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			Chapter 1

			As a rule, only duelists frequented Hyde Park at dawn.

			Lady Evelyn Renshaw knew she might be flying in the face of convention, but if she wanted fresh air, and an outing untainted by scandal and shame, then this was the hour to come. It was barely light, and the morning mist was as thick as new milk, the air sweet as honey, and Evelyn was blissfully alone.

			The sharp-eyed ladies of the ton had yet to rise for the day, to call out their carriages and unsheath their claws. If they’d gotten out of bed early and driven through the park, they would have found Evelyn riding alone, and had the pleasure of tearing her to shreds over tea that afternoon.

			It was even too early for the gentlemen who usually exercised their stallions on Rotten Row while the crowds were thin and there was space to let their animals run. They’d not have the chance to ride alongside Evelyn, attempting to coax sufficient proof out of her to win the lucrative bet at White’s as to whether Lady Renshaw was wife or widow.

			It had been nearly seven months since anyone had last seen Lord Philip Renshaw, but the charges of treason against him ensured the gossip hadn’t even begun to slow, especially since his abandoned wife remained in London to bear the brunt of his shame.

			Evelyn had no idea where her husband was. He could be walking the earth somewhere, hale and healthy, or he could be rotting under it. She smoothed her hand over the violet velvet of her fashionable riding habit. Perhaps she should wear black, but she doubted the appearance of widowhood would win her any sympathy or stop wagging tongues.

			Evelyn was tired of gossip, tired of being watched by the Crown and the curious, and scorned by those who thought themselves better than the wife of a traitor. But she’d been ordered to stay in Town. She was not even allowed the dignity and privacy of retiring to the country. Wherever she went, someone was watching her, waiting for her to slip up, to reveal her husband’s hiding place, or hoping she’d show herself to be as much of a traitor as he was.

			There was nothing for it but to take her exercise alone at dawn, smile bravely at the few social events she was still invited to, and to behave with as much grace as possible until this was over.

			She heard hoofbeats behind her and glanced back. There was a horseman riding toward her on a huge stallion. Her mouth dried. Did she know him? Strangers made her nervous.

			She turned away, hiding behind the feathers of her bonnet for fear he knew her and would want to stop and talk about Philip. She guided the mare to the side of the track, leaving room for the big horse to pass by unimpeded, but her heart climbed into her throat and lodged there.

			She slowed her horse to a walk, straightened her spine and tried to appear calm and dignified as she waited for the other rider to go by.

			Instead, the hoofbeats slowed.

			Evelyn looked back. The rider was right behind her now. Both his horse and his clothing were black, casting a sinister silhouette against the silver fog.

			Though his face was hidden and only his eyes were visible between his upturned collar and the low brim of his hat, she was certain now that she didn’t know him. She caught a panicked gasp between her teeth, swallowed it. She tightened her grip on the reins, ready to bolt, yet still hoping he might pass by, ride on.

			But he drew closer and she read cold speculation in his eyes.

			She kicked her mare to a gallop, and the horseman did likewise, following her. Fear knotted Evelyn’s stomach. Her mount was no match for the powerful stallion. She could feel the rider’s eyes boring into her, and she leaned over the mare’s neck, trying to coax a little more speed from her, racing for safety.

			She’d foolishly left her groom at the gate, wanting just a few minutes of privacy. Terror slowed everything to a crawl, except her pursuer. He closed the distance between them effortlessly, rode beside her. She looked across at him.

			He didn’t look like the men they usually sent to follow her. They remained at a discreet distance and did not approach her.

			Nor did they point pistols at her.

			Her spine melted at the sight of the gun. Was he a highwayman or a thief? Surely there was too little traffic to draw a thief to Hyde Park at dawn.

			But she was here, wasn’t she? And all alone.

			The mist that had seemed a benevolent veil against prying eyes became a shroud, suffocating and dangerous. It closed in around her, catching at her skirts, slowing the mare’s legs, hiding landmarks and guideposts. Her moment of freedom had become a deadly trap.

			“Stop, madame,” the man ordered, his weapon leveled at her.

			Panic made her do the opposite. She drummed her heels against the mare’s sides, but it was futile. She felt the big horse’s breath on her cheek as the rider grabbed her reins and dragged her to a halt.

			Evelyn screamed, but the fog caught and held the sound. She raised her riding crop and lashed out, hearing a satisfying thwack as it landed across his shoulder. He cursed but didn’t let go. He jerked harder on the mare’s reins and looped them around his wrist to cut off any hope of escape. The mare sidestepped, whinnying her own terror, and Evelyn clung to the pommel with one hand as she raised the crop for a second blow, but he tore it from her grip and tossed it away.

			He grabbed her collar in a leather fist and dragged her toward him, tearing the delicate lace. She screamed again and clutched his wrist with both hands, fighting his choking grip, digging her nails into the skin above his glove.

			The chill of metal under her chin stilled her instantly. She looked into his malevolent eyes, now only inches from her own as he cocked the pistol, the click like thunder against her ear.

			“I am not carrying any money or wearing jewels!” she gasped. She had only her wedding ring, and he could have that if he wished.

			His laugh was harsh, his breath a sour miasma of stale wine and garlic. The pistol jabbed deeper into her flesh, and his hand tightened on her throat, the leather of his glove squeaking.

			“You think I’m a thief?” he asked in French. “You are the thief, madame. You and your accursed husband.”

			The hair on the back of her neck rose. “Did Philip send you?” she asked, swallowing the bile that came with the words.

			A smile pleated his sallow face but left his eyes cold. He had the eyes of a snake, she thought, half expecting him to flick out a forked tongue. “Non, madame. I come from a much higher authority than that.”

			For a moment she thought Philip must be dead after all, and he’d sent a devil to drag her down to his side in hell.

			The man laughed again, heartless in the face of her fear. “No, not God, my lady,” he mocked. “Higher than that even. Napoleon. Your husband stole something that belongs to France, and the Emperor wants it back.”

			“What?” It was hard to talk—or breathe—with his fist clenched around her neck, impossible to think with the gun pressing into her flesh.

			He gritted his teeth impatiently. “I was told you speak fluent French. Did you not understand me? I can repeat it in English. Your husband is a thief, madame. He stole a sacred battle flag from France, and his treachery has cost thousands of braver, better men their lives.”

			“Is he—” She swallowed. “Is Philip alive?”

			His eyes bored into hers. “He has betrayed everyone, both English and French. Do you think he deserves to live?”

			She lowered her eyes, refusing to answer that, even in her own mind.

			“If the Gonfalon de Charlemagne is returned, then l’Empereur may forgive him and send him back to England. The English will hang him, or course, so whether he still breathes or not, Lord Philip is a dead man, n’est ce pas? I assure you, madame, you should be more worried about your own life at the moment. I have shot ladies before.”

			He smiled as if it was a happy memory for him, and Evelyn’s skin crawled.

			“So tell me, where is the banner? We have searched Lord Philip’s estates in Gloucestershire. The only place left is his London home, but it is impossible to get inside if not invited, isn’t it? Every eye in London is trained on your door, day and night.”

			He raised the gun in front of her face when she did not immediately answer, and she stared into the soulless black eye of the barrel, fear choking off words. She could only shake her head.

			“You refuse to cooperate?” Quick as a snake, he coiled his arm around her neck, trying to drag her onto his horse. She felt the mare sliding out from under her, but her boot was caught in the stirrup and her leg twisted painfully. She screamed again, and he hit her across the temple with the gun. The mist dissolved to stars. “Return the gonfalon, and I’ll let you live,” he growled in her ear as she fought to stay conscious.

			“I can’t—” she panted, dizzy.

			“Or you won’t?” he demanded. He twisted her arm behind her back and she opened her mouth to scream again, sure now that he would kill her.

			“Let her go.”

			The voice was deep and calm, cutting through the fog like a knife. The Frenchman’s grip loosened for a moment as he spun to face the interruption, but he did not release her. She tried to take advantage of the distraction and push away, but her captor renewed his hold and twisted her arm harder. She gritted her teeth at the pain.

			“Go on your way. This is not your affair,” the Frenchman snarled.

			The newcomer’s face swam before Evelyn’s eyes as hot needles of pain bit deep. She blinked and looked into the man’s face, wordlessly pleading for help.

			She realized that he looked more impatient than concerned or afraid, as if she were inconveniencing him by needing to be rescued. Her heart skipped a beat.

			He was here to rescue her, wasn’t he?

			She cast a glance over the lean length of his body. He hardly looked the part of a knight in shining armor. He wore a faded army tunic, needed barbering and a haircut, and there were shadows of exhaustion under his eyes.

			Still, his hand rested on the sword belted to his hip, as if he were prepared to draw the weapon and use it if he had to. She met his eyes again, hope surging.

			He had the audacity to smile at her, a charming, heart-stopping grin, as if they were meeting in a drawing room and he found her amusing. Did he mean to reassure her? The flirtatious wink did nothing of the kind.

			“Please—” she managed to croak, but the Frenchman wrung her arm again, cutting off further speech. She bit back a cry, unwilling to give her captor the satisfaction of making her scream in front of her rescuer. She watched the soldier’s eyes darken, saw his jaw tighten, and every trace of merriment disappeared from his face.

			“The lady hardly looks pleased to be in your company, so I can only conclude that her predicament is indeed my concern. I must insist you release her at once.” He said this lightly, but she heard the hard edge of warning in his tone.

			The Frenchman swore, the sound guttural and ugly. “Who the devil do you think you are, Robin Hood?” he demanded.

			The soldier’s lips quirked but his eyes remained as cold as the fog surrounding them. “If you wish, but since I have other injustices to right this morning and I’m pressed for time, I’ll thank you to speed things along and let the lady go.”

			The Frenchman laughed as if it was a joke between the two men, but Evelyn felt him tense, the movement of his muscles sudden as he lifted the pistol and aimed it in a single fluid motion.

			“No!” The warning tore itself from her raw throat.

			But the Frenchman’s finger was already curling on the trigger.

			The gunshot was loud in Evelyn’s ear. She watched in horror as her rescuer dove for the rusty dirt of the track with a grunt of pain.

			“You shot him!” she gasped.

			The Frenchman shrugged as he shoved the empty gun into his belt, meeting her eyes with a smug look of satisfaction that told her he liked to kill, and was good at it.

			“And you’re next, chérie,” he whispered.

			The soldier’s sword flashed before Evelyn’s eyes, a sudden whir of silver, sound, and air that narrowly missed her cheek. Her cry of surprise was drowned by the Frenchman’s scream.

			Blood spurted, colored the fog for an instant, and sprayed over her face.

			Her captor shoved her away and clasped a hand to his cheek. Blood spilled between his fingers, crimson on black leather.

			His stallion reared at the scent of blood, its eye rolling in panic for an instant before it bolted, careering wildly down the track with the wounded Frenchman bouncing in the saddle.

			Evelyn’s boot was still caught in her own stirrup, and she fell as the stallion’s escape knocked her off balance, dangling awkwardly against the heaving side of her frightened horse.

			Strong hands lifted her back into the saddle, and she righted her bonnet and looked down at him in surprise, her thanks ready on her lips. The ice in his eyes rendered her dumb.

			“Run,” the soldier advised her. “He might come back if he can still reload.”

			He slapped the mare’s rump, and Evelyn felt her spring ahead, as eager as her rider to get away.

			She cast a desperate glance over her shoulder. Was the Frenchman following her?

			There was no one there but her rescuer, tall and brave with his sword still in his hand, staring down the track after her. Then the mist swallowed him, and her hero disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

			Tears blurred her vision as she rode on and the gate loomed out of the fog. Philip was alive. She was still married to the greatest traitor in England, and apparently France as well. She scrubbed at her eyes, soaking her glove. She had stayed out of his affairs, hoping ignorance would keep her safe.

			But ignorance was not going to satisfy them now. Philip’s enemies were more ruthless than she’d imagined. His sins required payment in blood.

			And the debt had fallen to her.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Captain Sinjon Rutherford watched until the last hoofbeats faded in the fog. He glanced down at the bloody sleeve of his tunic, now sporting a hole in the scarlet cloth big enough to put his finger through. The Frenchman’s bullet had grazed the flesh, but the lady’s warning had saved him from far worse.

			Still, it was his sword arm, and he had a duel to fight, one he was late for, thanks to the unexpected encounter. He smiled grimly as he wiped his sword on the grass, cleaning away what he could of the Frenchman’s blood. He would have a far more substantial souvenir than a scratched arm, likely an ugly scar that would keep him from accosting unescorted females in the future. The blood stuck to the deep engravings that covered the sword, but it hardly mattered. In a few minutes the blade would be stained with more.

			English blood this time.

			And very appropriate that would be, since the sword had been a gift of thanks for the rescue of another lady, one facing a similar fate to the woman in purple, and at the very hands of the man he was going to kill this morning.

			“Gonfalon of Charlemagne,” he muttered, wondering what a Frenchman was doing in Hyde Park at dawn, bellowing about a French battle flag. He’d heard of it, of course. Legend had it that every time the French carried the gonfalon into battle, they won. But the gonfalon had disappeared and the French armies had begun to lose at last.

			Sinjon frowned. Even if the stories about the flag were true, they were not tales a London lady was likely to know. He remembered the stark terror in her green eyes. If she’d known what her captor was talking about, she’d hidden it well.

			Out of habit, Sinjon reached for his watch, then realized he’d pawned it days ago, on his arrival in London, to pay for food and lodging. His second would know the time. The man was probably looking at his own watch at that very moment, wondering if he was going to put in an appearance. He pictured the men waiting for him on the field of honor—Creighton, the two seconds, and of course there would be a surgeon on hand to tend the loser. Maybe he’d have the man look at the graze on his arm while the seconds were sending for an undertaker for Creighton.

			He sheathed his sword and started walking.

			“Captain Sinjon Rutherford?”

			He spun, drawing his sword again, cursing the fog and the complacency that came from being in England. They wouldn’t have crept up on him so easily in Spain. Five men appeared out of the mist. Four were big, hard fellows with pistols pointed at him, but the fifth man wore an elegant blue coat and was armed only with an icy stare that swept disdainfully over his ragged appearance.

			Sinjon tensed. Footpads, perhaps? Odd that they’d know his name, but the park was full of unsavory characters this morning. Unfortunately, the mist was already lifting, and there was nowhere to run. Wits were his only option.

			The toff’s mouth tightened in speculation, as if he were reading Sinjon’s thoughts and had wits of his own to bring to bear in the contest.

			Sinjon held his sword loosely in his hand, letting the light flash on the blade as he regarded the gentleman with a look of cool amusement.

			“Is this about the lady? She rode off that way, frightened but unharmed.” He pointed in the wrong direction, but no one bothered to look. Every eye was fixed on him, sober and wary.

			The toff drew off his gloves and pointed the way she’d actually gone, his expression bland. “Her servant is waiting at the gate. She’s quite safe now.”

			Sinjon hadn’t expected thanks for his good deed, and he saw that obviously he wasn’t going to get any.

			“Then if this is about my appointment with Lord Creighton, I assure you I’m merely late. I still intend to make good on my challenge.”

			The gent’s mouth quirked. It could have been disgust or humor. Sinjon couldn’t tell. If he’d had another few minutes, he could figure out exactly what the gentleman was thinking and know how to play him, but the stranger renewed his unreadable expression.

			“You aren’t merely going to be late for your duel, Captain—which is, by the way, illegal in England. You aren’t going at all.” Then he smiled a cold, superior little grin without any humor or warmth to it at all, and Sinjon felt his gut tighten.

			“You’re under arrest.”

			Was he caught already? He’d barely been back in England a week, hadn’t found any trace of O’Neill. Sinjon knew that without O’Neill, he faced the hangman’s noose and Creighton won. He felt the skin of his neck prickle as the toughs stepped forward to pin his arms. They were big men and there was little point in resisting. One took his pistol and another reached for the sword.

			“Careful with that,” Sinjon warned.

			“French, in’t it?” the man asked, turning the blade in his thick hands, cautious as a plowman holding a lady.

			“Yes. So’s the blood on it.” It wouldn’t do to have them think it was English blood, considering what the charges against him suggested.

			“That will do, Mr. Gibbs,” the gentleman said calmly, and the man unbuckled the belt at Sinjon’s hip, the sword sighing as it slid back into its scabbard.

			Sinjon played his last card. “You could let me fight the duel,” he said to the toff. “I intend to force Creighton to admit the truth, and that would make arresting me quite unnecessary.”

			He read a touch of admiration in the man’s eyes, but it was gone in the same instant.

			“Hardly. The duel is a trap. Creighton’s men are waiting, and they have orders to kill you.” The gent’s bland tone was at odds with the hard speculation in his eyes.

			Shock leapt along Sinjon’s limbs, and he tensed, clenching his fists. “Are you here to see it done, then?” he growled, trying to jerk out of his captors’ grip, but they held him as if he were a kitten. “Go on. Try,” he said, keeping his eyes on the toff.

			The man smiled, and tilted his head, genuinely amused. “I’m here to save your life, Captain, not end it.”

			“What do you want?” Sinjon demanded.

			“This is hardly the place for such a discussion. Have you breakfasted? No, I suppose you haven’t. Soldiers probably don’t eat before battle, and men don’t dine before a duel, do they?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Bring him along,” he ordered, as if the thugs were children and Sinjon was a stray puppy they’d found in the dust. Willing or not, there was nothing to do but follow or be dragged to whatever fate—and the toff—had in store for him.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			“My lady!” Evelyn’s butler cried as she appeared at the kitchen door. He began issuing orders at once. “Get Lady Evelyn’s maid, and fetch the doctor!”

			Evelyn held up her hand, though it still shook.

			“I’m fine, Starling. The blood isn’t mine. I met with a mishap in the park.” She winced at the pain in her arm as she raised it to brush a gore-stiffened lock of hair out of her eyes.

			Starling’s face was pinched with disbelief as he held out a towel to her, but she concentrated on wiping her face. Her stomach rolled at the brownish smear that came off her skin.

			If not for the soldier who happened past, things might have ended differently.

			She had not even thanked him for his kindness, and he’d risked his life to save hers.

			It was more than Philip would have done for her.

			“Is my sister awake yet?” she asked.

			“No, my lady. Shall I send her maid up to get her?”

			“No,” Evelyn said quickly, relieved. She’d come through the kitchen specifically to avoid Charlotte. If her sister caught sight of her torn and bloody riding habit, her bruised throat and mussed hair, Charlotte would swoon, and as there was blood involved, she would probably keep on swooning until the smelling salts ran out. Then she’d fly into a tizzy and send for Eloisa and Lucy at once, and Evelyn knew she would find herself henpecked half to death by all three of her sisters before the clock struck noon.

			It seemed she could still avoid the worst, since even Charlotte’s sharp-eyed, gossipy maid didn’t appear to be downstairs yet.

			“Send a bath up to my room,” she ordered as she folded the bloody towel into a neat square and tucked it into her pocket. She held tight to her composure, behaving as if this sort of thing happened every day in Hyde Park and had not upset her in the least. She ignored the pity in her loyal butler’s eyes, left the kitchen and walked slowly up the main stairs.

			In the privacy of her bedroom, Evelyn could not get out of her bloodied garments fast enough. She tore them off, not bothering with buttons or fastenings, and flung them into a corner. A fat teardrop flew off her smeared cheek and pattered onto the white cover of her bed, leaving a rusty splash. She stared at it for a moment before she shuddered, snatched up the coverlet and tossed it away too. She looked around for any other spots of blood, not wanting a single reminder of the attack, or the man’s threats.

			There was nothing. Her room was as clean and stark as always, not a thing—save the pile in the corner—out of place. She swallowed, trying to stem the fear that there might even be worse to come.

			Philip wasn’t dead, and he was a thief as well as a traitor.

			She crossed to the basin and scrubbed at her cheeks until they stung, not daring to look in the mirror until her skin was clean again. She dropped the washcloth onto the bloody pile.

			When her maid knocked on the door, Evelyn was sitting at her desk, serenely composing a letter.

			She ignored the curious servants and listened to the sound of the water singing against the sides of the copper tub as they filled it.

			“You may go,” she said without looking up, including her maid in the order, waiting for everyone to depart before she locked the door. She dropped her robe and stood before the mirror. There were dark bruises on the white skin of her throat, on her arms and legs, as if the darkness was slowly overwhelming her at last. Before today the bruises had been on the inside, hidden away from prying eyes, and now each mark was a visible testament to the horror.

			Philip was alive.

			Evelyn sank into the soothing sanctuary of the tub and shut her eyes. She half expected to see her attacker’s burning eyes and feral snarl as he made his demands, but it was the soldier’s face that came to mind, his gray eyes filled with uncompromising courage as he assessed her situation and then had the audacity to grin at her. She shifted in the tub, and water sloshed over her breasts, a warm caress.

			In another time and place that roguish grin might have charmed her, made her heart flutter. He’d most definitely been handsome as well as brave. She shifted again, sinking into the water until her knees rose like white islands.

			Of course, when a lady found herself in such peril, any rescuer would seem like the handsomest man in the world.

			And if he’d known who she was, who her husband was, would he still have come to her aid?

			She tightened her mouth at the bitter answer to that, and pushed the thought away. Perhaps there were still people who did not know her sordid tale, hadn’t judged her yet. She clung to that faint hope, but it was as slippery as the small bar of rose-scented soap in her hand.

			When Evelyn joined Charlotte for breakfast an hour later, she wore a high-necked morning gown with long sleeves, and a cashmere shawl. Josephine, the former Empress of France, had made the shawls fashionable throughout Europe. No one wore them now that Napoleon had divorced her and married an Austrian princess instead. Josephine had been discarded and abandoned by her husband, just like her, Evelyn thought. She wore the shawl as a reminder, and because it was soft on her skin, and beautiful.

			Charlotte eyed the plain blue gown. “Good heavens, Evie, what are you wearing? You look like a widow!” She dropped her fork on her plate with a clatter, spilling the plump bite of kidney that adorned it. “Have you had news? Is Philip dead?” she asked hopefully.

			Evelyn waited while Starling poured tea for her. “No, Charlotte, there’s been no news. I daresay you’d know before I would, since your husband is keeping a close watch for such information.”

			Charlotte frowned as she held out her own cup. Starling refilled it with fragrant chocolate. “There’s no cause to take that tone, Evelyn. Somerson has your best interests at heart. As a peer of the realm, it is his duty to see that Philip is caught and hanged for treason. As your brother-in-law, he wants what’s best for you. He’d be mortified if even a penny of your dowry were confiscated along with Philip’s fortune.”

			Evelyn hid a bitter twist of her lips behind her teacup. The esteemed Earl of Somerson was indeed doing his best to distance his wife’s sister from her traitorous husband. In fact, all three of her powerful brothers-in-law were ready to step in and take control once the fate of Philip’s vast wealth was decided. They said they would protect her, but she knew if they had their way, their disgraced sister-by-marriage would end her days hidden away in a small suite of rooms on someone’s remote country estate, forgotten by her family and polite society.

			Evelyn kept her expression bland as Charlotte grumbled at her lack of gratitude and then turned to family news.

			“Eloisa and Wilton arrived in Town yesterday, but Lucy and Frayne have been delayed because one of their sons has a cold. Eloisa will visit you today if she has time, but she’ll want to see her modiste at once, of course. Fashion must come first in light of our current disgrace.” She paused only long enough to drain her chocolate and signal for more. “Eloisa says she can face anything, so long as she is properly attired in the latest style, and I must agree with her.” Charlotte cast another baleful look at Evelyn’s clothing. “You’d do well to prepare for the coming battle by getting yourself up in something smart and elegant too.”

			Evelyn stared at the untouched toast on her plate.

			The coming battle indeed.

			Another Season was starting, and the ton was about to pour into Town like hordes of well-dressed invaders. With new ears to hear it and new lips to spread it, the gossip about Philip Renshaw was about to begin all over again.

			Unlike her sisters, Evelyn didn’t care what she wore as people stared at her and whispered behind their fans. She clasped her fingers in her lap, hoping inner strength would be armor enough against the slights and insults.

			Starling served Charlotte a large sausage and another kidney from a silver dish, and she licked her lips.

			“You must be anxious to see to the opening of Somerson House, Charlotte.” Evelyn said hopefully.

			Propriety demanded that Evelyn needed a chaperone in her husband’s absence, and her sisters had vowed to take turns staying with her, ignoring Evelyn’s objections. Having one of her sisters constantly by her side was supposed to give society the favorable idea that Evelyn was a respectable widow, despite Philip’s treason. Who could believe her guilty of any complicity in her husband’s crimes with the esteemed Countesses of Somerson and Frayne and the Viscountess Wilton by her side?

			Except for the fact that her sisters were the three silliest women in England.

			“Will the children be coming to Town this year?” she asked, hoping the need to organize home and nursery would draw her sister away.

			Charlotte shoved a forkful of food into her mouth. Evelyn’s stomach gave a queasy shrug. “I employ dozens of maids and footmen to open the house, and a veritable army of nursemaids to see to the children.” She stabbed the sausage and bit off the end. “Speaking of servants, my maid told me this morning that your last footman has quit, Evie. Joined the army, gone for a soldier.”

			Evelyn glanced at Starling, who nodded apologetically. Her heart dropped to her slippers. It was difficult to find servants who would work for the wife of a traitor. Now, her last footman had decided he’d prefer the peril of French guns and the hardships of army life to a well-paid post at Renshaw House. He had not even said good-bye.

			Evelyn thought of her own soldier again. Even if his coat was faded, he’d been every inch a hero. She hoped her footman would be as brave.

			“Come and stay at Somerson House,” Charlotte coaxed through another mouthful of food. “There’s too much work in this house for so few servants.”

			There was indeed more work with Charlotte in residence. The cook alone was busy day and night.

			“I couldn’t impose,” Evelyn said firmly. “I shall simply hire a new footman.”

			Charlotte snorted. “Who would want to work here?” She had the grace to blush. “Oh, sorry, Evie, but really.”

			Evelyn raised her chin. “I’d only be underfoot, Charlotte. I’m sure you’ll be very busy planning your annual ball.”

			Charlotte swallowed the rest of her sausage in one gulp so she could reply. “It’s only weeks away, and Somerson says we mustn’t allow family misfortune to change our plans. He has instructed me to carry on as if nothing was amiss, and so I shall, with Eloisa and Lucy’s help. And yours as well, of course, in the background. We are the daughters of the Earl of Tilby, and we’ll not be sneered at by anyone.”

			Evelyn swallowed a smile. Unfortunately, the Earl of Tilby had only had daughters, and the title had died with him, though Somerson was petitioning to revive it, and have it added to his own string of titles.

			While no one would dare to actually sneer at the late earl’s three eldest daughters, there was a good deal of mocking laughter behind gloved hands and fluttering fans while Evelyn’s sisters stormed through society in complete ignorance of popular opinion.

			Evelyn had been born late in her parents’ lives, and was only a child when her sisters catapulted onto the bosom of society like a troupe of acrobats. Tilby’s title and their own good looks had made them popular debutantes, and each in turn claimed her Season’s most eligible lord as husband. It appeared that a vast dowry could blind a suitor to any fault.

			Even in the schoolroom, Evelyn had heard the gossip about her sisters, and the tales of their vanity, gluttony, and indelicate behavior. It had taught her to act with dignity, to listen more than she spoke, and to use her head for more than a place to display the latest in fashionable hats.

			“If you won’t come and stay at Somerson House, Evie, then at least come with me to the modiste’s today. A new wardrobe is just the thing to drive away melancholy and guilt. Somerson says you’re to be invited to our ball despite everything, so you will need a gown.”

			Evelyn shifted in her seat, and felt every one of her bruises. “Not today.”

			“But if that hideous thing you’re wearing is the best outfit you can come up with, I’d say it’s urgent!”

			Evelyn drew the lovely shawl around her shoulders. “All the same, I have other plans for the day.”

			Charlotte sighed, and a kidney-scented gust of wind filled the room. “Visiting that foundling home again, I suppose. If you had children of your own, you wouldn’t need to—”

			She stopped when Evelyn’s head came up, and colored anew, every fold of her face turning scarlet. “Oh, sorry,” she mumbled. “But you could accompany my girls to the park with their nurses if you wish to spend time with children, or go and see Eloisa’s boys. You look like a breath of fresh air would do you good.”

			Evelyn’s stomach clenched at the mention of the park. She imagined blood and watching eyes. This time, he wouldn’t be there to rescue her. “Perhaps tomorrow,” she said, rising. “If you’ll excuse me, Charlotte, I have some letters to write.”

			“To whom?” Charlotte demanded, as if it were her business. As if Somerson wouldn’t tell her exactly what mail Evelyn sent if she asked him.

			“To Kitty Dacey.”

			Charlotte made a face. “Good heavens, why are you writing to her? She was your governess, wasn’t she?”

			Evelyn smiled. “Yes, she lives by the sea now, with her husband, father’s old valet. I had promised to visit, but that’s impossible now.”

			“And a good thing too! You can’t be seen visiting servants.” Charlotte rolled her eyes. “As if doting on worthless orphans wasn’t bad enough. You have eight lovely nieces and nephews—”

			Evelyn refused to be drawn. “Enjoy the modiste, Charlotte.”

			Charlotte set her fork down at last. “I most certainly will, but I warn you, Eloisa will insist you see her modiste at once when she catches sight of you. I can’t understand why you’re being so stubborn. I look forward to the new styles each year.” She sighed and patted her rounded belly, filled to capacity with kidneys, bacon, and sausage, and sloshing with chocolate. “I must be breeding again, since nothing from last Season fits. I need a whole new wardrobe, so I won’t be back until supper.” She turned to Starling. “Have the cook bake some quince pies. I have a craving for them.”

			Evelyn retreated to the quiet of the library, and let Charlotte’s demands occupy the few servants she had left.

			She needed a new footman. She looked at the unopened copy of The Times sitting on the desk. She couldn’t bear to read it, to see the caricatures and comments about Philip’s—her—scandal. Advertising for a new servant would only add to the gossip. She sighed.

			She didn’t just need a footman. She needed a miracle.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Sinjon was escorted to an elegant library and pushed into a leather chair.

			“Not much of a prison,” he quipped as the sailors laid his sword on the wide mahogany desk.

			The room reminded him of his father’s study. Only the family portraits differed. He looked up at the sober strangers glaring down at him as they silently judged his guilt.

			He’d spent much of his childhood standing before the sour faces of his own ancestors as his father lectured him on duty and responsibility. Perhaps if he’d paid the slightest attention, or done as his father wished and joined the Church, he wouldn’t be sitting here now, facing charges of treason and a hangman’s noose, but they’d both known that despite his saintly name, he was hardly cut out to be a man of the cloth.

			“It’s not a prison, Captain. This is my home,” the toff said. “I thought this would be more comfortable than a cell at Horse Guards, and more private.”

			“Private?” Sinjon asked, his brows climbing into his hairline. What the hell did that mean? Suddenly, the elegant room felt more dangerous than the dankest dungeon. He looked at the burly sailors, but at a curt nod, they silently retreated and shut the door behind them.

			“Let’s start with introductions before we go on to explanations. I’m Adam De Courcey, Earl of Westlake.”

			An earl? Since when did earls invite renegade army officers into their homes for private chats? Since Westlake already knew who he was, Sinjon didn’t bother to reply. He crossed his legs and waited for the promised explanation.

			Westlake’s mouth rippled at Sinjon’s failure to observe the niceties of social introduction, and he turned to pull the bell.

			Sinjon waited to see who would come through the door. Creighton, perhaps, or the earl’s thugs, or maybe a detachment of redcoats would drag him away to a real prison for failing to be polite, but it turned out to be nothing more terrifying than a dour butler in impeccable morning dress.

			“Good morning, Northcott. Captain Rutherford will be my guest for breakfast. We’ll have it here in the library.” He took his place behind the desk and looked at Sinjon. “Do you prefer coffee or tea?”

			“I prefer whisky,” Sinjon replied.

			Westlake folded his fingers into a steeple and regarded him over the top of them, like God presiding over the universe. Sinjon held his stare, still waiting to find out why he was here, and unwilling to let his guard down until he did.

			“Coffee, then, Northcott,” Westlake said, dismissing the butler.

			The earl looked at the weapon on the desk, lying amid crystal inkwells, embossed stationery, and leather-bound books. “A very fine sword for a disgraced army captain with little fortune,” he said speculatively. “It’s French, isn’t it?”

			“It is,” Sinjon said pleasantly. “Either you have a knowledge of weapons, or the French inscription on the blade gave it away.”

			The earl’s brows rose at the rebuke, and he unsheathed the sword and ran a manicured finger along the blade. “Ah, yes. ‘Fortitude, Strength, Courage,’ ” he translated. “Beautiful work, and the finest steel. Probably a family heirloom.” He met Sinjon’s gaze. “A sword fit for a French colonel, I’d say.”

			Sinjon’s gut clenched. It was indeed. And it was nearly impossible to believe an enemy officer had made him such a gift, but Westlake didn’t understand just how grateful the French colonel had been for the kindness he had done him.

			He wondered how much more Westlake knew, but the earl’s face was cool and unreadable. He got to his feet and crossed to the window, his back to Sinjon.

			He left the sword on his desk, unsheathed, close enough for Sinjon to grab it if he were so inclined. A test perhaps. Sinjon pitied him. Westlake had no way to know that he never did the expected. He was curious, and he assumed the thugs were still within shouting distance and fast on their feet, so he sat back and waited.

			“How did you know Creighton planned to murder me?” he asked.

			Westlake turned. “Is that your way of saying thank you? I know because I have men watching him. And you. It was rash of you to challenge him, alone as you are in London. You didn’t even know the man who volunteered to be your second.”

			Sinjon frowned. “He introduced himself as Bassett.”

			“He’s in Creighton’s employ.”

			An uneasy feeling prickled Sinjon’s neck for the second time that morning, like a noose slowly drawing in against his skin. “What does this have to do with you?” he asked. “If you wished to warn me, then consider me warned and I’ll be on my way.” He reached for the sword, but Westlake shook his head.

			“It’s not as simple as that.”

			“What isn’t?” Sinjon asked, leaving his hand on the sword. The hilt warmed under his palm, a familiar friend.

			His only friend.

			“You’re a wanted man. An outlaw,” Westlake said. His eyes roamed over Sinjon’s uniform, pausing pointedly at the loose threads and telltale patches where his epaulettes and badges of rank had been torn away.

			He’d worn them proudly until the day he returned from patrol to find soldiers waiting to arrest him. The major’s sword had flashed in the harsh Spanish sunlight as he stripped him of his rank before commanding his own sergeant to bind his hands. The major had to bellow that order twice before it was obeyed. Creighton, damn him, had stood by and watched, waiting until his hands were bound before he dared to step forward and strike him. Sinjon fingered the small scar on his jaw as he faced Westlake.

			“You were arrested for treason in Spain, ordered to appear before a court-martial, accused of spying for the French,” Westlake continued.

			Actually, Creighton had demanded that Sinjon be hanged at once, without waiting for a trial. He’d even chosen the tree, and had the rope ready. Fortunately for Sinjon, the major liked protocol, and wouldn’t hear of it. Nor would he listen to Sinjon’s side of things.

			“But,” Westlake went on, “you escaped custody before your court-martial—I assume you had help—and you got yourself aboard a ship bound for England. Since you did not go to France or America, I can only imagine that means you believe yourself innocent of the charges, and you’ve come home to prove it.”

			The muscles in Sinjon’s jaw tightened. He made a mental note never to play cards with Lord Westlake. The man spoke without a hint of emotion in face or voice. There was no way for him to tell if he was about to hang or be offered a drink in celebration of his adventure.

			The same sergeant who had been ordered to bind his wrists had unbound them again later, in the dark, with the help of Sinjon’s guards. His men had taken up a collection, coins they could hardly spare, to help him escape. They brought him his sword and the tunic of a dead private to wear over his own uniform. They wound a linen bandage around his brow, and that was all the disguise he needed to get aboard a casualty ship.

			Westlake paced, his polished boots silent on the thick carpet, his eyes never leaving Sinjon’s. “Unfortunately, your accuser, Major Lord Creighton, has also returned to England, not to see you brought to justice, but to kill you.” He paused, and Sinjon waited. Not that he didn’t know the tale, but he was fascinated that Westlake had managed to get so near the truth.

			“There’s a part of this I can’t quite understand,” the earl said, frowning. “If you were afraid of execution, you’d be in hiding, not confronting Creighton on St. James’s street in full view of dozens of Horse Guards officers and gentlemen of the ton. Your story is not unknown in London.”

			Still Sinjon said nothing. Yes, it had been foolish, but he was frustrated and angry. Creighton’s lies had destroyed his reputation and his career, and there was only one other soldier who knew the truth—well, one English soldier, anyway—and he’d disappeared before anyone could question him. Sinjon assumed that Creighton had paid him. Or killed him.

			Westlake ignored Sinjon’s stubborn silence. “Since your arrival in England, you’ve been looking for a wounded sergeant named Patrick O’Neill.”

			“You’ve been following me,” Sinjon said blandly.

			“Of course. I assume O’Neill can help you in some way?”

			Sinjon grinned with gritted teeth. “I’m merely in London because the Season is starting and I want to dance at Almack’s,” he drawled, but there wasn’t a hint of appreciation in Westlake’s eyes for the jest. They both knew that a disgraced and fortuneless army captain would never be allowed within the hallowed confines of Almack’s. He simply wasn’t suitable marriage material for the virginal and well-dowered daughters of earls and dukes, despite the fact that his ancestry was every bit as pedigreed as theirs. Of course, Westlake didn’t know that.

			“I believe you have family connections in the north of England. You might have gone there.”

			Sinjon’s smile faded as the game took yet another turn in the earl’s favor. He shifted in his seat. This was one hand he couldn’t afford to lose. Losing meant a long rope and a short, uncomfortable drop. Would a bluff work, force Westlake to show his hand?

			“Do you know where O’Neill is?” Sinjon asked, testing the idea.

			“No,” Westlake replied. “How well do you know Evelyn Renshaw?” he countered, trumping a knave with a queen.

			“Who?” Sinjon asked, still wondering who held the ace.

			“The lady you rescued in the park this morning. Lord Philip Renshaw’s wife.”

			Renshaw. King of Spades, and all things sinister. The stakes rose.

			Sinjon’s eyes narrowed at the infamous name. He’d heard of him, of course, but he hadn’t known the man had a wife. Everything he had read suggested that Renshaw was an old man, craven and greedy, but the lady had been young and beautiful, even with fear in her eyes. His chest tightened.

			Being associated with a traitor’s wife was a complication he didn’t need.

			“I’ve never seen the lady before today. She needed help, so I helped her.” He recalled the look of terror in her green eyes, the dark smear of grease on her cheek where the gun had sullied her perfect skin. She reminded him of another lady, in similar circumstances, in Spain. Rescuing the French colonel’s pretty wife had been the start of his troubles. How ironic yet another damsel in distress would end them, since assisting the lovely Lady Evelyn had gotten him arrested, and that might still prove to be the death of him.

			“And Lord Philip?” Westlake prompted. “Do you know him?”

			“The only Philip I know is a footman in my father’s service. He taught me how to skip rocks on the pond at—” He paused, closed his mouth.

			“Yes, you’re the Earl of Halliwell’s son, aren’t you?” Westlake said as he crossed to the desk and opened a file and glanced at the contents. “Third born.” He looked up, awaiting confirmation, but Sinjon let the information stand uncontested, since it was true enough, though Westlake had missed the fact that his father had disowned him.

			“Shall I read on?” Sinjon could almost see the ace sticking out of the earl’s monogrammed cuff. “Your father wished you to enter the Church, but you bought a military commission instead, with money you won at the tables. I hear it added up to a small fortune. Was it skill or just luck?”

			“A captain’s commission is damned expensive. Especially if you want a decent horse and a properly tailored uniform,” Sinjon drawled, smoothing his hand over his ragged coat, but Westlake ignored that joke too.

			“You were only in Spain for eight months before you were accused of spying for the enemy. A number of the men under your command spoke on your behalf even before the trial, and many of your peers describe you as an excellent officer. You acquitted yourself honorably in battle, so the accusations are difficult to credit.” Westlake looked him over without a hint of admiration or censure.

			“Did you know the tales of your escape are legendary, Captain? One account says you fought your way out of camp with this very sword. You’re a hero to many, just for getting away.”

			Sinjon remembered the two guards who had assisted the sergeant in freeing him, even cheerfully agreeing to being knocked lightly on the head for effect. “They’re good lads.” He hoped they weren’t flogged for letting him escape.

			“They say the same about you. A good officer. That’s about the highest possible praise a ranker can give a commander, isn’t it? You have the kind of reputation that’s hard to live up to, and almost impossible to best.”

			He shut the file and sat down again, looking at the sword. Sinjon followed his gaze. The naked blade gleamed seductively in the morning sunlight pouring through the window, a lovely, thoroughly dangerous creature. Evelyn Renshaw sprang to mind in comparison.

			“You, the accused spy, are a hero, yet Major Lord Creighton, the officer who did his duty and exposed your treachery, has been cast as the villain of the piece, at least in Spain. He’s a hero in London, since the ton has only heard his side of the story,” Westlake said conversationally. “It seems logical that he should be the hero, don’t you think? But he isn’t. You are. Why is Creighton so unpopular?”

			Sinjon’s jaw tightened. Because Creighton was the traitor, a would-be rapist, and a cheat. He was the kind of officer who got men killed on a whim, and had the gall to enjoy a hearty dinner before doing it again the next morning. He let his disdain show in his eyes but remained stubbornly silent.

			Westlake fished a folded sheet of parchment out of the file and held it up. “You really should take this seriously, Rutherford. This is a royal warrant. Innocent or not, you’ve been declared a fugitive from the law, and I have orders to find you.”

			The hangman’s knot tightened against his Adam’s apple and made it impossible to swallow. Sinjon met Westlake’s eyes coldly. “Will I get a trial before you hang me? Is there time to have my coat pressed, or is there a private and comfortable gibbet awaiting me in your back garden?”

			Westlake tilted his head, amused at last. “I have no intention of hanging you. In fact, I wish to help you.”

			The ace had been played at last.

			Sinjon narrowed his eyes. “Now why would you do that?”

			Westlake’s features shifted into an icy smile that offered very little in the way of reassurance. “We’ll get to that. Tell me, did you happen to overhear the conversation between Lady Evelyn and her attacker?”

			There’d been the nonsense about a mythical flag, but it was the lady’s soft, desperate cry that caught his attention, the single word “please,” spoken on a sigh as she’d met his eyes. Had the bastard broken her arm? His own injured limb ached for hers.

			“I heard her scream,” he said. “When I reached her, her captor was insisting she had something he wanted. I assumed it was the usual thing women possess that men desire.”

			Westlake pursed his lips, looking as prudish as an old maid. “Not in this case. The man was a French spy, here to question Lady Evelyn about an important piece of treasure that’s gone missing. He thinks she’s keeping it safely hidden away on her husband’s behalf.”

			Sinjon gave him a slow, roguish grin. “Ah, then it is the usual thing a man desires.”

			Westlake shifted in his chair, frosty with matronly disapproval. “Have you ever heard of the Gonfalon of Charlemagne, Captain?”

			“Of course. It’s a legend, a trick to get men to fight, to make them believe that bullets and swords have no power against flesh so long as they stand beneath a scrap of magical cloth tied to a pole.”

			“Ah, but imagine if we were holding that pole instead of the French. It could end the war sooner, and in our favor,” Westlake mused, his eyes glowing.

			“Do you truly think that’s all it would take? One look at Charlemagne’s flag in British hands and Napoleon’s crack troops would cut and run, too terrified to fight us?” Sinjon asked.

			“Isn’t that how magic works?”

			Sinjon wondered if the earl might be simple. Good birth didn’t always mean good sense. Usually, it guaranteed against it. “They might just fight all the harder to get it back.”

			He got to his feet and hooked his thumb under the tattered and empty place where his insignia used to be and met Westlake’s eyes. “What’s any of this got to do with me? I’m out of the army, remember?”

			Before Westlake could answer, the door opened and a butler and two footmen entered, bearing trays. The fragrance of crisp bacon, fresh bread, and hot coffee filled the room, making Sinjon’s mouth water.

			“Thank you, Northcott,” Westlake said brightly as a pair of footmen laid a white linen cloth on a table near the window and set out plates and cutlery with crisp efficiency.

			“Shall I pour the coffee, my lord?” the butler asked, and Westlake nodded. Steam curled invitingly over the rim of two china cups. The earl crossed to the table.

			“Do come and eat, Captain Rutherford. Your friends call you Sin, don’t they? You’ll find this much better fare than you’ve been living on at the lodgings you’ve taken. I understand you’ve had nothing but cold pies and stale bread for the five days you’ve been back in London.”

			There didn’t seem to be anything Westlake didn’t know. The thought kept Sinjon stubbornly on the opposite side of the room, though the meal looked delicious, and the earl was right about his diet.

			“You still haven’t told me what you want,” he said, not willing to be bought for so cheap a price as a cup of coffee and a rasher of bacon, even if it was cooked to perfection.

			Westlake sat down at the table and unfurled his napkin with a flourish, as if it was the gonfalon and did indeed have magical powers to make men do as he wished.

			“Truly, I meant what I said about wanting to help you. It’s my job to look for men who will be useful to the Crown, men who can provide certain discreet services, uncover the kind of secrets that might fester and become dangerous to England. Do you understand?”

			“Not at all,” Sinjon said.

			Westlake picked up a pitcher
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