shoes sloshed
with every step on the uneven cobblestones, and soon she lost all
feeling in her toes. She blotted out the discomfort and focused
solely upon her objective: reaching the Metcalf House, which she
had been told was just around the corner.

A lump stuck in her throat, but Sophie reminded
herself not to panic. Had she been this way before? Why did all the
tall shops and townhouses look the same in the dark? She fretted
that she might have once again lost her way. And now, as the
streets grew ever darker, she was reluctant to ask passers-by for
directions for fear of drawing attention to herself as prey for
thieves or murderers.

Before night had fallen, she had stopped a half
dozen people to ask for directions to the Metcalf’s home. Many had
assured her that she was only blocks away. She must have circled
the place countless times without seeing it.

“It’s the house with the gate in front, a gate with
a lion’s head on it.”

Nearly everyone had mentioned the lion head. In vain
she searched for the gate and was just about ready to give up and
turn back, when she saw a carriage come around the corner and roll
her way. As it jingled past, the coach lights glowed through the
falling snow and cast faint shadows upon the walls and windows
along the street. Sophie stepped against the dark wall of a private
garden, out of the way of the carriage wheels and their muddy
spray. The last thing she wanted to add to her misery was a wet
cloak and skirt.

Just as the coach passed, its lights reflected on
the property across the narrow street, and Sophie caught sight of
the outline of a cat’s head as it appeared and then vanished in the
darkness.

“Thank you, Lord,” she murmured. She waited for the
coach to rumble by and then skittered across the lane.

Oddly enough, the lion-head gate was not locked, nor
was there a guard in the little gatehouse beside it. Sophie pushed
at the black iron bars, and the gate swung open easily, being well
cared for and well-oiled. She squinted, trying to make out the
path, as the grounds were not lighted, but couldn’t see much
through the snowfall. A hundred feet ahead of her rose the outline
of a tall, stone house, much grander than any she had seen during
the last hour and a half. She headed for the front door, tucking
the stray tendrils of her hair back beneath her bonnet so she would
be presentable to whomever opened the door.

Her knock was answered by a manservant dressed in a
banyan wrapped over his small clothes and a turban perched on his
shaved head.

“Yes?” His terse tone made it clear that he had
better things to do than open the door at such a late hour.

“I’m looking for the Metcalfs,” Sophie
explained.

“This is the Metcalf residence.”

“Wonderful!” She smiled, happy to have found the
house at last.

The butler surveyed her dourly, unaffected by her
grin. “And you are?”

“Sophie Vernet, maidservant of
Miss Katherine Hinds.” She drew the letter from the cuff of her
traveling gown. “I have a note for the Metcalfs, written by my
mistress.”

“I’m afraid the family is away on holiday.”

“They are?” Sophie’s voice cracked with
disappointment. Katherine would be very upset to hear such news and
would probably punish her for bringing bad tidings.

The old man tilted his head. “They shall be back in
a few days. If you care to leave the note, I will make sure they
get it.”

“Thank you.” She held out the folded paper, and he
snatched it out of her hand, obviously anxious to be rid of her and
get out of the cold.

“Thank you, sir.”

Without another word, he closed the door in her
face, snuffing away all the light that had streamed from the house
and leaving Sophie in darkness that seemed blacker and colder than
before.

She trudged to the gate, counting on her good memory
to get her back to the Queen & Cross where Katherine and Agnes
waited for her. She wondered how angry they would be when she
arrived with her bleak news.

Much to Sophie’s mounting dismay, she found the
lions-head gate had swung shut behind her and trapped her inside
the grounds of the Metcalf House. Frowning at her bad luck, she
glanced down the wall that held the gate. Instead of bothering the
crabby butler again, she decided to cross the property and try her
luck at locating an exit along the rear wall.

Most grand houses had a back entrance or an alley of
some kind, designed to allow tradesmen to pass in and out. With any
luck, that gate might be unlocked or scalable.

While Sophie searched for a way out, she felt her
spirits flag. She had endured a long day spent without food or
drink or proper winter attire. Tired and hungry and cold, she
wandered toward the back of the estate, feeling more and more
confused. Soon she found herself hopelessly lost in the rear
gardens. The hedgerows, now white with snow, were too tall for her
to see above, and she mistook an interior wall for the larger one
that ringed the estate.

Close to tears, but refusing to knock again upon the
door and admit to her foolishness, Sophie plunged down a garden
path. She could see the wall looming beyond an outbuilding, but
heavy shrubbery barred her from going around the structure.
Guessing the building was a gatehouse or carriage house of some
kind, she knocked and then opened the narrow door and slipped
inside.

“Hello?” She guessed that since the Metcalfs were on
holiday the carriage house was as deserted as the front gatehouse.
Still, she thought it best to be safe and announce her
presence.

Off to her right and up some stairs, she heard a low
moan, and then something fell to the floor with a metallic clank.
The hair on her forearms rose, as alarm shot up her back and into
her scalp. Light flickered through the doorway of a room at the top
of the stairs. She paused, wondering whether to bolt forward, run
back into the garden, or see if someone was hurt or ill on the
upper floor.

“It’s Sophie Vernet, maidservant,” she called. She
couldn’t take the chance of being suspected as an intruder or
thief. “Is anyone there?”

Silence answered her, a silence too intense to be
genuine. “Is anyone hurt?” she asked, raising her hand to the stone
wall of the stairwell.

No answer.

“I’m coming up,” she called.

Carefully she climbed the stairs, her heart
pounding, but knowing she could never turn her back on a person in
trouble. Just as she got to the top of the stairs and reached for
the half-open door, she saw a blur of blue satin in front of her.
The latch was yanked from her grip. A tall figure burst through the
doorway and shoved her against the wall, knocking the wind from
her.

She gasped for breath and gaped at the tall, thin
man. He turned toward her. He wore a half-mask around his eyes and
held a knife in his hand. Flickering light from the fire glinted
off the blade. Sophie’s heart plunged to her feet. Was he going to
kill her? Instinctively, she threw up her arms to ward off the blow
she knew was coming.

The man swiped at her, cutting through the sleeve of
her dress and slicing her forearm. Sophie cried out and fought
back, scratching at his head and pulling at the mask to get at his
eyes. For a moment they struggled, until she managed to snatch away
his mask.

Instantly, he leapt away from her and scrambled down
the stairs, obviously more concerned with concealing his identity
than taking her life. In the darkness and her blinding fright, she
had seen nothing of his face.

Sophie’s chest heaved as she clutched her forearm to
her breast and glanced around for a way to escape. At the same
moment, she heard the clatter of horse hooves outside as her
assailant rode away. At least he wouldn’t be lying in wait for her
in the garden. For that she was profoundly grateful.

With shaking hands, Sophie lifted a portion of her
ruined sleeve, enough to glance at her wound. From what she could
see in the dim light, the wound wasn’t bleeding very much. The
knife had scratched her more than sliced her flesh, thanks to the
sturdy wool fabric of her traveling gown.

She stepped away from the wall, her legs trembling,
and stumbled into the room at the top of the stairs. She hadn’t
taken more than two steps, when she lurched to a stop, too
horrified to go any farther.

Blood pooled on the floor around a man’s body, naked
from the waist down.

“Dear God!” she gasped.


Chapter 2

“I’ve had enough of your preposterous nonsense!”
Katherine shouted hours later. She was wild with disappointment at
the realization that she would have to spend the night at the Queen
& Cross after all.

Still in a numb state, Sophie stood near the door,
wet and disheveled, her sleeve torn, her body physically drained
from hours of walking and her emotions frazzled from her close
brush with death. She wanted nothing more than to sink into a chair
and collapse. But Katherine was in one of her states and would not
listen to reason. She had even cut off Sophie’s recounting of what
she’d seen in the carriage house with an imperious wave of her
hand.

“Enough! You have some nerve to come back here,
telling me a pack of lies. Do you think I’m an idiot?” Katherine
threw a slipper at her. Sophie let it strike her in the shoulder
and barely flinched. She was simply too tired to react. “Murdered
man, path! We both know ‘tis a smoke screen to disguise your
dawdling!”

“Did you even find the Metcalf’s house?” Agnes
inquired, brushing her black hair as she did every night before
retiring. Her cold eyes glowered at Sophie, and her brush strokes
were short and angry gestures, relaying her peevishness.

“Yes, I found it!” Sophie hadn’t the strength to
choke back the sharpness in her voice. She was beyond fatigue. “I
told you I did!”

“Don’t use that tone with Agnes!” Katherine
snapped.

“Sorry, miss.”

“Gone for hours!” Katherine walked around her,
glaring at her sodden clothing. “Up to no good, I’ll wager.”

“Probably eating meat pies,” Agnes put in. “Flirting
with coachmen—”

“While we had to wait here in this hell hole.”
Katherine planted herself in front of Sophie and braced her fists
on her hips. “Did you ever think of us? Did you ever think we might
have better things to do than wait around while you dilly-dallied?
Do you realize we were waiting for four hours?”

“The Metcalf house was in Kensington, ma’am. Miles
away!”

“I have a mind to turn you out! Right now! This
instant!”

Sophie raised her chin. She wouldn’t beg, but she
prayed her mistress would not turn her out on such a cold night
when she was in no condition to survive the elements.

“‘Twould serve her right,” Agnes
grumbled, “the lying little twit.”

“I’m not a liar!” Sophie turned, her patience
snapping. The mean-spirited governess had no business making
comments about her performance or her character. She wanted to
wring the older woman’s neck. From the time Agnes had arrived seven
years ago to teach Katherine, the governess had belittled and
antagonized Sophie. She had taken every opportunity to discredit
her, to tease her, and to make her life more difficult than it was
already.

“I’m not a liar!” Sophie repeated, stepping
toward Agnes, her arms stiff at her sides. “I saw what I saw!”

The harsh brushing stopped in midair as the two
women glowered at each other.

“See? The murderer cut my arm!” Sophie held out her
wounded forearm.

“Be that as it may,” Katherine’s cold voice said
behind her. “We are hungry and tired. Get down to the kitchen and
bring us something to eat, while I consider what to do with you.
I’ll have you know I’m quite vexed, Sophie. I’m quite vexed with
you!”

“Yes, miss.” Sophie bit back a wave of resentment
and turned for the door. More than ever, she wanted to run away but
knew she must choose her own time. Now was not the moment to flee,
not when she was wet and cold and starving. Tonight, she would bow
her head and do her mistress’ bidding. She would set her sights on
tomorrow for her escape.

 


Morning arrived all too soon, with a harsh kick from
Agnes.

“Get up,” the governess barked. “The fire’s nearly
gone out.”

Sophie rose on one elbow, her rib cage and hipbones
stiff from her makeshift bed on the floor, which was comprised of a
folded blanket for a mattress and her cloak for a covering. Her
fingers and toes were blocks of ice, and her entire body creaked in
protest as she slowly clambered to her feet. She’d never been
colder in her life, even aboard the Hesperian.

Katherine lay in the bed fast asleep, snoring
softly, the bedcovers pulled to her chin and her mob cap pulled
down over her ears.

“Hurry up!” Agnes rubbed her elbows. “I’m frozen to
the bone! Lord!”

“It was snowing last night,” Sophie reached for the
coal bucket. “Did you see it? I’ve never seen snow before.”

“As if I should care!” Agnes hobbled to the wardrobe
and dug through it for something to wear.

So began Sophie’s day: harsh words from Agnes and a
continual string of petty demands soon to come from Katherine.

As they had to wait for Katherine’s grandmother to
arrive, and since the Metcalfs were not in London, Katherine was
forced to pass the time at the inn. She took a lingering bath, all
the while discussing with Agnes the kind of wedding she would
have—what kind of gown, what kind of flowers, and what kind of
feast. Sophie washed her mistress’ hair and attended to her nails
and feet, only half-listening to Katherine’s chatter.

Just after eleven, while Katherine dressed behind a
screen, someone knocked upon the door. Concealed behind the screen,
Sophie continued to pull at Katherine’s corset ties, while Agnes
answered the door.

“Good morning,” a deep voice greeted. “I’m looking
for Miss Katherine Hinds.”

 


Katherine leaned over to look through the crack of
the screen. Sophie did the same at the space just above the hinge
on the other side, and caught sight of a tall man standing in the
doorway. He was dressed in black, with a snowy white cravat tied
around his neck and tall black boots. His clothes looked well made
and clean, and Sophie found herself trying to make out his
features, but the shadow of his hat concealed his face.

“Miss Hinds is not available at the moment,” Agnes
finally replied.

“Then may I leave my card?” He reached into the
folds of his Brandenburg coat. “It is important that I speak with
her.”

Katherine straightened. “Agnes,” she called from
behind the screen. “Show the gentleman in.”

Agnes glanced over her shoulder in surprise.

“Show him in.” Katherine continued. “He may state
his business while I dress.”

Sophie looked up just in time to see Katherine’s
glare and her raised hand, ready to slap her dallying servant.
“What are you gawking at?” she mouthed.

Instantly Sophie rose up and resumed the task of
cinching Katherine’s waist to a fashionable thirteen inches. Yet
she couldn’t resist the urge to stare at the visitor with the deep
voice, and managed to get a view of him through the crack in the
screen as she worked.

“Thank you.” The man moved forward and politely
turned his gaze to the fire instead of the faint silhouettes behind
the screen. He gave his hat to Agnes, revealing hair as black as
the coal with which Sophie had earlier built the fire. The queue of
his hair brushed the tops of a pair of wide shoulders.

“My name is Ian Ramsay,” he began.

Agnes delivered his card to Katherine, bustling more
than usual, as the appearance of a man had completely changed the
atmosphere in the room. Katherine glanced at the printing on the
plain ivory paper.

“Captain Ian Ramsay,” she repeated, reading the
card.

“At your service.” He gave a short bow that was
neither overly effusive nor awkwardly stiff, but a quick fluid
movement of man accustomed to physical activity.

“And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit,
captain?”

“As to that, Miss Hinds, perhaps it would be better
if I came at another time.”

“Not at all. Speak, sir.”

“You are a stranger to London, are you not?”

“Yes, but where do you come by your
information?”

The man shifted his weight onto his left foot and
clasped his hands behind him. “‘Tis well known that Edward Metcalf
awaits his betrothed from the Americas.”

“Really?” Katherine raised her chin and flushed with
pleasure. She loved being the center of attention.

“And I have made it my duty to keep informed of all
ships arriving from Santo Domingo.”

“To what purpose?”

“To meet you, Miss Hinds, and to suggest that you
investigate Edward Metcalf before you enter into any legal
arrangement with the man.”

Color flooded into Katherine’s face again, but this
time it was a flush of anger. “I beg your pardon?”

“I mean no disrespect, madam, but you are to inherit
a large sum of money. There are those so desperate, they would drug
you and marry you under false pretenses.”

“Surely not the earl!”

“Surely not. But bear in mind that just because he
has a title does not guarantee he has financial security.”

“Sir, I will not listen to such slanderous
talk!”

The captain frowned and glanced at the screen for a
moment. “I come only as a friend, with your best interests in mind,
to warn you.”

“Friend? What kind of friend would say such a thing
about my intended husband? You insult me! And you insult his
lordship!”

Sophie reached up to drape a petticoat around
Katherine, but in her outrage, her mistress drove her away with a
harsh smack. At the sound, the captain jerked around and surveyed
the screen as if to discern what had just transpired behind it. He
had dark features and dark, intense eyes.

Katherine glowered, as if to burn a hole through the
screen. “I’ll have you know you are speaking of Edward Metcalf, the
Earl of Blethin, peer of the realm!”

“Be that as it may, Miss Hinds, my advice still
stands.”

“I won’t even bother to thank you,” she retorted,
turning her back, her nose in the air, even though she couldn’t be
seen by the man. “Good day to you, sir!”

For a moment, the tall man paused, as if deciding
how he could better state his case, and then he reached for his
tricorne hat.

“The address to my club is on the card,” he said.
“Should you desire more information. Or should you need my
assistance.”

“You flatter yourself, sir!”

“Good day then,” he replied, his voice brusque. He
nodded at Agnes, “Good day,” he said again, and ducked out of the
room.

Sophie watched him go and wondered what would induce
a complete stranger to warn Katherine about Edward Metcalf.

 


A few minutes later, Sophie was sent downstairs for
bread and meat and a bottle of cider. She sat in the smoky, noisy
common room of the inn, grateful to be off her feet for a few
minutes, as she waited for the victuals to be prepared. Everyone
was talking about a murder in Kensington, a crime so heinous that
the details had been left out of the morning newssheet. Sophie
clasped her hands together in her lap and forced herself to remain
calm. Surely they spoke of the murdered man she had seen in the
Metcalf’s carriage house, his handsome young face frozen into a
mask of agony by death, his thighs covered in blood. In no way did
she wish to be associated with such a crime or to discuss it with
anyone either.

Still, she couldn’t help but listen to the buzz of
voices while she kept her head down and fussed with the ruined
sleeve of her dress where the murderer had struck out at her. Was
that detail known as well—that a young woman had been at the scene
of the crime and had suffered a knife wound? With trembling
fingers, Sophie brought the two edges of her sleeve together, and
when she did so, something dislodged from her cuff, fell to the
slate floor, and bounced under the bench where she sat.

Sophie bent down and looked beneath her seat,
surprised to spy a small buckle glittering in the dim light. She
snatched up the bauble and glanced at it briefly. Were those
diamonds flashing back at her or pieces of cut glass? She couldn’t
tell. Where had the buckle come from? How had it lodged in the cuff
of her sleeve? Could this buckle incriminate her by linking her to
the murder?

“Your order, miss,” the innkeeper called, sliding a
metal tray across the bar toward her.

Shaken, Sophie reached for her pockets and deftly
dropped the buckle in before she selected a copper to pay for
Katherine’s meal. She would deal with the bauble later, when she
had more time to think.

“Thank you.” Sophie paid with the coin and then
glanced down at the thick slices of bacon. She’d been ravenous when
she’d entered the common room, but after hearing the talk around
her and discovering the buckle, she’d lost her appetite. In fact,
when she looked again at the thick slabs of meat piled next to the
bread, she had to force back a wave of nausea.

“Are you all right, miss?” the innkeeper asked,
leaning closer and tilting his head. “You look as pale as a
sheet.”

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

She gave him a weak smile, grabbed the tray without
letting her gaze drop to the plate of food, and carried it up the
stairs.

Sophie was surprised to see the door to their room
open, and a man’s figure standing at the threshold. Had Captain
Ramsay returned? On second glance, she realized the visitor was not
their former visitor. This man wore a black cloak, not a coat,
carried a long black staff, and was much shorter than Captain
Ramsay. Sophie paused in the hallway a few paces from the door. Her
intuition urged her to be wary. She could hear the caller’s voice,
a nasal drone that betrayed a lack of spirit in the man or a lack
of imagination.

“—In Kensington, miss. Last
night.”

“‘Tis absurd,” Katherine answered.
“What reason would she have?”

Sophie froze. They were speaking of her, she was
sure of it. But how could she possibly be connected to the
murder?

“Theft.”

Sophie thought of the buckle in her pocket, and her
blood ran cold, slicing through her veins. She glanced again at the
man and guessed he might be an officer of the law, a constable
perhaps, or a hired investigator.

“And how can you be certain, Constable Keener?”

“The victim was missing the buckles of his knee
breeches, madam. Very expensive buckles. Fashioned in silver and
diamonds, I’ve been told.”

“Surely, my maidservant did not steal anything—”

“She was there last evening, according to the
butler.”

“And gone a long time,” Agnes put in, never missing
a chance to discredit Sophie. “Only to come back with that cut on
her arm and a tall tale!”

Sophie felt her heart sinking to her tattered
shoes.

“Really?” The constable’s voice plumped with a
pleased smile. “Interesting.” He craned his neck to take in a full
view of the room. “And where is she now?”

“Downstairs,” Katherine answered. “Supposedly buying
our midday meal.”

The constable turned his head in the direction of
the stairs and for a long, awful moment his cool gray eyes locked
upon Sophie’s, imprisoning her entire body in his hard stare. He
realized instantly who stood in the hall behind him, and she knew
she must act. If he so much as searched her pockets, he would find
damning proof of her culpability, and she knew she could not count
on Katherine to protect her.

“Miss Vernet?” the constable called out.

Mesmerized by his eyes, she didn’t answer. Then he
took a step toward her, and the movement broke the spell, crashing
through the storm of panic whirling inside her head. Frantic, she
hurled the tray of food at him and heard the thunk of the
bottle upon the floor, the clatter of pewter, his gasp of outrage,
and shattering glass. Then she swept aside her skirt and petticoat
in one fist, and raced down the stairs.

 


As the long winter night closed in upon London,
Sophie was still running. Her shoes were soaked through, her hair
was matted with snow, and her breath dragged through her parched
throat, as she paused in her race to outrun the constable.

Sophie peered around the back of an empty carriage,
only to see Constable Keener stride around the corner at the far
end of the block. His tattered lackeys—homeless street boys he
employed for such things—fanned through the crowds like hounds
after a fox. She glanced in the opposite direction, desperate for
an avenue of escape, and it was then she realized she had made a
fatal mistake. She had run into a busy square, with a fountain in
the middle and tall stone buildings all around—and no way out but
past the advancing constable.

The thought of capture scared Sophie witless. She’d
heard what became of female criminals at Tyburn Tree. There,
condemned women were hanged while thousands of Londoners looked on.
Such an end was not for her, not as long as she had the power to
keep running.

Warmly-dressed couples stared at her in alarm as
they hurried by on their way to roast-beef dinners, to games of
whist, to cigars and cognac. She couldn’t meet their glances, and
gripped the carriage wheel with fingers numbed by cold. She forced
herself to keep thinking, to keep trying, to come up with a way to
outwit Keener.

How close was he? She dared not peek around the
carriage again. The smell of the Thames hung in the gray light of
the dying afternoon, filling her bursting lungs with dank, musky
air. She dared not breathe too heavily in case the constable should
hear her or spot the telltale cloud of her strident
respiration.

“Find her!” she heard him bark. “She can’t be
far.”

His harsh voice spurred Sophie to action. She
unlatched the door of the vacant coach, swept up her skirts, and
scrambled into the cab, thankful that her slight frame and the
heavy construction of the vehicle kept the coach from swaying
beneath her weight. A neatly folded plaid lap robe lay on one seat.
She dropped to her hands and knees and pulled the warm folds of the
blanket over her, making sure to hide every trace of the muddy hem
of her blue dress and quilted petticoat, and hoped the blanket
would hide the silhouette of her pocket panniers. There in the
darkness of the coach she huddled, smothering her own breath for
fear of being discovered.

The coach smelled of lamp oil, leather and
horseflesh, and a faint pleasant fragrance she thought might be the
cologne of the owner of the vehicle. Under the blanket, she made
herself as small as possible, while her ears felt as if they grew
larger and larger, the harder she strained to hear what was going
on outside.

Muffled footsteps ran past on the street side of the
coach. She heard a boy yell, and then the constable shouting out
for them to look harder. Sophie held her breath, praying her
pounding heart couldn’t be heard over the noise in the street.

Suddenly the door of the coach opened.

Sophie’s heart jumped into her throat, choking her.
She would be found out in a matter of moments. What then?

“Damnation!” she heard a male voice growl. The word
was laced with a foreign accent, surely American, but with some
other influence as well. And oddly enough, the deep voice sounded
familiar.

“Captain Ramsay!” another voice called as someone
else hurried toward the coach.

“Charles! I told you—”

“Beggin’ your pardon, Captain, but it was miserable
cold out here, and I—”

“Never mind. Take me to the club. I’m late.”

“Of course, sir. Right away, sir.”

The carriage shuddered as the driver climbed aboard
and the captain—surely the same man who had visited Katherine
earlier that day—entered the cab and shut the door behind him. She
heard him sit down and sigh. Not a moment more passed before she
felt a slight nudge of his boot on her flank. Then to her dismay,
she saw the corner of the lap robe lift.

“What have we here?” The man leaned closer for a
better look in the dim light of the coach.

She twisted to glance at his face, and caught a
glimpse of his unpowdered hair, black as coal, a pair of swooping
black brows, and sharp dark eyes beneath the shadow of his tricorne
hat. A serious face. But not a cruel countenance.

“Please, sir,” she whispered. “Do not betray
me.”

Before he could respond, she heard more hurried
steps approaching the vehicle and tugged the lap robe back
down.

“You there!” the constable called. “Driver!”
Keener’s boots crunched the snow as he strode to the coach. “Have
you seen a young woman run by here?”

“No, sir.”

“Brown hair,” Keener continued, “not much over five
feet tall? Wearing a blue dress?”

“No sir. But my master, Captain Ramsay, might have
seen something.”

Sophie heard the captain sigh again, seemingly put
off by the mention of his name.

The constable rapped curtly on the door of the
coach. Ramsay leaned forward and opened it slightly.

“Yes?”

“Good afternoon, sir. I’m Constable Keener.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for a girl, a young woman. She ran into
the square some moments ago.”

“And?”

“I was hoping you’d seen her. She’s very
dangerous.”

“Oh?”

“She killed a man. In cold blood, sir. And now she’s
run off.”

“What does she look like?”

“Middling height. Brown hair. Nineteen years old I’m
told. Has a long knife wound on her right forearm. Cuts a slight
figure.” The constable paused and sniffed, “A nasty-tempered
maidservant. Goes by the name of Sophie Vernet.”

“Hmm.” The captain mused. “Sorry, but I’ve seen no
one fitting that description.”

“She couldn’t have got far.”

“She probably ran into that victualing house.” The
captain’s voice trailed off as he likely pointed out the place to
the constable. “I’d look there.”

“Perhaps.” The constable fell silent and for a
moment Sophie imagined that he was craning his neck to inspect the
interior of the coach where she crouched like an animal. Had he
been alone, he probably would have prodded her with the long
metal-tipped staff he carried.

“If you don’t mind, constable,” Ramsay remarked with
obvious impatience, “I am late for an appointment.”

“Certainly. Thank you for your time, Captain.”

“Not at all. Good day.”

Ramsay closed the door and sank back. Sophie didn’t
move, and waited silently while he tapped the ceiling to signal
Charles to drive on. The coach rumbled down the street, taking her
safely away from her nemesis, but she remained in a huddled ball,
too paralyzed with cold and fright to move.

A few moments later, Sophie felt the lap robe being
slipped off her shoulders.

“You can get up now, Miss Vernet.” Captain Ramsay
reached down for her, and before she could unfold her frozen limbs,
he had lifted her onto the seat. She sank back into the shadows of
the corner of the carriage and shivered.

“Thank you. For keeping my secret.” Her teeth
chattered so much, she had to clench her jaw together, which made
her voice quaver like that of an old woman. What must he think of
her? “But I assure you that—”

“Don’t speak. Cover yourself.” The captain held out
the red and black blanket. “This weather is nothing to trifle with.
And you have no cloak.”

“Thank you.” She pulled the fine wool blanket up to
her ears, grateful to conceal her figure from his inspection,
though she doubted he could see much of her in the encroaching
darkness. Truth be told, she couldn’t see all that much of him
either, only the glint of his sharply ridged nose and the side of
his left brow and cheekbone. It was difficult to guess his age or
temperament, especially when his words were so brisk, bare of all
amusement. Yet, what would he find amusing about sharing his
carriage with a suspected murderess?

“I want to assure you, sir,” she continued, her
entire body quaking now that she was out of imminent danger, “I did
not kill anyone or steal anything.”

“That may be true.” He put his hand to the door as
the carriage drew up in front of Maxwell’s, one of the newest and
most fashionable clubs in London, a three-storied building made of
buff-colored sandstone.

“However,” The captain rose, stooping to keep from
brushing the ceiling. “I have no time to hear your story at the
moment.” He stepped out of the carriage, and was so tall he could
easily view her through the open doorway when he turned back
around. “I shall instruct Charles to see to your needs. Then later
this evening, you may tell me what trouble you are in.”

Did he expect her to linger in his home while the
constable prowled the streets, looking for her? Better to keep
moving than to stay in one place for long. “I appreciate what you
have done, sir, but I have no intention of presuming upon
your—”

“Do you have an alternative plan, Miss Vernet?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Done then. Good evening.” He touched the brim of
his tricorne and closed the door. Then he said something to
Charles, and the carriage lurched into motion once more. Sophie
wrapped the top of the robe around her cheeks and drew her knees up
to her chest, trying to get warm. Charles would see to her needs?
How wonderful that sounded! A meal would do her good, a warm bath
would be heavenly. She hadn’t been really clean or warm in weeks.
And she hadn’t eaten for two days. Perhaps she would take advantage
of the captain’s kindness, and then with a clearer head, make a
real plan of escape.

On the other hand, what if his kindness included
repayment of the sort expected from desperate women? No matter how
cold and hungry she was, she would never compromise her virtue for
a bowl of soup.

Why should she trust this Captain Ramsay anyway?
What if he inquired about her at Maxwell’s and heard what people
were saying about her, or saw one of the handbills about her being
circulated by money-hungry thief-takers? The gossip and the leaflet
would surely make her out as a blood-thirsty killer. A man of
quality—which Ramsay obviously was—surely would not imperil his
good name by harboring a murderess. Most likely after making
inquiries, he would return with a constable and have her
arrested.

Sophie knew what she had to do, no matter how hungry
she was, how cold, or how tired. She had to slip out of the
carriage at the first possible chance and vanish into the freezing
darkness.

 


Ian Ramsay strode through the double doors of
Maxwell’s which were regally opened for him by two attendants
attired in red and black livery. Each time he crossed over the
threshold of the club, he felt a flush of pride in all he’d
accomplished in thirty years. Single-handedly, he had built up a
business in the colonies that had prospered enough to allow him to
construct this luxurious gambling club in the heart of London. Yet,
the club was a mere stepping stone, a trap for dissolute Englishmen
whose money would be the means toward an even more important
end.

“Good evening, Captain Ramsay,” the doormen both
greeted.

He nodded at the older gentlemen and passed into the
huge glittering hall ablaze with chandeliers reflecting on the
polished marble floors. The hall and surrounding salons were like a
garden full of silk and satin bees, the crowd buzzing—just the way
he liked it, for the more laughter he heard, the fatter his purse
grew. He glanced around, barely conscious of the luxurious scarlet
drapery of the salons, the imported Chinese paper on the walls, or
the Bernini angel that blew a silent fanfare to everyone who
noticed her. Ramsay’s eyes took in a far more different territory:
the posture and rank of every man in sight. From what he could see,
the cream of London society sought their pleasure here tonight.

Almost immediately, a footman appeared at his
elbow.

“May I take your things, Captain Ramsay?”

“Yes, thank you.” He gave over his heavy woolen
great-coat and his hat, into which he had stuffed his gloves. Then
he took three flights of stairs at a good clip, without a change in
his respiration.

Puckett, his secretary, met him at the top of the
staircase, his short wiry body more agitated than ever.

“The Earl of Blethin is here,” he said, indicating a
closed door with a quick sweep of his hand. His dark frock coat and
breeches reflected the conservative taste of his employer.

“Good.”

“He’s upset, sir.”

“Good.” Ramsay tugged down the tails of his
waistcoat to make certain he looked presentable, and then pushed
through the door.

Edward Metcalf, the Earl of Blethin, looked up as
Ramsay passed into the room, and did not rise to his feet. Ramsay
was certain the earl did not recognize him as the half-starved boy
in Scotland he’d teased so many years ago, as Ian had grown
considerably and assumed a different last name. But Ramsay
recognized the youth who had completely humiliated him once by
making him strip off his clothes and swatting his wedding tackle
with his riding crop. Edward hadn’t changed much from the slender,
blond-haired boy of twelve. He’d just grown a bit taller and there
were small wrinkles about his cool blue eyes now.

Slowly, almost insolently, Lord Metcalf straightened
in his chair. His plum-colored coat shimmered in the candlelight.
The insolence of his posture was repeated in the curl of his lip
and the languid gaze in his blue eyes. Ramsay might have considered
the earl handsome—and he probably was to the ladies—except for the
careless slouch to his frame and his tiresome air of ennui. Ramsay
had never cared for the bored look, in either men or women. In
fact, he had no patience for affectations of any kind.

“Metcalf.” Ramsay greeted, slightly inclining his
head, the most deference he would muster for any member of the
English nobility, especially a member of the English family who had
annihilated his clan and stolen his birthright. But the earl made
no mention of his lack of respect, for Ramsay’s adopted American
background afforded him many freedoms and indiscretions prohibited
to the average Englishman. Slowly, he lifted a decanter at a small
cabinet, refusing to hurry any of his movements. “Would you care to
join me in a whisky?”

“No thank you. I wish to return to my game. And I
must tell you, I do not take kindly to this delay.”

“Have you been waiting long?” Ramsay drawled,
deliberately pouring his drink. “I’m sorry.”

“Not as sorry as you will be, if you don’t tell me
what this is all about, Ramsay.”

The earl had dropped Ramsay’s customary title of
captain in an obvious effort to put him in his place. Ramsay turned
and leveled his stare upon the slender earl until the Englishman
sniffed and switched his gaze to a window across the room.

Still Ramsay made no effort to hurry or to meet the
other man’s demands. He placed the whisky glass on the desk between
them and sat down. As the earl silently fumed, Ramsay sat back,
raised the glass and took a sip of the amber liquor. He smiled
mirthlessly as he gazed at the sparkling crystal.

“You’ve got to love the Scots,” he remarked, “For
making such a fine, fine drink.”

“The Scots be damned,” Lord Metcalf retorted. “And
you’d best watch what you say in the presence of an
Englishman.”

“Is that a threat, Metcalf?”

“Advice. This isn’t the place to be praising that
bastard Prince Charlie and his pack of traitors.”

“I was under the impression he was called
Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

“Maybe by provincials such as yourself. And savage
Highlanders.”

Ramsay took a gulp of whisky to douse the urge to
lunge across the desk and grab the earl by the throat. The liquor
burned all the way down, cutting through his anger like fire. After
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