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      London – Autumn, 1815

      

      Miss Dobson’s Finishing School purported itself to be London’s premier institution for refining young women, aged eighteen to twenty-two, from the highest levels of society. Pamphlets explaining the school’s many benefits included instruction in French, Italian, and German, lessons in deportment and etiquette, music and painting classes, and every other skill a young lady of the ton required to make her debut and to catch the eye of the noblest, most respectable gentlemen. The school offered on-premises housing, particularly for young women whose parents were traveling abroad or who didn’t care to venture away from their distant country houses. The modest uniforms which the young ladies wore may not have been particularly comfortable or fashionable, but they did give Miss Dobson’s pupils the quaint appearance of schoolgirls half their age when they were marched across the street to the gated garden that stood as the centerpiece of Manchester Square.

      But not everyone shared the same sunny view of the school as its founder.

      “Has it occurred to anyone other than me that we are, in fact, prisoners?” Rebecca Burgess asked her two dearest friends at the school, Miss Josephine Hodges and Lady Caroline Pepys, as they made their obligatory circuit around the fenced garden.

      “Prisoners are not tutored in painting with watercolors,” Jo pointed out, hugging herself to block out the chill breeze swirling down through the stately, Georgian houses lining the square and rustling the leaves on the park’s trees.

      “Perhaps not,” Caro said, “but you are aware that Miss Dobson sells the teacups and saucers we paint, and that she may or may not use the proceeds to line her own pockets.”

      “And she collected a fee from Lady Spencer when she sent the two Georgianas, Jane, and Elizabeth to sing at her soiree the other night,” Rebecca added.

      “I didn’t know about that,” Jo gasped. “She hired the girls out like trained monkeys?”

      “She did,” Caro confirmed.

      “Ladies,” Miss Dobson’s shrill voice sounded from the center of the garden. The eyes of every pupil making their way around the perimeter of the garden as mandatory exercise paused to turn to her. “No giggling. You are to have uplifting, educational discussions only.”

      Across the garden, a cluster of young ladies straightened abruptly. Rebecca was certain she spotted Felicity Murdoch handing something to Lady Eliza Towers, who quickly concealed it.

      “Oh dear,” Caro said. “Felicity and Eliza are plotting again.”

      “Good.” Jo breathed a sigh of relief. “Perhaps their antics will earn the rest of us a reprieve from evening recitations later.”

      Rebecca hoped her friend was right and that Felicity and Eliza were planning something. The only thing more tedious than boring meals of bland food in which no one was permitted to speak was the hour of reciting Bible verses that followed. Unless one of the pupils was able to distract Miss Dobson long enough for her to cancel the tedious practice and to send them all off to their rooms. Even though Miss Dobson insisted the recitations improved the wicked souls of the ladies under her charge, it was widely known that she would rather bustle her pupils off to their rooms in the evening so that she could enjoy a tipple of whatever hard spirits she’d been given by the parents of her pupils as thanks for keeping them out of trouble.

      For as much as Miss Dobson attempted to advertise her school as an institution of refinement and perfection, the truth was whispered and giggled about at Almack’s and at court. It was shared with sympathy and superiority when a young woman of good breeding went bad. And it was the most poorly kept secret in all of high society.

      Miss Dobson’s Finishing School was, in fact, a reformatory for young ladies who teetered on the brink of an utterly ruined reputation. It was the last resort of desperate parents—many of whom stood on thin ice with the ton themselves—to reverse the downward course of their daughters’ fortunes. Miss Dobson—a former jade, but also the illegitimate daughter of a duke with close ties to the royal family—claimed to have turned sow’s ears into silk purses and to have married several of her former pupils into the highest circles of the aristocracy. Or at least to social-climbing men of wealth.

      “Stand straight,” Caro whispered as she, Rebecca, and Jo continued their parade around the garden. “She’s glancing this way.”

      “Look respectable,” Jo hissed, shifting into perfect posture and putting on a bland smile.

      Rebecca did her best to appear as innocent and stately as possible as she ambled slowly along the garden’s gravel path. But it was no use. Miss Dobson glared at her, no matter what manner she adopted. The reasons were all too obvious. Miss Dobson had been present at Lord James Grey’s house the night that Rebecca—along with her dear friend, Sophie Barnes—had posed completely nude and covered with sugar.

      Rebecca still couldn’t believe she’d been so scandalous. It had been Sophie’s idea. She had discovered that Lord James Grey was a spy, selling secrets to the French. Worse still, Rebecca’s own sister, Mary, had been in league with him. Rebecca had known that her sister and Lord Grey were involved, but part of her had assumed they were engaged in nothing more than the shocking sex acts she had witnessed the two of them partaking in through secret passages and voyeuristic spots that were built into the Burgess family house. Rebecca had received quite an education in carnality through watching her sister’s congress with Lord Grey. But when it was discovered Lord Grey had dragged Mary into his traitorous deeds, Rebecca had joined Sophie’s plan to bring him to justice.

      Justice had involved quite a bit more sugar than Rebecca had anticipated. And far less clothing. Along with Sophie, she had stripped down to nothing, had the greater part of her body hair—including that in tender areas—forcibly removed with wax, and had splayed herself, covered in confections, on a table of sweets at Lady Charlotte Grey’s engagement party. The ruse had worked. Lord Grey had incriminated himself in front of witnesses, including a Bow Street Runner, Mr. Nigel Kent.

      Rebecca tripped at the thought of Nigel, stubbing her toe on a rock. Her cheeks heated. No, her whole body heated. The same way it had when Nigel had looked at her naked, sugar-covered body the night of the engagement party. His ravenous gaze had ignited feelings inside of her that had left her shivering and restless that night—feelings that she wouldn’t have minded the huge, hulking man sucking on sugared parts of her as though trying to drink the liquid center out of a chocolate.

      “Are you quite well?” Jo asked, reaching out to steady her.

      “Yes,” Rebecca said.

      Caro peeked sideways at her, a knowing grin tugging at the corners of her lips. “You don’t look quite well to me.”

      Rebecca could feel her face heating even more. “I was merely contemplating the reason I am a prisoner at Miss Dobson’s school,” she said.

      It was the truth. No sooner had Nigel brought her home, after Lord Grey’s arrest had effectively ended Lady Charlotte’s engagement party, than other Bow Street Runners had arrived at the Burgess home to question Mary. Rebecca had done everything she could to keep her sister from being implicated in the espionage—though she wasn’t certain Mary deserved her help—but suspicion fell on her all the same. And on her parents. Nigel had managed to keep Rebecca from being caught in the same net by making clear to the authorities she had played an instrumental role in catching the spy, but the damage had been done. Mary had been shipped off to the Caribbean along with Lady Charlotte, their reputations in tatters. Rebecca’s parents had taken the “opportunity” presented by the kerfuffle to travel abroad to Canada to visit her father’s cousin. But before they went, they deposited Rebecca unceremoniously in the care of Miss Dobson and her school, giving her strict instructions to forget everything that had happened, reform herself, and marry as dull a member of the peerage as would have her.

      The prospect made Rebecca’s soul ache in misery. The last thing she wanted to do was offer herself up on the altar of respectability to save her family’s fortunes. She loathed the idea of shackling herself to whatever kind of man would be faultless enough to allow her parents to return to London on the merits of the marriage. Rebecca was repulsed by the idea of marrying any man when her heart—and a few more unspeakable parts of her anatomy—was captivated by one man and one man alone—Nigel Kent.

      “You don’t suppose my parents would consider anything less than an immaculate marriage to a member of the peerage, do you?” she asked her friends as they resumed their walk.

      Miss Dobson was no longer looking in their direction, otherwise she would have censured Caro for laughing sharply.

      “None of us are destined for the immaculate marriages our parents seem to think this bout of reeducation will afford us,” she said in her usual, learned tone of voice. Caro was a bit of a genius, as far as Rebecca was concerned. She’d certainly read more books than her and Jo combined, which was part of the reason she’d been locked away at Miss Dobson’s. Her parents had discovered that she’d been writing—and publishing—scandalous novels. “Reputations, once ruined, remain ruined,” Caro said.

      “I don’t think so,” Jo said. “Didn’t Lady Alice end up marrying an earl upon completing her course of study here?”

      “She did,” Rebecca said, glancing to Caro to see how she would argue the issue.

      Caro pursed her lips and arched one brow. “Alice had an arrangement with Lord Donnelly prior to being enrolled with Miss Dobson,” she said. “An arrangement that was helped along by the alarming rate at which she increased in size shortly after beginning here.”

      Rebecca and Jo hummed knowingly in response. Lady Alice had only lasted a few months at the school before the futility of keeping her and Lord Donnelly apart had emerged. The ensuing wedding had been hasty and quiet, and the couple had removed to Lord Donnelly’s home in Ireland with lightning speed, where his heir was born two months later.

      “What about Miss Eloise Glenn?” Jo asked. “She was imprisoned—I mean, enrolled—at the school for more than a year before she caught the eye of Mr. Lewis.”

      “Mr. Lewis was a foreigner,” Caro said. “An American. And the only reason Eloise agreed to marry him was because she heard that Johnny ran off and married a butcher’s daughter in Norfolk.”

      “She cried for days,” Rebecca remembered with a sigh. Eloise was the daughter of a newly wealthy shipping merchant and Johnny was a sailor that worked on one of his ships. Mr. Glenn had needed the marriage to solidify a trading alliance, thus Mr. Lewis.

      Miss Dobson’s school was filled with similar tales of illicit and unadvised love affairs, some that had been consummated, like Alice’s, and some that had not, like Eloise’s…and Jo’s. Or so Jo insisted. Rebecca still wasn’t certain what she’d done to land at Miss Dobson’s. Only a few tales—like Caro’s and Rebecca’s own—had involved indiscretions of a unique nature.

      “My point is that it is folly to think that condemnation to an institution that is known to harbor women of less than spotless reputation will result in acceptable marriages that will reverse a fall,” Caro went on.

      “But Miss Dobson promises otherwise,” Jo argued.

      “Miss Dobson is a pirate,” Caro insisted. Her expressive mouth twitched into a wide grin. “Though I have to say I admire her originality and ingenuity.”

      Rebecca made a distasteful sound and glanced to the center of the garden, where Miss Dobson continued to stand like a sharp-eyed sentinel. She was exceptionally tall for a woman and built rather more like a Norse warrior than a delicate flower of femininity. Her figure might once have been pleasing, but now that she was in her sixth decade, she was rather solid. Her grey hair was pulled up into a style that may have been intended to appear soft, but still managed to look tight and forbidding with the harsh lines of her face under it. She glared as she studied her charges, ambling around the park like convicts set to work turning the gears of a large mill. She couldn’t have appeared more forbidding if she wielded a whip and cracked it every time a group of pupils slowed down or whispered.

      “Caroline Pepys. You cannot admire a battleax like that,” Rebecca said.

      Caro shrugged. “If all of us were as indomitable as Miss Dobson, we might not be here in the first place. We would be too busy conquering the world instead.”

      Rebecca laughed, but the sound only lasted a few seconds. Not because she feared Miss Dobson’s wrath, but because a sudden commotion had broken out on the street just on the other side of the fence from where she, Caro, and Jo were walking.

      A flood of men poured into the street from the house that stood just next door to the school. The neighboring house was owned by the East India Company, and while few of its residents lived there permanently, it was home to whichever trade officials needed a place to stay in London before taking to sea or returning to the subcontinent. The young women of Miss Dobson’s school had spent more than a few hours pressing themselves to the windows in their pseudo-prison, gaping and gawking at the men of all descriptions who came and went from the East India House—dark men and light, Englishmen and Indians, those dressed in finely tailored suits and those wearing the exotic garb of cultures and religions that were as fascinating as fairy tales.

      They were all rushing into the street from the East India House’s front door. Rebecca, Caro, and Jo skipped off the path and pressed themselves against the fence as they watched the commotion. They weren’t the only ones. Within seconds, half the young ladies of the school were clinging to the fence’s bars to get a better look.

      “Is it a fire?” one of them asked.

      “Is it a riot?” another gasped, sounding excited by the prospect.

      “Is that Lord Lichfield?” still another squealed.

      A chorus of giddiness followed. Sure enough, Lord Lichfield hurried out of the house in close conversation with another man that Rebecca recognized as Lord Rufus Herrington.

      “He’s so deliciously wicked,” one of the growing crowd of Miss Dobson’s pupils that had rushed to the fence sighed.

      Rebecca smirked. Lord Lichfield was wicked indeed. She’d heard from Sophie, who had heard from her sister, Honor, all about how the courtesans and actresses of London lusted after Lord Lichfield because of his unique talents. And while Rebecca still didn’t understand what whips and riding crops had to do with the sort of things she’d seen her sister and Lord Grey engage in, that didn’t stop half the rest of Miss Dobson’s pupils from sighing and mooning over him.

      “Girls!” Miss Dobson snapped, charging toward them at last, as Rebecca had known she would. “Get away from that fence at once. You are meant to be walking in peaceful contemplation of a moral and virtuous life.”

      The young women who had rushed to the fence groaned and muttered complaints. Some peeled away from the fence willingly, but others stubbornly continued to look at the dispersing men. Rebecca was one of the latter. Something about the sudden flight of so many didn’t sit right with her. There was no smoke so there couldn’t be a fire. Why, then, did a dozen men of all sorts suddenly rush out into the street?

      “What are you doing?” An Indian gentleman shouted as he, too, rushed out of the house, looking far more alarmed than the rest of the men. “Don’t let them leave. One of them has the diamond.”

      “Diamond?” Caro said with a frown.

      “Diamond?” Jo perked up, her eyes shining.

      “Stop them,” the Indian gentleman said as a few of the men—like Lord Lichfield and Lord Herrington—who had lingered near the house’s front steps turned and walked off at a swift pace. “The thief is getting away.”

      “I assure you, he won’t get far, Mr. Khan.” Rebecca gasped as Nigel Kent marched out of the house and came to stand by the Indian man. Her heart did a loopy somersault in her chest and her skin broke out in prickles. “We’ll catch the thief.”

      “But how?” the Indian man, Mr. Khan, lamented. “They’re all getting away.”

      “We know the name of every man who was here today,” Nigel told him. “The thief may have left before you made your announcement. We’ll catch him yet.”

      “But the diamond,” Mr. Khan pressed on. “It’s worth a fortune, more than you can possibly comprehend.”

      “I will find it, sir. I give you my word,” Nigel promised.

      A flutter spread through Rebecca’s heart…and lower. Nigel was every bit as heroic as she remembered him to be and larger than her memory had painted him. It had been months since the night of Lady Charlotte’s engagement, months since they had sat side-by-side in a darkened carriage. She hadn’t had time to dress properly, and only his clothes, a robe, and a thin layer of sugar had come between them. The heat between them in the carriage that night had been sweltering as she’d imagined the two of them in every sinful position she’d ever witnessed Mary and Lord Grey in. She’d even had half a mind to loosen the fall of his breeches so that she could fondle his male part the way she’d observed Mary doing. She would even have considered putting it in her mouth as Mary had done, which had seemed entirely distasteful to her up until that point.

      Just as she was pondering the potential size of Nigel’s member and what it would taste like, he glanced in her direction. Their eyes met, and a look of shock spread across his face. Rebecca caught her breath as Nigel excused himself from Mr. Khan and descended the East India House stairs to cross the street.

      “Ladies, get away from there,” Miss Dobson’s shrill voice rang out from behind Rebecca. “Get away from there at once. This is unseemly in the extreme.”

      Rebecca gulped and turned to see how close she was to the certain doom of Miss Dobson catching her. To her surprise, at least a dozen other pupils were persistently clinging to the fence, smiling and waving and flirting with the men who had fled the East India House but who hadn’t gotten far.

      “This is an outrage,” Miss Dobson continued to holler. “You will all be punished tonight. I will have you all kneeling on the stone floor of the classroom in nothing but your shifts, reciting verses while I smack each of your impudent bottoms with a switch.”

      “God help us all,” one of the men fleeing the house groaned, grabbing his crotch in a decidedly ungentlemanly manner.

      Rebecca hardly noticed the amorous reaction of a few men to Miss Dobson’s threat, though. Her eyes were fixed on Nigel as he strode across the street, making his way directly to her.

      “We’ll distract Miss Dobson,” Jo whispered by Rebecca’s side, “but you must be quick.”

      Rebecca nodded absently as Jo and Caro pulled away from the fence, likely to cause as much trouble as they could on Rebecca’s behalf.

      “Lady Rebecca,” Nigel greeted Rebecca as he reached the fence, touching the edge of his cap. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same,” Rebecca said.

      “A diamond has been stolen from a prominent minister of the Mughal emperor,” Nigel explained in a rush, glancing to the side as though he shouldn’t have been sharing the story. “It was meant to be a gift to the king to secure an alliance. Tonight’s gathering was a prelude to the presentation ceremony, but when the diamond’s case was opened, it was empty.”

      “But why are you here?” Rebecca instantly pinched her eyes shut, ashamed that she was handling their meeting so clumsily, then opened them, clinging to the fence with both hands.

      “I and several of my colleagues were asked to provide security for the evening,” Nigel explained. He blew out a breath. “Now it seems I’ll be investigating a theft. But at least I know the culprit was one of the men present tonight.”

      He glanced down the street at the dispersing men who had rushed out of the East India House. Rebecca’s heart ached for him. It must have felt as though he was watching any hope of quickly catching the thief slip away. Just like she had felt her chance to know him better slip away when he’d dropped her at her family’s house the night of Lady Charlotte’s engagement party and driven away.

      “It’s so good to see you again,” she said, her heart brimming with pathos over what could have been.

      “Likewise,” Nigel said, his dangerous expression melting to a smile that was almost shy and definitely alluring. “I tried to come see you after…that night, but within days, your family’s house was deserted.”

      Rebecca huffed out a breath. “I know, and I’m sorry. Everything happened so quickly after Lord Grey was arrested. Mary was shipped off to the Caribbean with Lady Charlotte and I was unceremoniously deposited here.”

      “Where is here?” Nigel asked.

      Rebecca opened her mouth to explain everything but was cut off by Miss Dobson’s shout of, “Rebecca Burgess, if you do not come away from that fence this very minute I will switch you so hard you won’t be able to sit for a week.”

      Nigel’s expression went dark—both with anger and something far more tantalizing. “You’d better go,” he said in a low growl.

      “But we have so much to talk about,” Rebecca protested.

      Nigel closed one of his giant hands over hers as it clutched a slender, iron fencepost. “Meet me tomorrow at Hyde Park Corner,” he said. “I won’t be able to get away until four in the afternoon, but nothing will keep me from you.”

      “But, I—”

      “Lady Rebecca Burgess!”

      Rebecca whipped around only to find Miss Dobson only a few yards away, closing in on her.

      “Go,” Nigel whispered, letting go of her hand and stepping away.

      “But, Nigel, I—” Rebecca tried again, but it was too late.

      “I told you to get away from there,” Miss Dobson said, clapping a hand over Rebecca’s shoulder and forcing her away from the fence. “That will be bed without supper for you, for all of you. After all the sacrifices I’ve made to teach you young ladies to be better than your wicked natures, this is the thanks I get. I am outraged.”

      Rebecca had no choice but to let Miss Dobson drag her away from the fence and from Nigel. Nigel had already returned to the East India House and was whispering something to Mr. Khan anyhow.

      “I am livid,” Miss Dobson went on. “I am insulted. I am locking every one of you in your rooms tonight.”

      Rebecca’s shoulders dropped, and she let out a sigh. How could she possibly dash off to meet Nigel at Hyde Park Corner the next day—as every bit of her longed to do—when she was locked away in her prison masquerading as a school?
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      “This is an outrage,” Caro said, arms crossed, as she paced the short length of the bedroom Rebecca, Jo, and Caro shared that evening. “My father does not pay Miss Dobson an obscene amount of money for me to be locked in my room like a disobedient child.”

      “Are you certain that’s not precisely what he does pay for?” Jo asked in a small voice from where she sat on her bed. “I’m sure that’s why my parents sent me here.”

      Rebecca sent Jo a sympathetic smile from where she sat on the sill of the room’s one window, which looked out into the mews in back of the school. She still wasn’t entirely certain what indiscretion Jo had been sent to the school to atone for, but, like Rebecca, Jo had heard nothing at all from her family—no letters and no occasional parcels of home comforts, like other girls sometimes received—since arriving.

      “There are times I feel as though I was planted here the way medieval prisoners were sealed in an oubliette,” Rebecca sighed. “I would do anything to be free.”

      She turned and glanced over her shoulder out the window at the darkened mews, imagining Nigel was there, watching the East India House in an attempt to catch the diamond thief, but also keeping watch over her. If she could have, she would have jumped from the window into his waiting arms.

      “That was a peculiar sigh for someone contemplating a life of imprisonment,” Caro said, pausing in her pacing to grin wryly at Rebecca. “Does it perhaps have anything to do with the alarming gentleman with whom you spoke this afternoon?”

      Rebecca turned back to her friends, blushing. “Perhaps.”

      Jo jumped off the bed and rushed to Caro’s side as the two of them faced her. “Do tell,” she said. “He was quite startling in appearance.”

      Rebecca’s face felt hotter as she stood. “His name is Mr. Nigel Kent,” she explained. “He is a Bow Street Runner who helped with the investigation of Lord Grey’s treachery last spring.”

      She hoped to leave the explanation there, but Jo and Caro positively brimmed with excitement, their wide eyes fixed on her.

      Rebecca let out a breath of resignation and went on to say, “He was of great assistance to me after Lady Charlotte’s engagement party.”

      “The party where you and Miss Sophie Barnes posed nude?” Jo whispered, clapping her hands to her mouth.

      “Yes,” Rebecca squeaked. Embarrassment and the memory of that night had her as hot as a furnace. “We enjoyed an…interesting carriage ride back to my parent’s house.”

      “Did he compromise your virtue?” Caro asked, unable to contain her grin. “Tell me what he did to you. Did he touch you inappropriately? Did you kiss? Did he stroke you into a tremor of ecstasy?”

      Rebecca’s mouth dropped open. Not for the first time, she wondered how Caro knew about such things. She wondered what kind of experiences her friend had had. Caro had been interred in their current mausoleum for writing inappropriate books, but Rebecca had never read one. She now wondered how her friend had researched the topics about which she wrote.

      “It was nothing like that,” she answered, pressing the backs of her fingers to her cheeks to cool her face. “But it could have been.” She slipped into a mischievous smile. “I so wanted it to be.”

      Caro and Jo clutched each other and giggled.

      “I knew it,” Jo said. “I just knew Mr. Kent had the look of a man in love about him.”

      “Love?” Caro snorted. “He had the look of a man who wanted to dip his wick in Rebecca’s well is more like it.”

      Rebecca joined their giggling. “I would do it,” she whispered, scandalized at her own loose morals. “I don’t care how wicked it is. I’ve…I’ve witnessed such acts before.” She lowered her whisper even more. “I’ve seen how pleasurable they can be for a woman, and I would gladly engage in such activities with Nigel. With my whole heart.”

      “Then we must make certain it happens,” Caro said, the light of mischief in her eyes. A moment later, Caro’s face fell, and Rebecca’s spirits with it. “If only we weren’t trapped in this dungeon,” Caro sighed.

      “I believe a dungeon is a room below ground, like Miss Dobson’s wine cellar,” Jo said, a look of dread splashing across her face. They had all heard stories about the wine cellar. “We are more akin to princesses stuck in a tower.”

      A flash of inspiration hit Rebecca. “Princesses in towers in fairy tales always manage to find their way out,” she said. “Surely there must be a way to escape this room.”

      “If there is, we will find it,” Caro agreed with a nod.

      The three of them launched into motion. Jo rushed to the door, testing the knob and the hinges. Rebecca and Caro turned to the window, prying the heavy pane open.

      “It’s a long drop to the ground,” Rebecca sighed as they both leaned out.

      “Perhaps we could tie bedsheets together to make our descent,” Caro suggested.

      Rebecca pulled her head back into the room. “But if that fails, then we’ll be stuck sleeping on beds with tattered sheets. I doubt Miss Dobson would allow us fresh sheets if she saw we ruined what we have now.”

      Caro stared flatly at her, as though she were a ninny for thinking more of her own comfort than their collective escape. “Then we’ll make a ladder or rope out of some other material.”

      “Good thinking.”

      Rebecca turned her attention to the room around them. There was very little in the way of furnishings or luxuries. The room was plain, with no ornaments on the walls, no carpet, and only their three beds, a washstand, and a wardrobe. The beds were narrow and unadorned. Rebecca’s bed was pushed up against the wall with the window, and the other two were squeezed against the opposite wall. The wardrobe took up most of the space against the wall opposite the locked door. Searching for materials that would help them escape out the window took all of a minute before they decided there was nothing.

      “It’s hopeless,” Caro said with a frustrated sigh, sitting heavily on her bed. “Miss Dobson is a dragon who guards her hapless princesses well.”

      “There has to be something,” Rebecca insisted. She moved to the side of the wardrobe, hoping to find some sort of rope or cord keeping it fixed to the wall. “I refuse to believe our cause is—”

      She stopped suddenly as she leaned against the wall in an attempt to see what was behind the wardrobe. Something was there—something with an eerily familiar feeling to it. The room’s only ornament was drab wallpaper with a faded, floral pattern that didn’t match up where different panels had been slapped against the wall. But behind the wardrobe, the panels of paper seemed to match up even less. In fact, Rebecca spotted a wide gap between two sheets of paper. A wide gap and a small, almost unnoticeable notch in the wall.

      “It’s just like our secret passages,” she gasped. She grabbed hold of the side of the wardrobe and attempted to pull it away from the wall.

      “Your what?” Jo asked, rushing to help her.

      “Secret passages,” Rebecca said. “We had several within the walls of our house.”

      “You had secret passages in the walls of your house?” Caro stood, blinking at Rebecca with the light of literary inspiration in her eyes.

      Rebecca’s face heated all over again as she said, “How do you think I was able to witness so many carnal acts? It was as though the passages were specifically intended for voyeuristic intent.”

      “I’ve heard of such things,” Caro said as she too grabbed hold of the heavy wardrobe in an attempt to move it. “They’re not all that uncommon. And yes, they are designed so that illicit behavior may be observed and enjoyed.”

      Rebecca was spared having to detail exactly how much she had enjoyed watching her sister—in spite of her paramour being the traitorous Lord Grey—when they managed to scrape the wardrobe a scant foot away from the wall.

      “If this is anything like what we have at home, the door will open inward,” she said, smoothing her hand along the wallpaper to the notch. “That way, the hinges do not protrude into the room being observed and its occupants never know they are being watched.”

      She finished her explanation by slipping her fingers into the notch, finding what felt like a small trigger, and pushing it. Instantly, there was a click, and the wall came loose. Another push, and it groaned open.

      “Good heavens,” Jo gasped, then burst into excited giggles.

      “Ladies, we have our means of escape,” Caro said in a triumphant whisper.

      “But where does it lead?” Jo asked.

      “It must lead into the East India House,” Rebecca said, squeezing between the wardrobe and the wall. “Someone bring a candle.”

      They leapt into action. Jo retrieved two candles in their holders from the washstand in the corner of the room. She handed one to Rebecca—who took the lead as they advanced into the secret passageway—and brought up the rear with the other.

      The passageway was dusty and narrow, but Rebecca’s experience told her that it wasn’t unused. There were no cobwebs lining the walls, and although she was loath to look closer, she didn’t feel detritus that could be animal droppings or remains under her feet. She inched slowly along the passage, checking the space in front of her carefully before taking steps. The school did indeed butt up against the East India House. The two buildings were essentially one. Every once in a while, Miss Dobson and her students would hear the hum of conversations or exotic music on the other side of the walls.

      It was late as Rebecca and her friends made their way down the passage, but they could still hear the drone of conversation and other activity. They turned a corner, which led them deeper into the house.

      “Where are we going?” Jo whispered as they went.

      “There have to be other doors,” Rebecca whispered back. “Our house has several that let out into—”

      She froze, holding up a hand. Caro nearly tumbled into her. Jo managed to stop without throwing them all into a pile.

      “Is it a door?” Caro asked.

      Rebecca waved her hand frantically for her friends to be silent. In the light of her candle, she could see small slits and handles in the wall that told her the purpose of that particular network of passages had the same purpose as the ones in her parents’ house. There was no telling what they might observe if they slid one of the spying holes open. It was the sounds she heard that had grabbed her attention, though. She would know that kind of low, impassioned moaning anywhere.

      She touched a finger to her mouth, then moved as silently through the passage as she could. The pleasured moans grew louder as they reached the end of the passage, near an intersection. There were two sets of moans, a man’s and a woman’s.

      “Oh, my stallion,” the woman sighed, then gasped as though she’d been touched in a particular way. “Yes. Yes, like that. Oh.”

      Behind Rebecca, Jo squeaked and slapped a hand to her mouth. Rebecca and Caro both turned to glare at her, and Jo shook her head in contrition.

      “My little dove,” a man’s voice said, thick with passion. “Your cunny is as sweet as honey.”

      It was Caro’s turn to snort, and to have Rebecca and Jo glare at her. Caro defended herself with a barely audible, “I cannot abide that sort of clumsy rhyme.”

      Rebecca gestured for complete silence as she leaned to one side then the other, attempting to ascertain which room the carnal activity was taking place in.

      “Your thighs are like softened peaches,” the man went on, followed by uncomfortably squelchy sounds. “I could drink your nectar all day.”

      The sounds continued as the woman’s panting grew louder and more pitched. “My stallion,” she yelped, sounding as though she were near climax.

      “Your vessel is so precious that I should have concealed that diamond deep within your quivering walls,” the man went on.

      Rebecca had to swallow her gasp. She whipped to face her friends, mouthing the words, “The diamond?”

      “Yes, my darling, you would have liked it if I had fucked you with that great, thick diamond, then left it buried deep within you,” the man continued as the woman’s mewling grew desperate. “Then you could have walked right out of here under that bastard, Khan’s, nose instead of all the trouble I had to go through.”

      The woman evidently didn’t care one bit what her companion was revealing. She moaned and gasped with complete abandon. Rebecca, on the other hand, could hardly keep still as a different kind of excitement surged through her. The diamond thief was on the other side of the wall. He’d confessed everything without knowing it. All Rebecca had to do to solve the case that Nigel had just begun to investigate was to find the right peephole.

      She raised her candle and searched for handles on the wall, her heart pounding in her chest. As soon as she found one at her height—most of them were several inches above her head, as though meant for use by men or women of greater height—she handed her candle to Caro and slowly slid the panel to the side.

      Her heart caught in her throat at the sight that met her, and her body flushed with heat. The room she now peeked into was decorated in an exotic, Indian style. Rich textiles and erotic art adorned the walls. Several colorful, carved chests and cabinets lined the wall. The centerpiece of the room was a padded, oblong piece of furniture that Rebecca could only describe as a chaise. The man and woman they’d been listening to were quite busy using it for the purpose Rebecca assumed it was intended to serve, but that in itself presented an uncomfortable problem.

      The woman was bent forward, almost as though in prayer. Her legs were spread wide as the gentlemen took her from behind. His movements were vigorous, which posed part of the problem. He bent so far over the woman as he tupped her that Rebecca couldn’t see his face. Even more frustrating, the couple was facing away from the wall. The woman’s skirts were thrown over her head, thoroughly concealing her identity. The only bit of the man that Rebecca had a clear view of was his finely sculpted backside as it pushed and flexed at a punishing pace. His breeches were loose around his knees and his shirt covered the rest of his body. The only distinguishing characteristic Rebecca could make out was a birthmark on the man’s right cheek in the shape of a half moon.

      Rebecca pulled away from the peephole, quickly scanning the narrow passage to determine if there were more points of observation that would afford them a view of either participant’s face. What she saw were Caro and Jo with their faces pressed up against the wall. Jo was so enthralled with what she saw that her candle tipped farther and farther to one side, dripping wax to the floor.

      “Jo,” Rebecca hissed.

      Her call had the opposite effect than what she’d hoped for. Jo jerked straight, dropping her candle in the process. The resulting clatter was followed by a strangled cry from the man in the room.

      “What was that?” the woman asked in a muffled voice.

      Rebecca gestured for her friends to flee as fast as they could. Caro snapped her peephole closed and slid the panel concealing Jo’s into place as well. Jo bent to scoop up her fallen candlestick, and as soon as she had it in hand, the three of them retreated down the passageway as fast as they could.

      Rebecca was hardly aware of anything until they squeezed their way out from behind the wardrobe in their room at the school. Panting and terrified, they closed the passageway door and pushed the wardrobe back into place. Even then, the three of them leaned against the wall, ears pressed to the wallpaper, anxious to hear if they’d been followed. Blessedly, the walls were silent.

      “Do you think whoever that was knows about the passages?” Jo asked, still whispering.

      “There’s no way to tell,” Rebecca said. “Either way, they didn’t follow us.”

      “Can you be sure?” Caro asked, stepping away from the wall and collapsing onto her bed. She was covered in a light layer of dust and her hair was disheveled.

      Rebecca moved away from the wall, brushing her skirts and hair as well. “They would have caught us by now,” she said.

      “I don’t know how I would even begin to explain what I saw if they do find us and question us,” Jo said, her eyes wide and glassy, as she retreated to her bed. “That was….” She didn’t seem capable of finishing.

      “That was nothing compared to what my sister and Lord Grey would do,” Rebecca said with a sudden grin. She shook her head and pushed that part of what they’d witnessed aside. “More importantly, that man is the diamond thief.”

      “Agreed,” Caro said. “But who was he?”

      “I didn’t get a good look at his face,” Rebecca admitted. “Just his ass.”

      “I saw it too,” Jo said. “He had a birthmark shaped like a half moon.”

      “More like a full moon, if you ask me,” Caro added with a smirk.

      Rebecca couldn’t help it. She dissolved into laughter, sinking onto her bed and clutching her sides as the humor of the situation hit her. “How utterly ridiculous.”

      “It is, rather.” Caro joined her in laughter.

      Jo broke down as well, and in no time, the three of them were rolling on their beds. But Rebecca still felt the press of urgency where the diamond was concerned.

      “Nigel has to know about this,” she said. “I have to find a way to tell him.”

      “Agreed,” Jo said, pushing herself to sit straight. “But what can you say? That the diamond thief has a birthmark on his bum? Surely your Nigel won’t gather up all the suspects and demand they lower their breeches and present their bottoms for inspection.”

      Caro drew in an excited breath. “A whole line of men presenting their bottoms.” Her cheeks flushed and her gaze turned dreamy.

      Rebecca cleared her throat, bringing Caro back to earth. “Nigel should be able to do something.”

      “And truly, we know more than just the birthmark,” Caro went on. Rebecca and Jo glanced questioningly at her. “The man was English,” Caro said. “His bottom was deliciously pink. Or if he was Indian, his nether region was decidedly fair.”

      “And he was young,” Rebecca said, excited by the details she hadn’t realized she’d caught. “That was not the bum of an old man. He was too vigorous for age as well.”

      “But we couldn’t see his hair,” Jo said disappointedly. “He could have been blond or brunette or ginger for all we know.”

      “And his shirt was too ordinary to say if he was wealthy or poor.” Caro deflated as well. “I wish I had thought to look for his jacket. That would have told us more.”

      “We know quite a bit,” Rebecca said. “And that information needs to be conveyed to Nigel.”

      “But how can you reach out to him when we’re trapped here?” Jo asked.

      Rebecca chewed her lip and thought about it for a while.

      “If only we had friends on the outside,” Caro sighed.

      Inspiration struck Rebecca, and she sat straighter. “We do,” she said. “I can write to my friend Sophia. We aren’t barred from writing to our friends. Sophia will be able to get a message to Nigel.”

      “That’s a splendid idea,” Jo said, clapping her hands. “Huzzah for still having friends in the outside world.”

      A twist of pity struck Rebecca. She was lucky in that regard. The Barnes sisters were her friends, and she was certain she could rely on them. As far as she knew, Jo and Caro had no one.

      “I shall write to Sophie first thing tomorrow, as soon as we are let out of our cages. Sophie will know how we can contact Nigel, and once we do, we will help him catch this diamond thief.
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      Sophie was a savior. Or to be more precise, her sister Verity was. Rebecca sent a letter to Sophie by special courier before the school’s drab breakfast of lukewarm oatmeal—without any sugar—was finished, and a mere two hours later, as Rebecca, Jo, and Caro were dutifully painting flowers and woodland creatures on a never-ending line of teacups, an invitation to tea at the Marquess of Landsbury’s house arrived.

      “My, my,” Miss Dobson said with a sniff as Rebecca put away her teacup art and started up to her bedroom to change into the one gown from the outside world that she’d been allowed to keep. “We must think very highly of ourselves to have such well-placed friends inviting us to tea.”

      Rebecca narrowed her eyes at the woman in loathing. It was clear she was green with jealousy that Rebecca had received any invitation at all. In all her time at the school, she couldn’t remember Miss Dobson being invited to dine anywhere.

      “I can’t imagine why I’m being summoned to such a lofty home,” Rebecca said, blushing furiously. She knew exactly why the invitation had been issued. If Sophie had followed through on the rest of the request Rebecca had made, Nigel would be at Landsbury House as well.

      “Perhaps the Marchioness of Landsbury wishes to interview you for the position of scullery maid,” Miss Dobson said, crossing her arms and looking down her nose at Rebecca. “Though I would not entrust you with even that.”

      “No, miss,” Rebecca said, adding a facetious curtsy.

      She darted upstairs and changed out of her uniform in no time, and was back downstairs, waiting on the school’s front steps for the carriage Verity’s note said would pick her up before she could catch her breath. The sense of freedom that came with being allowed out of the school, even if it was for just one afternoon, sent Rebecca’s pulse pounding. It would be glorious if she could leave and never come back, if she could strike out on her own and make a new life. A part of her was certain Nigel would support her if she tried. He might do more than support her, he might—

      But no, her heart sank as cold reality doused her, even as the cheery autumn sun of Manchester Square bathed her. Nigel was a Bow Street Runner. His life was most likely filled with danger. And while that didn’t bother her in the least, it was also likely that he had very little money as a result. He’d always dressed casually when she’d seen him, and subtle hints about the length of his hair and the stubble on his chin hinted that he didn’t have a valet caring for him. Could he even afford a wife? She didn’t mind the prospect of slipping down a few notches on the social ladder, but if she was going to do such a thing, she would need to acquire far more skills than painting teacups, speaking French, and playing the pianoforte. She would—

      “Oh, Mr. Hobbs, you are too kind.”

      The hair on the back of Rebecca’s neck suddenly stood up at the sound of Miss Dobson thanking the greengrocer. She twisted to the alley that led to the mews behind the school just as Miss Dobson and Mr. Hobbs stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Henny,” Mr. Hobbs said, tipping his hat.

      It wasn’t the forward way the grocer treated Miss Dobson or their sudden appearance that had caused such a reaction in Rebecca, it was the pitch of Miss Dobson’s voice, the flirtatious lilt to her words. It sounded familiar. Strikingly familiar. Like a certain mystery woman she, Jo, and Caro had observed in a scandalous position the night before. But it couldn’t be. Miss Dobson had been marching about the school, locking pupils in their rooms and threatening them with dire bodily harm if they so much as made a peep. Although if she were honest, Rebecca hadn’t heard the woman shouting threats in the hall for a good while before she and her friends had commenced their mission in the secret passage.

      She didn’t have time to contemplate the odd situation further. A carriage with the Landsbury coat of arms pulled up in front of the school and the door opened.

      “Good,” Verity said from the carriage’s luxuriously appointed interior. “You’re waiting. I won’t have to enter that awful school to fetch you.”

      Rebecca was glad as well. She skipped down the front stairs and flew into the carriage, hoping that Miss Dobson was too busy with Mr. Hobbs to take any note of her departure. As soon as she was inside and seated beside Verity, she let out a breath of relief.

      “Thank you so much for helping me, Miss Verity. Or, no, I should call you Lady Landsbury now,” Rebecca said.

      Verity laughed with such happiness that Rebecca couldn’t help but smile along with her. “I have no use for stuffy formality,” she said. “Call me Verity and be done with it.”

      “Thank you,” Rebecca said.

      Verity Manfred was a sight to behold. She was vastly pregnant with her first child, but that hadn’t stopped her from wearing a diaphanous gown in the latest and most scandalous, French style. The neckline scooped so low over her pregnancy-expanded breasts that Rebecca couldn’t help but gape in the fear that, with one strong jolt of the carriage, they would pop out entirely.

      “They are amazing, aren’t they?” Verity giggled in response to Rebecca’s staring, taking hold of her breasts. “Thomas certainly enjoys them these days, although the alarming amount of tenderness this increased size has brought with it has killed some of the joy for me.”

      If anything, Rebecca gaped harder. No one in her entire life had spoken so freely and openly about such things. It was somehow even more shocking than spying on her sister and Lord Grey in flagrante.

      “I wager that you’ll find yourself in this delightful condition in no time,” Verity went on, carrying the entire conversation as though she didn’t have a care in the world. “Mr. Kent was devilishly eager to accept my invitation to tea this afternoon.” Her eyes held a distinct sparkle and she couldn’t hold her mirth inside.

      “I have so much to tell him,” Rebecca found her voice at last. “My friends and I may have discovered something of vital importance to Nigel’s investigation of the theft of a precious diamond last night.”

      “I heard about the stolen diamond,” Verity said, glowing with excitement. “Tell me more.”

      Rebecca spent the remainder of the short journey spilling out everything that had happened since the previous afternoon. Verity seemed particularly interested in the secret passageway connecting the school and the house owned by the East India Company. By the time they reached Landsbury House, both women were buzzing with excitement about all of the possibilities the theft, the investigation, and Rebecca’s discoveries implied.

      “Do you know,” Verity said as they alighted from the carriage and made their way into Landsbury House’s front hall, “I think I rather like your friend Caro’s fascination with an entire line of men dropping their breeches simultaneously. I must have her for tea sometime. Perhaps I could ask the footmen to provide a suitable display.”

      Rebecca was about to reply that Caro’s sensibilities didn’t need that sort of validation when she turned the corner into a sitting room and nearly ran headlong into Nigel.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed as Nigel caught her to keep her from spilling to the floor. Rebecca’s senses ran riot as she gazed up into his eyes. The heat from his muscular body seemed to cut right through the thin muslin of her gown. Or perhaps that was the sudden flush that pulsed through her. “Nigel,” she sighed his name in greeting.

      “Lady Rebecca,” Nigel replied, slightly more formal, but still charged with attraction.

      Verity cleared her throat. “I can see when I am not needed. I’ll leave the two of you to discuss your diamond case in peace. Besides, I am in dire need of a chamber pot, thanks to this little bundle of joy.” She rubbed her hands over her large stomach.

      Before Verity departed, she reached into nearly concealed pockets on either side of the doorway and drew out sliding doors. They closed in the center with a click that left Rebecca and Nigel secluded in the parlor and sent Rebecca’s pulse soaring.

      For a lingering moment, silence reigned as Rebecca stared up into Nigel’s warm, dark eyes. She forgot where she was and why she was there. All she could think about was the night Nigel had taken her home after Lady Charlotte’s party, the way her skin had tingled from his touch and her heart had felt as though it would burst from her chest. She’d thought the tingling was due to her state of undress and the sugar covering her body, but as she stood there in Verity’s parlor, the tickling sensation was back. It made her want to shimmy out of her clothes and ply herself against Nigel’s body.

      “You look well, Lady Rebecca,” Nigel said at last, clearing his throat and taking a step back.

      Rebecca’s heart squeezed at the loss of his warmth. “You can call me Rebecca,” she said, stepping with him when he moved toward the sofa closer to the room’s cheerfully crackling fire.

      “Are you certain?” Nigel asked, inviting her to sit.

      “Of course.” Rebecca sat. When Nigel took a seat at the other end of the sofa, she scooted closer to him. “And I hope you don’t mind if I call you Nigel.”

      Nigel cleared his throat again and shifted uneasily in his seat. He tugged at his jacket, attempting to conceal his lap. Men’s fashion didn’t exactly allow him to hide everything, though. Rebecca’s heart galloped in her chest at the slight bulge in his breeches.

      “Rebecca,” he said, color splashing his cheeks. Her name sounded so sweet on his lips that she leaned closer to him, her gaze dropping to the fascinating line of his mouth. He cleared his throat yet again and said, “You’ve discovered something about the stolen diamond?”

      Instantly, visions of the carnal activity she and her friends had observed flashed to her mind. But instead of the mystery couple entwined so passionately, she saw herself bent over, bottom in the air, while Nigel pleasured her from behind. Only, as much as she’d witnessed in the past, her mind drew a blank when it came to what it would feel like to be engaged in such activities.

      Nigel squirmed beside her, which jerked Rebecca back into the present with a gasp. She lowered her head slightly, her cheeks on fire, and pressed a hand to her chest. The movement only served to draw Nigel’s eyes to the modest neckline of her gown. He stared as though her bodice were as low-cut as Verity’s.

      To save her sanity and prevent her from forgetting everything, Rebecca blurted, “There’s a secret passageway that leads from my bedroom at the school to the East India House.”

      Nigel’s eyes shot up to meet hers, and a small frown creased his brow. “A secret passageway?”

      Rebecca nodded, inspired to go on. “We discovered it yesterday when Miss Dobson locked everyone in their rooms. Jo, Caro, and I were desperate to escape, and in our search for a way to lower ourselves out the window into the mews, we discovered the passage.”

      Nigel gaped at her. “And it leads to the East India Company’s house?”

      “Yes,” Rebecca scooted closer to him, resting her hands on one of his massive thighs. “The passages must be extensive. We only went a short distance, but I could see it went on. My parents have such passageways in their house, presumably so they can observe—” Her voice gave out, both because she couldn’t possibly bring herself to confess to Nigel, of all people, what she’d seen from those passages, and because it had suddenly dawned on her that her parents must have enjoyed engaging in similar, voyeuristic activity. They had routinely invited friends to stay the night.

      She shook her head to clear away a thousand shocking realizations about the sort of people her parents were. “We saw people,” she blurted. “A man and a woman.”

      Nigel’s frown had deepened at the beginning of her explanation. “In a place like the East India Company’s house, passages of that sort must have been designed to listen in on sensitive discussions and learn political secrets. Even private conversations containing vital information can be spied on if few people know those passages exist.”

      “We saw a man and a woman making love,” Rebecca blurted, certain her face was as red as the Persian carpet under their feet.

      Nigel’s eyes went wide and his thigh twitched under her hand. “You…did?”

      “They were talking about the diamond,” Rebecca rushed on. “Or, at least, he was talking about the diamond.”

      “What did he say about it?” Nigel’s expression turned serious once more.

      Rebecca licked her lips. “He said he should have—” she coughed lightly, “concealed it in her cunny so that she could have just walked out with it instead of him having to go through all the trouble he did to remove it.”

      A fire that was both serious and sensual filled Nigel’s eyes. “So the man confessed to being the thief?”

      “He did,” Rebecca said, inching closer to him. “Why else would he have said those things?”

      “Who was it?” Nigel asked.

      Rebecca let out a breath, her shoulders sagging. “We didn’t see. He was facing away from us, and his head was lowered as he—” She ended with a gulp.

      “The woman?” Nigel asked, his voice gruff.

      “She was on her hands and knees with her skirts concealing her head.” Rebecca didn’t know what possessed her not to stop there, but she went on with, “Her hips were elevated and her legs were spread. The gentleman gripped her around the waist and was thrusting powerfully.” She held his eyes through her entire description, feeling parts of her turn molten.

      Nigel stared at her with an intensity that left Rebecca wriggling inside. It was like the night of the party and then some. Her breasts ached, and more than anything, she wanted to rid herself of her clothes. It was simply too hot to wear them. He must have felt the same way. The bulge in his breeches had grown considerably. He couldn’t be comfortable like that.
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