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      Father William Hall fully understood why he had to attend at least a few of the social events of the London season, especially so close to Christmas.

      His Catholic parish was one of a precious few in the seat of power for the Anglican Church, with one of the most powerful heads of that church on the throne for decades already in Queen Victoria. So every bit of goodwill and familiarity he could build up would only help him and his causes, personal and church alike.

      The wealthiest and most generous Londoners could make a world of difference for the vital charity work he wanted to do, with the city’s poor population huge and seeming to grow every day.

      The simple dignity of a warm meal and a safe place to eat it could change an out-of-work man’s day for the better, and maybe send him through to a better one.

      But that simple meal and the means to provide it wouldn’t materialize from the eager generosity of Father Hall’s heart. And the Church alone didn’t seem to understand how deep the need had become, and that it reached far beyond the men struggling for work.

      Women and children needed help too, and often even more so.

      These moneyed donors could change and save lives, and all for the cost of a few hours of his time.

      And still, he was painfully aware of how out of place he was in his black cassock nearly brushing the floor, and his notched white collar perched on top. Everyone else he saw—at least everyone wearing what could fairly be called a dress—was a riotous explosion of color.

      Brilliant pinks and blues, yellows and reds. All gleaming or sparkling, with full skirts swaying and towering hair bobbing to and fro as they talked.

      Even the men showed some flashes of color and style compared to himself, with their black tailcoats revealing white shirts underneath and sprigs of greenery tucked into their pockets. The watch chains stretching across their middles were adorned with all manner of trinkets, shining with gold or silver or flashes of colorful gemstones.

      The dull roar of conversation in the vast, warm ballroom also left Father Hall feeling exhausted and overwrought. He hadn’t sought out the quiet, solitary life of a priest because he enjoyed trying to keep dozens of people’s ranks and annual incomes and degrees of influence organized in his mind.

      The warm, steamy atmosphere full of countless competing varieties of ladies’ perfume mixed in with the piney scent of greenery tucked into and hung from and bunched along the bottom of every possible surface only made everything worse.

      Not one but three of the Christmas trees that had come into fashion over the past thirty years since Queen Victoria married Prince Albert and brought his German traditions to England. These were all hung with painted glass ornaments highlighted by candles flickering from their branches.

      One long table held a truly dizzying array of Christmas cards and postcards, another new obsession in post-mad London that had taken hold within his lifetime. Father Hall sometimes wondered what the bright illustrations had to do with the season as celebrated by the Church, or the Bible stories his family had always spent their distant countryside Christmas Day reading.

      The few cards they’d given or received back then were hand-made by children rather than purchased.

      But no part of him could fault the warmth of time spent with family and friends, or the generosity people who threw these overwhelming holiday balls often shared with those in the city who needed it most.

      A boy dressed in what looked like a horribly uncomfortable miniature version of the men’s tailcoats walked toward Father Hall, tray of strong, fragrant mulled cider and wassail high over his head. A refreshment room off to the side was well-stocked with other libations to go with biscuits and cakes and sandwiches.

      Thank heavens this boy had paid attention to Father Hall’s request for an ordinary glass of water when he’d first arrived. Mainly because he very much wanted to keep his wits about him in such unfamiliar surroundings.

      The lad paused long enough for Father Hall to retrieve the single clear glass among hearty tankards, and to receive a nod and a sad few pennies in return. When he scuttled off, Father Hall worried he’d violated one of the many rules of etiquette he admittedly wasn’t familiar with.

      But the entry of several men in matching burgundy jackets and powdered wigs, stringed instruments at the ready, let him know his troubles were worse than that.

      Music and dancing were soon to begin.

      Along with a flurry of mothers with marriage-aged daughters who for some reason decided dancing with someone as exotic as a young Catholic priest would be a lovely addition to their evenings.

      He began to inch backward, hoping to retreat to the balcony and the damp chill of the December evening at least long enough for the swirling forms of the first dance to come to an end. Even if he’d wanted to dance, he had no idea how, and no real inclination to learn.

      As the band settled into a collection of curved wooden chairs upholstered in gleaming gold right in front of the largest of the Christmas trees, the flurry of movement of young people in the room took on a new urgency. Huge skirts and hair gathering with their own kind, and dark-suited men doing the same.

      Only sedate, already paired couples drifted toward the middle, ready to lead the youngsters in the latest social ritual.

      Through the rainbow of motion Father Hall caught sight of another black-robed figure without a powdered head. A line of tension across his neck and shoulders relaxed when he realized it was possibly the one person he knew out of the entire crowd.

      Bishop Alfred Bassingham oversaw several Anglican churches near Father Hall’s modest spiritual home, but he’d taken the time to get to know all the clergy members established in the same neighborhood. He’d also been the one to encourage attending these parties so the patrons wouldn’t overlook the rare Catholic Church when they felt the need to atone for their own sins, and their often-staggering prosperity.

      Tonight Bishop Bassingham had shed his impressive, colorful vestments and opted for a black cassock similar to Father Hall’s. At first glance he seemed rather ordinary without his bright clothing, but only until one caught sight of his lively brown eyes. Even with his thinning gray hair and generously lined face, no one who paid attention would miss how observant and intelligent the bishop was.

      “Father Hall, good to see you enjoying one of London’s finger social engagements,” he said in a deep, rumbly voice. “I daresay you’ve caused a bit of a stir.”

      “I do hope the results will be positive rather than leading me into difficulty, Bishop.”

      Bishop Bassingham scanned the crowd, now lining themselves up for the first round of dances.

      “Positive to my perspective, since they’ve livened up an otherwise unremarkable winter evening. From what I’ve heard, seeing such a handsome young clergyman in attendance has raised the quality of the ball considerably, and will surely result in lively discussions for the rest of the week.”

      Father Hall tried not to laugh and insult his most helpful benefactor and guide to the ways of his new home. He was hardly a callow youth at thirty-four, and he expected his fine blond hair to turn to thinning at any moment. And he considered his features too delicate—too like his sister’s, in fact—to ever aspire to handsome.

      Better to deflect than quibble, as was often the case.

      “Then I’m glad to have made our generous host and hostess happy.”

      Bishop Bassingham studied Father Hall for a few seconds, eyes narrowed, then nodded to himself. Father Hall wondered what test he had just failed or passed, but only for a second.

      “I sought you out to warn you, Father, of a rather odd Frenchwoman who isn’t seeking marriage or a dance, and certainly not seeking the acquaintance and comfort of benefactors as you and I are. I’m not exactly certain what she is seeking aside from meddling and disruption and inconvenience in the year ahead.” He leaned close enough that Father Hall realized the mulled cider had been deemed acceptable from the aroma on his breath.

      “I rather expect this young woman will end in scandal for herself and for anyone who associates himself with her. And I hope that will serve as an adequate warning to you, Father. I know of your enjoyment of speaking to many different types of people.”

      Father Hall smiled, but he knew it was a strained and unnatural affair.

      Bishop Bassingham supported his efforts to help down-on-their-luck working men, as did other churches throughout the city. But he’d been confused at Father Hall’s interest in seeking to help anyone who needed it, in whatever way they needed. He suspected his own superiors in Rome would have been confused and concerned about that if they paid much attention to him or his tiny congregation.

      Especially when it came to his modest church’s unusually rich collection of research materials.

      Histories, records, even fiction, and more than the usual number of maps and expeditionary notes from various parts of the world, all held in the residency across the street from the church itself. Father Hall knew how lucky he’d been to take up leadership at a relatively disadvantaged post with unusual riches.

      Almost as if the Church wanted to grant enough materials for the number of parishes it hoped to have someday.

      Father Hall had often felt sad at how such wonderful information was hidden away from nearly everyone except himself and the nuns who lived in the residence.

      Indeed, the idea of a potentially curious and scandalous young woman set his own curiosity to tuning itself up as surely as the band had done.

      “I’ll be sure to keep my wits about me, Bishop. Thank you for the word.”

      Bishop Bassingham lowered his head and raised one bushy gray eyebrow, as if he could see the quietly rebellious thoughts in Father Hall’s head, or perhaps the unhealthy desire for disobedience in his heart. But he only nodded again, then set off into the crowd.

      At the first quick and spritely notes from two violins, Father Hall decided to seek the refuge of the terrace after all.

      But then purposeful movement toward him caught his eye.

      And he knew without a doubt that he’d just been spotted by Bishop Bassingham’s mysterious Frenchwoman.

      If he hadn’t been paying close attention—not only to the bishop’s description but to the person ignoring the fluttering dancers and striding toward him—Father Hall might have thought her a rather slender man.

      She was nearly his height, and her curly brown hair was shorter than many men’s. Rather than elaborate gowns the colors of spring flowers still months away, she wore a plain dark green dress. And once she’d noticed him, he had the feeling no amount of chatter or music or impatient dancers would deter her from her course.

      When she stopped in front of him, chin held high and expression determined, he noticed she had lovely green eyes that blazed with intelligence. Looking directly into his rather than pretending demure postures that would never have suited her.

      No wonder the bishop had been disapproving.

      “Father William Hall?” she said in a pleasantly deep voice, her French accent strong but her English clear.

      “The very one. How may I be of service to you?”

      She blinked, then smiled, transforming her square jaw and pale skin from rather stern to something approaching beautiful.

      “I am Dr. Jean Marchér.” She pronounced it Zhon Mar-shay, and Father Hall’s curiosity took over even more of his mind and customary good sense. “Yes, I am perfectly aware that’s normally a man’s name. My parents were far more fond of Jeanne than I, so I changed it to suit me. Since they didn’t protest, no one else has standing to do so.”

      How refreshing her directness was after the evening of stuffy introductions and painfully polite imitations of conversation.

      Father Hall hesitated for only a second before holding out his hand.

      “I’m pleased to meet you, Dr. Marchér. I hope you’ve had a pleasant holiday season so far.”

      She shook her head, but flashed that smile again. Her grip was firm and warm.

      “No no, please don’t call me doctor. I introduce myself that way to make sure your London society types understand to take me seriously. Otherwise they assume I’m only after a husband, which I assure you is the last thing I would ever seek out. My impression that you would start off without the need for such time-wasting games appears to be true. Jean will suffice.”

      “Very well, Jean. How may I help you?”

      She stared at him consideringly, much like Bishop Bassingham had done. She easily raised her voice over the first of the dances starting up at last.

      “I hope we may help each other, Father Hall. I’ve had word that you’re a bit of an
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