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      After being jilted at the altar, Baron Sebastian Thorne offers a deal to the impeccably proper Lady Helena Prestwick: help his sister re-enter Society, and he will search London's dangerous corners for someone she's desperate to find. But when Sebastian uncovers a dark secret from Helena's past, he realizes it could destroy her—and a future with her that he thought could never be his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Mid-June 1819

      

      Sometimes a gentleman needed a place where no one knew his name. For Baron Sebastian Thorne, that place was the Black Dagger. And if all went as planned, he wouldn’t know his own name by the end of the night.

      Draining his ale, he signaled the serving wench for another.  The East End tavern hummed with chatter, though he could hardly follow any of it.

      Perhaps his drunken state explained the problem, or maybe the patrons’ butchered English was to blame. He didn’t know nor did he care, as long as they weren’t talking about him or his betrothed jilting him.

      The shadowy interior hid the filth, though he could still smell it, and something sticky clung to the soles of his boots. Truly, the Black Dagger was perfect. He wouldn’t cross paths with anyone he knew in this nest of thieves.

      “Blasted thieves,” he mumbled. Sebastian couldn’t escape them no matter where he went. Whitechapel, Mayfair—it made no difference. A thief was a thief, even if he dressed like a gentleman.

      Just that morning, he’d learned Anthony Ellis, the most callous of thieves, had returned to Town. The earl had recently stolen the one thing Sebastian needed most: a wife with connections.

      He chuckled, though there was nothing humorous about being deceived by his former best friend, or his failure to protect Lady Gabrielle from falling prey to Ellis’s scheming.

      The tavern wench plunked a tankard down in front of Sebastian, sloshing foam onto the scarred table. “Are you havin’ a right jolly time over here by yerself, milord? If you be lookin’ for company, I know a place.”

      Sebastian tried to fix his blurry gaze on her, but she and the taproom spun in circles. “You are a right tasty morsel,” he said. “Why don’t you keep me company?”

      She cackled, showing off rotting teeth, and patted her scraggly, graying hair. “I got a man that don’t like that sort a carrying-on. A toff like you is temptin’, though.”

      “Damn my luck,” he said, gracing her with the smile ladies typically liked. “Well, if you are not available, I believe I will make my way home.”

      He lurched to his feet and stumbled into the table, sloshing more ale onto the table and splattering his waistcoat. “My apologies, madam.”

      As he weaved, the wench sidled up beside him, and he slipped his arm around her bony shoulders. She smelled of yeast and a hard day’s work. “Steady now, milord. Can’t have you tearin’ up the place. The Dagger was just redecorated.”

      Sebastian laughed genuinely for the first time in weeks. He held on to the woman as the taproom continued its erratic tilting. She stood about as tall as Lady Gabrielle and fit under his arm just as easily. He leaned in, underestimated the distance, and bumped his forehead against hers.

      “I almost married a girl as pretty as you,” he slurred.

      “You don’t say.” The woman gazed up at him with a half-smirk. “What happened to her?”

      “She eloped with another man.”

      Her eyes widened. “Lordy! Sometimes the pretty ones be real corkbrains. Get yerself an ugly woman next time. She’ll make you a good wife.”

      Sebastian scoffed. “There will be no next time.” He released the woman and swayed before regaining his balance.

      “Are you sure yer fit to go, milord? There’s a room above stairs to sleep it off.”

      “Your concern for my welfare is kind.” He groped for the coin purse in his coat pocket. “Allow me to give you something in return.”

      Lord knew he rarely experienced kindness from anyone outside his family these days. He wished he could repay his mother and sister as easily as he could the tavern wench. Instead, he had made their lives more difficult by fouling up his search for a wife.

      Most everyone had forgotten the scandal of his father’s madness and his sister’s abandonment at the altar until Sebastian’s betrothed eloped with his childhood friend. Now the ton was convinced there was something terribly wrong with the Thorne family. Bad blood, they said.

      Fumbling his purse, he tugged the drawstring and dropped it. Gold pieces scattered at his feet. “Damnation!”

      The serving wench fell to her knees quickly and scooped the gold pieces back into his purse. Sebastian helped her off the floor, and she pressed the purse back into his hand.

      “May the Angel of Whitechapel watch yer back tonight,” she murmured.

      He’d heard tales this evening about an angel, a heavenly beauty roaming the streets at night passing out shillings to the poor.

      Angels. Sebastian wouldn’t count on one coming to his aid. He winked at the serving wench. “Perhaps this angel of Whitechapel stole the blunt.”

      “Yer wrong ’bout that, sir. Don’t know no footpads willing to part with their money, out of kindness or otherwise.” She escorted him to the exit, smiling up at him. “The angel has a heart o’ gold. She left a basket of bread and milk on my widow neighbor’s doorstep early this morning. And her with five mouths to feed.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “There is our proof then. The Angel of Whitechapel is aboveboard.” He extracted four shillings from his purse. “For you, madam. From the Mad Devil of Mayfair.”

      “Yer no devil, sir.”

      “But I am quite mad. Ask anyone.”

      He dropped the coins into her outstretched palm, tipping his hat as he bid her good evening. Stumbling through the tavern exit, he fumbled to shove his purse back into a suddenly missing pocket.

      Fog clogged the narrow street outside the door, and he paused to get his bearings. Where would he most likely find a hack at this hour? Perhaps he should have arranged to have his driver return, but he hadn’t known how long he’d want to wallow.

      A couple of hours turned out to be too long. Self-pity wouldn’t help his sister reenter Society, nor would it complete the work his father began before his death.

      Sebastian had sworn to fulfill his father’s dream of providing housing for injured soldiers, and this year, he was finally making progress. To the devil with what others thought of him; he wouldn’t let a bit of nasty gossip defeat him.

      As he stepped onto the street, a muted world of mist enveloped him, falling lightly against his cheeks. Now, where was that hack he needed? He groped his coat once more, finally finding his pocket.

      His boots made a sucking sound in the muddy lane as he sloshed through a puddle, soaking his pant legs.

      Gads. His valet would be in a mood when he returned home looking like a sow after a mud bath.

      A sound, like wood scraping stone, echoed in the street. Sebastian whirled to his right.

      “Who goes there?” he barked.

      He strained to hear movement in the dark until a ringing silence filled his head. Then he heard it again—a definite scrape and a footfall. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. A black wall of night concealed whoever was out there.

      “I’m seeking a hack,” he called out, on the off chance that there really was an angel waiting to help him.

      Silence hung heavily in the damp air. His heart slammed against his breastbone. Overindulging this evening had been a mistake.

      A squish behind him made him spin around. He wobbled, off balance. Fumbling in his coat, he searched for his pistol. His fingers brushed the polished wood just as something hard slammed across his shoulder blades. He cursed and fell to his knees, his back burning as if on fire.

      “Get ’is blunt,” a voice growled.

      Sebastian reached for his flintlock again, but a heavy boot crashed into his stomach. He doubled over, groaning. On second thought, he wasn’t nearly foxed enough for this kind of treatment.

      A blow to his head created an explosion of color behind his eyes; he collapsed in the mud. While he tried to catch his breath, his assailants ripped the coat from his back.

      “Found it!”

      Another kick paralyzed him in a cloud of pain. Two men grabbed his legs, tugging at his boots.

      “Not the Hessians,” he said.

      They laughed, running away. The splash of footsteps grew faint. “Devil’s… bollocks…” he muttered between wheezing breaths.

      He would have given them his purse if they had asked nicely, but no gentleman should be forced to part with his boots. Rolling onto his back, he cried out as his muscles wrenched. If he ever learned his attackers’ identities, they were in for a shocking introduction of his foot to their backsides.
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      Lady Helena Prestwick jumped in response to a sharp whoop from the street. Laughter and the sound of running footsteps approached her hiding spot. She pressed against the stone wall, her fingers trembling as she clutched the dagger Fergus had given her.

      The men ran past the alley entrance. She released her breath and slumped against the wall. Perhaps she should have listened to her late husband’s land steward and stayed behind at the town house while he searched the Wentworth Street brothel tonight, but it had been nine years since she had seen any of her four younger sisters. Waiting one more day to learn of her sisters’ fates was unbearable.

      Fergus—a man who was more like family to her than a servant—had never lied to her, but she couldn’t quite trust he would do as he promised if she wasn’t present to oversee everything. Her father’s and husband’s duplicitous natures had taught her the value of caution.

      She and Fergus had tracked Lavinia to Whitechapel a week ago. There were an overwhelming number of places to search, but last night they had gotten their first promising lead. A widow with several little ones clinging to her skirts was certain she remembered Lavinia, even though she hadn’t seen her in a long time. The woman had wrung her hands.

      “Such a pretty girl. It’s a shame she landed in a brothel, but it’s no surprise O’Riley wanted her.” She had no recollection of Lavinia having had any living family.

      Helena’s stomach turned and she closed her eyes against the horrid images invading her mind. She couldn’t allow herself to believe Cora, Pearl, and Gracie might be dead. It was awful enough knowing Lavinia had ended up in the rookery.

      Their father had wagered it all away, then. Had he also lost Lavinia in a lousy game of cards? She breathed in deeply to slow the surge of animosity racing through her veins.

      She had prayed her sisters would escape this fate just as she had with her late husband’s help. If only Wickie had allowed her sisters to come with her to Scotland, they could have been saved, too. Resentment swelled within her, but she pushed it down. Lord Prestwick had been under no obligation to take in Helena, much less her sisters.

      She tried to remember she was fortunate he’d married her and gave her a home, even if she’d often felt like a prisoner at Aldmist Fell. A low groan carried on the air followed by an almost unintelligible curse. Almost. The word “bugger” had been clear enough to make her blush.

      The man’s moans grew louder. Whoever was out there was in pain, but it was too dangerous to come to his aid. Her fingers gripped her gray skirts. She had promised Fergus she wouldn’t leave the alley for any reason.

      “Help,” he said, gasping for air.

      She covered her ears to shut out his pathetic moaning, but it did no good. What if he lay bleeding in the road and here she hid like a frightened mouse?

      She eased along the wall to the mouth of the alley and peeked around the building. An indistinct dark lump crawled towards a building with flickering lights in the windows, but collapsed in the street.

      “Help me, please.” His voice was raspy and weak. He couldn’t know she was there, could he? Yet his plea seemed directed at her. “Please.”

      Oh, good Lord above! She couldn’t take it anymore. As quietly as possible, she slipped into the street, dagger at the ready, and hurried to where the man lay facedown in the mud.

      “Help has come,” she whispered as she sheathed the dagger and knelt beside him, “but you must be quiet before someone else discovers you and finishes the task the other men started. Can you roll over?”

      Grabbing his shoulder, she pulled firmly. He flipped to his back with a sharp hiss. “Feels like knives when I breathe.”

      “You may have cracked ribs, sir.” She cradled his head in her lap and wiped the mud from his eyes and mouth as best as she could. “I know it hurts, but we cannot leave you in the street.”

      He started to reach a hand toward her face then jerked to a stop with another painful moan.

      “Do not try to move yet. We will need help.” She looked towards the brothel, hoping Fergus would reappear with the lantern so she could see what damage had been done by the footpads.

      Now what was she supposed to do? She didn’t have the strength to drag him back to the alley. He was at least six feet tall and he was solid. She placed her hand against his chest to check for breathing. It rose and fell steadily.

      Heavens! He was built so differently from her husband. Wickie’s frame had been thick, his pale skin puffy like bread dough, but this man was hard like stone—even his abdomen. She snatched her hand back, appalled by her brazen curiosity.

      She eased his head to the ground and scooted away.

      “Mo chroi,” a harsh whisper carried on the air. “Where are you?”

      Fergus. “In the street. Come quickly.”

      They had decided that if Fergus needed to address her on their clandestine outings, he would use the childhood pet name her mother had given her. She would rather no one know she was nobility, though she was a lady by marriage only.

      It was strange to hear the gruff Scot refer to her as his heart, but it provided a cover story for them. She could play the role of disgruntled wife seeking out her husband at the brothel if need be.

      Fergus emerged from the alley with the lantern held aloft. A golden halo surrounded his broad shoulders and highlighted his messy mop of brown hair. He scratched his whiskered cheek and frowned at the man lying in the mud. “Stuck the scoundrel in the gullet like I taught you, aye?”

      “Dear Lord, no! Footpads attacked him.”

      She studied the man’s sculpted face, recognition sparking. Lady Eldridge, Helena’s cousin by marriage, had pointed him out just yesterday when they were shopping on Bond Street. Lord Thorne’s name and the circumstances of his jilting had been discussed at every gathering Helena attended this past week.

      “I know him.” She pushed to her feet and took the lantern. “Carry him to the carriage. We will take him home.”

      “He’s no’ a stray cat,” he said, stooping to heft Lord Thorne over his shoulder. Fergus never ignored her wishes, though he didn’t hesitate to speak his mind. “Can’t give him a dish o’ milk and a scratch under the chin and expect him to curl up on your lap.”

      “Are you saying I cannot keep him?” She aimed a mischievous grin at her companion. “Pity that. I imagine he cleans up nicely.”

      Fergus laughed. “Luna would be jealous if you brought this alley cat home.”

      Luna was the scraggly feline Helena had rescued days earlier during one of their midnight excursions. A bath and a few good meals had worked miracles with the animal’s appearance and disposition. But a cat was one thing. Helena didn’t need another man in her life to order her about.

      Fergus jostled the baron to get a better grip, and the unconscious Lord Thorne groaned.

      “Be careful,” she said. “His ribs might be cracked.”

      “He is no sack of flour, lass.”

      “I know he must be heavy, but please. For me.” It was a long walk to the Prestwick carriage, stationed in a secluded park outside the rookery. A pang of embarrassment for asking so much of Fergus drove her to reach for his arm. “Thank you.”

      The Scot offered a gruff “At your service,” and trudged along with his burden. “What do you intend to do with him?”

      “Return him to Mayfair where he belongs. To Thorne Place on Savile Row.” She aimed to see him safely under the care of his family. Her search would have to resume the next night. “Am I to assume you didn’t find Lavinia?”

      “No, I dinna, but do no’ worry yourself. We’ll find her.”

      His voice lacked conviction, and she struggled to keep despair at bay. She and Fergus hadn’t been searching long—only two weeks—but they appeared to be no closer to finding her sisters than she had been hidden away at Aldmist Fell, observing the proper mourning period.

      As they reached the carriage, her driver grunted a greeting to Fergus. The clansmen had a peculiar way of communicating, but she was accustomed to their mannerisms after years at her late husband’s estate. She held the carriage door open.

      “Mind his head,” she said.

      Fergus grimaced. “Are you sure you want him inside? He’s covered in mud.”

      "I understand, but unless you fancy carrying him all the way to Mayfair, we have no other choice."

      With that settled, Fergus deposited him on the carriage floor. The baron stirred briefly, unleashing a string of curses on the servant's manhood before slipping back into unconsciousness. Helena raised an eyebrow at Fergus. "Well, that spares me the trouble of chastising you for your recklessness, I suppose."

      "Aye, it does, milady." He took the lantern from her and grinned. With his help, she climbed into the carriage and carefully stepped over Lord Thorne to settle on the bench.

      Fergus eyed the baron crumpled on the carriage floor taking up the majority of space inside. “I’ll be on the box with Robert. Signal if he wakes.” He closed the door, shrouding the interior in darkness. When the carriage jerked forward, the motion elicited another miserable moan from her passenger.

      A wheel hit a rut, knocking his head knocked against the floor, and she winced. It was bad enough the baron had taken a beating from the footpads; he didn’t need additional bruises courtesy of her assistance.

      To let in some light, she opened the curtain and slid onto the floor, cradling his head to protect him from further bumps in the road. The scent of ale wrinkled her nose. Perhaps his addled state had more to do with overindulgence than injury, or so she hoped.

      She had never made Lord Thorne’s acquaintance. He didn’t attend the assemblies, but she couldn’t blame the poor man. Invariably, details of his jilting were on gossips’ lips at balls, garden parties, and every at-home. Helena had begun to feel she knew him personally, and her heart went out to him.

      She wiped his lips clean with her handkerchief and sighed wistfully. Such a lovely set of lips. If a duke’s daughter had jilted him, Helena wanted to see his competition. Lord Thorne was quite possibly the handsomest man she had ever seen, even caked in mud.

      He mumbled something in his sleep. On instinct, she smoothed a hand over his hair. “Shh, you will be home soon.”

      Perhaps under different circumstances, she would ask for a proper introduction. She shook off the thought. No, she wouldn’t. Sebastian Thorne spelled trouble, and she couldn’t afford any distractions if she wanted to find her sisters and ensure a better life for them now that she was free of her husband.

      The carriage rolled to a gradual stop, and the door swung open. Fergus filled the doorway. With his face in shadow, she couldn’t see his expression, but she thought she had heard a small gasp. She supposed she’d shocked him by touching the baron, but there was nothing inappropriate about the situation.

      “He didn’t wake,” she said. “Perhaps he requires a doctor.”

      “His family will summon one if need be.” When the Scot grabbed Lord Thorne’s arms and tugged, the baron’s head rolled back. Fergus tossed him over his shoulder again. “Thorne Place is around the corner. Robert will take you home, and I’ll wait out of sight to make certain his household discovers him.”

      She scrambled to her feet as Fergus turned. “Wait!”

      The servant raised a bushy brow in her direction. She had no idea what she wanted or why she had called out. It was just… Well, something inside of her wasn’t ready to let the baron go yet.

      “Do not let anyone see you.”

      Fergus flashed a cockeyed grin. “That is part of the plan, lass.”
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      Sebastian’s thoughts were preoccupied with angel’s wings and harps as he drifted into consciousness. More precisely, he was thinking that the angel from the mist had possessed neither wings nor a harp, which meant his savior had been no angel at all.

      From the feel of the thick mattress beneath him and the familiar sounds of the house settling, he wasn’t in heaven either. He was in his bedchamber, and God only knew how he had gotten there.

      He smacked his lips. His mouth was dry, like someone had shoved a wad of muslin in it. With eyes still closed, he fumbled for a glass of water on his side table. Nothing. He cracked open an eye.

      “Faith!” He jumped, pain slicing through his ribs as he sucked in a sharp breath.

      His younger sister pursed her lips. “What happened this time? Did an irate husband chase you out a window?”

      “I refuse to respond to such a ridiculous accusation.” Gingerly, he probed the bandage around his middle. How had that gotten there?

      Eve slid from the edge of the bed and retrieved a porcelain pitcher from a tray on a side table. “The doctor said you bruised your ribs and knocked your head. And don’t pretend I have insulted you. I smelled the lady’s perfume on you before your valet cleaned you up.”

      Despite her scolding tone, her brown eyes were sympathetic. “I worry about you, Bastian. God only knows what you are doing that causes you to come home with bruises. And no coat or boots at that.”

      “I assure you, it’s not bedding married women, not that you should know about such goings-on.”

      Eve snatched the glass from his bedside table and filled it from the pitcher. A drop of water slid down the side and dripped to the floor. “You forget I was almost a married woman. I received the talk, a fat lot of good it will do me now.”

      “Thank you,” he mumbled as he accepted the glass.

      He hadn’t forgotten that she was abandoned at the altar, nor that the blackguard had left England without allowing Sebastian a chance to defend his sister’s reputation. It mattered not that Eve was blameless. Society had decided Benjamin Hillary must have discovered something untoward about Sebastian’s sister and refused to marry her. Eve had been ruined, and Sebastian had been helpless to correct the mistake.

      He hadn’t forgotten anything. No amount of alcohol—or bumps on the head, apparently—could erase the things he wanted to forget.

      The water chased away his thirst, but sitting up to drink it made his head pound. He handed the glass to his sister, eased back against the pillows, and closed his eyes. “Does Mother know of my condition?”

      “She was asleep when Milo answered the door and found you. After the doctor said you would live, I didn’t see a reason to wake her.”

      From the short shadows on his walls, he guessed the time to be near noon. “And you mentioned nothing when she woke up this morning?”

      It was likely too much to hope this could be kept a secret from their mother.

      Eve shrugged. “She wanted breakfast, and a gander at your face would spoil anyone’s appetite.”

      He scowled, but she simply chuckled and pulled the covers up to his armpits.

      “Not under normal circumstances, mind you. Just this morning you look frightful.”

      “Thanks,” he said flatly. The bruises from his fight with Ellis had only recently disappeared and now he had to heal all over again. “Where is my watch?” It wasn’t on the bedside table in its usual place.

      Eve set the glass on the table. “You would have to ask your valet. Are you hungry? I could have Mrs. Wilmot prepare a tray.”

      His stomach roiled at the thought of food, and he shook his head.

      “What happened last night?” Eve asked.

      “Footpads got the best of me. A woman came to my assistance, which explains the perfume.” Likely a prostitute, given the location and time of night. Sebastian didn’t much care what class of woman she was. If she hadn’t come when she had, he might not be safe in his bed now.

      He hadn’t gotten a good look at her face, but the pleasing lilt of her voice had been soothing, and her hand on his forehead had been gentle in the carriage. Much kinder than the bloke who had tossed him into it.

      Sebastian frowned. Only a lady would have transportation at her disposal or a servant to do lifting, which made him reconsider his rescuer’s identity.

      He propped himself up on his elbows and gritted his teeth. “I believe she brought me home. Perhaps Milo asked her name so I may thank her.”

      As he sat up and swung his legs over the side of his bed, Eve planted a hand against his chest. “You’re not going anywhere. The doctor said you must stay in bed until you are healed.”

      His fingers gently circled her wrist, and he smirked. “Do you really think you can stop me, little sister?”

      “I am a grown woman, so stop calling me little sister. Besides, there wasn’t anyone at the door, so Milo will not know the woman’s identity. It seems your rescuer rang the bell then left you alone on the stoop.”

      The woman knew him and where he lived. Who was this mystery lady skulking about Whitechapel, aiding those in need? He ran through a mental list of ladies he knew and couldn’t imagine any of them stealing away to the rookery. Unless his rescuer was in trouble. What sort of trouble, he didn’t know, but if she was willing to risk discovery to save him, he owed her a debt.

      “Maybe one of the other servants saw something last night. I will have Milo gather them,” he said.

      “Oh, no, you won’t.”

      He gently swept his sister’s hand aside and stood. His head spun and he plopped back on the bed. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

      Eve smiled smugly. “I told you. The doctor said to rest.”

      “How am I supposed to rest with a pesky sister buzzing about?” He tweaked her nose to show he was teasing.

      “I am going, but you’d best stay in bed, or I’ll return with Mama. And you know how she likes to fuss over you when you are injured.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      She flashed a cheeky smile. “You know me better than that, Bastian. I would dare—and enjoy every minute of it.”

      With that, his sister spun on her heel and hurried from his room, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Helena brushed a strand of hair from her forehead and sighed as she tugged one of the double doors leading into St. Saviour’s Church. She carefully descended the dimly lit stairs of the side entryway, pausing to allow her eyes to adjust.

      It had been a week since Fergus had searched the Wentworth Street brothel, yet they hadn’t received a single lead on Lavinia’s whereabouts since. Helena couldn’t avoid the church any longer. As Fergus had said, it was the most logical place to check.

      She hadn’t been to St. Saviour’s in many years, but it looked no different, much to her dismay. Leaning against a stone pillar to steady herself, she drew in a cleansing breath. The lingering scent of burning wax mingled with the musty aroma of damp wood.

      After her mother was buried, her father had stopped bringing her and her sisters to worship. Helena hadn’t objected. She wanted to forget the place where her mother was laid out, her body as cold as one of the statues in the Lady chapel.

      Helena never would have returned if not for the hope that the parish registry held the key to finding her sisters. If she recognized their signatures, she might learn the identity of their husbands, assuming they married. Despite their mysterious disappearance from London, Helena refused to entertain the thought that her siblings had met the same fate as their mother.

      A rustling sound came from the front of the sanctuary, and she rounded the pillar to peer down the narrow nave. Candles burned only in the first tier of the iron chandelier, casting the long shadows across the floor. A flash of black disappearing into an antechamber propelled her forward.

      “Pardon me, sir.” Helena hurried down the aisle, her skirts brushing against the dark woodwork of the enclosed pews.

      The man reappeared in the archway, his round face open and his smile welcoming

      “Good afternoon, madam.” His rich voice echoed off the vaulted ceiling, eerily familiar. “Welcome to St. Saviour’s Church.”

      She returned his smile as she approached. “Thank you, and good afternoon. I am Lady Prestwick of Aberdeen, and I am hoping you can assist me in a matter.”

      “It would be my honor to serve, Lady Prestwick. How may I assist you?”

      “I am searching for a member of this parish, but there is a chance she has married. I would like to view the church registry in hopes of learning her husband’s name, so I may call on her.”

      His brows knit, his smile dimming. He scrutinized her from head to toe. “A member of this parish, milady? Has she wronged you in some way?”

      “Heavens, no. She is a sister…of one of my servants. They lost touch several years ago, and I promised to look for her when I was in Town. To deliver a message.”

      Her face heated with the lie. There was probably a special place in Hell for people who lied to a man of the cloth, but she couldn’t allow anyone to link her to her past. Admitting she was searching for her sisters could raise all manner of questions she didn’t want to answer and might interfere with her mission to bring her youngest sister into her world once found.

      Helena would see Gracie become a lady someday, with all the benefits that position entailed. If circumstances allowed, she would do the same for all of her sisters. Certainly, she intended to ensure they lived comfortably.

      Tutoring wouldn’t pose the same hardship for Gracie as it had for Helena at age fifteen. She’d had much to learn in a shorter span of time, and her education was grueling.

      Besides, Wickie had gone to great lengths to craft a respectable past for Helena, and she had vowed to keep the secret. His actions might invite harsh judgment, painting him as a lecherous older man who had seduced a girl—a far cry from reality. Her husband had acted honorably, proposing marriage as a gentleman should once she reached the proper age. She was determined never to be seen as that poor young girl or be viewed with pity.

      The clergyman scratched his head and regarded her. “Forgive me for saying so, milady, but you have the most unusual eyes. I feel I have made your acquaintance in the past. Were you also a member of the parish at one time?”

      “Oh, no. I’ve only recently arrived from Aberdeenshire.”

      His features also held a trace of familiarity, but she hadn’t been to London for many years. She hadn’t attended church even longer than that, so she couldn’t possibly know him. She only remembered one clergyman at St. Saviour’s, the one who had officiated her mother’s funeral service.

      He had been a middle-aged man with thick blond hair and a round, friendly face. Helena’s heart jumped into her throat.

      “Mr. Cooper,” she whispered.

      His smile widened. “We have met, haven’t we, milady? Please, refresh my memory.”

      “I am afraid you are mistaken, sir.” She licked her lips, her gaze flickering towards the aisle.

      “But you know my name, and yours is a hairbreadth away.” He rubbed his forehead. “Is it Mary? Margaret?”

      Panic surged inside her. He was getting too close at guessing her mother’s name— Marianna. Helena had her mother’s distinctively large blue-green eyes, but she’d never thought anyone would remember her mother after all this time.

      “I-I must go.” She began to back away. “I’ve recalled an appointment that I cannot miss. Perhaps I can search the registry another day.”

      Her elbow bumped the corner of the altar, startling her.

      “Marian?” Mr. Cooper’s brow wrinkled in concentration. “No, that is not quite right. It is on the tip of my tongue.”

      She turned and fled.
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      Sebastian grimaced at the entrance to the church. His sister, Eve, crossed her arms and returned his scowl. “Will you be a gentleman and open the door?”

      “There are churches closer to home, Evie. Why did you have me carry you across town?”

      “I am less likely to see anyone we know. Besides, it isn’t too far and Mr. Cooper is always in on Thursdays.”

      “And you fancy Mr. Cooper?”

      She burst into laughter, her face lit like a ray of sunshine. These moments had been too rare of late. His foul mood faded as he realized his sister wasn’t as broken by Benjamin Hillary’s abandonment as Sebastian had thought.

      She wrinkled her nose, the light sprinkle of freckles and action reminding him of when she was a little girl. “You cannot be that eager to be rid of me, Bastian. Mr. Cooper is at least twice my age.”

      “I’m not eager to be rid of you at all, even though you are most vexing sometimes.”

      He jerked the south entrance door open, smiling back at Eve when a force slammed into his chest. The impact caught him by surprise. He stumbled backward, instinctively hugging the young woman to save her from a fall..

      “Oh dear,” she said. “Forgive me. I wasn’t watching where⁠—”

      Round, expressive eyes met his, and her mouth dropped open. He’d grown accustomed to leaving ladies speechless, but it had been a long time since a real lady had allowed him near her. Pink infused her pale cheeks as she remained in his arms, her perfectly pleasing breasts crushed against his chest.

      A full smile spread across his face. “No apology necessary, Miss…?”

      She blinked, her thick lashes making her eyes even more extraordinary. “Lady Prestwick.”

      Sebastian released her, a rush of disappointment leaving him flummoxed. “Begging your pardon, my lady. I meant no offense to you or Lord Prestwick.”

      “You knew my husband. La, this never gets easier,” she mumbled, smoothing her hands over her skirts. Her delicate brows drew together as if it pained her to speak to him. “There was an accident. A little over a year ago. And he…uh…I am afraid he⁠—”

      “Oh! He died.”

      “Sebastian,” Eve hissed, elbowing him and spurring him to speak.

      “I am sorry for your loss, my lady, even though I didn’t know Lord Prestwick, per se.” Gads, Sebastian sounded like a first-rate oaf today. This was what came from avoiding Polite Society. He had forgotten how to converse with people.

      Eve linked arms with him. “Our condolences, Lady Prestwick. I don’t believe we have had the honor of an introduction. I am Eve Thorne, and this is my brother, Sebastian.”

      The lady nodded. A light breeze off the Thames fluttered strands of golden-brown hair around her face. “I am familiar with you and your brother,” she said.

      Sebastian stiffened, prepared to defend his sister from a vicious attack, but it was unnecessary. Lady Prestwick smiled, two dimples appearing in her cheeks.

      “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, Miss Thorne. Perhaps you and Lady Thorne would call on me when I have my next at-home.”

      The fight drained from him, and his easy smile returned. The lady had truly surprised him with her invitation to call on her. Most gave Eve the cut direct, and his sister hadn’t attended a social gathering in a long time.

      Eve squeezed his arm and beamed at Lady Prestwick. “That would be lovely. Mother will be very pleased when I tell her we have met.”

      Lady Prestwick glanced at him once more and nervously licked her rose-colored lips. “Again, forgive me for not watching where I was going.”

      “There is nothing to forgive, my lady.”

      A woman like her was welcome in his arms any day, and if his sister weren’t present, he would let it be known. He had a fondness for widows and had provided comfort to several over the years—at least before they’d started referring to him as mad and began avoiding him.

      The lady smiled once more, then bid them a good day. He turned as her carriage approached and watched her climb inside. Her footman glowered at him as he closed the door and took his position before the carriage drove  away.

      “Did you see that?” Sebastian asked his sister. “Her servant glared at me.”

      “For good reason, I’m sure.”

      “What good reason?” He tore his gaze away from Lady Prestwick’s carriage as it reached the cross street.

      Eve lifted a slender brow. “Don’t you dare be coy with me, Sebastian James Edmund Thorne.”

      He rolled his eyes at her excessive use of names. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “Lady Prestwick is your lady. For the life of me, I cannot figure out how you sustained such severe injuries, though. Did you fight a round of fisticuffs for the honor of her company, or did she have her footman toss you from her house?”

      “I have no lady, so I am not sure what you are implying.”

      He pulled the door open wider and motioned his sister inside. She swept into the dim belly of the church.

      “Very well, Bastian. Be tight-lipped if you must, but I recognized her perfume. She is the lady from that night you claimed to be attacked by footpads.”

      Eve’s revelation hit him square in the gut. He lifted his cravat to his nose and drew in the faint spicy-sweet scent of Lady Prestwick’s perfume lingering on him.

      Jiminy. Maybe his sister was right, but reputable ladies like Viscountess Prestwick didn’t wander the East End, and they didn’t fall into the kind of trouble one would find there. He shook his head. His sister was mistaken.

      Eve reached the bottom of the stairs and glanced over her shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      “Why are we here, anyway?”

      She shrugged. “I am praying for Benjamin, of course.”

      “He doesn’t deserve your prayers.” He scowled and followed her inside despite his protest.

      “Now, now,” Eve said. “You don’t know what I am praying for.”

      Her calculated grin made him forget the mystery of Lady Prestwick for a moment, and he chuckled. “And all this time, Evie, I thought you were a saint.”

      She snorted. “Likewise.”
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      Helena often felt out of place in a crowd, and the one gathered in the Grand Saloon of the Theatre Royal was no exception. She was only half listening to the ladies around her discussing their latest hardships. Lady Wiltshire’s modiste was working too slowly on her newly commissioned gown. Lady Rutland’s sojourn to Bath would be delayed by a week. And Lady Teesdale was having a horrible time with her cook, who had taken to bed with a fever two days earlier, which had Lord Teesdale high on the ropes.

      Problems of the privileged. How do they cope?

      “I told Mrs. Burke no more lazing about unless she wants to be turned out without references. Lord Teesdale was fit to be tied and refused to eat another bite until the regular cook returned.”

      Helena smiled to disguise the gritting of her teeth. She didn’t even know Mrs. Burke, yet she felt sorry for her. Lord and Lady Teesdale must be the most trying employers in Town.

      Lady Eldridge—Olive—caught Helena’s eye and motioned for Helena to join her and her dear friend, the Dowager Duchess of Foxhaven. The duchess was a cheerful lady who always put Helena at ease, and she was more than happy to escape the present company.

      “Please, excuse me. My husband’s cousin is summoning me.”

      The ladies offered fleeting smiles, then returned to consoling one another.

      Helena nearly wilted with relief when she reached Olive’s side on the outskirts of the room. “Is intermission almost over?”

      “Soon. We could return to the box if you like.”

      “That would be lovely.” She inclined her head in greeting to the duchess, admiring her vibrant bronze silk gown. “Good evening, Your Grace.”

      “The duchess thought you looked in need of rescuing,” Olive said, fluttering her tortoiseshell fan to create a breeze on her reddened cheeks. Her fine, blond hair lay limp against her head, drawing attention to her long face. The evenings had grown warm that week, but Olive refused to abandon her ruffled chemisettes. “Was it the chipped tooth story again?”

      Helena chuckled in surprise. “You have heard it already?”

      “We all have, dear girl,” the duchess said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Other than being bombarded with uninteresting tales of woe, how are you finding London?”

      “Very pleasant, Your Grace.”

      The only reason Helena had traveled to London for the Season was to search for her sisters, but attending social events was necessary to keep up appearances.

      Olive’s keen gaze swept over the other patrons as if on the lookout for trouble. What kind, Helena didn’t know, but she relied on her husband’s relation to guide her during her time in Town. Olive had been exceptionally kind and welcoming when Helena arrived, and they got on well despite the twelve-year age difference.

      “Lady Eldridge is pleased you decided to summer in London,” the duchess said.

      Olive nodded. “I wrote to Wickie several times suggesting he bring you to Town. I knew you would enjoy the Season, but my cousin was the most headstrong man I have ever known.”

      “Wickie preferred the country,” Helena said, “and I learned to love Almost Fell as much as he did.”

      She didn’t defend her husband out of loyalty so much as a desire to avoid questions about her marriage. Headstrong was an apt description for Wickie. Obsessed, domineering, and irrational also fit.

      One year, Helena had begged him to accept Olive’s invitation, but he refused. He insisted the journey would be too tiring for a lady trying to conceive. When she had argued that she was in good health, he accused her of interfering with conception and ordered her to bed rest.

      His accusation had mortified her, for she desperately wanted a child. The emptiness of her life had chipped away at her. It still did, but finding her sisters would fill the hole in her heart.

      “I’ve seen enough here,” Olive said, linking arms with Helena and directing her towards the grand staircase. “Perhaps more exciting things are afoot in the theatre.”

      Wickie’s cousin enjoyed her gossip, but she wasn’t mean-spirited about it. Her shrewd observations made navigating Society easier for Helena. She had learned when to hold her tongue and when to turn a blind eye, which had won her several friends among the ladies of Mayfair.

      The duchess fell into step on Olive’s other side. As they neared the rotunda, Olive froze. “Oh dear,” she muttered.

      Helena’s head snapped up to locate the cause of Olive’s distress, and she gasped softly. Lord Thorne was standing in the middle of the stairs beneath a massive chandelier, watching her with his captivating dark brown eyes. They had been like mirrors reflecting her image earlier that day, leaving her with the odd sense he saw into her soul and knew her secrets.

      Candlelight shimmered off his black hair, casting a shadow over one side of his face and defining his high cheekbones. She was relieved the footpads hadn’t caused any lasting damage. Perhaps it was silly to think such things, but he did have a very handsome face.

      “It is good to see the baron out again,” the duchess said as she continued towards the staircase.

      Olive sighed and followed, dragging Helena with her.

      The Duchess of Foxhaven offered her hand to the baron as they met at the foot of the stairs. “Lord Thorne, how lovely to see you again.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace, but the pleasure is all mine.” He bowed gallantly over her hand and smiled. Helena’s heart fluttered, even though it wasn’t aimed at her. “I hope your family is well.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the duchess replied. “We are all fortunate to be in good health.”

      “Excellent. I understand Lady Gabrielle and her new husband have returned to Town. Please extend my best to them.”

      A slight tightening at the corners of his eyes made Helena
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