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Chapter 1
~OC_

London
September 1816

A listair, Viscount Moncreiffe, peered into the win-
dow of the optician’s shop, caught by the glint of
sunlight on the gleaming metal body of the eyepiece on
display. With growing interest, he read the placard that
described its polished glass attributes. Its magnification
was much higher than any eyepiece he currently owned.
His set of three eyepieces for his telescope was adequate,
but he was tired of adequate.

The cacophony of the city, the cries of street vendors,
clatter of passing hackneys, all faded as he imagined
what he could do with an eyepiece like that. How much
farther into the night sky he could see. Perhaps even find
undeniable proof that, contrary to what so many people
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believed, Ceres and Pallas were indeed asteroids, and
not planets.

A swift tug on his arm brought him back from the
Andromeda nebula.

“I'm so sorry to have kept you waiting, dear,” a
woman said, tucking her arm through his as she con-
tinued walking.

Bemused by the most innovative way any female had
sought an introduction, Alistair allowed himself to be
towed along by the celestial being at his side, a young
miss with sun-kissed blond hair and sky blue eyes. The
swell of her full bosom was shown to advantage in her
fashionably low-cut gown.

She gave a tinkling laugh, tossing her curls. Her smile
was dazzling as she looked into his eyes.

Her direct approach was such a refreshing change from
the simpering debutantes who'd practically drooled on
his coat sleeves at the Knickersons’ rout last night,
Alistair decided to play along. “You are forgiven, darling,
as your timely arrival kept me from spending an inordi-
nate sum on a new eyepiece.”

He hid a grin as her step faltered. She quickly recov-
ered, though. “That’s just as well, since your old one does
the job quite well.” She continued walking at a spanking
pace, both hands wrapped around his arm as they dodged
an orange cart and stepped in unison around a flower girl.

This was intriguing, but where was her chaperone?
Footman, maid, outraged male relative . . . “Who—"

She cut him off. “I saw the most darling bonnet at the
modiste’s just now.” She paused only long enough to
show off her straight white teeth in a vacuous smile, then
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continued. “It was a straw poke bonnet, adorned with
grapes and feathers and even an ostrich plume. Can you
picture how adorable it would be?”

Alistair pictured how it would droop and disintegrate
under the slightest bit of rain. Judging by the clouds
looming on the horizon, threatening to block the sun, it
was just as well she hadn’t bought it.

The mysterious miss paused in her chatter long enough
to furtively glance over her shoulder. She nibbled at her
bottom lip, making it plump and red as a cherry.

“Who—"

She cut him off again. “So happy you agreed to accom-
pany me this afternoon, darling. I love Auntie to death,
but she can be rather a sourpuss at times, especially when
her gout is acting up.”

The last words were said over her shoulder as she stared
at the street behind them. Alistair cast a glance behind
them as well, but saw nothing untoward, just the usual
collection of pedestrians, shoppers, and vendors crowd-
ing the sidewalk.

They reached the corner, and Alistair allowed the
woman to gently steer them toward the alley. Once around
the corner, she picked up the pace even more.

“Just a couple more doors down,” she said, her voice
now breathy from the effort of walking so fast. She patted
his arm and looked over her shoulder. She came to an
abrupt halt, staring back the way they had come, her hands
falling to her sides.

They were alone in the alley, save for a cat eating its
dinner near a pile of rubbish. The orange tabby looked
up, a skinny mouse tail waving from between its jaws.
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Alistair grimaced and turned his attention back to the
young woman. “This has all been very entertaining, but
who are y—"

She was gone.

Alistair swept his gaze around the alley. The only other
living being in the vicinity was the orange tabby, now
busily washing its face after its meal.

Voices drifted from the open door of a shop a few feet
away. Alistair poked his head inside and peered past bolts
of fabric stacked haphazardly, threatening to spill into the
narrow passageway, which was littered with scraps of
fabric and thread. He was about to step inside when the
modiste’s assistant appeared from behind a curtained
doorway, her arms overflowing with a rainbow of silks
and velvets.

After a startled moment, she dropped a quick curtsy
and motioned with her head. “Beg pardon, m’lord, but
the entrance is 'round the front.”

“Yes, yes, of course. Thank you.” He gave her a nod,
retraced his steps, and hurried around to the shop’s street
entrance.

Though he loitered in the late afternoon sunshine near
the dressmaker’s for a half hour, he saw no one leave who
resembled the mysterious miss with the bouncing blond
curls. Several fashionable young women entered with
their chaperones, but the only person to emerge was an
old widow, leaning heavily on her cane.

With a glance at his pocket watch, and one last regret-
ful look at the dressmaker’s shop, Alistair hurried home
to prepare for the Gatwicks’ ball.

Pity. She was the most intriguing encounter he’d had
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in all of London during his reluctant participation in the
Little Season, and he hadn’t even discovered her name.

Alistair stood next to his friend Nick and eyed the
crowded ballroom with distaste. Beyond the swirling
mass of humanity, the night sky was visible through the
open balcony doors, beckoning to him. Clouds from this
afternoon had cleared off, and the moon was in its last
quarter, leaving the sky almost as dark and clear as it
could get in London. Perfect for astronomical observa-
tions.

Father and Grandfather had other ideas, of course.
Caring nothing for how few clear nights London offered
in the autumn, both had insisted he attend this ball—
each for quite different reasons.

But Alistair knew how to play their game. Just as he
had done at so many other social functions, he’d entrusted
his coat, hat, and the haversack containing his telescope
and journal to a footman’s temporary care when he’d ar-
rived at the Argyle Rooms. As soon as both relatives had
seen him mingle, he would claim his belongings, climb
up to the roof, and be able to get in a few hours of obser-
vation before he made a return appearance in the ball-
room before the trip home.

“Come along, there’s someone I'd like you to meet.”

Alistair stifled his groan and narrowed his eyes at his
friend. “Not you, too, Nick. Bad enough my father keeps
bringing every lightskirt to my attention, and Grand-
father every marriage-minded miss. Thought I was safe
from all that nonsense with you.”

Nick shook his head, his gold earring winking in the
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light cast by the many chandeliers. “Give me some credit.
I'm introducing you to a man, not some miss.”

Alistair rested his hands on his hips. “I know you sail-
ors are known to have some odd appetites, but I do not—"

Nick threw his head back and laughed, and grabbed
Alistair by the elbow, pulling him along. They plowed
through the churning crowd, dodging the dancers and
duennas, and pulled up short at the staircase, where more
new arrivals had just been announced.

“Blakeney, you're a sight for sore eyes,” Nick said,
clapping a gentleman on the shoulder.

The man grinned as he turned. “Well, look what the
wharf rats dragged ashore.” He and Nick continued their
boisterous greeting, much to the sniffing disapproval of a
matron who entered behind Blakeney. Alistair tugged the
two of them away from her.

Like Nick, Blakeney was dressed appropriately for the
occasion. And just like Nick, there was nothing unto-
ward in his appearance or demeanor, yet there was some-
thing about him that declared he didn’t quite belong
amongst polite society. Alistair liked him immediately.

Introductions formally performed, the three headed
for the refreshment table.

“How is it that you know this old salt?”” Blakeney took
a swallow of the weak punch and frowned. Nick retrieved
a flask from his coat pocket and splashed some into each
of their cups, earning a smile from Blakeney.

“Nick was the school chum always getting us into trou-
ble.” Alistair nudged Nick when he was stingy with the
alcohol.

“Somebody had to be the one.” Nick took a swig straight
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from his flask before tucking it away again. “Heaven
knows it wasn’t you, always arguing with the teachers, or
Tony, busy teaching the bullies a lesson. Though you were
both willing to go along with my ideas.”

Alistair tasted the doctored punch. Much better. “And
you, Blakeney? I take it you know Nick in his capacity as
common sailor.”

“There is nothing common about me or my ship,” Nick
huffed.

Blakeney emptied his glass in one swallow. “Let’s just
say Nick saved me and Charlie from having to swim a
time or two.”

Nick winked.

Realizing Blakeney was likely referring to work Nick
had done for the Home Office during the war with Napo-
leon, sneaking his brig past the French blockade, Alistair
settled in to hear a good yarn or two.

“Do you see him?”

“Not yet, Aunt.” Charlotte scanned the sea of dancers
as she and Aunt Hermione stood at the entrance to the
ballroom at the Argyle Rooms, hardly sparing a glance for
its famed elegant décor. Her brother’s tall form should be
easy to spot, if he was in the ballroom as he’d said he
would be. If he was off on a secret meeting without her . . .
He’d assured her he’d meet them at the ball, completely
ignoring Charlotte’s protests at being left behind to help
Hermione.

He’d rarely left her behind when they were working
together in Paris, but it seemed all bets were off since
they’d come to London.
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As soon as her aunt had duly admired the Grecian
lamps and painted ceilings, they stepped into the crowded,
noisy ballroom. Steven was nowhere to be found amongst
the colorful mass of swirling dancers.

Charlotte forced her fists to unclench as Hermione’s
friend came forward to greet them.

“My, don’t you look lovely,” Lady Durrell gushed after
she’d greeted Aunt Hermione. Charlotte pasted a smile
on her face as Lady Durrell nudged her son at her side.
“Doesn’t she, Elliott?”

“Yeth, Mama. You look ethpecially charming tonight,
Mith Parnell.”

It took all of Charlotte’s willpower not to snort. She’'d
previously met the dandy at another ball, and knew his
lisp was just as much an affectation as his seven fobs. The
more he drank, the less he lisped. Aunt Hermione flashed
her a pointed look, but Charlotte shook her head. Thirty
thousand a year or no, she would not encourage the silly
young earl.

Lady Durrell remained oblivious to Charlotte’s disin-
terest. “You looked just as lovely at your cousin’s wed-
ding breakfast last week. Do you know when she and
Lord Glavin will return from their wedding journey?”

Charlotte tried to not think of Marianne at all—it was
her cousin’s fault that Steven was set on marrying her off.
Just because Marianne was two years younger, Steven
worried that Charlotte soon would be considered “on the
shelf.” As if that mattered to her. She had more important
things to do than worry about getting leg-shackled.

Luckily, Aunt Hermione stepped into the conversation,
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and Charlotte swept the room again, searching for a sign
of Steven. There he was, coming out of a side room. Since
he’d actually made an appearance, she felt almost in
charity with him again. Almost.

A few excruciating moments later, she and Hermione
were able to work their way toward Steven. He greeted
their aunt with a kiss on the cheek, oblivious to Char-
lotte’s close scrutiny. As soon as she saw him up close,
she recognized that look in his eyes, the same look that
was always there when he was working. Blast. He'd left
her out of it, after he’d promised not to.

Well, if he was going to break his promise, she felt no
compunction against breaking hers as well. She need stay
only a little while, and then she could slip away. When
Aunt Hermione had announced the location of tonight’s
ball, it had seemed like a gift, an opportunity not to be
passed up.

Steven leaned close to give Charlotte a kiss on the
cheek, and whispered in her ear. “See anyone you like?
I'll arrange introductions.”

Just because Marianne had gone all silly at the pros-
pect of marriage did not mean that she felt the same way.
In fact, a husband would only get in the way of her work.
She gave a disdainful sweep of the gentlemen present in
the ballroom.

Her breath caught. There he was, the gentleman she’d
accosted on the street this afternoon. He was easily visi-
ble despite standing amidst a group of men. Taller than
his companions, with his wavy light brown hair no longer
hidden by his hat, though she couldn’t see his sparkling
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blue eyes from this distance. His elegant clothes were
well-tailored to his trim form, though he was far from be-
ing a dandy.

She took a half step to the side, almost hiding behind
Steven. Should she plead a headache and make her es-
cape before he saw her?

As though he sensed her staring at him, he lifted his
head, sweeping her side of the room. He froze, and then
gave a small smile of recognition as he locked gazes
with her.

Blast. Now what? If she left the ball, he might seek out
Steven, ask questions that she didn’t want her half brother
to hear.

Well, the gentleman had gone along with her outra-
geously forward behavior this afternoon, so he must pos-
sess a healthy sense of humor. She’d just have to arrange
an introduction and give him some silly excuse for her
earlier actions. And keep her brother out of it.

All in the line of duty, of course. And do it quickly,
before he left his group of friends and started toward her.

If their conversation required the privacy of waltzing
together, well, that was just a sacrifice she’d have to make.
Remembering the feel of his muscles beneath his coat
sleeve, and wanting to feel them again, had nothing to do
with it.

“No, sorry, I don’t see any prospects here,” she said.
Aunt Hermione dragged Steven into conversation and in-
troduced him to a particularly vapid-looking brunette just
then. “I'll be right back,” Charlotte whispered, and slipped
away before anyone could stop her.

* 0k ok
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Blakeney had left to greet someone or other, and Nick
had wandered off with a widow who wanted to make
merry, effectively abandoning Alistair to his fate amongst
the matchmakers in the ballroom.

He looked beyond the couples forming the quadrille,
to the wallflowers and their duennas seated against the
far wall. Was there anyone he had not danced with be-
fore, who would not expect an offer after being partnered
in one country dance?

Wait, back up. There she was. The miss from this af-
ternoon! He smiled, but she did not return it. He was
about to go to her, but was detained by Clarke and Dorian
and other fellows of The Royal Society. While TRS was
committed to the advancement of science in general,
many of its members had banded together to study as-
tronomy.

“Moncreiffe, I say,” Dorian said, clapping him on the
shoulder. “Tell us of your visit with Herschel and his
forty-foot telescope. Is the view really as sharp and clear
as everyone claims? I have a guinea riding on your an-
swer.”

“I did not have another telescope with me worthy of
making a comparison, but I assure you the view exceeded
all my expectations.” Normally eager to converse with
fellow members of the Society, Alistair couldn’t help a
pang of regret. Now the young woman was nowhere in
sight. He’d missed his opportunity.

Clarke claimed Alistair’s answer could not settle their
wager, and the topic quickly spiraled from telescopes to
betting books.

“My lord, may I have a moment?”
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Alistair stepped away from his companions’ jovial
bickering and smiled at his hostess, who suddenly stood
before him. His smile widened at the sight of the myste-
rious blond miss standing next to Lady Gatwick.

“Viscount Moncreiffe, may I introduce Miss Charlotte
Parnell?”



Chapter 2
~OC_

T he blonde blushed prettily and batted her eyelashes
as she rose from her curtsy. No spark of recogni-
tion flared in her eyes. Her smile was correctly polite and
did not falter as she made the briefest of eye contact be-
fore resting her gaze on his cravat.

Alistair was certain it was her. Unmistakable blue eyes.
He decided, again, to play along with her game. After
performing the niceties, and both women looking at him
expectantly as the quadrille ended, Alistair led Miss Par-
nell out as the orchestra began a waltz.

Perhaps she wasn’t playing a game this time. Did she
really not recognize him from the street? It was on the tip
of his tongue to ask about their initial encounter.

“Oh, la, my lord,” she said as they took their positions
for the dance. “You're so tall, I scarce can reach your
shoulder.” She batted her eyelashes again.

13
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Alistair had opened his mouth to speak, but closed it
in surprise.

She glanced to her left as a couple passed by, the la-
dy’s crimson skirts brushing Miss Parnell’s pale blue
velvet gown.

“Such a shocking display of flesh,” she said, half to her-
self. She looked up at Alistair. “But isn’t that a most dar-
ling reticule?”

Miss Parnell continued with her vapid commentary
on the dancers they passed. Alistair began to fear she
was just as empty-headed as she appeared. Had some-
one coached her into her brazen behavior this after-
noon? Surely such a silly creature could not have come
up with such a tactic by herself.

To her credit, she danced divinely, following his lead
easily, as if they’d partnered each other often. Her subtle
scent of rosewater teased his senses as they moved across
the dance floor.

He adjusted his hand at her waist, feeling her lush curve
beneath the smooth velvet of her dress. Her gown was
quite proper, the light color typical of a young miss, the
neckline cut low enough to give a hint of her charms yet
high enough to still be decorous. But their close proximity
during the waltz, and the advantage of Alistair’s height,
gave him an excellent view of her bosom. He couldn’t help
noticing a freckle on the inner curve of her left breast, a
perfect little dark circle on her creamy flesh that rose and
fell with her every breath. Her voice had become breathy
from the exertion of the dance and the effort of talking
nonsense nonstop.

With a start, he realized she had stopped talking. Feel-
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ing a slight twinge of guilt, he raised his gaze to meet
hers. Her blue eyes sparkled, and for an instant he thought
he saw a gleam of satisfaction. But she batted her lashes,
and the vapid smile was once more firmly in place.

“Isn’t the dry weather lovely, my lord? My aunt predicts
it will still be clear for Lady Bainbridge’s Venetian break-
fast in two days. Aunt’s hip is never wrong when it comes
to predicting rain.”

Clear skies meant great observations, if he could get
out of the city, or at least up onto the rooftops. If he could
get away from his father and grandfather.

“The dry weather should increase the longevity of that
bonnet you were admiring this afternoon.”

Her step faltered, and he tightened his grip on her hand
and waist to help her stay upright. He hid his satisfaction
at her momentary astonishment, though he wasn’t sure if
her reaction was for the way he’d practically picked her up
off her feet, or for drawing attention to the elephant in the
room between them.

“Yes, about this afternoon . . .”

He eased his hold, letting her support her full weight
again. “Yes, Miss Parnell?”

“I...I wanted to thank you, for going along with, ah,
my little game.” She batted her lashes at him. “I'm afraid I
outpaced my maid, and there were some people on the
street that I did not wish to see me walking alone.”

He’d wager a guinea there wasn’t an ounce of truth in
her statement. “And walking with a perfect stranger was a
better alternative?”

“Mmm, perfect, yes,” she murmured, so quietly he
barely heard her. She raised her gaze to his and met it full
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on, looking as though many words wanted to tumble from
her lips all at once. “Yes, it was,” she said at last, in a nor-
mal tone of voice.

“I do hope it’s not a practice you indulge in often. Could
have been quite dangerous for you, were I a different sort
of person.”

“Yes, of course you're right, my lord. I believe I learned
my lesson.” She cast her eyes down, but Alistair wasn’t
taken in. There was still something else going on. Perhaps
he could tease it out of her upon further acquaintance. He
hid his smile at the prospect.

Just then they danced past the potted palm in the far
corner, where Alistair noticed his father standing with a
woman in a flesh-colored gown that upon first glance
made her look as though she were nude. Father had his
arm around the woman’s waist, and she was so close she
was practically inside his coat. He winked at Alistair just
before he bent his head to kiss the woman’s throat.

Alistair quickly turned so Miss Parnell would not see
his father’s disgraceful behavior. He took a step back,
making sure there was proper distance between himself
and his partner. He had no intention of being stiff-rumped
like his grandfather, but had sworn that he’d never embar-
rass the family like his father. Sometimes it seemed he’d
spent every day of the last twenty years balancing the ful-
crum between his grandfather’s nearly puritanical ways
and his father’s descent into debauchery.

Miss Parnell cleared her throat. “So, are you as de-
lighted as I at the prospect of continued dry weather?”

“Yes, I am enjoying the weather very much,” Alistair
replied, disappointed at the return to mundane topics.
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Should he press her for more information, or let her grow
more comfortable in his presence first?

Miss Parnell continued in a similar vein, discussing
how much rainfall was predicted for the month, how she
hoped it would hold off for the outdoor amusements sched-
uled during the Little Season.

She paused mid-sentence, her gaze focused on the bal-
cony door. Alistair followed her gaze, just in time to see
Nick and Blakeney slipping outside. Miss Parnell’s eyes
narrowed, her lips pursed, but just for a fraction of a sec-
ond. Then her bland smile was back in place.

Hmm. Most women tended to either swoon in ecstasy
at the sight of Nick or frown in disapproval.

“Will you be attending Lady Bainbridge’s Venetian
breakfast, my lord?” She fluttered her lashes at him
again.

“I have not made up my mind yet.”

She took a shorter step than the dance called for just
then, which brought her body into brief contact with his,
her velvet skirts brushing against his breeches.

It could have been an accident.

“I do hope you’ll be in attendance,” she said, her breathy
voice pitched low.

Alistair kept his polite mask in place. Now this was
behavior with which he was all too familiar. “I shall have
to consult my appointment book.” It seemed only fair that
if she wanted to pursue him as though her intent was to
make a match, he could press for details and find out what
she really was doing. After her innovative behavior this
afternoon, he hoped she wasn’t doing something as ordi-
nary as concealing an assignation.
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The dance took them past the row of wallflowers, where
Grandfather sat deep in conversation with a matron and
what appeared to be her daughter. Grandfather tried to
catch Alistair’s eye, but he pretended not to see, and in-
stead returned his gaze to Miss Parnell’s freckle.

Her sudden intake of breath made him look up. He
caught her staring at a woman in red, the same one they’d
danced past earlier, slipping up the stairs, arm in arm with
a male companion.

When he glanced back, Miss Parnell’s smile was daz-
zling. The music ended, and he escorted her back to their
hostess. How soon could he partner her again, without
causing undue speculation about his motives?

“I do hope your schedule permits you to attend the
breakfast,” she said. As Alistair bowed over her hand,
her fingers squeezed his, and her smile grew even more
vapid.

He gave a noncommittal murmur and made his exit.

Perhaps he was misreading the whole situation, and ev-
erything was in fact the way it appeared on the surface—
Miss Parnell was merely a silly miss on the hunt for a
husband. In which case, he should avoid her at all costs.

Duty done, both relatives having seen him, he was now
free, at least for a few hours. He made his way to the foot-
man in the hall to collect his haversack and coat.

The footman with whom Alistair had entrusted his
telescope was nowhere in sight. A bran-faced youth who
appeared too young to be out of the schoolroom jumped
up from the footman’s bench as he approached. “Beg par-
don, my lord,” he said, his face turning bright red. “We,
er, had to move some things from the cloakroom, so your
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haversack is in the, er, the small salon.” He gave direc-
tions to a room at the back of the building.

Alistair thought it odd to move the guests’ belongings
so far from the front entrance, but shrugged and wound
his way through the hallways to the indicated room, side-
stepping the occasional couple seeking some privacy.

As he turned the knob to open the door, he couldn’t
help glancing over his shoulder. No one else was in sight.
No one, that is, but a particularly ugly piece of statuary
standing guard in the corner.

The salon was lit only by a small fire and one candle on
a side table. Shadows flickered across the walls. It took his
eyes a moment to adjust before he spotted his haversack
on a chair by the window. He hesitated another moment,
searching the dancing shadows. In the tidy space, nothing
seemed to be out of place. Not one coat or hat or other
item belonging to another guest graced the room.

He eyed his haversack, ten steps away. With a last look
to make sure the door to the hall was wide open, he strode
across the room.

The click of the door closing sounded like a cannon
blast.

“Good evening, my lord.” Her voice was silky soft, but
the look in her eyes was that of a hound that had just
cornered the fox in its den.

Not again. “Good evening, Miss . .. ?”” Alistair had his
back to the window, one hand snagging the haversack
strap, the other feeling along the windowsill behind him.
With any luck, the window was unlatched.

“Miss Hewitt.” She ran her fingers through her guinea-
gold blond hair as she spoke, mussing the once carefully
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arranged curls. “Miss Christine Hewitt. You stood up with
me at Almack’s last week. We danced together again, just
two nights ago.”

“Ah, yes. My grandfather introduced us.” He pushed
against the wooden sill and managed to get the tips of his
fingers into the tiny space at the bottom. Just a little
more . . .

“His grace was very kind.” She slid the sleeves of her
gown off her shoulders, exposing a generous expanse of
bosom. “I would very much like to further our acquain-
tance, my lord.” She stepped toward him, breasts first, a
feral light in her eyes.

“Terribly sorry, Miss Hewitt, but I just remembered a
previous engagement.” He shoved the window all the way
up, ducked his head out to see if there were any rosebushes
in the vicinity, and dove through. Just as he landed in the
bed of petunias below, he heard the salon door slam back
against the wall.

“Unhand her, you lecherous—" The older woman
stopped in mid-screech. “Where is he?”

“Oh, Mama!” Miss Hewitt wailed.

Slinging the haversack strap over his neck, Alistair
sprinted to the corner of the building and did not slow
down until he reached the front entrance. He brushed off
the worst of the dirt as a footman—a different footman—
let him in the front door.

“If I may be so bold, my lord,” the servant murmured,
reaching up. At Alistair’s nod, the footman plucked sev-
eral errant petals from his collar and cravat.

Alistair glanced at his clothes in the better light of the
hall, but saw no other visible evidence of his roll in the
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flower bed. His telescope seemed to have survived the fall
intact, with no new scratches on the wooden case. After
nodding his thanks, he strode for the staircase and the
door to the roof.

The trouble with Miss Hewitt, he thought with a rueful
shake of his head, was a pitiable lack of originality. Had
she no idea how many times that particular snare had
been set for him? When faced with parson’s mousetrap or
an undignified leap out a window, well, clothes could be
cleaned. Or replaced.

Miss Parnell would never engage in such unoriginal
behavior.

Plenty of misses engaged in subterfuge in the pursuit of
a husband, and she could actually be seeking a suitor. But
there was more going on behind those guileless blue eyes,
under that mass of blond curls, than mindless pursuit of a
match. There had to be. What else could explain the
abrupt, brief changes in her behavior?

Perhaps she occasionally succumbed to the pressure
all the young women must feel from their families, with
the expense and expectations inherent in a London Sea-
son. A sort of dual personality, where her natural inclina-
tions were stifled in order to meet someone else’s
expectations. Heaven knew he’d had to stifle plenty of his
own inclinations.

He might go to Lady Bainbridge’s breakfast after all,
if only to further observe Miss Parnell. And her freckle.

Once up on the roof, Alistair set up his observation
deck. It took only moments to attach his telescope to its
tripod, spread a thin blanket, and retrieve his pencil and
journal from his haversack. He kept his gaze at rooftop
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height or higher, not wanting the gas street lamps below
to ruin his night vision. He sat down, legs crossed, and
waited for his eyes to adapt to the darkness.

The light breeze had cleared away the last of the clouds
from earlier in the day, leaving the stars bright, though he
could make out only part of Via Lactea. This late in the
year, he could barely see the teapot lid on the upper tip of
Sagittarius to the south, though Mars had risen above the
eastern horizon. Unfortunately, it was too late in the eve-
ning to see Venus or Jupiter.

He shifted to a more comfortable position. What other
invitations had he received that had been issued by hosts
with an easily accessible, well-placed roof? If he was
doomed to spend the entire Little Season in London
playing peacemaker between his relatives, he wasn’t go-
ing to give up his observation time altogether.

Movement across the way, a white blur, caught his at-
tention. It looked like a ghost creeping across the roof of
the hotel next door. Ridiculous. Alistair got up on his
knees and leaned forward, straining to see. Then he chided
himself, peered through his telescope, and adjusted the
focus.

The apparition crept closer to the edge of the neigh-
boring roof.

Alistair blinked. Her fair hair and light dress appeared
almost white in the faint starlight, but that was definitely
Miss Parnell peering over the edge. He leaned out, and
saw what she must be looking at—three balconies, of
which the middle one was just below her and a little to the
right.

The two buildings were close together, scarcely six
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feet apart, and only a low hedge separated their gardens.
Thorny bushes, if he recalled correctly, and they were a
good four stories down.

Miss Parnell got down on her knees and leaned over.
Suddenly she was swinging in the air, fingertips clinging
to the edge, reaching out with one foot.

But she had misjudged the distance. She clung to the
edge of the roof by her fingers, four stories up, the balcony
just beyond her reach.

Blast. No wonder she had always left the breaking-in
part to Steven—doing so in a dress was nearly impossible.
Not to mention dangerous. Foolhardy, even. As Charlotte
dangled by her fingertips, four stories up, she tightened
her grip on the roof tile and looked over her shoulder, to-
ward the balcony that had seemed to be right there.

Perhaps she should have waited a little longer for her
eyes to adjust to the darkness, after the bright lights in the
ballroom next door. But the window washer’s ladder lean-
ing against the hotel wall had been easy enough to climb.
And no telling how soon Aunt would start looking for
her, or when Steven would return. The rat. How dare he
leave her behind, after all the work they’d done together?

Charlotte swung her left leg out, reaching for the bal-
cony railing. Still too far. The breeze picked up again,
swirling around her skirts, chilling her in places that had
no business feeling a breeze.

She had just as much right to chase after the stolen
snuffbox as Steven did. More, in fact. Hadn’t she been the
one to collect most of the information when they worked
in France? All she had to do was bat her blue eyes, show a
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little décolletage, breathlessly hang on their every word,
and most men became blithering idiots, blathering their
deepest secrets. Or she chatted up maids, collecting ser-
vants’ gossip.

Steven had no right to insist she stop serving her coun-
try and start serving a husband instead. And how dare he
so cavalierly dismiss her theory that Madame Melisande
was responsible for stealing the box?

She gritted her teeth and inched her left hand along the
edge, then the right. When Madame Melisande had left
the ballroom, heading upstairs with a paramour, she real-
ized this might be her only chance to search the widow’s
room at the hotel next door to the Argyle Rooms. It was
too good an opportunity to pass up.

Her fingers slipped on the roof tile. She scrabbled for
another grip and tried to catch her breath. Her new maid
had laced her stays too tight again. It took hardly any exer-
tion to make her breathless, and she worried about spilling
out of her gown altogether.

Annoying for her, but it had an amazing yet highly
predictable effect on the male of the species. Suited her
purposes, though, especially when she noticed that the
viscount had noticed. He had the sense of humor to go
along with her this afternoon, but he also had predictable
male reactions to female charms.

And he had muscles. She’d bumped against him to
gauge his reaction, but had been unprepared for her own
response to contact with his tall, lean body.

Her breathless state was due entirely to her tight stays,
not his flat abdomen and hard thighs and toned calves that
owed nothing to padding. With all her silliness, surely she
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had put to rest any suspicions he might have had about her
behavior, and convinced him she was just as empty-headed
as any miss prowling the marriage mart.

She inched her hand to the left again, then the other
hand. She reached out her left foot, searching for the
railing, but encountered nothing but air. She had to be
getting close.

Her dancing slipper slipped off her foot. It landed with
a faint thwap on the stone patio, four stories below.

This could all go terribly wrong, terribly fast. Her
arms were trembling from the strain. Her hands hurt and
her fingertips were likely bleeding by now. How could
she have misjudged the location of the balcony from the
roof so badly?

More sounds. The rustle of fabric, a soft thud. Had
someone inside noticed her climb past a window? No lights
filtered through the curtains on any of the three balcony
doors. She reached again for the railing with her foot.

Something warm grabbed her ankle. She stifled a
scream and tried to shake it off.

“Miss Parnell,” came a hoarse whisper. “Stop trying to
kick me.”

Viscount Moncreiffe? What in the world was he doing
out here? The viscount’s bare hand slid farther up her leg
beneath her skirt, holding the back of her knee, above her
stocking. His other hand slid up her right side, all the way
to her hip. Her mouth fell open in surprise. She heard the
crunch of his boots on the balcony as he shifted position,
the clink of his fob banging against the iron rails as he
reached farther over the railing. He patted her hip. “I've
got you. Let go.”
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“What?” Nothing but space—a vast, wide open, empty
space—stretched out beneath her.

“I’ll catch you. Let go.”

She heard confidence in his whispered command, felt
the strong grip he had on the back of her left knee. What
could happen?

Worst case, she’d end up hanging upside down, arse
over teakettle, skirts over her head, and give him a fine
view of her nether regions before he let go in shock.

If that happened, immediate death on the flagstones
below was an acceptable option.

With one last shallow breath—her stays were too tight
for a deep one—she let go.

Wind whooshed past her ears but her fall was merci-
fully brief.

Moncreiffe hauled her into his arms and up against his
hard chest. He grunted upon impact and staggered back a
step, but quickly steadied. She wrapped her aching arms
around his wonderfully broad shoulders and buried her
face against his neck and the cool linen of his cravat. She
wasn’t on solid ground yet, but this felt even better.

“Are you injured, Miss Parnell?”

She felt the rumble in his chest as much as heard the
quiet question. “I’'m fine, thank you,” she managed be-
tween panting breaths. She inhaled his comforting scent,
a mellow mix of spice, tobacco, and a hint of musk.

She lifted her head enough to look over his shoulder.
The safety of the balcony floor was still a long way down.

Tall men, and their long arms, could be quite handy.
“Not that I don’t appreciate your assistance—I do, by the
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way—but why are you here? I thought you were still at
the ball.”

“I could ask you the same question.”

His grip shifted, and Charlotte became aware of his
right arm around her shoulders, the left under her knees.
Her skirts had bunched up in her lap, revealing her stock-
ings and bare knees. Was anything else bare? Well, it
didn’t really matter, since there was no one else around.
Moncreiffe held her out from his chest, just far enough to
look at her face, though in the darkness his was a pale
blur.

Light flared behind the curtain next door, and sud-
denly the other balcony door swung open.

An older gentleman, in his late fifties at least, stood
there, holding up a candelabrum, his arm wrapped around
the waist of a woman wearing too much rouge and not
enough clothing, clearly a member of the demimonde, a
Cyprian.

“Father,” Moncreiffe said with a nod, rather calmly.

Father? Charlotte squeezed her eyes shut, but not be-
fore she saw the wicked gleam in the other woman’s eye.

“Alistair, my boy! If I'd known you wanted a room, I'd
have—"

“No! No, that’s quite all right, we, ah, just wanted a mo-
ment of quiet for, ah . ..”

The older man chuckled. “The bed’s in there, not out
here.”

Moncreiffe coughed. He cleared his throat, then seemed
to suddenly remember he was still holding Charlotte aloft
in his arms. He set her down gently and gave her skirts a
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slight shake into place, then straightened to his full
height.

Charlotte tucked her shoeless left foot behind her right,
hoping no one would notice her missing dancing slipper.

He cleared his throat again. “No, we are not in need of
a, ah, bed. We just—"

“Up against a wall can be good, too, but at your height,
it’d be a lot easier with a Long Meg.” He turned his broad
grin on Charlotte. “Not that you aren’t a most charming
pocket Venus.” He winked at her.

Charlotte felt her cheeks flood with heat.

“Sir! Miss Parnell is no lightskirt! She’s... Ah,
she ...

Both Father and Charlotte turned their gaze on Mon-
creiffe, while the Cyprian snickered into her hand. In the
flickering light cast by the candles, Charlotte saw Mon-
creiffe’s blue eyes gazing at her intently. They suddenly
widened, just for an instant. He wrapped his arm around
her shoulders and turned back to his father, his chin high
in the air.

“Miss Parnell has just done me the great honor of
accepting my marriage proposal.”



Chapter 3
~OC

Charlotte felt light-headed.
“Married? At your age?” Father’s eyes narrowed.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Bed the wench and be done with it.”

Charlotte would have gasped, had she been able to
draw a deep enough breath.

Moncreiffe tucked her against his side, his hand
around her shoulder. “I’ll thank you to speak more re-
spectfully of my intended, sir.”

Father held the candelabrum higher and leaned toward
them over the balcony railing, examining Charlotte.
Moncreiffe held his ground, and his grip on Charlotte.
She stayed perfectly still, chin up, hardly daring to
breathe.

At last the older gent backed up. With a harrumph, he
grabbed his companion, who was obviously cold in her
thin dress, and retreated back into their room, muttering

29
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imprecations about “that damn stiff-rumped duke’s
doing” as he slammed the door.

Charlotte had grown roots. Couldn’t move if she tried.
Never in all her years of working on the Continent had
she found herself in such a situation.

Moncreiffe cleared his throat and took a step back,
leaned over the railing as though judging the distance to
jump to the ground. Finally he faced her. “I most humbly
beg your pardon, Miss Parnell.”

Her mouth fell open.

“I don’t know what came over me. I just couldn’t
give him the satisfaction of thinking that I, that you
andLer...”

“Had a carnal relationship?” She had the satisfaction
of seeing his Adam’s apple bob, even above his cravat.

“Er, yes. He keeps telling me to, ah, sow wild oats, as it
were. And I would never, er, not that you’re not appealing,
but...”

She folded her arms over her chest. “Keep digging.
You're well on your way to China.” His discomfort should
have increased hers, but instead had the opposite effect.
Her breathing almost back to normal now, she saw the
humor in the outrageous situation.

He ducked his chin, his blue eyes sparkling, his full
lips twitching as he held back a smile. Her stomach flut-
tered.

“The good news is, I doubt Madame Cyprian, whoever
she was, will tell anyone of our encounter, and my father
certainly won’t. The last thing he wants is for me to be-
come engaged. That would make my grandfather far too

happy.”
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Sounded like a family situation she should stay far
away from.

“I appreciate you playing along like that. You're very
quick on your feet.”

At least he hadn’t made the mistake of saying “light”
on her feet. She was trying to think of something brilliant
and witty to say when Moncreiffe rested a hand on the
railing and leaned toward her. “But I must confess to a
great deal of curiosity as to why you were hanging from
the rooftop.”

Oh. About that. Hmm. She tossed the question back to
him to stall. “And I am curious how you came to be out
here, with such propitious timing.”

Moncreiffe hadn’t moved away. “I was preparing to
make some astronomical observations from the roof next
door when I saw a more earthly body in a precarious
position.” His teeth gleamed in the semi-darkness as he
smiled. “And you, Miss Parnell?”

She gulped. His hand rested on the railing at her back.
He stood close enough that she could feel the heat radiat-
ing from his body, remember the feel of it next to hers,
inhale his scent. She could not let that distract her. Men
became insensible, talkative creatures around her—not
the other way around. “You're sure your father won’t speak
of our encounter?”’

His lips twitched, silently acknowledging her diver-
sionary tactic. “Certain of it.”

“Then we should leave before anyone else discovers us
and reaches the wrong conclusion.” She ducked past his
arm and reached for the door handle. She’d used several
extra pins to hold up her hair in case she needed one to
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pick a lock, but fortunately, Madame Melisande was a
trusting person, or just careless, and had failed to lock it.
Charlotte hurried inside.

“You don’t seem the usual type of burglar,” he said,
his voice barely audible.

She hadn’t heard him follow her in, yet felt his pres-
ence at her side as strongly as if he were still holding her.
They stood stock-still in the shadowy room, with the only
light coming from the faint glow of the dying embers in
the fireplace.

“We can’t be seen together,” she whispered, ignoring
the urge to reach out and touch him again. “I’ll wait a few
minutes after you're gone, then go downstairs, just like
the other hotel guests.”

She walked toward the door but paused, feeling the
heat and weight of his hand on her shoulder, and tingled
as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I sincerely hope
the rest of your evening is less eventful, Miss Parnell.” He
gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before moving away.

The balcony door curtains fluttered as he passed. She
heard the faint clang of his boots on the iron railing, and
then he was up and gone from view, back the way he’'d
come, just as quick and agile as Steven when it came to
climbing about on roofs. Gratifying to know her initial as-
sessment had not been proven incorrect.

Charlotte stood frozen, staring at the empty balcony,
reliving the moments in Moncreiffe’s company. The en-
counter with his father could prove problematic. He did
not wish Alistair to marry, but apparently the duke did.
Too bad she didn’t know the viscount’s thoughts on the
subject.
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She gave herself a slight shake. What on earth was she
doing, thinking about Moncreiffe and marriage, when
she had gone to such lengths—not to mention risk—to
be here, now, to search Melisande’s room?

She made sure the hall door was shut and locked, did
the same for the balcony door, then lit one candle from
the glowing embers and began going through the courte-
san’s belongings.

Half an hour later, she sat back on her heels with a
sigh of defeat and closed her eyes. No, she would not
give in. Of course it wouldn’t be this simple. She got up
and made certain everything was back in its original
position. She had found plenty of evidence if she were
inclined toward blackmail—at least a dozen gentlemen
would pay handsomely for the return of their tokens of
affection. Melisande collected paramours the way other
women collected shoes or gloves. But there was no sign
of the object Charlotte was after.

Perhaps Melisande carried such a valuable item in her
reticule, or on her person?

She’d have to bribe a maid, find out Melisande’s sched-
ule, follow the courtesan. Go to the same social functions,
get close to her.

If she went alone, it might raise suspicion, not to men-
tion possibly causing a scandal if she came to the atten-
tion of some busybody stickler for propriety, and Aunt
Hermione and her gout were only good for a couple out-
ings per week.

She’d need an escort. Steven was out of the question,
obviously. He’d only be interested in finding her a suitor,
and would ditch her while he went off on his own search,
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conveniently forgetting all about their successful part-
nership. The rat.

Suitor. Hmm. Marianne had been squired about by
Lord Glavin to all sorts of events and outings while they
were engaged. A husband was still out of the question, but
a fiancé might be just the ticket.

She went still. Viscount Moncreiffe. He'd already
brought up a fake engagement.

How could she let him know she would like to continue
his charade, without him thinking it a ploy to actually lure
him into parson’s mousetrap?

“You sly puss,” Steven said with a grin two days later,
tossing the morning’s paper onto the table in front of
Charlotte. He waved dismissal to the footman stationed
by the sideboard, so they were alone.

She swallowed her bite of egg on toast. “Beg par-
don?”

Steven stabbed an article halfway down the page that
contained all of the social announcements. “When were
you going to tell me you snagged yourself a viscount? One
that’s heir to a dukedom, no less.”” He ruffled her hair.
“Nicely done, poppet. Mama and your papa would have
been so proud.” He pulled out a chair and sat across from
her. “Though to be proper, shouldn’t they have come to me
to discuss marriage settlements before making the an-
nouncement?”

Charlotte’s fork clattered to the floor, unheeded, as she
snatched up the newspaper. There it was, printed in black
and white for all the world to see. The Duke of Keswick
announces the engagement of his grandson, Alistair,
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Viscount Moncreiffe, to Miss Charlotte Parnell of Bath.
It went on to discuss the two families, including Mon-
creiffe’s father, the Marquess of Penrith, and listed in-
formation about her pedigree of which Charlotte had
only a vague recollection.

“But marrying you off to the heir to a dukedom! I sup-
pose we can forgive them their little oversight.”

“I...we...it’s not like that. We barely—" Charlotte
gave up on an explanation at the sound of the door knocker.
It was still far too early for any of Hermione’s friends to
come calling, even with this juicy tidbit to discuss.

The butler appeared in the doorway moments later.
“A gentleman caller, miss,” he announced, proffering
the silver tray with a lone calling card.

Steven snatched up the card. “The bridegroom comes!”
He pulled Charlotte’s chair back from the table. “Where
did you put him, Farnham, the drawing room?”

“Yes, sir, but the gentleman asked specifically for Miss
Parnell.” His disdainful sniff conveyed his opinion of the
impropriety of calling at such an early hour.

Charlotte snatched back the card from Steven. “Surely
you’ll allow me a few moments of privacy with my fi-
ancé?” She flounced out of the room without a backward
glance.

“Five minutes,” Steven called. “Then I'm coming in,
and I’'m not going to knock.”

Alistair paced before the empty fireplace in the draw-
ing room. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He should never have lied
to his father, or at least not that particular lie. He should
have known Father would confront Grandfather, believing
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it was the duke’s influence that made Alistair inclined
toward matrimony at the tender age of twenty-five.

He plowed his fingers through his hair, wishing yet
again the two men would choose someone else to be the
rope in their decades-long game of tug-of-war.

Because his father couldn’t keep quiet and Grand-
father couldn’t resist rubbing success in his son’s face,
now all of London was privy to a private conversation.
A conversation regarding a fake engagement. How did
one go about asking a gently bred miss to declare her-
self a jilt?

Why, why couldn’t he have thought of a better reason
for being alone on a balcony in the dark—the balcony of a
hotel rumored to be a favored setting for assignations—
with Miss Parnell?

And why had she been dangling above said balcony in
the first place?

He turned at the sound of the door opening. Miss Par-
nell stood still for a moment, as though reluctant to share
the room with him. No sign of a chaperone. The footmen
in the hall were stationed on either side of the drawing
room doorway, their backs to him.

She was dressed for staying at home, in a modest
sprigged muslin gown, her hair pulled up in a simple but
elegant chignon instead of a mass of ringlets. He had been
worried she might not even be up yet. After spending al-
most until dawn at his telescope, he was awake this early
only because of his father’s outraged roars upon seeing the
newspaper.

Miss Parnell came forward slowly and gestured for
him to be seated.
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Alistair waited until she had settled on the sofa before
taking an armchair across from her. “I do apologize for
my early arrival, but I wanted to warn you—"

“About the announcement in the paper?”

Damn. “You’ve already seen it?”

“As has my brother. He’ll be joining us in a few min-
utes, by the way. He was a bit affronted you did not ap-
proach him about the marriage settlements before sending
off the notice.”

Alistair pinched the bridge of his nose. Good thing he
loved his father and grandfather so much, or he’d have
murdered them both in their sleep long ago. He lowered
his hand to his lap and leaned toward Miss Parnell. “I
don’t know quite how to say this, but—"

“Allow me to guess. Your father and grandfather had a
row, your father let slip what you told him, and Grand-
father sent off the notice without anyone else’s knowl-
edge, and now you want me to cry off.”

This might prove easier than he thought. “The thing
is—”

“Are you promised to someone else, Moncreiffe?”

Alistair shook his head.

“Are your affections engaged elsewhere?”

“No, but you see—"

“Do you wish to be married, my lord?” She was lean-
ing forward now, hands tightly clasped, her expression
intent. He could almost see the wheels turning behind her
blue eyes.

He tried to choose his words carefully. “Eventually, yes.
It is expected of me, part of my duty. But I had hoped that
would not happen for several years at least.”
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“But your grandfather wishes for you to marry sooner
rather than later?”

He nodded. ““He thinks that would help ensure I do not
become a loose screw like my father.”

“Might your engagement make him just as happy as an
actual marriage, at least for a while?”

Alistair leaned back in his chair. “What are you get-
ting at, Miss Parnell?”

“My brother wishes for me to marry. Like you, I do
plan to marry, but I hope to make it later rather than sooner.
An engagement would please him much in the same way
it would please your grandfather.”

Alistair felt some of the tension leave his neck and
shoulders. “Are you suggesting we indulge in a bit of sub-
terfuge, Miss Parnell?” He held back a smile at the confir-
mation of his suspicions. This was no empty-headed miss
before him, regardless of what she may have wanted him
to think.

She batted her lashes. “At the end of the Little Season,
our plan is to remove to my aunt’s home in Bath for the
winter. By then I think you and I will have spent enough
time in each other’s company to find we don’t really suit
after all.” She rose to her feet, her hand extended. “Are
we in accord, Moncreiffe?”’

He grasped her petite hand in his. “I believe we are,
Miss Parnell.” They shook on their agreement. Alistair
allowed himself to smile, for the first time in days.

Their hands were still clasped when the door burst
open and a familiar, tall blond man entered.

He quickly shut the door behind him, depriving the
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footmen of the chance to gawk at the proceedings, and
stood there with his hands on his hips. “I thought the
name in the announcement seemed familiar.”

Miss Parnell hastily withdrew her hand. She cleared her
throat and blinked several times, then smoothed back a
strand of hair and faced her brother, hands loosely clasped.
“Steven, Lord Moncreiffe and I were just, ah, discussing
terms. We— Wait, you two know each other?”” She shot
Alistair an accusatory glare before turning it on her
brother.

“A mutual friend introduced us the other night.” Alistair
tugged his waistcoat into place. “Had I realized the family
connection, Blakeney, I would have sought your permis-
sion before pursuing a match with your sister.”

Alistair’s thoughts moved at lightning speed as he spoke
the mundane platitude. Blakeney worked for the Home
Office, as did Nick. Nick saved me and Charlie from hav-
ing to swim a time or two. Miss Charlotte Parnell dangling
from the rooftop, trying to sneak into the room beyond the
balcony door, now made much more sense.

But the war was over, and had been for some time.
What would two ex-spies be after in London?

Clearly, Miss Parnell was not working in complete har-
mony with her brother. Rivals, more like. At the least, she
wanted to deceive him about the nature of her engage-
ment.

Once again, two people were using Alistair as a pawn
in their power struggle. By going along with her decep-
tion, he was playing right into her hands.

As he looked down at the pretty blonde beside him,
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her lovely freckle hidden by her high-necked gown, he
thought he might just enjoy being in her hands.

Besides, it appeared they had no one willing to serve
as peacemaker, unlike Father and Grandfather.

“No harm done,” Blakeney said, striding forward. “Per-
haps we should adjourn to the library so we can discuss
practical matters?”

Miss Parnell stepped forward and to the side, block-
ing Alistair’s exit, unless he wanted to knock her over.
“Actually, we were discussing plans for Lord Moncreiffe
to escort the three of us to Lady Bainbridge’s Venetian
breakfast this afternoon.”

“We were?” Alistair murmured.

“Not what it looked like to me,” Blakeney said, folding
his arms across his chest.

Miss Parnell raised her chin. “He’s going to bring his
carriage by at one o’clock.” She stepped aside and raised
her hand, palm down. “Until then, my lord.”

Alistair took the hint and dropped a kiss just above her
bare knuckles. “Until then.”

Just when he thought Blakeney was going to challenge
him, he moved aside at the last second to let Alistair pass
through the doorway.

He reclaimed his hat and coat from the footman and
walked home, deep in thought. With any luck, a false en-
gagement to a pretty girl like Miss Parnell would keep
away all but the most aggressive of the marriage-minded
young women who'd been dogging his steps.

Would she realize he knew of her real intentions? What
was she really after, that she wanted to get without her
brother’s cooperation?
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And more importantly, should he help her, or try to
stop her?

He needed to gather more information before drawing a
conclusion. Miss Parnell, at the least, was worthy of fur-
ther observation.

Introductions to Miss Parnell’s aunt and then getting
the foursome into the carriage prevented any private
conversation with his temporary fiancée. He barely man-
aged to be the one to assist her from the carriage when
they arrived.

The Bainbridges’ garden was decorated with paper lan-
terns swaying in the light afternoon breeze. An army of
servants kept the dishes filled to overflowing with delica-
cies, feeding almost the same size crowd as had graced
the ball at the Argyle Rooms last night.

Alistair had almost decided to spirit Miss Parnell away
so they could talk, when he realized they were now the
only ones seated in the dappled sunlight beneath the elm
tree in the corner of the garden.

“I know what you’re up to,” he said softly to her as she
bit into a pastry.

She dropped the pastry onto her plate. She swallowed
and patted her cherry-red lips with her napkin. “I know I
shouldn’t have taken a second tart, but the first was so
good.”

He almost smiled. “Not that. In fact, it’s refreshing to
see a woman who doesn’t pretend she eats like a bird. No,
I meant I know why you want a fraudulent fiancé.”

“You do?” She stared down at the pastry as though it
had been the one to speak, not him.
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“You're trying to do something without your brother’s
knowledge—something that required breaking into some-
one else’s hotel room.”

She held on to her plate with both hands and turned
her blue gaze on him. “Do you see the half dozen or so
daggers plunged into my back, my lord?”

A lingering glance over her entire luscious figure, and
Alistair assured himself she was speaking metaphorically.

“Those are from the ladies who’ve congratulated me
on my forthcoming marriage to you. Very determined
ladies who had every intention of diligently pursuing a
match with you for themselves. Let us not pretend that I
am the only one who benefits from this arrangement.”

He allowed a rueful grin. “T had noticed the sudden lack
of handkerchiefs dropped in my path since the announce-
ment appeared.” He rested his arm on the back of her
chair and turned toward her, leaning over just far enough
to catch a glimpse of her freckle. He barely resisted the
impulse to twine one of her curls around his finger.

Not only had she changed from the simple gown of this
morning into something with lacy frills and a lower neck-
line, but her hairstyle was again a mass of pinned-up
ringlets. He wanted to pull the pins loose, one by one, and
let the curls dance around her creamy bare shoulders.

He cleared his throat. “Fair enough, I acknowledge we
both benefit. I've already deduced your interest in this
event extends beyond Lady Bainbridge’s garden décor
and gastronomic offerings, and not just to receive acco-
lades for your triumph.”

“My triumph?” Her puzzled frown put a tiny line be-
tween her eyes. His fingers itched to smooth it.



CONFESSIONS OF A VISCOUNT 43

“My grandfather is a duke, my father a marquess, and
I'm their sole heir. I'm considered quite a catch.” He spoke
with enough deprecating humor to tease an answering
smile from Miss Parnell.

“You catch quite well, too.” She flushed with color at
the admission, but did not look away.

Alistair felt an answering warmth spread through him,
remembering the feel of Miss Parnell in his arms on the
balcony the other night. He hadn’t wanted to let her go.
Who knows how long he might have held onto her, kept
her tightly against his body, had they not been inter-
rupted?

He reached for her hand and turned her palm over to
examine her fingers. “No lasting damage sustained from
your foray on the rooftop?” All he could see were faint red
marks, which for all he knew might have been left by juice
from the tart she’d been eating.

“Nothing of consequence,” she whispered.

At the breathless tone in her voice, he looked up. Her
gaze was locked on their joined hands, where he was ab-
sently stroking her fingertips.

He patted her hand and sat back in his chair. “Your
interest in this event?”

She offered her plate to a passing footman and brushed
crumbs from her lap. “Everyone who is anyone is here.
Being seen in public with you has cemented our arrange-
ment. If anyone had any doubts about the veracity of the
announcement in the paper, they were erased when you
caressed my hands just now.”

Guiltily, he looked up at the people strolling through
the garden or standing in clusters, eating and gossiping.
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More than a few heads turned quickly away, caught star-
ing at him and Charlotte. “I was not—" Recognizing the
futility in a denial, Alistair cut himself off.

Having had such intimate physical contact so early in
their acquaintance—holding her aloft in his arms—had
apparently decimated his usual reserve. If he kept this up,
he’d be as licentious as his father. At least where Miss
Parnell was concerned. He sighed. “Yes, everyone can see
we are in fact engaged. But you were interested in this
event before we entered into our agreement.”

“Of course. As I said, everyone who is anyone is to be
seen here.”

He’d wager his last farthing that social standing was at
the bottom of Miss Parnell’s list of priorities. He quickly
reviewed her actions since their arrival at the Bainbridge
residence. After surveying the guests who’d arrived before
them, she’d excused herself to the ladies’ retiring room,
and he thought she’d been gone an inordinately long time.
Even for a woman. “You didn’t break into anyone’s bed-
chamber here, did you?”

“Break in? Of course not.”

“Don’t split hairs. Did you do here what you did the
other night?”

“Fall into a man’s arms, literally?”” Smiling, she batted
her lashes. “Nearly break my neck? Meet a courtesan
face-to-face? No, I did none of those things today.”

He wiped a tiny crumb from the corner of her mouth
and tipped her chin up with one finger. “Miss Parnell.”

She gave a small sigh of defeat. “I did not find what I
was looking for the other night. I had reason to believe 1
would be successful here. I was not.”
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He glanced around at the crowd of people milling in
the garden. Who, or what, was she after? He counted
himself lucky she’d revealed even the fact that she was
searching. Soon, he’d persuade her to confide in him in
greater detail. “So. What do we do now?”

“We?” She gave a delicate shake of her head. “You
are going to escort me to various functions, squire me
about on your arm. The ladies will wish me ill, and sigh
over you, but from afar. I will occasionally slip away to
look for’—she pursed her lips in thought—"“what I'm
looking for, and then come back to your arm, with no
one the wiser.”

Alistair folded his arms. “So essentially you want me
to be your escort and your alibi.”

“And in return, I shall protect you from the marriage-
minded masses.”

He smiled at the image of the short, curvy blonde be-
side him fighting off hordes of women—her dress switl-
ing about her shapely ankles, ringlets swaying, bosom
heaving with exertion.

Having the pretty Miss Parnell on his arm would be no
hardship. Their proximity would allow him the opportu-
nity to wear down her defenses, find out what she was re-
ally up to. “What outing or event is to be on our social
calendar next?”



Chapter 4
~O0C_

A nother ball that night, as it turned out, held at the
home of Lord and Lady Addington, one street
over from the Argyle Rooms, and the hotel where Alistair
had learned Madame Melisande was staying. He’d no-
ticed the French widow, whose charms could be rented if
not actually purchased, had become a common element
in Miss Parnell’s activities.

Madame Melisande had arrived at the Venetian break-
fast shortly after Alistair’s chat with Miss Parnell under
the elm tree, and his fiancée had quickly excused herself
to the ladies’ retiring room again. She’d come back look-
ing less than satisfied, moments after Melisande had re-
appeared.

“Unless you plan to depart from respectability,” he
whispered in Miss Parnell’s ear as they made their way
through the receiving line that night, “I'd like to know

46
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your interest in the courtesan.” Aunt Hermione was just
ahead of Miss Parnell, and Blakeney was only a step be-
hind Alistair on the crowded staircase. The courtesan in
question was five places ahead of them in the receiving
line, and Miss Parnell was taking note of every person
Melisande engaged in conversation.

Miss Parnell studiously ignored him and moved for-
ward to greet their hostess on the landing, dropping a
curtsy and complimenting the marchioness’s sapphire
blue gown. The two women discussed the gown and the
modiste who designed it, and commiserated on the out-
rageous prices she charged for her work, but wasn’t it
worth it in the end?

Intrigued by Miss Parnell’s change in demeanor,
Alistair paid closer attention. The empty-headed miss
was back—the persona she’d used to fob him off during
their first dance together.

Their group stepped into the ballroom doorway, was
announced, and entered the fray. From the corner of his
eye Alistair noted several young women whispering be-
hind their fans as the foursome passed by. More than one
wistful look was tossed his way, and several full of venom
were directed at Miss Parnell.

Miss Parnell’s Aunt Hermione was oblivious to the un-
dercurrents. “My, you are a tall one,” the older lady gushed
upon finding herself standing beside Alistair.

He smiled down at the diminutive lady. The top of
her head barely reached above his elbow. Though she
had never been classically beautiful, there was a hand-
some quality to her features, which lasted longer than
simple beauty. Silver strands highlighted her once golden



48 SHIRLEY KARR

hair, framing her still youthful face. He was struck by
the family resemblance with her niece, and realized for
the first time that most men would probably not con-
sider Miss Parnell to be pretty in the traditional sense,
either.

“I trust I'm leaving you in good company,” Blakeney
said to Aunt Hermione, with a pointed glance to Alistair.
“I see someone I must say hello to.”

“Off you go.” Aunt Hermione made shooing motions.
She glanced up at Alistair. “If you wouldn’t mind fetching
me a cup of punch, young man, I'll be happy to sit among
the chaperones while you two dance.” Her eyes twinkled
as she beamed at him and her niece.

Minutes later Alistair and Miss Parnell took their place
in the dance lines forming. He was fully aware that the
movements of the dance would afford her the chance to
look over everyone in the ballroom without being obvi-
ous. It would also allow him to converse with Miss Par-
nell, and watch where her attention was drawn.

He saw Madame Melisande cross the room at the same
moment Miss Parnell saw her. The widow soon entered
into a heated conversation with a gray-haired gentleman,
who thankfully was not Alistair’s father.

“Neither of them look very happy, do they?” Alistair
noted as they waited out their turn at the end of the dance
line a few minutes later.

“He seems to be trying to placate her,” Miss Parnell
murmured.

“I wonder who he is,” they both said at the same time.
They shared a quick smile, then stepped into position in
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the dance, exchanging places with another couple, and
began working their way back up the line.

The first time Alistair had slipped from a roof while
attempting to get a closer look at the stars, his governess
had insisted dancing be added to his studies once his ankle
healed, in addition to the usual courses of Greek and Latin
and estate stewardship. He had resisted and complained,
to no avail. The agility and balance he’d gained from the
extra practice had served him well over the years. It had
even spared him much of the awkwardness that usually
accompanied adolescent growth spurts.

He was doubly grateful now for those many hours of
dance practice, because he found himself distracted by
Miss Parnell’s smile, or the graceful way she moved, rather
than concentrating on his own steps in the dance. He
moved by rote, so no one was aware of his preoccupation.

“My aunt undoubtedly knows who he is,” Miss Parnell
said when the figures brought them together again. They
briefly held hands as they ducked under the arch made
by the other couple in their square.

“Excellent.” They spun away from each other and cir-
cled back.

Soon the music ended and he escorted Miss Parnell to
her aunt.

“Which gray-haired gentleman?” Aunt Hermione re-
plied, after Miss Parnell had taken a seat and made her
inquiry. “There are so many of them.” Aunt and niece
shared a chuckle.

Miss Parnell described the gentleman in question, with-
out resorting to pointing.



50 SHIRLEY KARR

“Sir Nigel Broadmoor is a loose fish, someone with
whom you should have no contact,” Aunt Hermione pro-
nounced with unexpected vitriol.

“Has he done you harm?”” Alistair leaned forward to see
her reply.

Aunt Hermione pursed her lips as though tasting an
unripe lemon. “Last Season, he set his sights on my Mari-
anne. Did everything he could to try to compromise her,
poor girl, short of putting his hand up her skirt. Had she a
larger fortune, I doubt we could have successfully fended
him off.”

“What would a fortune hunter possibly want with Ma-
dame Melisande?”” Miss Parnell murmured.

“Fortune hunter, card sharp, all-around loose fish,”
Aunt Hermione said. “You steer clear of him, miss, do you
hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Miss Parnell demurely folded her hands
in her lap. She turned to Alistair, pitching her voice low
enough that only he could hear her. “He doesn’t seem
Melisande’s usual type of paramour.”

“And you know her usual type?”

She nodded, almost absently. “Men like you, or your
father. Wealthy. In a position of power. Preferably both.”
She propped her chin in her hand, tapping her bottom lip
with one finger. “Sir Nigel is neither.”

Alistair stared at her finger, wondering what it would
feel like to trace her lip with his own finger. “Perhaps they
are simply drawn toward each other. We cannot always
control who we find ourselves attracted to.”

“No, I don’t think—"" She cut herself off and turned to
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Alistair, biting her bottom lip, as though reading the un-
spoken sentiment behind his words.

He waited, but she said no more. When the silence be-
gan to draw out, he returned to a question she had ignored
earlier in the evening. Dealing with his father and grand-
father, he’d learned that bluntness was usually far more
effective than polite subtlety. “What is your interest in the
French widow?”

She stared at her hands in her lap so long, Alistair be-
gan to think she wouldn’t answer. At last she took a deep
breath. He raised his gaze from the freckle on her bosom
to concentrate on her reply.

“There is an object that’s gone missing. It belongs to
someone important, and it needs to be returned to its
owner. I believe Madame Melisande took that object, or
knows of its whereabouts.”

“And your brother does not share in your belief.”

“Steven dismissed my theory.” Her lips momentarily
thinned at the remembered insult.

While his friends Nick and Tony were as close to him
as brothers, he had been an only child since the accident
twenty years ago. Did brothers and sisters fight differently
than male siblings? Trade insults, and then brush them
off as easily as boys did? He doubted they’d resort to fisti-
cuffs as often. Though the idea of Miss Parnell participat-
ing in a physical fight definitely seemed a possibility.

He tapped his chin. “I wonder if perhaps Sir Nigel some-
how found out about Madame Melisande’s activities.”

Miss Parnell glanced at him, eyebrows raised, then
turned back to watching the couple in question.
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“Is the missing object valuable?” Alistair continued.
“If money is to be made from taking the object, he’s the
sort who would want to be part of the scheme.” He stud-
ied Sir Nigel, who was still near the potted palm, in
animated conversation with Melisande. Miss Parnell’s
sudden gasp brought his attention back to her.

“He’s got it!” she whispered. She nodded, smiling. “He
found out what Melisande was doing, wanted to be part of
the scheme, but she wouldn’t cooperate, so he took it from
her. She’s just recently realized she no longer has it.”

“No wonder you couldn’t find it. By the way, what
is it?”

She bit her bottom lip. “Only a very few number of
people know about the . . . object, and even fewer peo-
ple know that it’s missing. If word got out, it could have
disastrous consequences.”

“Disastrous?” Alistair raised one eyebrow. “For
whom?”

“En— Enormous numbers of people.”

Knowing about the work her brother had done for the
Home Office, Alistair was fairly certain she had almost
said England. He sat up straighter, suddenly realizing that
what he’d gotten himself into could have far greater con-
sequences than damaging a young woman’s reputation,
as when his father had misinterpreted Miss Parnell being
aloft in his arms on the balcony of a notorious hotel.

A woman as daring as she, who had accosted a strange
man on the street, would not be easily dissuaded from
her chosen path. Not to mention how calmly she had
gone along with his bald-faced lie, unruffled even under
his father’s scrutiny. Informing on her to her brother
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would only compel her to commit still more daring and
dangerous acts in defiance.

Even the extreme option, of them actually getting mar-
ried, was unlikely to give pause to a woman who would
climb up onto a roof in the dark and try to swing down
onto a balcony while wearing a gown.

If he could not dissuade Miss Parnell from her quest,
he now felt it his obligation, for God and country, to help
her succeed.

He did not, however, feel obliged to share this realiza-
tion with her.

“What are you two discussing so intently, hmm?”
Aunt Hermione leaned toward her niece. “Setting a date
for your wedding, perhaps?”

Charlotte felt heat bloom in her cheeks. “Aunt!” she
hissed. Moncreiffe cleared his throat. Charlotte contin-
ued, forcing a calm tone. “As I explained to you, it is too
soon for that. The viscount and I need to become better
acquainted.”

Aunt Hermione harrumphed. “Should have done that
before you accepted his offer, miss.” She leaned toward
Charlotte’s ear for a conspiratorial whisper. “Though
with him being so easy on the eyes, not to mention heir
to a dukedom, I can understand why you didn’t wait.”
She straightened in her chair, a knowing smile gracing
her lips.

Charlotte stifled a sigh. She hated to disappoint her
aunt, and the old gel would be when they called off the
fake engagement. But a husband was not in her future,
did not fit into her plans. Just as a wife was not in Mon-
creiffe’s immediate plans.



54 SHIRLEY KARR

Aside from being caught in the apparent feud between
his father and grandfather, she felt confident he was only
going along with her subterfuge as a way to dispel the en-
nui that plagued so many gentlemen of the ton. The same
ennui that made them such easy targets when she needed
information from them, or needed to use them to further
her plans.

She did not feel guilty. She was harming no one. Her
conscience was clear.

The same could not be said for Steven, the rat. The
someone he had to say hello to turned out to be Gauthier,
whom they had often worked closely with in France—
further proof that Steven had not declined the assignment,
as he had claimed. “Wants to simply enjoy the Season, my
arse,” Charlotte muttered.

“Beg pardon?”

She batted her lashes at Moncreiffe. “Did you say some-
thing, my lord?”

He shook his head and returned his attention to the
dancers on the floor.

Charlotte gave herself a mental shake. What was it
about Moncreiffe that made it so easy for her to act the
part of a breathless, giddy green girl encountering her
first handsome man?

It wasn’t as though she’d never kept company with at-
tractive men before. Even the handsome, wealthy, and
powerful Marquis de Archambault, a man known for his
discriminating taste in women, had invited her into his
bed on more than one occasion, before she’d left France.
She had never been tempted to accept his invitations.
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If Moncreiffe were to invite her, however . . .

She glanced over at his hands resting on his knees. A
casual, utterly proper position. Innocent. She stared at his
long, almost elegant, fingers, remembering the way they
had felt against hers as he’d caressed her hands earlier that
afternoon, in the garden as they sat beneath the elm tree.
He’'d know exactly what to do with his hands, put those
fingers to good use, to pleasure a woman.

His lips, too. Just look at that gorgeous mouth, the
charming smile. He would know how to kiss, warm and
gentle, passionate and all-consuming. Not slobbering and
clumsy, like Freddie Lawson, when she was twelve. Mon-
creiffe would make her toes curl, send shivers down her
spine. The good kind.

What would he taste like? Sweet like sugar plums, or
heady like a good claret? Rich and warm, like her morn-
ing chocolate . . .

She stifled a groan. She’d seen it in enough men to rec-
ognize the emotion in herself—lust. How lowering to dis-
cover she was just as susceptible to lusting after an
attractive member of the opposite sex.

Well. Now that she had identified the enemy, she
would be better prepared to fight it. And the way to win
this war was to deny it battle.

Viscount Moncreiffe was only a means to an end. Just
as she was for him.

“Do you think you could make some discreet inqui-
ries, my lord?” Charlotte whispered behind her fan.

“About Sir Nigel?” He touched his bottom lip with one
long, elegant finger. She wished he’d stop doing that.
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“Check the betting books, see if he’s come into any funds
recently, or anticipates doing so in the near future, that
sort of thing?”

She nodded, unable to form a coherent thought, mes-
merized by the sight of his fingertip tapping his full
lower lip.

He abruptly lowered his hand and clasped his fingers
together. She cleared her throat. What had they been dis-
cussing? Oh, right. “See if you can find out who else Sir
Nigel might be spending his time with.”

Moncreiffe nodded. “See if he’s had any unusual con-
tact with people in positions of power?”

Charlotte kept her expression carefully neutral. Mon-
creiffe couldn’t possibly know what was at stake.

He kept looking at her expectantly. She had the feeling
he was baiting her, trying to trick her into revealing more
than she intended. Wasn’t that exactly what she had done,
on so many occasions, to so many men?

She’d have to ask Steven to look into Moncreiffe’s past.
Much as it galled her to admit it, there were things that a
single young man could do in London society that a woman
could not. Although it wouldn’t be too out of the ordinary
for a newly engaged woman to make inquiries about her
husband-to-be. Though, as Aunt Hermione had said, those
things were generally done before accepting the offer of
marriage. Not after.

Steven wended his way through the crowd just then and
took the empty chair on the other side of Aunt Hermione.

“How is your friend?” Hermione asked, patting Ste-
ven on his knee.

“My what? Oh, ah, he’s fine. Yes. Just did a bit of
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catching up. Hadn’t seen each other since Cambridge,
you know.”

Aunt Hermione soaked it up, obviously believing every
word. Charlotte ground her teeth. The musicians struck up
a waltz. She leaned forward, to see around her aunt. “Ste-
ven, | believe this is the dance you promised me tonight.”

“I did? Yes, of course. If you don’t mind, Moncreiffe.”

Moncreiffe waved his hand in a magnanimous gesture,
his blue eyes twinkling. How annoying that after such
short acquaintance he saw right through her subterfuge,
when her beloved blood relative, Aunt Hermione, accepted
every word as gospel truth.

Moments later, Charlotte and Steven took their place
among the dancers. “Enjoy your chat with Gauthier?” she
said, pleased that her voice remained neutral.

“Don’t be angry, poppet,” he said, expertly leading
them to the least crowded section of the dance floor.

At least Steven had the grace to not deny it. She fought
to keep the anger out of her voice. “How could you leave
me out of an investigation, after all we’ve done together?
Haven’t I proven myself enough?”

He looked pained, even though it had been several years
since she’d last trod on his toes. “I've already explained, it
has nothing to do with your skills and ability, or any sup-
posed lack thereof.” He took a deep breath and stared into
the distance for a moment, as though hoping to draw in-
spiration from the potted palm in the corner. “Being back
in England, watching Marianne get married, I realized
I've been unfair to you.”

“Unfair? Bloody right you have. I've put in my time,
figured things out that had even you stumped, and yet you
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dismissed my theory about Madame Melisande out of
hand. That hurt, Steven.”

He shook his head. “I'm not talking about the case,
poppet. It was selfish of me to bring you to France after
Mother passed away, wrong to involve you in my work.
Now the war is over, we're in London, you should have a
chance at happiness. Lead a normal life, like Marianne.”

She started to stutter a protest, but he forestalled her
by tilting her chin up with one finger.

“You shouldn’t be involved in dangerous work. I'd
never forgive myself if harm came to you.”

He hadn’t seemed so concerned when he’d brought her
to his tiny flat overlooking a Paris alley five years ago, or
when he’d shown her five different escape routes to three
different bolt holes. He’d been only too delighted to hear
the news she gleaned from maids, mistresses, and shop
girls.

She had thrown herself into their work, devoting her-
self to ferreting out every snippet of information, using
her French lessons in a way that would have shocked her
teachers speechless. Work had distracted her from her
grief over losing her mother, and given her life purpose.
Her existence had meaning, made a difference, like her
father had. Much as she loved her mother, Mama had
been a butterfly, flitting about society, pretty but accom-
plishing little.

Steven was still talking. “You should marry Mon-
creiffe and have babies. Be happy.”

Charlotte almost groaned in frustration. “We’ve had
this conversation before, Steven. What will it take to
convince you that this work is what makes me happy?
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Chasing clues, solving puzzles . . . this is a normal life
for me.” She wanted to continue to serve the crown, not
get married. A husband would only get in the way.

But Steven’s chin was set, her passionate plea falling
on ears that had gone deaf as soon as they’d come to Lon-
don, at least where her future was concerned.

She could be just as stubborn. “Did Gauthier have any
new information?”

He let his breath out in a sigh. “You won’t leave it alone,
will you?” He meant his tone to be harsh, but Charlotte
heard grudging admiration. After pausing long enough
she thought he wouldn’t answer, he spoke. “We think
the . . .item ... has been moved again. Tomorrow we’re
going to make some more inquiries. If I keep you in-
formed about our progress, will you try pretending to be a
typical London miss?”

She’d done nothing but pretend since coming to Lon-
don. She pretended to enjoy endless shopping excursions
on Bond Street with Aunt Hermione and paying morning
calls that took place in the afternoon. Even her engage-
ment was pretend.

She beamed. “I can agree to that.”

And now Steven was going to keep her informed about
his investigation. Perfect. However, she didn’t trust that
he’d tell her all his progress, so she’d keep an eye on him,
just the same.

The next morning, Charlotte rummaged through the
trunks in her room, deciding which outfit to wear for fol-
lowing Steven. Should she choose a maid’s uniform, or
housekeeper’s? A shop girl’s? Didn’t really matter, so long
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as it was the attire of someone who could walk the streets
without an escort, without raising any eyebrows or draw-
ing attention.

She poked around the assorted wigs and garments
until she banged her knuckles against something hard,
long and narrow. The cane. She’d have to return that,
along with the wig and dress she’d borrowed from the
modiste’s shop, before the assistant who’d helped her had
the cost deducted from her wages.

Charlotte smiled at how she’d given Moncreiffe the
slip that first day they’d met, walking right past him when
she exited the shop’s front door. He’d even tipped his hat,
in deference to what he’d thought was an old crone.

Such a polite chap. How fortuitous that he’d paused to
peer through a shop window when she’d thought some-
one was following her.

Only once before had she accosted a man on the street.
The suspected traitor she’d been following down a Paris
side street had suddenly doubled back. She’d hooked her
arm with a beefy fellow just stepping into the street and
sauntered right past her suspect.

As soon as they’d turned the corner into an alley, the
fellow developed six hands, and it had taken her knee to
his nether regions to convince him that No meant not in
his lifetime.

She doubted she’d ever have to resort to such means
with a gentleman like Moncreiffe. She sat back on her
heels, the cane clutched to her chest. To be brutally hon-
est, she doubted she’d offer even a token protest. The
thought of his hands, roaming over her body . . .

Good thing their engagement was completely ficti-
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tious, merely for mutual convenience, so that kind of
situation would never arise. Her ability to resist him, or
rather inability, would never be tested.

She quickly dressed in a maid’s uniform, scraped her
hair into a tight bun and covered it with a mob cap, then
gathered the costume to be returned, threw on an old
cloak, and headed down the back stairs, out the garden
gate, into the mews.

Steven was still eating breakfast, but she knew where
he was likely to meet Gauthier. She had just enough time
to drop off her burden at the modiste’s shop before eaves-
dropping on them.



Chapter 5
~O0C_

Alistair slouched lower in the armchair and raised
his newspaper higher as Sir Nigel walked past him
at White’s the next afternoon. As soon as he was out the
door, Alistair shoved the paper aside, retrieved his journal
and pencil, and recorded the names of the men with whom
Nigel had exchanged more than banal pleasantries.

He’d never before tried to conceal his observations, if
one didn’t count deceiving the teachers at school when
he was supposed to be studying something other than the
night sky. Subterfuge lent an air of excitement to an oth-
erwise tedious activity.

An extra guinea slipped to the waiter who brought
Alistair’s wine confirmed that all of the men with Nigel
were his usual cronies. Also as usual, the waiter quietly
added, Nigel had graciously allowed someone else in the
group to pay for his meal and drinks.

62
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If the man was expecting to come into money soon, he
was being very circumspect about it. He hadn’t even en-
tered anything in the betting books in over a month.

Alistair checked his watch. Just enough time to go
home, change clothes, have his phaeton readied, and take
Miss Parnell for a drive, as they’d agreed last night at the
ball, so they could discuss what he’d learned. Or the lack
thereof, since he didn’t think the information he’d gath-
ered so far would prove to be of much value.

Even so, he was going for a drive in the park on a beau-
tiful day with an intriguing woman—the perfect oppor-
tunity for intimate conversation to get better acquainted
with his mysterious miss.

He picked up his pace.
“Let me take the reins,” were her first words upon
stepping out of the town house and seeing his high perch
phaeton.

Alistair exchanged a knowing grin with the groom
holding the horse. ‘“Perhaps some other time.” He gave her
a hand up, admiring the way her dress clung to the curve
of her hip as she climbed up to the seat before she sat and
settled her skirts.

“I’'m considered a dab hand,” she said with the same
eager tone as soon as he was seated beside her.

The bench was narrow, requiring that their legs touch.
He had a bit more space on his side and could move over a
tad, but decided he preferred the contact with Charlotte’s
rose-scented body, however incidental. He also liked the
way the folds of her sprigged muslin skirt bunched up
against his buckskin breeches.
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Alistair nodded to the groom to let go the horse, then
gave the reins a slap and pulled out into traffic. “I wasn’t
aware driving lessons were part of a lady’s education these
days.”

“Steven taught me. Said one never knows what skills
may come in handy.” Her smile hinted there were a great
many unusual skills that had been part of her education.

Alistair returned her smile, eager to explore the extent
of her unorthodox learning.

Before traffic became any heavier, he shared with
Miss Parnell what he’d learned so far about Sir Nigel. He
spared a glance to witness her response to his findings,
and had to force his attention back to his driving, away
from her finger tapping her lush lower lip.

“Perhaps my theory is all wrong, and has been from
the beginning.” She let out a sigh big enough that he felt
it against his side. “Sir Nigel has nothing to do with the
object, and last night we were simply witnessing nothing
more sinister than a lover’s quarrel.”

They turned into the park and down Rotten Row, join-
ing the slow parade of vehicles. “It’s early days yet,”
Alistair said, disliking the sound of defeat in her voice.

“No,” she said, her voice laced with dejection. “Steven
was right, and I was wrong. I should leave it alone, and
just play at being a milk-and-water miss, like he wants.”
She let out another sigh that brushed her rib cage against
his, her downcast gaze focused on the ground passing be-
neath the phaeton’s wheels.

He had a hard time believing she would give up so eas-
ily. Even on their brief acquaintance, this seemed out of
character for her.
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Then he remembered how she had played the vapid
miss when they first danced. He hid a smile. “It’s a good
thing you have no intention of treading the boards, Miss
Parnell.”

She gave him a wide-eyed innocent stare, which he
returned.

After a few moments she gave him a rueful grin. “Too
much?”

“If you really wanted to drive, all you had to do was
say s0.” He did a quick check to make sure traffic was
still flowing as slowly as usual through the park.

She opened her mouth, no doubt to argue that she had
said so, but closed it when he thrust the reins into her
hands. She sat up straighter and adjusted the reins in her
grip, her teeth flashing in a smile. “He has such a sweet
gait, does he not?” She pointed her chin at the bay gelding
in the traces.

“Maxwell does, and he has a tender mouth, as well.”
Alistair forced his hands to stay flat on his knees so they
wouldn’t snatch back the reins. Everything was fine so
far. No children or dogs playing nearby that could startle
the horse, no reason to expect Miss Parnell to drive them
into the Serpentine.

“I shall take extra care, then.” The reins adjusted to her
apparent satisfaction, she settled back in the seat, seem-
ingly prepared to continue driving for the rest of their
outing.

They rode in companionable silence for several min-
utes. Alistair tried to look everywhere at once, to spot
anything that might upset Miss Parnell or the horse, and
at the same time keeping an eye on her. Two little boys
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chasing a dog, shouting and barking, ran toward the car-
riage. Alistair tensed, ready to take back control, but she
kept the horse steady with just a flick of the reins. The
dog suddenly doubled back and chased the boys away
from the vehicles.

“Please try to relax, Lord Moncreiffe. I'll have you
know I haven’t overturned a cart since I was ten.” She
flashed him a quick grin, then returned her attention to the
crowded road ahead.

Alistair did not relax his vigil, but he did allow some of
the tension to leave his shoulders. They continued along
the crowded path, nodding at acquaintances, returning a
waved greeting now and then. The looks of disappoint-
ment on several women’s faces, misses and matrons alike,
were almost comical. When he’d decided to bring Miss
Parnell for a drive, he’d only thought of it as a chance to
talk without being overheard, rather than it being a public
outing with his fiancée.

While he was accustomed to women staring at him, he
was surprised to realize two men on the path behind them
were staring at Miss Parnell. Were they disappointed
suitors? They were dressed well enough to blend in with
the park crowd currently on parade, but something about
them seemed a bit off. Like they’d be more comfortable
in the company of Nick, or Miss Parnell’s half brother,
Steven.

But Nick had sailed on the midnight tide just before
the newspapers printed the engagement announcement.
Alistair shouldn’t be surprised that her brother had set
someone to watch over him with Miss Parnell, as a chap-
erone of sorts. If he had a sister, he imagined he would be
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quite protective, too, if she had just become engaged to a
stranger.

Perhaps his imagination was simply being overly suspi-
cious, thinking they were being watched. But the men had
stayed just behind them, within one or two carriage lengths
for the last complete round through the park, past all of
the park gates, and had not paused to speak to anyone.

Then again, neither had he and Miss Parnell.

So focused on his thoughts, Alistair was startled
when he heard his name called. Up ahead, two riders
were threading their horses between the carriages, com-
ing closer to the phaeton.

Clarke hailed him again. Miss Parnell slowed the
horse and edged to the side of the path.

“Moncreiffe, well met,” Clarke called as he and his
companion reined in their mounts beside the phaeton.
“See, I told you that was him,” he said in a loud aside to
the other man. “Dorian here didn’t believe that was you,
letting a woman drive your carriage.” His fatuous grin
showed far too many teeth.

“My fiancée was demonstrating her technique,” Alistair
replied.

“So the rumors are true,” Dorian said good-naturedly.
“Snared by parson’s mousetrap. And so soon.”

“But Dorian, lad, can’t you see why?”” Clarke doffed his
hat and held it over his heart. “Moncreiffe, had I seen her
first, I vow I would have fought you for the lady’s favor.”

From the corner of his eye, Alistair watched Miss Par-
nell’s reaction. Judging by the amused smile on her lips,
she didn’t seem to mind the interruption.

“Well, Moncreiffe, don’t keep us pining away any
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longer.” Dorian removed his hat as well. “Introduce us
to your lovely bride-to-be.”

Alistair cleared his throat. This was the first time in his
life he’d made this particular introduction. “Miss Parnell,
may [ make known to you two friends and fellow astrono-
mers, Mr. Clarke and Sir Dorian. Gentlemen, my fiancée,
Miss Charlotte Parnell.” He was proud his voice remained
calm.

It was amazingly easy to refer to the attractive, myste-
rious woman at his side as his fiancée.

“Charmed, Miss Parnell.” Clarke lifted her hand to
drop a kiss on her gloved knuckles. He continued to hold
her hand longer than necessary.

Alistair cleared his throat. Twice.

Clarke finally took the hint and let go. The twinkle in
Miss Parnell’s eye told him she hadn’t missed his little
display.

Dorian was not to be left out. “So pleased to meet the
charming miss who stole Moncreiffe’s heart,” he said, just
before bestowing a kiss on her knuckles as well. At least
he let go promptly.

Miss Parnell took the attention in stride, gracefully ac-
knowledging their tribute, without the preening he might
have expected. She simply adjusted the reins in her grip
again as soon as her hands were free.

Plenty of women had aspired to be his viscountess,
banking on his future prospects, which would make his
wife a marchioness and eventually a duchess. Somehow
Miss Parnell seemed immune to such concerns.

But was she, really?

Or was this just more of her playacting, and she had no
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intention of crying off by the end of the Little Season?
He had considered that possibility when they’d first en-
tered into their agreement, but decided Miss Parnell was
in earnest about outwitting her brother and had no de-
signs on becoming a viscountess.

It was too late to second-guess himself. “I hate to be
rude, gentlemen, but you're cutting in to unchaperoned
time with my fiancée.”

“And precious time that is.” Dorian set his hat back on
his head.

“Aye,” Clarke seconded. “To be sure, I would not let
two brigands such as ourselves waste a moment more of
it.” He shoved his hat back on, bowed toward Miss Parnell
from his seat in the saddle, and nudged his horse away
from the phaeton.

“I do hope we’ll see much more of you in the future,
Miss Parnell,” Dorian said, just before he followed Clarke
back out into the crowded path.

A few carriages rumbled past the phaeton, then there
was a break and Miss Parnell gave the reins a light slap,
and Maxwell plodded on.

“Well, then,” Alistair said, stretching one arm along the
back of the bench, not quite touching Miss Parnell’s blue
velvet spencer. “What do you want to do next?”

“Wh-What do you mean?” Her fingers tightened just a
bit, her thumb restlessly rubbing the leather rein.

“About Madame Melisande and Sir Nigel.”

Her fingers stilled.

“If you truly think he has nothing to do with the miss-
ing object, are you going back to following her around, or
have you another plan?”
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“I'm not certain yet. I haven’t had time to formulate a
strategy.” She spared him a sidelong glance, her blue eyes
sparkling with good humor. “I’ve been a bit distracted.”

Alistair leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I do my
best,” he whispered in her ear. He was inordinately pleased
with the goose bumps that instantly rose on the exposed
flesh at her neck, the tiny hitch in her breathing. This
close, he caught a hint of her rosewater perfume. If he
were to nuzzle her neck, kiss her just there, beneath her
ear, he’d be surrounded by her scent.

Not wishing to draw undue attention from any pass-
ersby, he reluctantly leaned back. He couldn’t help glanc-
ing at the road behind them as he did so. He froze. The
two men on horseback were still there, two carriages back.
They should have passed by while Clarke and Dorian had
been annoying him.

“I don’t wish to alarm you,” he said, leaning close again.
“But I think two men are following us. They seem far
more interested in you than in me. Is there perhaps a jilted
or unsuccessful suitor in your past, someone youd like to
tell me about?”

“Blast.” Miss Parnell kept her eyes on the road ahead,
her expression neutral. “Would one of them happen to
look like he’s borrowed the clothes he’s wearing, and have
curly black hair desperately in need of a wash?”

Under the pretext of adjusting his sleeve, with his arm
still resting on the back of the bench, Alistair took another
look behind. “An apt description. Friend of yours?”’

“Only in that he’s the reason you and I bumped into
each other that first day.”

“He’s followed you before?” Still no cause for con-
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cern, Alistair reminded himself. Blakeney was exactly
the sort of person to set someone watching his sister and
not tell her about it, especially given his clandestine
profession.

“I turned down several streets and went in and out of
three shops to make sure I wasn’t simply being unreason-
ably suspicious. I didn’t become concerned until the sec-
ond fellow joined him.” Her gaze darted to Alistair, then
back to the road. “I knew they wouldn’t come any closer
if I was with another man.”

He took his eyes off the road ahead to stare at her. “Are
you saying I was the lesser of two evils?” He was uncer-
tain if he should take umbrage at her assessment of him
being safe.

“When faced with the choice of devils or angels, I think
it most wise to associate with heavenly hosts.”

Alistair coughed. Was an angelic comparison worse
than an unintentional insult, or better?

“I consider myself fortunate that you had stopped to
peer through that shop window. By the way, what was it
you were looking at?”’

“An eyepiece for my telescope.” He glanced over his
shoulder. Both men were still there, two carriage lengths
back, deep in conversation, as though they cared not a whit
about Miss Parnell. “They seem to be distracted. Turn
here, now! Let’s see if we can get rid of them altogether.”

“You’re willing to let me drive out on the open street?”
She turned the horse, leaving the park.

“Is there a reason I should not?” He itched to take
back the reins, but forced his hands to remain on his
lap. This exit was on the far side from where they had
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entered the park, which meant they would have to ne-
gotiate even more of London’s clogged streets to get
Miss Parnell back home.

“Steven wanted me to know how to drive, but he’d
never actually let me do so in traffic if he were with me.”

Alistair hoped he sounded convincing. “I trust you to
know your limits, and that you will give back the reins
before taking any foolish risks with me, my carriage,” he
spared her a smile, “or poor Maxwell.”

Her quiet reply was lost in the clatter of a mail coach
lumbering past in the opposite direction and the call of
an orange vendor. It sounded suspiciously like “bleedin’
miracle,” but he couldn’t be sure.

His heart only stopped two or three times, certain they
were about to be killed, but each time Miss Parnell kept
the horse and phaeton under control. He managed to keep
his hands to himself as she made a few unnecessary turns,
making sure they were not being followed, before driving
unerringly to her town house. He was too tense to engage
in idle conversation on the journey, and did not wish to
risk distracting her, so his comments were limited to in-
forming her that they seemed to have given their two fol-
lowers the slip.

After what seemed like hours, she reined Maxwell in
at the front of the town house. Alistair jumped down and
jogged to the other side of the carriage, beating the foot-
man so he could be the one to assist Miss Parnell in de-
scending to the street.

Lifting her at the waist instead of just offering her a
hand down was not forward behavior for an engaged
couple, even if he did let his hold linger and slide across
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a tad more of her velvet-covered curves than absolutely
necessary.

His friends thought him oblivious to his effect on the
fairer sex, when in truth he was merely circumspect—he
had no wish to raise unwarranted hope in any maiden’s
thoughts by responding to her flirtatious overtures. With
Miss Parnell, however, there was no risk of her reading
unintended meaning into his actions, since they were en-
gaged in subterfuge together.

And to be successful in their deception, they had to act
the part of a betrothed couple. She demonstrated her un-
spoken understanding of this by the way she rested her
hands on his shoulders, letting her fingers slide through
the hair at his nape.

By the gleam in her eye as he set her on her feet, and the
way she patted the phaeton, he realized he’d made a grave
mistake that afternoon. She would now expect to be al-
lowed to drive his carriage again.

He almost groaned.

She said something, too softly for him to hear, so he
bent down and turned his head, the better to hear her over
the noise of the traffic.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and kissed him on the
cheek.

Stunned, he didn’t immediately pull back. He wished
he’d taken the time to shave again before their outing,
worried her tender lips might have been scraped by his
stubble. Her soft, delectable lips, currently curved in a
sensual smile.

The footman cleared his throat.

They sprang apart. Alistair straightened to his full
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height and offered his arm to escort Miss Parnell up the
steps. He waited until they were exactly halfway to the
door, out of earshot of the footman, groom, and the but-
ler holding it open, before speaking.

“I’ve been invited to the Eccleston’s rout this evening.”

Miss Parnell raised her brows in polite query.

“Their town house is one square over from the hotel
where Madame Melisande is staying. The view from their
roof offers an excellent line of sight to her balcony.”

“And you know this because ... ? I thought astrono-
mers gazed up at the night sky. Now it turns out you're a
Peeping Tom?” The late afternoon sunlight hit her teasing
eyes at just the right angle, making them bright and clear.
Bottomless pools of blue, deep enough to drown in.

Alistair gave himself a mental shake. “Knowing what
view is afforded by the host’s roof is how I decide which
invitations to accept.”

“Wouldn’t it be simpler to just stay home?”

He shook his head. “And deal with the displeasure of
both my father and grandfather? That way lies madness.”

Miss Parnell patted his arm with her free hand. “But
how does the view from the Eccleston’s roof help us, if
you have to attend the rout?”’

“Lord Eccleston is a member of The Royal Society.
He’ll not only give me permission to take my telescope
up to his roof, he’ll expect me to do so.”

“So you make a grand public appearance, appease
your relatives, then escape up to the rooftop?”

“I don’t know about ‘grand,” but yes, that’s the general
idea.”

Miss Parnell gave a slight shake of her head. “Sir
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Nigel may not be involved after all, but I still think
Madame Melisande is very much in the thick of things.
Rather than spying on her, I think it would be more pro-
ductive if I searched her room again. She doesn’t carry
the item in her reticule.”

Alistair felt his hair practically stand on end at the
thought of Miss Parnell dangling from the roof. But he
already knew her well enough to know that forbidding her
to do so would be a waste of breath. “May I suggest a
compromise? Tonight I will watch her, observe her sched-
ule and that of her servants. Perhaps she will even take the
item from its hiding place in order to gloat. Once we know
her household’s schedule, we’ll be able to determine the
safest time to search her lodgings.”

He watched the warring emotions flit across Miss Par-
nell’s delightful face, the urge to act now, versus the logi-
cal approach he’d presented.

She nibbled on her bottom lip and glanced out at the
street. “Very well, then.”

Good girl. Logic was always the best approach. Alistair
nodded. “T’ll see what can be seen tonight, and we’ll dis-
cuss it tomorrow afternoon on another drive. I think we’ll
skip Hyde Park, however.”

She gave him a small smile.

Just as they turned to go up the steps, a horse clattered
up and the rider jumped down. Steven swept off his hat
and the two men exchanged greetings before Steven turned
his attention to his sister. “Have a good outing, poppet?”

“Delightful, thank you.” She glanced between Alistair
and her brother and back, a silent message in her bright
blue eyes.



76 SHIRLEY KARR

Right. No need to hang around and give Steven the
chance to ask awkward questions, like plans about his
sister’s future.

Alistair bowed. “Until tomorrow, Miss Parnell. Good
day, Blakeney.”

“Tomorrow, my lord.” She gave him a slight wave, and
took her brother’s arm to lead him indoors.

Alistair folded his legs and leaned his back against one
of the chimney stacks of Eccleston’s town house, blowing
on his chilled fingers. He should have worn an extra
shirt—there was more of a nip in the air at night this late
in September.

He’d made his requisite appearance at the rout down-
stairs and participated in at least two dances, with very
respectable, very married matrons.

Now that he was engaged, social events seemed far less
crowded, with fewer women making demands on his time.
It had been at least three days since anyone tried to trap
him into a compromising situation. He hadn’t realized
how much the attempts had dimmed his enjoyment of so-
cial outings until he found himself actually joining in the
laughter while dancing the energetic Roger De Coverly
with Lady Eccleston. The only thing that would’ve made
it more enjoyable would be dancing with Charlotte.

Even so, he had a purpose in attending tonight that had
nothing to do with dancing, and he was eager to get to it.
He’d paused downstairs long enough to prevent his father
from upending the punch bowl over his grandfather’s
head—an attempt to interrupt the duke’s soliloquy on
morals—and forestalled further conflict by pointing out a
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widow making cow eyes at Father, which made Grandfa-
ther stalk off in a huff, before Alistair decamped to the
roof. Lord Eccleston had personally escorted him through
the attic and out the tiny door.

Now he sat, telescope at the ready, open journal on his
knee, pencil in hand, his gaze focused slightly lower than
the starlit heavens above.

The balcony curtains were still open in Melisande’s
room, and at least one candle lit. A maid had come in to
turn down the blankets and add fuel to the fire, and left
just a few moments ago. Perhaps he’d be in luck and
Melisande would call it an early night, reveal whatever
she had to reveal about the trinket Miss Parnell was so
interested in, and he could get back to his observations.
Much as he was enjoying the diversion with Miss Parnell,
there would only be a few more nights of observing before
the moon would rise too early and cast too much light.

He could always do as Dorian did, and get up in the
predawn to search the skies after the moon had set. Alistair
snorted. The only dawns he’d seen were those for which
he’d not yet gone to bed.

To his left, the roof door opened, spilling a wedge of
light onto the tiles. He rose up to a crouch. The door
quickly closed again, and whoever had stepped outside
stood there, motionless in the dark.

Lord Eccleston knew exactly where he was, and
wouldn’t need to let his eyes adjust to the darkness before
moving.

The wind shifted, and a hint of the newcomer’s scent
wafted past him.

Rosewater.
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“Over here, Miss Parnell,” he called softly. He should
have known she’d not be content to wait until tomorrow
afternoon for his report. And he should have listened to
his instinct that said to bring an extra blanket, to keep her
warm.

He heard a soft rustle of fabric, her dancing slippers si-
lent as she crossed the tiles. By the time he’d stood up and
feeling had returned to his legs, she was at his side, one
hand tentatively resting on his arm.

“See anything of interest?”” she whispered.

Her face was but a pale blur in the darkness, her curves
concealed by the folds of a dark cloak. “Can’t see a thing,”
he replied without thinking.

“Beg pardon?”

He coughed. “No, nothing of interest has happened so
far, but I have hopes that Melisande will be turning in
early tonight. See how her chamber has already been pre-
pared?” He set his hands on her shoulders and pointed her
toward the window he’d been watching.

Charlotte quashed the tiny thrill at his touch and forced
herself to focus on the task at hand, the real reason she
was five stories above the ground, on a roof in the dark,
again. With a handsome viscount. Even though said vis-
count still had his arm slung around her shoulders and
stood so close his chest brushed her arm with every gentle
inhalation.

Ahem. Task. Even when she squinted, she could barely
make out the window in question, among so many others
that also had a candle or two lit. She took in the view
available, realizing how high and isolated they were atop
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London’s skyline. Exposed. “We shouldn’t be standing in
the open like this.”

“I'm set up by the chimney stack, over there.” He took
her arm. “Mind the tripod. See the feet?”” Following the
blur of his hand, she saw three evenly spaced spots on the
ground, glowing in the dark. “Phosphorous,” he added.

They quickly settled on a blanket spread at the base of
the chimney. Charlotte tucked her skirts in around her
folded legs, careful to keep her light yellow gown covered
by her dark cloak. Moncreiffe sat beside her, close enough
she felt the heat radiating from his body. This was even
better than the close confines of the bench seat in his
phaeton—no horse to control, no hordes of prying eyes in
the park to worry about. No men following her every time
she set about following Melisande.

At least, she hoped there were no prying eyes.

Just hers and Moncreiffe’s.

“Want to take a look through my telescope?”

“Yes, please,” she said, ignoring the weight of her own
spyglass tucked inside her cloak. She heard the rustle of
fabric as he shifted, and the glowing spots moved closer.

“There,” he said. He ran his hand from her shoulder
down to her hand, then lifted it to the cold metal tube.

She leaned forward, closed one eye, and peered through
the eyepiece. “It’s a bit blurry.”

“Must have bumped the focus ring. Not to worry.”

She started to lean back, to grant him easier access,
but he reached one arm around her shoulders, holding
her in. His hand found hers again and guided it to the
ridged knob so she could focus for herself, while he held
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the telescope steady with his other hand. She allowed
herself a moment to enjoy the secure weight of his arm
around her, the warmth of his hand on hers, though his
fingers were a bit chilly. Then she bent to the task at
hand.

“The view is amazing.” Much wider field of view than
her spyglass, she almost added. She could even read the
time on the ormolu clock on Melisande’s mantel. And
since the scope was mounted on a tripod, her arms would
not grow weary from holding up the spyglass.

“Does this make you a Peeping Thomasina?”’ She heard
the smile in his voice. Moncreiffe still had one arm around
her, and was so close when he spoke that she felt the warm
puff of his breath against her ear.

She shivered. “Not at all. If I were gazing into some
other window for my own entertainment, possibly. But
I’m doing this for the prin—the principle.”

“Ah. The . . . principle.”

Blast. “Of course. We can’t let Melisande get away
with stealing the trinket. I have to get it back.”

Stupid, stupid, stupid. She’d slipped up twice, and she
was certain Moncreiffe hadn’t missed either of them.
There was no we in this investigation. There was just her,
with a little assistance from Moncreiffe to disguise her
actions, to serve as a distraction.

Problem was, he was proving to be more of a distrac-
tion to her.

Moncreiffe moved back a fraction, though he kept his
arm around her. It helped ward off the breeze, which had
been welcome when she first left the overheated ball-
room but now seemed to come straight from the heart of
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winter. This high up, there was nothing to interrupt its
flow, nothing to slow it down. Her fingers were growing
numb, holding the chilly metal of the telescope.

This was good. Physical discomfort helped her con-
centrate. She moved the scope around a bit, looking
through other windows in the hotel. Few of the curtains
had been drawn against the darkness. The housekeeper
was giving a dressing down to a cowering maid in the
drawing room on the first floor, while a footman trimmed
the candles in the ground floor salon’s chandelier. An-
other maid and footman were visible in the doorway of a
bedchamber’s dressing room upstairs, doing . . . Oh, my.
That didn’t look comfortable at all.

Charlotte leaned back from the eyepiece and cleared
her throat.

“Something of interest?”

“Not really, no.” She coughed again, to clear the
squeak.

Moncreiffe leaned in and peered through before she
could move the telescope. He chuckled. “They’re going to
hurt themselves if they keep that up. Er, keep doing that.
I mean—"

“I know what you mean.” She was glad of the conceal-
ing darkness, since her cheeks must be flushed bright red.
She’d seen people do that before, of course—couldn’t be
helped in her line of work. One occasionally saw things
one didn’t intend while conducting surveillance. But she’d
never witnessed it in mixed company. She gave Mon-
creiffe a light smack on his arm, which was still slung
around her shoulder. “Stop watching them.”

“I’'m not. I moved it back to Melisande’s room. See?”
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Charlotte leaned forward, too quickly, as Moncreiffe
wasn’t out of the way yet. They bumped heads.

“Are you all right?”

“Ouch. Yes, I'm fine.”

“Let me see.”

“See what? It’s completely dark up here.”

He removed his arm from around her shoulders, leav-
ing a cold void. She barely had time to register that when
she heard the sound of his hands rubbing together, and
then they were upon her face.

The friction had warmed his flesh, almost scorching
against her chilled skin. His touch was light, tentative at
first, one hand on her jaw, the other landing on her ear
before moving to her cheek. “Where did I hit you?”

She guided his fingers to her brow. “It’s nothing. I'll
be fine.” She didn’t lift his hands away, though.

First his fingertips probed her forehead and the sur-
rounding area. She closed her eyes.

“There doesn’t seem to be any blood.”

“Of course there isn’t. I told you, it’s nothing.” There
was no reason for him to react in such a way to a minor
bump. It was as if he was simply using it as an excuse to
touch her.

Oh.

She sat perfectly still so as not to dislodge him.

He flattened the palm of his hand to her forehead,
moved around a tiny bit. “I don’t feel a bump forming,
though it’s probably too soon to tell.” He kept one hand on
her forehead, but the other slowly trailed down her cheek
and cupped her jaw. The pad of his thumb ghosted over
her mouth.
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Her lips parted in surprise.

His other hand slid to one side, cradling her head,
while his thumb continued to sweep back and forth over
her bottom lip, ever so lightly, gently.

This was highly inappropriate. Very improper. She
should tell him so.

She kissed his thumb.

The sudden inhale she heard was not hers.

She sensed him move closer, felt his breath on her
cheek. He was going to kiss her. Replace his thumb, pleas-
ant as it was, with his lips, which would be ever so much
better. Those gorgeous, full but oh-so-masculine lips,
were finally going to be on hers. She’d know how they felt,
what he tasted like. She kept her eyes open, hoping details
of his features would become visible in the darkness once
he got close enough.

A tiny orange light appeared on a rooftop a few houses
over, just beyond Moncreiffe’s shoulder.

She stiffened.

So did Moncreiffe.

“We’re being watched,” she whispered.



Chapter 6
~OC

“ W hat?” His tone held a growling hint of frus-
tration. “What makes you think we’re being
watched?”

“Someone just lit a cigarillo, two roofs over. See?”” She
turned Moncreiffe’s jaw away from her, toward his left
shoulder, where the outline of a few chimney stacks was
visible beyond because of the void it made against the
stars in the sky.

There, by one of the voids, it came again. A faint or-
ange glow that flared and then faded just as quickly.

“Could just be a spark from the chimney.”

Reluctantly, she let go of his chin. “Would a spark fly
back up like that?”

The smoker raised his cheroot, the orange light flared
as he took another puff, then it swung down again, as he
probably held it by his side.

84
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“Wonder who he is.” Moncreiffe turned back to Char-
lotte. “This afternoon I thought those two men in the park
might be someone your brother had instructed to keep an
eye on you—well, on us—but now I don’t think so.”

“What made you change your mind?” Of course Steven
would not send someone to spy on her. He knew that she
could fend for herself—he’d been the one to teach her.

“If your brother distrusted me to that extent, he would
have insisted on accompanying us himself, or refused
to allow you to go with me. There’s also the fact that
Melisande was riding her gelding in the park this after-
noon, and she was shopping on Bond Street the day we
met.”

“You saw her back then?”” Charlotte hadn’t told Mon-
creiffe she’d been spying on the French widow when she
realized there were two men following her.

“She entered a milliner’s shop farther down the street,
shortly after you took my arm.”

So, even the grandson of a duke was not immune to the
courtesan’s charms? Charlotte gave him a pointed stare,
the effect of which was, unfortunately, lost in the com-
plete darkness.

The breeze carried the sharp tang of tobacco smoke
after the smoker took another puff.

Amateur. Anyone who'd done any spying at all would
know better than to do something so obvious, so stupid,
that would give away their position.

Come to think of it, she’d seen Sir Nigel out on the bal-
cony at one of the balls earlier this week, smoking a che-
root. Perhaps he was involved after all? She kept the
excitement out of her voice. ‘“Perhaps it is one of the men
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we saw this afternoon, and the smoker is doing the same
as we are—watching Madame Melisande.”

“Well, that would give more credence to your original
theory about the theft.”” Moncreiffe shifted beside her, and
a muffled thud came from the tripod as he moved it to a
better angle for pointing the telescope at the other rooftop.
“And it’s highly unlikely anyone knew we were going to
be up here.” His voice grew more distant as he spoke
while looking through the eyepiece. “You didn’t tell any-
one, did you?”

She tried not to be insulted. Moncreiffe was quite
new at the spying business and could have no idea of her
degree of experience in the field. “Of course not. Aunt
Hermione thinks I'm lying down in one of Eccleston’s
guest rooms because of a headache.”

“You don’t have one, do you?”” He sounded a bit wor-
ried, sincere rather than merely being polite.

She was touched. “Never had one in my life. But I of-
ten excuse myself because of them.”

He chuckled. “I shall endeavor to remember that.” His
voice faded again as he bent back to the telescope. “I can’t
tell for certain if they’re the same men from the park, but
there are definitely at least two of them over there. They’re
passing the cigarillo back and forth.”

“How disgusting. Let me look.”

Once again Moncreiffe guided her hand to the eye-
piece. This time she didn’t try to adjust the viewing
mechanism—there was nothing to see but the orange
glow, still tiny even when magnified. No way to tell if it
was in focus or not.
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She straightened. “There could be a dozen men over
there, for all I can tell. How can you see anything?”

“Sometimes it’s what you can’t see that tells you what’s
there. They’re both standing, and from this angle, they’re
blocking part of Scorpius.”

“Standing? They aren’t trying to be surreptitious about
this at all.” Hmm. Maybe there was no need for them to be
surreptitious. “‘How can we be sure they’re not simply as-
tronomers like you?”

“Well . . .” She pictured him tapping his chin in thought.
“I know a member of the Society who lives close by here,
but don’t recall the exact location of his house in relation
to this one.” She heard him move the telescope back to its
original position. “I suppose all we can really do is what
we came here for. Watch for Madame Melisande.”

They settled in again, waiting and watching, keeping
an eye on Melisande’s room as well as the smokers on the
nearby roof, who seemed to have brought an endless sup-
ply of tobacco for their vigil.

After a while Charlotte realized Moncreiffe was not
disturbed by the long silences between conversational
gambits. In her experience, most men were in love with
the sound of their own voice, or felt the nervous need to
keep a dialogue going in mixed company, even if the
topics were inane. “You spend a lot of time alone, don’t
you?”

“Not as much as I'd like to.”

Her back stiffened. “Perhaps you should go, then. |
can keep watch by myself.”

“What? No, no, that’s not what I meant.” Even in total
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darkness he talked with his hands, making them a ghostly
blur as he gestured, occasionally touching her knee or arm
to help make a point. “I spend so much time doing what
other people want—and I'm referring to my father and
grandfather, not you—it takes away from the things that
are important to me. In accompanying them back to town,
I missed being able to watch most of the Perseid meteor
showers.”

Fabric rustled as he unfolded then re-crossed his legs.
“I suppose I became spoiled this summer, when I went on
a two-month walking tour of the countryside. Observing
is much more productive when you can get away from cit-
ies and their gaslights, and away from relatives.”

She pictured him, his telescope carrying case balanced
on his shoulder, a solitary figure walking a lonely dusty
road by day, seated beneath the cold sky at night. “You
were alone all that time?”

“Not at first. My friend Tony set out with me, but when
we reached the Devon coast, he became enamored of a
lady smuggler and stayed behind to woo her.”

A female smuggler? How intriguing. “Your friend in-
tentionally set out to seduce her? Not much of a gentle-
man, is he?”

“Tony may have thought that’s what he intended, but
deep down he’s a good man. I attended their wedding last
month.”

“So he became a smuggler, too?” All the smugglers
she knew were dependably undependable.

“For a short while, but they’re both disgustingly re-
spectable now. He helped her find a legal means for her
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gang to earn a living, and now the whole village has
adopted him as one of their own. They make the most
marvelous cheese.” He patted her knee. “If they come to
town, or we go down there, I’ll introduce you to his bride.
You and Sylvia would get along famously.”

Sylvia the smuggler. Scratch that—Sylvia the ex-
smuggler. Yes, they probably would get along, like two
peas in a pod. Except Sylvia had left the pea pod and
become respectable. Married.

Such a dire fate would never befall her. She wouldn’t
allow it.

But what was Moncreiffe thinking, suggesting he and
she might travel together to Devon? Their engagement
was a sham. They were only going to be together until the
end of the Little Season or until she completed her mis-
sion, whichever came first.

She must be hungry as well as cold, given the sudden
turmoil in the vicinity of her stomach.

Time to shift the conversation to more neutral territory.

“Steven taught me how to locate Polaris, to help keep
me from getting lost at night, but I haven’t paid attention
to much else up there. What is it about astronomy that
fascinates you?”

He took his time before replying. “As an adult, I'm
trying to find proof for my theory that Ceres and Pallas
are asteroids, not planets.”

Planet or asteroid, comet or moon, did anyone but as-
tronomers really care? Then the significance of his phras-
ing hit her. “And as a child?”

The odd huffing sound was Moncreiffe, blowing on his
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fingers. Charlotte realized hers were icy, too, and tucked
her hands under her arms.

“As a child, I was looking for heaven.”

Heaven? She blinked. “Why?”

“Because I was a child.” His tone was flippant, but
there was a hint of pain beneath its surface.

She stretched her hand out. She was aiming for his knee
but found his thigh instead. She spread out her fingers and
softened her voice even more. “Why did you need to find
heaven?”

His leg muscles contracted beneath her hand, as though
he was preparing to flee rather than answer her query.
When he finally spoke, there was a wistful note in his
voice. “It was where the grown-ups told me my mother
and elder brother and little sisters had gone, after they died
in the carriage accident.”

To lose so many loved ones, all at once . . . Her father
had died when she was eight, her mother seven years
later. The pain of each loss had been suffocating, a physi-
cal ache that still threatened to overwhelm her at times.
She would not have survived losing both at once. “So you
spent night after night up on the roof or out on the lawn,
searching the skies, staring up at the stars. Wondering
which one was heaven.” She gave his leg a squeeze, ad-
miring his strength of character. “How old were you?”

“Five.”

Her heart contracted even further for the grieving little
boy.

“My nurse was a Scotswoman, very practical. When
she realized she couldn’t persuade me to stay indoors on
clear nights, she gave me a picture book of the constella-
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tions, and insisted my father buy a telescope for me. My
first.”

“Of many, no doubt.”

“Not really. He consulted with William Herschel about
the purchase and made an excellent choice. I’ve merely
had to keep the lenses and mirrors polished, and change
or add eyepieces over the years.”

“So this is it, the telescope you've had since you were
a boy?”

“No, I bought this one last year. My main telescope is
at home in Keswick, in the Lake District, with an equa-
torial mount on the rooftop viewing platform. Doesn’t
travel well, I'm afraid.”

He said some other things about angles and axes, and
by the time he mentioned elliptical orbits, Charlotte’s
head began to swim. His tone was mesmerizing, though
she understood little of what he said. The passion that
crept into his voice betrayed the importance of the topic.
She had better do some research if she was going to keep
up with him. Being able to discourse about his passionate
interest would make it easier to distract him from probing
into hers.

“When we’re done with your project and the Little
Season is over, I'll finally be able to go back to Keswick.
Will you be returning home to family in the countryside
as well?”

“I’'m not sure. Most of my family lives here, in Lon-
don.” Which was not exactly a lie. Aunt Hermione had
rented the London town house, using Steven’s funds, and
they were her only family now.

Thinking about the losses they had each suffered, it
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occurred to her this was something else she had in com-
mon with Moncreiffe—both had channeled their pain
into a new endeavor. He had delved into astronomy, and
after her mother’s sudden death, she had found purpose
in joining Steven in his occupation.

Traveling to Paris with Steven, joining his life and
work there, had been a rebirth of sorts. If she had stayed
in England, she’d probably be as sheltered and single-
minded as her cousin Marianne.

Well, at least she didn’t object to having the singled-
minded part in common. Marianne had wanted to find a
husband, but Charlotte wanted to find something a little
bit smaller.

She peered through the telescope again. No sign of
new activity in Melisande’s bedchamber, though the foot-
man and maid were still engaged. He must be a strong
fellow indeed, holding her up against the wall like that for
so long.

She blinked and cleared her throat. “Tell me more
about the viewing platform you built, what it’s like living
in the mountains.”

“You really want to know about me, beyond my useful-
ness in reaching your objective?” His tone held no bitter-
ness or reproach, just a matter-of-fact statement that she
was using him.

She disliked the thought of herself being cold and cal-
culating. Then she remembered he was benefiting from
their arrangement just as much as she.

Charlotte spoke slowly. “We should learn more about
each other, as a betrothed couple would, because if any-
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one sees through our subterfuge, the jig will be over. My
aunt asks questions about you, and I usually don’t know
the answer. Soon she’ll become suspicious.”

“Then I suppose we’ll just have to spend more time
together. Get better acquainted.”

The words sounded innocent, but combined with the
images she was viewing through the telescope, and given
his close proximity and husky voice, they formed an alto-
gether different connotation. She moved the telescope a
few degrees to one side.

“What sorts of questions is she asking?” He’d turned
his head, and his warm breath stirred the hair at her tem-
ple as he spoke.

She shivered. “Your favorite dessert, for one.”

“Hmm. ‘Tis a difficult choice, to pick just one. Can I
tell you later, after I’'ve had time to properly ponder?”

She almost laughed. “Yes, I think that would be accept-
able.”

The mention of Aunt Hermione reminded Charlotte
that soon she’d have to make another appearance at the
rout downstairs, before her aunt came looking for her.
Much more time out on the roof, her cheeks would be-
come ruddy from the cold, if they hadn’t already, and
Aunt Hermione might worry she had a fever.

Tucking her hands under her arms wasn’t enough. She
blew on her fingers, just as Moncreiffe had done earlier.

“Breeze has a bit of a bite, doesn’t it?”

She heard the rustle of fabric again, then felt a rush of
warmth as Moncreiffe wrapped his arm around her shoul-
ders, this time enfolding her in his coat. She forgot to
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breathe. She felt his rib cage expand and contract against
her side with his every breath, the silk of his waistcoat
sliding against the back of her bare hand.

“Better?” He spoke so close, the tip of his nose stirred
her hair, his breath a warm puff against her ear.

She nodded. What an intriguing way to warm one’s

ear. ..
She leaned a little closer, taking advantage of his
warmth. He rubbed her arm, up and down, pulling her
more firmly against his side. She’d been wrapped inside a
man’s coat before, but never with the man still wearing it.
She felt Moncreiffe’s beating heart, could almost hear it
in the hushed quiet of the rooftops.

Her body chose that moment to reassert its need to
breathe, and she inhaled. His unique scent was a subtle
mix of spice, with a hint of musk. Not bay rum, but cloves
and . . . anise?

“Getting any warmer?”’

Not anise. “Which pocket is it in?”

“What?”

“Your licorice. Which pocket is it in?”

“And here I thought I was going to get away with be-
ing selfish, and not have to share at all.”

She heard the smile in his voice. The hand holding his
coat to her shoulder disappeared, so she reached up to
keep the wool in place. His hand snaked into the coat
pocket, brushing low against her right hip. She stayed per-
fectly still. A moment later she heard the crinkle of paper,
saw a blur of white as he held out the offering just inches
from her nose.
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Their fingers brushed as she removed one of the three
sticks left in the paper twist. Sweet, but with a sharp edge
to the flavor. “Mmm. I haven’t had licorice in years.”

“Care for another piece?”

“No, thank you, don’t wish to be greedy. I didn’t bring
anything to share.” And she had only wanted to confirm
her theory. Who'd have guessed the viscount carried
sweets in his pocket?

More rustling, and Moncreiffe ate another piece before
putting the paper twist back in his pocket. In the dark, the
only way to make sure it went into the pocket and not on
the ground beside them was to reach in like that, even if it
meant brushing up against her again. At least, that’s how
she chose to interpret his actions. He hadn’t shown any
other indications of wanting to take advantage of the cover
of darkness.

“Looks like we’re going to get lucky.”

“I beg your pardon?” Charlotte forgot that the coat
enveloped them both, and nearly dragged Moncreiffe on
top of her when she suddenly leaned away from him.

He straightened. “Madame Melisande has returned.”

“You weren’t looking through the telescope. How can
you tell?”

“Because there’s a flurry of activity. All the servants have
returned to their duties, even the couple upstairs. Have a
look.”

Charlotte reached for the telescope again, but saw only
a light blur. Blast. “T think I accidentally changed the
focus again.”

She stayed bent near the scope, so he wouldn’t have to
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remove his coat from around her. Purely for the sake of
staying warm, of course.

“Got it. Yes, Madame Melisande has definitely re-
turned. Looks like she’s having a drink in the drawing
room.” Moncreiffe chuckled. “She must have been danc-
ing with some unskilled partners. She’s kicked off her
slippers and is rubbing her toes.”

With a slight huff of impatience, Charlotte pulled out
her spyglass and trained it on the hotel. Very large, un-
skilled dance partners, judging by Madame Melisande’s
grimace. Charlotte aimed her spyglass higher. The bed-
chamber was just as before, ready to receive its mistress.
The magnification on her spyglass was higher than Mon-
creiffe’s scope, but the field of view was much narrower,
so she kept the spyglass moving, sweeping the entire
building and surrounding area.

A tiny orange light caught her eye. There, on the hotel
roof. A brief flare as someone took a puff on the cigarillo,
then it flew down to the roof and blinked out. Shadows
moved.

She looked back to the other rooftop they’d been watch-
ing. It was now devoid of activity. How could she be so
foolish and let herself be distracted?

“I don’t believe it!” she hissed.

“What?”

“The other watchers—they re breaking into Melisande’s
room!”

“Wonder why they’re doing it now, rather than ear-
lier?”

“Maybe they got tired of waiting. With the way they
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gave away their position so easily, I don’t think they’re
professionals at this.”

There was a brief pause, then Moncreiffe spoke again.
“He seems to have had more practice at it than you.”

“He’s not wearing a dress.”

“Longer legs and arms. He can actually reach the bal-
cony.”

Charlotte refused to think about her ignominious at-
tempt to swing down onto the balcony from the roof,
how she had ended up in Moncreiffe’s arms. Literally.
Although that had led to her current position, wrapped in
Moncreiffe’s coat, with his arm around her shoulders, so
it wasn’t entirely awful.

Candlelight in the bedchamber revealed the intruder’s
curly black hair and slightly disheveled clothes, though
passable enough that he would have gone unremarked in
most social gatherings. He rifled through drawers, quick
and methodical, leaving things just as they had been, then
moved on to objects on the fireplace mantel, lifting, in-
specting, and replacing them. He pawed through the small
jewelry box, holding up the various rings, necklaces, and
ear bobs before putting them back. He found a stash of
bank notes and coins, but put them back rather than pock-
eting them.

Charlotte clenched her fist. If she’d followed her own
instincts, instead of listening to Moncreiffe, she'd be the
one searching Melisande’s room right now.

The intruder peered behind paintings, under the mat-
tress and pillows, always careful to restore everything
just as it had been.
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“I'm guessing he’s done this sort of thing before,” Mon-
creiffe murmured.

“A few times.”

Within mere minutes he had gone through everything
in the room, just as Charlotte had the other night. He
stood in the center of the room, hands on his hips, and
turned in a slow circle. He started toward the fireplace,
head tilted to one side.

“By Jove, he’s got another idea.”

“Shh.” She didn’t want to miss a single move. Perhaps
he’d prove it wasn’t there after all, and she hadn’t made a
huge mistake in waiting before attempting another search
of her own.

The intruder touched the bricks around the fireplace,
testing them, pushing, pulling. He knelt before the hearth
and did the same with each stone. He fell backward as
one came free in his hand.

Charlotte growled. She should have been the one to
find the hiding spot.

The intruder quickly sat back up and peered into the
gap he’d found. The lighting was too dim for her to see
in, too, and then he moved, blocking her view entirely.

She gritted her teeth.

He reached in, then dropped something into his coat
pocket, replaced the stone, and let himself out onto the
balcony.

“Small enough to fit in a man’s hand. Wonder what
it is.”

By the change in Moncreiffe’s voice, he was looking
directly at her. Not that he could see her face in the dark-
ness.
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“Doesn’t matter,” she ground out. “He has it, and he’s
getting away.” Should she follow him with her spyglass,
or try to get down onto the ground and follow him on
foot?

She’d never get down to the street in time. She jumped
up, throwing off Moncreiffe’s coat, and hurried to the
edge of the roof, trying to keep the shadowy figure in
sight. Apparently the window washer’s ladder that had
eased her ascent to the roof a few nights ago was still
conveniently placed—within seconds the intruder was on
the ground, darting around the corner. He skidded to a
halt. Another man had stepped out of the shadows, block-
ing his path.

“Bet he didn’t see that coming,” Moncreiffe said.

Light from the gas lamp on the street corner glinted
off the pistol being pointed at the intruder’s chest, held
by . .. Charlotte squinted. “Is that Sir Nigel?”

“Same build, but can’t be sure from this angle, with his
hat brim casting a deep shadow like that.” Moncreiffe
came to stand beside her and tugged on her elbow. “Not
so close to the edge, please, Miss Parnell. It’s a long way
down.”

“But I need to see—"

“It will do you no good to confirm his identity be-
tween the third and second floor if you're dead when you
hit the street.”

She allowed him to pull her back a step from the para-
pet, but she kept her spyglass trained on the two men in
the street below.

A carriage clattered up and halted beside the man with
the pistol. The driver aimed a pistol at the intruder as
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well. The intruder’s shoulders slumped, and he reached
into his pocket and handed over the item he’d stolen from
Madame Melisande’s bedchamber. While the driver kept
his pistol steady, the first man climbed into the carriage,
then they set off. It appeared to be an expensive vehicle,
with the trim painted a much lighter color than the dark
body. She couldn’t make out any identifying marks, such
as a crest on the door.

The intruder’s companion ran up to him just then.
Wild, wide gestures indicated a heated exchange, though
she couldn’t hear any of it. They disappeared into the
shadows.

She wanted to scream in frustration. “Did you recog-
nize the coach? Was it Sir Nigel’s?”

“No, Sir Nigel doesn’t own a coach. But I may know
whose it was.”

Hope flared in her chest. “Whose was it?”

“What is the object everyone is after?”

She groaned. She should have known it would come to
this, should have known the viscount would not play
along forever.

His voice grew sharper as his patience waned. “This is
no game of Who’s Got the Button, Miss Parnell. A man
just held another man at gunpoint. What is everyone af-
ter, that they are willing to risk life and limb, or inflict
bodily harm, to get it?”

“It’s bigger than a button, I assure you.”

Moncreiffe grasped her by the elbow, marched unerr-
ingly to the stairwell door, and pulled them both inside.
Dim light from the chandeliers below filtered up to the top
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of the narrow staircase, seeming as bright as noon after
the darkness on the roof.

Gone was the charming, easygoing chap who’d wrapped
his coat about her shoulders. Moncreiffe’s eyes sparked
with anger, his full lips set in a tight line. “In what intrigue
are you embroiled, Miss Parnell?” His grip on her upper
arms was just short of bruising.

Her heart skipped a beat, but she kept her voice steady.
“You were perfectly willing to go along with my efforts
before, my lord. Nothing has changed since we entered
into our agreement.”

“Pistols were not involved then. It was one thing to
aid you in outwitting your brother, a bit of sibling one-
upmanship, quite another when pistol balls are flying
instead of insults. What is at stake here?”

Charlotte bit her bottom lip. There was another emotion
in his voice beneath the edge of anger. Concern. He was
worried about her. “No one actually fired a gun. It was just
a threat.”

Moncreiffe backed her up until her spine was against
the wall. He bent down until his eyes were level with
hers, loomed in close enough for her to make out the nar-
row band of blue around his dilated pupils.

“What is at stake, Miss Parnell?” That was definitely
concern, not just anger, with a tinge of fear. Fear for her
safety.

He was worried about her?

That was her undoing. “A snuffbox.”

His brows rose in disbelief.

“As I said, it’s bigger than a button.”
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His eyes narrowed.

“A snuffbox stolen from the Prince Regent’s private
quarters.”

He tilted his head back. “A snuffbox? All the subter-
fuge, the rooftop forays, being followed in the park, men
being held at gunpoint. All that, for a snuffbox?”

“A royal snuffbox. Wars have been declared for less
reason.”

She had to give Moncreiffe credit. Despite his outrage,
he’d kept his voice quiet. Servants passed by at the foot
of the stairs without glancing up at them.

He dropped his arms to his sides and took a step
back.

Charlotte took a deep breath, realizing only now that
she’d hardly breathed while he’d been so close. She
would not allow him to distract her again. “Whose coach
did Sir Nigel get into?”

Moncreiffe seemed to debate whether or not he would
answer. “I don’t know.”

Now was not the time for her to be angry, much as she
badly wanted to stamp her foot. Onto Moncreiffe’s instep.
She grabbed his arm, to keep from smacking him, and
kept her voice pitched low. “But you said—"

“I said I may know whose coach we saw. It was a dis-
tinctive design, even if they did conceal the crest on the
door. There can’t be very many like it. Add in the driver
who’s built like a whiskey barrel, and it should lead us
straight to Sir Nigel and his accomplice.”

She smoothed down Moncreiffe’s sleeve. “Then we
just need to visit the coach builders in town, find out who
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owns a fine carriage like the one we just saw. And hope
it was built here in London, not somewhere else.”

“We are not going. I will.”

“But—"

“Be logical, Miss Parnell. I will inquire about a coach I
saw and admired. Coach makers are going to fall all over
themselves in an attempt to be helpful if they think they
have a chance to earn my business.”

Moncreiffe wasn’t being arrogant or boastful, blast
him. Merchants would indeed treat the grandson and
heir to a duke far differently than they would treat plain
Miss Parnell. “Ah, but think how much more helpful
they would be if you are trying to find a particular
coach so that you can order one just like it as a wedding
gift for your affianced bride.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it, snared
by his own logic. He touched the tip of his index finger to
the tip of her nose. “Round in your favor. Tomorrow I will
compile a list of the finest coach makers in town and—"

She shook her head. “Have your valet or butler compile
the list. I need you to go to the gentlemen’s clubs again,
see if Sir Nigel or any of his acquaintances change any
habits, especially their spending habits. Observe their de-
meanor. He must be feeling quite confident by now, hav-
ing stolen the snuffbox from Melisande, and her none the
wiser.”

Moncreiffe folded his arms across his chest. “You are
giving me orders, madam?”

“I am the one with experience in these matters, so,
yes.” She had stared down heads of state. She would not
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be intimidated by the grandson of a duke, even if he did
tower over her by a good eight inches or so. “We tried do-
ing things your way tonight, to watch and observe—and
observed the snuffbox being stolen right out from under
us. Twice. I could have had it in my hands and completed
this assignment. Now we go back to doing things my
way.”

He tilted his head to the side. “And if I refuse to go
along? I could easily share your plans, your intentions,
with your brother.”

Having Steven know what she was up to would make
things more difficult, but not impossible. “If you are so
ungentlemanly as to renege on our agreement, you should
know that I will find a way to proceed with my investiga-
tion, with or without your aid, with or without my brother’s
knowledge of my activities.” She folded her arms as well.
“But you must do as your conscience dictates, my lord.”

“That’s the hell of it,” he muttered. He sighed. “I’ll look
into Sir Nigel and his friends further, and let you know as
soon as | have anything to report. In exchange, I expect
you to not do anything foolhardy in the meantime.”

She refused to be baited. “Fair enough. I will expect
you to call for me at one o’clock tomorrow.”

“One?”

“To go shopping for carriages, of course. Any earlier in
the day would only bring undue attention to our activi-
ties.”

“Of course.” With a rueful shake of his head, he reached
out to straighten the folds of her cloak, and tucked a curl
behind her ear. His expression seemed to hold a smolder-
ing heat, like the banked coals of a fire late at night, but
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that was probably just the poor lighting in the stairwell.
He trailed his fingertips down her neck before he dropped
his arm to his side. “Slip your spyglass back into its hid-
den pocket and get back down to your aunt before she
comes looking for you. I will see you tomorrow.”

She refused to acknowledge the tingle that shot through
her at his touch. “Until then, my lord.” She hurried down
the stairs without a backward glance.



Chapter 7
~OC

A unt Hermione, far from noticing Charlotte’s pro-
longed absence at the rout, had been engaged in
conversation with a distinguished white-haired gentle-
man. “He still has all his own hair and teeth,” Aunt
whispered, indicating the man who was currently fetch-
ing her a cup of punch.

“How nice for you,” Charlotte murmured, taking her
seat. Her head swam with all that had happened up on the
roof and in the stairwell.

Rarely had she experienced such a dizzying gamut of
emotions in such a short time as she had with Mon-
creiffe just now. The usual tedium of waiting and watch-
ing changed dramatically with her increased closeness
with him, not to mention a heightened awareness of
Moncreiffe as a man. A man who’d almost kissed her.

And, unfortunately for her peace of mind, a man whom

106
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she wanted to kiss. She’d wager his kiss was as eloquent
as his speech, and just as passionate.

She was thoroughly disgusted with herself for allowing
Moncreiffe to distract her and let someone else get to the
snuffbox before her. Even more disturbing was the fact
that her anger had quickly dissipated once she realized it
meant she’d have to spend more time in his company.

She groaned. Focus on the task at hand. Tonight had
yielded far more questions than answers.

Who were the men who’d been following Madame
Melisande, and how did they know about the snuffbox?
Who had stolen it from them after they’d stolen it from
Melisande? Could those men be working for the Home
Office, too, like Steven? If so, she didn’t think much of
their abilities, letting someone steal it right back.

Then again, they’d beaten her to it, so what did that
say about her own skills?

Lord Q had told Steven how vitally important it was to
retrieve the snuffbox, when he’d first given Steven the as-
signment.

Other people now knew about the stolen snuffbox. Did
they realize just how important it was? The lengths the
Home Office and their agents would go to in order to get it
back? Do whatever is necessary, Lord Q had written.

Or was tonight’s change of possession as simple as
thieves fighting over loot?

No, a regular thief would have pocketed Melisande’s
money and jewels.

Well, she wouldn’t make any more progress on the
matter tonight. Tomorrow she would interview coach
makers, confirm her suspicious about Sir Nigel, find his
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accomplice, and perhaps find out how the two of them fit
into the plots swirling around the snuffbox.

Tonight, she had made a novice’s mistake. She’d been
distracted from her task by her companion. An attrac-
tive, intriguing companion with a fondness for licorice,
but still . . . Unacceptable. It had been several years since
she was a novice.

She was trying to prove to Lord Q that she could do
the work just as well as Steven could, and without Ste-
ven’s help. All these years, and the old man still thought
it was Steven who’d retrieved so much information about
the French to pass along. Steven kept her name out of his
reports and only spoke of her as Charlie, he said, to avoid
making her a target should things go badly.

Had nothing to do with him wanting all the congratu-
lations, the adulation, all for himself.

Charlotte snorted.

But didn’t she want to retrieve the snuffbox, alone, for
the very same reasons? To finally gain recognition for her
contributions, and receive the adulation, the approval?

She stared down at her folded hands.

The quintet of musicians in the corner struck up a
lively tune. Too cheerful a tune, in fact, for her to con-
template such deep thoughts.

Moncreiffe had yet to reappear downstairs. He had
probably gone back out to the roof, was now focusing his
telescope on the skies, fully engaged in the research that
was so important to him.

She could definitely see the appeal of astronomy as a
hobby and all it entailed—sitting under the wide-open
starry canopy in near total darkness until one’s eyes
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adjusted to the lack of artificial light, revealing tiny
details that went overlooked in the glare of day. Sitting
side by side, conversing freely in the darkness. She’d
dress in warmer clothing next time, though Moncreiffe
had done his best to keep her warm.

Aunt Hermione spoke, yanking her back to the pres-
ent. “What are you thinking about, miss?”

“Hmm?”

“You look a hundred miles away. Thinking about your
young man? I saw him here earlier, but he seems to have
disappeared.”

“Oh, no, I—" She cut herself off at the sight of the tall,
older gentleman approaching them, holding two cups of
punch. Something about his confident yet relaxed bear-
ing seemed familiar—a man who knew his place in the
world but wasn’t puffed up with his own consequence.

He did indeed have a full head of hair, pure white, quite
distinguished, which made his eyes seem impossibly blue.
The decades had etched lines around his eyes and mouth,
but couldn’t obscure the fact that he must have been
breathtakingly handsome in his youth. To someone as old
as Aunt Hermione, he must still seem extremely attrac-
tive. He looked expectantly from Hermione to her.

Aunt Hermione took the proffered cup and sat up
even straighter, a girlish smile of delight on her face.
“Your grace, may | present my niece, Miss Charlotte
Parnell. Charlotte, I don’t believe you’ve had the chance
yet to meet the Duke of Keswick. Your future grandfa-
ther-in-law.”

Good thing she was sitting, as her knees surely had
turned to jelly. She had half expected to meet Moncreiffe’s
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grandfather eventually, but had pictured it quite differ-
ently. Moncreiffe at her side, for example.

“Charmed to finally make your acquaintance, Miss
Parnell.” The duke gave a proper bow, handed Charlotte
the remaining cup of punch, and took the seat beside her.
“I’ve been looking forward to the opportunity to speak
with the enterprising young woman who succeeded in
snaring my grandson.”

“Snare?” By the twinkle in his eyes, Charlotte was al-
most certain he meant no insult. She took a sip of punch,
which tasted vaguely of the licorice she'd eaten—a de-
cided improvement over the insipid punch she’'d tasted
earlier.

“What method did you use to bring him to heel? He
has managed to avoid any number of traps, imaginative
and clichéd.”

She wrapped both hands around her cup. “There was
no trap involved, your grace, I assure you. Our engage-
ment was entirely his idea.”

The duke’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled,
a more pronounced version of the same look when Mon-
creiffe smiled. “May I inquire as to how you two met?”

“He did not tell you?”

Keswick gave a tiny shake of his head.

It was always best to tell the truth as much as possible
when engaged in lying. She lifted her chin. “I marched
up to him one afternoon, bold as brass, tucked my arm in
his, and had him walk with me down Bond Street.”

The duke raised his eyebrows, his smile slipping a bit.
“No trap, eh?”
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She leaned toward him and lowered her voice to a
conspiratorial whisper. “I had just realized I'd outpaced
my maid, you see, and there was an unsavory looking
chap following me, who seemed inclined to take advan-
tage of the fact that I was alone. Enlisting the company
of your grandson seemed the safer alternative at the
time. I had no idea who he was until later.” She gave a
rueful grin.

Aunt Hermione was practically quivering on Charlotte’s
other side. The old gel must be dying to know what was
being said between her and the duke, but manners pre-
vented her from cupping a hand to her ear.

“A dire predicament, to be sure, Miss Parnell. I do hope
you did not wound his masculine pride by pointing out
the fact that he seemed ‘safe’?”

“Alas, your grace, I did indeed make that mistake. But
he seems to have forgiven me such an egregious breach of
etiquette.” She set her empty cup on the tray of a passing
footman.

After the marquess’s crude innuendo on the balcony the
night Moncreiffe had announced their engagement, the
duke’s charm was a pleasant surprise. It was easy to see
how Moncreiffe came by it so naturally. But she was as-
tute enough to realize she had not yet passed all the older
gentleman’s tests. He may have sent the engagement no-
tice to the papers to annoy his son, but she was sure he
would still want to know more about her before he’d allow
the marriage to take place.

It shouldn’t matter if she passed his tests or not, since
she had no intention of actually marrying into the family.
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Yet something inside her wished for his approval. She’'d
never known her own grandfather.

“Has he made you aware of how he spends most nights,
if the sky is clear?”

“You refer to his hobby of astronomy. Yes, we have
discussed it. I'm looking forward to learning more.”

The duke gave a slight nod. “It bodes well for the suc-
cess of your marriage that you do not object to his mis-
tress.”

“Mistress?” She had not noticed Moncreiffe paying par-
ticular attention to any other females, but she was savvy
enough to know that men had needs. Still, the idea of
Moncreiffe bedding someone was a little unsettling.

“The stars, Miss Parnell. Alistair has been studying
the night sky since he was a little boy. I doubt he will
give up that habit, even for a wife.”

That was undoubtedly the truth. Moncreiffe had yet to
come downstairs. He was likely still out on the roof, star-
ing up at the night sky. Was he warm enough, without her
body heat to share?

The duke was giving her a considering glance from
head to toe, though it was dispassionate rather than sug-
gestive. He gave her another smile. “Though you may
have some success in distracting him.”

Charlotte kept her expression pleasant, though she
couldn’t prevent the bloom of heat in her cheeks.

“I see I have discomfited you. My apologies, Miss
Parnell. That was not my intention.”

“Not at all, your grace. I find your candor a refreshing
change.”

“As I do yours. I begin to see why Alistair was attracted
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to you. He can’t abide simpering ninnies.” He leaned
closer and lowered his voice. “Neither can 1.” He straight-
ened. “Tell me, Miss Parnell, how did you manage to
avoid the fate that befalls most gently bred English girls?”

“The fate of becoming a ninny?”

He nodded.

“I suppose we can blame my half brother for that. I've
lived with him for the past five years.”

“Ah, yes, after your mother’s passing. Quite tragic. And
your aunt so recently a widow herself at the time, unable
to take you in.”

Charlotte was intrigued that he recalled her personal
history. She had assumed a secretary had researched her
family tree and written the engagement notice to the news-
papers, but it would seem the duke took a personal interest
in his grandson’s affairs.

She winced at her own poor choice of words.

“I understand your father worked for the War Office,
and was awarded a baronetcy for his efforts before he
died.” The duke’s tone was still polite, but managed to
convey that a baronet was only slightly better than no title
at all.

“It would seem your grace knows almost as much about
my father as I do.” She had made peace with her family’s
social standing, or lack thereof, years ago. Since she had
no interest in obtaining vouchers to Almack’s, she did not
see it as a hindrance, though she was well aware many
people would.

Their host, Lord Eccleston, stepped up to Keswick just
then and begged a moment of his time.

“I have our enjoyed our chat, Miss Parnell.” He took
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her hand to kiss the air above her knuckles. With his fa-
miliar smile and sparkling blue eyes, she had an image
of what Moncreiffe would look like in fifty years.

She shouldn’t care what Moncreiffe would look like
even fifty days from now, because their association would
be at an end before then.

The prospect didn’t feel as pleasing as it should have.
“As have I, your grace.”

Keswick would not be hurt when he learned that she
and Moncreiffe had ended their betrothal. In fact, he
would most likely feel relief, and plan for Moncreiffe to
find a bride with more exalted ancestors.

He took his leave of Aunt Hermione in similar fash-
ion, making her giggle and blush like a schoolgirl.

“I declare, you are a very lucky miss, marrying into that
family.” Aunt Hermione snapped open her fan and plied it
vigorously.

Well, someone would eventually marry into Keswick’s
family, but it wouldn’t be her. She had other plans. She
couldn’t resist teasing her aunt, though. “Thinking of
marrying into it yourself?”

“Oh my, oh dear, no.” She let loose another lilting sound
that could only be called a giggle, continuing to fan her-
self. “No, I'm much too old for such silliness.”

Despite the token protests, Charlotte couldn’t help no-
ticing that her aunt tracked the duke’s progress as Lord
Eccleston led him to a small cluster of people near the
refreshment table and made introductions.

So, did the wind really blow that way, or was her aunt
merely impressed by an impressive package—title, wealth,
bearing, and a handsome face? Perhaps something would
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come as a result of her association with Moncreiffe
after all.

She kept an eye open, hoping to see the viscount’s tall
frame stride into the ballroom, to no avail. Soon after
Keswick left, Aunt Hermione declared an end to the eve-
ning, and they departed for home.

Feeling disappointment at not being able to dance
with Moncreiffe was ridiculous, considering she’d been
wrapped in his coat earlier, and they’d shared much more
intimate conversation on the roof than they would have
been able to in a dance.

But now that she knew what it felt like for him to hold
her, she couldn’t help wishing he’d do it again. Soon.

Steven was at the breakfast table when Charlotte came
downstairs late the next morning. Aunt Hermione had
already eaten and was ensconced in the salon, catching
up on her correspondence, safely out of earshot.

Charlotte allowed the footman to fill her plate and
teacup before excusing him from the room.

Steven watched him depart, then set down his cup, eye-
ing her warily.

She smiled brightly. “You would have been proud of me
at the rout last night, Steven. I pretended to be just as much
a ninny as any other London miss.” The actual nature of
her ninniness—being distracted from her task of watch-
ing Melisande—was unimportant. “I even engaged the
Duke of Keswick in conversation.”

“Did you now. And what is his grace like?”

She shook her head. “I've held up my end of our bar-
gain. Now it’s your turn.”
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He sighed and scooted his chair back from the table.
“Very well. Let me refill my cup first.” He moved to the
sideboard and fussed with milk and sugar and the teapot
until Charlotte thought she was going to have to hit him.
Just as he was sitting down again, the butler entered, bear-
ing a card on a silver platter.

“Yes, Farnham?”

“Beg pardon, sir, miss, you have a visitor.”

Charlotte groaned at the delay.

Steven glanced at the card, then smiled at her. “You're
in luck, poppet. Please send in Gauthier, Farnham.”

“Very good, sir.”

Moments later Gauthier shuffled in and was seated
across the table from Charlotte, both of them on opposite
sides of Steven, who sat at the head of the table, so they
could converse in low tones. Charlotte brought the tea
things to the table so the three of them could keep talking
without wasting time for trips to the sideboard.

Gauthier nodded a greeting at her, ran his hands
through his greasy dark hair, blew his enormous Roman
nose on a pink silk handkerchief, and emptied half his
cup in one swallow. “The good news is, our friends from
Darconia are still in London, so we still have a chance of
success.”

Charlotte topped off his cup. “What’s the bad news?”

“Merci. I am afraid that last night, they, how you say,
gave me the fall.”

“Slip. They gave you the slip.” Steven sat back in his
chair and shook his head. “You’re losing your touch, old
man.”

“Insolent whelp. If you had accompanied me as we
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planned, they would not have had such an easy time.”
Gauthier leaned toward Steven and gave a suggestive wag
of his eyebrows. “How is the fair Mademoiselle Emily?”

Steven coughed and stared resolutely at Gauthier, who
was only three years his senior, and refused to meet
Charlotte’s angry gaze.

She tapped her finger on the table. “You abandoned
your post, a task assigned by Lord Q, in favor of engaging
some woman’s favors?”

Steven finally faced her. “No, of course not. I was, um,
taking a page from your book, in fact. Emily is a maid at
the palace, and I was . . . interviewing her.”

“Interviewing.”

He didn’t blink. “Yes.”

She’d just bet Emily was pretty, and poor enough that
her dress didn’t quite conceal all her charms. Charlotte
drew breath to dispute his claim.

“S’il vous plait, mes amis, do not fight. My head, it
hurts when you argue.” He tapped Steven’s hand. “Ma pe-
tite, she is as skilled with her tongue as she is with a knife.
You know you cannot win.”

“We are not fighting, Gauthier. Perish the thought.”
Charlotte turned her dazzling smile from the Frenchman
to her brother, losing the smile in the process. “So, what
useful information did Mademoiselle Emily have to
share?”

Steven cleared his throat. “At the fete last week, the
night we think the snuffbox was stolen, she saw the two
emissaries from Darconia standing by the fireplace early
in the evening, where the box was on display on the
mantel.”
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“Aha!” Gauthier slapped his hand on the table in tri-
umph. “I was right!”

Steven took a deep breath. “She also saw Madame
Melisande near the mantel before the snuffbox disap-
peared. It looked like she was checking her appearance
in the mirror, but the snuffbox was directly below said
mirror.”

Charlotte resisted slapping the table. She did, however,
raise her chin a tad higher in the air in her triumph.

“So it would seem you may have been correct from
the beginning, poppet.”

She couldn’t raise her chin any higher and still see her
brother or Gauthier. “If you finally agree that Madame
Melisande stole the box, does it matter if the Darconians
gave Gauthier the slip last night? Why not let them just
go home to Darconia?” Let them leave, and not muddy
things up any further for her investigation, since she
knew the Darconians had been robbed of the box, prob-
ably by Sir Nigel. Surely they were at an impasse as to
where to find the box now.

“Because we don’t know for certain that Madame
Melisande is the one who took it. If we find out she didn’t,
but in the meantime we’ve let the Darconians slip out of
our grasp, we're going to have a lot of explaining to do to
Lord Q.”

As much as she wanted to prove that she was just as
capable as Steven at completing the assignment, it was
more important to get back the snuffbox. “Ah, but 7 am
certain that Madame Melisande took it, though she no
longer has it. The Darconians stole it from her hotel room
last night.”
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Steven set down his teacup with precise movements.
“And how did you come by this information?”

“I saw them. I was too far away to get the box myself.”

Gauthier had gone still, staring at her intently.

Steven leaned closer to her and lowered his voice even
further. “Where, exactly, were you?”

This was the part that could be interpreted incorrectly
if she wasn’t careful. “At the rout last night, I went up on
the roof with my spyglass.” No need to add any additional
details. “Right after I saw the Darconians steal the box,
they were held at gunpoint by another man who stole the
box from them. I believe it was Sir Nigel.”

Steven’s eyes narrowed.

Gauthier cocked his head to one side, considering her
statement.

Undaunted, she pushed ahead. “I have seen Nigel and
Melisande together on more than one occasion. I think he
may have stolen the box back for her. We should investi-
gate him.”

Steven shook his head. “If we investigated every man
who spent time with Melisande, we would have to scruti-
nize half the men in London.”

“What kind of gun was it?” Gauthier leaned his el-
bows on the table.

“I couldn’t tell. Too far away, too dark.”

“In the dark, so far away, how can you be sure it was Sir
Nigel?” At least Steven wasn’t asking why she had gone
up to the roof.

“I can’t, but the height and build were correct, and
based on the interaction that I have witnessed between
Melisande and Nigel, it would be logical for him to get
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back something that was stolen from her. We should in-
vestigate him.”

Steven gave a slow nod. “Perhaps we—meaning Gauth-
ier and I-—should. You, however, promised to play the part
of a London miss. Where was your fiancé when you were
spying on Melisande’s room?”’

“You agree with me, don’t you?” She reached an im-
ploring hand toward Gauthier. She hated putting him in
the middle like this, but she had no intention of answering
Steven’s question.

“Perhaps, ma petite.”

Steven sighed. “We’ll look into him, after we finish up
with the Darconians.”

“You're going to wait? No telling what he’ll do with it in
the meantime. He may not give it back to Melisande, espe-
cially if he discovers just how valuable it is. I’'ve seen them
arguing.”

“We'll look into it, poppet, I promise.” Steven had the
gall to actually pat her hand. He turned back to Gauthier,
who was busy dunking a buttered scone in his tea. “After
the Darconians gave you the slip, you turned in early?”

Charlotte sat back, trying to calm her simmering re-
sentment. How many times would she have to be right
for them to give credence to her theories?

Well, fine. She’d just investigate Sir Nigel herself.
Which had been her plan anyway. Let Steven and Gauthier
chase after the Darconians—it would free her up to follow
the real leads in the case. She buttered a scone and liber-
ally smeared it with blackberry preserves. Delicious.

“Of course not, silly boy.” Gauthier ate a bite of his
scone. “I went to Lost Wages, my favorite gaming hell,
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and won fifty pounds.” A look of bliss crossed his face as
he swallowed the last of the scone. He kissed his finger-
tips. ““You have no idea how bad London hotel food is,
mes amis.”

“I’ll pass your compliments to the chef,” Charlotte
said, thinking how accustomed to good food she had be-
come in the short time since coming to London. Thank
heavens she no longer had to eat her own cooking, or—
God forbid—Steven’s.

“You didn’t come here to tell me you lost the people
you were supposed to be following, or that you cheated
at cards last night.” Steven refilled his cup.

“Moi, cheat? Never. Unless the house, she is twisted,
n’est-ce pas?”’

Steven frowned for a moment. “You mean crooked.”

“Oui. This house last night, she is very crooked.” He
glanced into his empty teacup. Charlotte filled it again.
“But at this house, one can buy as well as play.”

“Buy what?” She’d never heard of anyone shopping at
a gaming hell before. Wagering possessions, certainly,
but not selling or buying them. She thought most men
hated to shop.

“Anything one’s heart desires, ma petite. One need only
give a description of the object one wants, prove one has
the necessary funds to purchase it, and voila, within a
night or two it is there. Sometimes several of them to
choose from, just like in a shop. They have an understand-
ing for those who cannot purchase new, but who wish to
keep up appearances.”

Steven leaned forward, elbows on the table. “And did
you express an interest in obtaining a snuffbox?”
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Gauthier nodded. “Alas, my old one was lost when I
traveled here.” He grinned.

“It can’t be so simple as to just buy back the snuffbox
from a fence, could it?”” Charlotte asked. If Sir Nigel was
at low water, as Moncreiffe had suggested, perhaps there
was nothing more nefarious to his plans than selling sto-
len property for a profit.

Lord Q had described the snuffbox as being inset with
a fortune in small gemstones, quite valuable in itself,
without considering it had been a gift to the Prince Re-
gent from a female dignitary from the tiny principality of
Darconia.

“If Madame Melisande knows of this gaming hell, that
would explain why she took the snuffbox in the first place,
a shiny bauble like that.” Steven beat Gauthier to the last
scone on the plate in the middle of the table. “It would
have easily fit in her reticule, and even after cutting a fence
in on the deal, would still fetch her enough to keep up ap-
pearances for another month or two.”

With the scones gone, Charlotte put the lid back on
the blackberry preserves. “Does Bow Street know about
the extracurricular activities at this gaming hell?”

“I’'m certain they do, poppet. And if they don’t, there’s
no need for us to enlighten them until after Gauthier buys
a slightly used snuffbox. And that should be . . . 7

“Tonight.”

“So soon? Marvelous.” He cut the scone in half and
gave part to Gauthier. “You see, poppet? You didn’t miss
out on anything with this case after all. Very simple and
straightforward. Boring, even.”
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“Yes, I can see that.” She snatched the just-buttered
piece of scone from Steven and popped it in her mouth.

Business concluded, Gauthier began discussing his
favorite dealer at the gaming hell, a buxom brunette. “I
think she is the cousin of Melisande. Do you remember
her, Vivienne, with the magnifique ...” He gestured
with his hands, indicating a woman with voluptuous
curves.

Before he could become more specific in describing
the woman’s attributes, Steven held up a hand to silence
him. “What are your plans for today, poppet?”

“I haven’t decided about tonight yet. Aunt may prefer to
stay in. But I'm going for a drive with Moncreiffe this af-
ternoon.”

“This afternoon?” Steven glanced at the clock, which
showed not quite eleven. “You'd better hurry upstairs,
then, if you’re going to get dressed and ready in time.”

She was about to argue that she did not require a ri-
diculous amount of time to prepare for a simple carriage
ride, but realized she could put the time to good use.
“Excellent idea. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.”

Both men stood, and Steven tugged her close to kiss her
forehead as she passed. “See, I knew you'd come to like
all this female folderol,” he whispered.

She patted his hand, then dashed upstairs.

Once inside her bedchamber, she shut the door and
leaned against it.

She hated lying to Steven, actively or by omission, but
he’d left her no choice. If he had his way, the rest of her life
would play out like the conversation over breakfast just
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now—concerned with her social calendar and the where-
abouts of the man in her life, and little else.

Just like her mother. A woman who’d lived her life for
one party after another, an existence as ephemeral as
that of a butterfly, and having about as much impact.

The fate of the nation might not rest on whether she
succeeded in retrieving the snuffbox—the prince could
survive the loss, and Darconia was hardly likely to declare
war on England over it—but her future was at stake.

Success in this assignment meant a more secure future
for herself, working for Lord Q. A woman of indepen-
dent means, not reliant on a husband or brother. Some-
one who made a difference. Like her father.

A glance at the clock told her she had just enough time
to complete her errand before Moncreiffe arrived, but
only if she didn’t dawdle.

Now, which of her costumes was best suited for visit-
ing a gaming hell?



Chapter 8
~OC

“ L ooking for wagers regarding your lovely little
bride-to-be?”

Alistair didn’t look up from the betting book he was
perusing at White’s. “Good morning, Father. Bit early for
you to be up and out, isn’t it?”

“Could say the same for you.” Penrith pulled out a chair
at the table and sat down beside Alistair. “Stars were
bright and twinkly last night, just the way you like them.
Thought they’d keep you up until dawn. Or were you con-
centrating your efforts on other celestial bodies, eh?”” He
gave Alistair a playful elbow to the ribs.

Alistair closed the book, his finger marking his spot,
and gave his attention to his father. The morning light
streaming through the club’s big bow windows showed
every line of dissipation on the older man’s face, and re-
vealed there was far more gray than brown in his hair
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these days. Years of heavy drinking and late nights kept
his blue eyes perpetually bloodshot.

“How I spend my nights is of no concern to you. What
brings you here so early?”

Penrith grunted. “Couldn’t take any more. Seems the
old man likes that filly you picked, despite her father be-
ing a mere baron.” He hailed a passing waiter and ordered
wine. “Kept going on and on about the téte-a-téte he had
with her last night.”

The hair on the back of Alistair’s neck stood on end.
Miss Parnell and his grandfather had a chat last night at
the rout, and she’d said nothing to him about it?

“What’s that you're looking at, eh? Thinking of placing
a wager of your own?”

Alistair quickly debated how much to say. “Not at all. I
simply saw someone recently in a coach I admired, but I
know he didn’t own it, so I wanted to see if perhaps he’d
won it in a wager.”

“Haven’t seen a coach change hands on a wager for a
bit. Find anything interesting?”’

“Not so far, and I've already checked the books at Boo-
dle’s this morning.”

“Hmm. Who was in the coach? Perhaps I'd know the
answer to your quest.”

With his father’s lifestyle and the company he kept, it
was quite likely Penrith was more familiar with disrepu-
table folks than he was. “Sir Nigel Broadmoor.”

His father shook his head. “If that loose fish now has
a fancy carriage, ten to one he stole it, not won it on a
wager. Most likely it belongs to his crony Tumblety, and
Nigel simply borrowed it.”
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Alistair frowned. “I’ve heard rumors about a Baron
Tumblety. Something about him engaging in trade.”

Penrith lowered his voice. “You keep a close eye on
your baubles and trinkets if you ever find yourself near
either one of them, you hear me, son? Or you’ll likely find
your watch fob up for sale at Lost Wages.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Penrith shook his head in dismay before emptying his
wineglass. “How did I manage to raise such a green lad?”
He waved his hand, and a waiter came scurrying to take
his order for a refill. Once they were alone, Penrith rested
his hand on Alistair’s shoulder and assumed the same at-
titude he had fifteen years before, when he’d painfully ex-
plained in crude details how babies were made, and how
to not make them with the upstairs maids. Alistair braced
himself.

“You see, son, not everyone is blessed with a head for
managing their affairs the way we were.”

Since Alistair knew perfectly well that the marquess’s
secretary handled his finances, and that Grandfather
still kept him on a quarterly allowance, much as he did
Alistair, he was inclined to suspect the value of the wis-
dom about to be dispensed.

“When fellows like Nigel and Tumblety find them-
selves in a bind, they don’t have the wherewithal to bluff
their way through it, like the rest of Society does.”

Penrith so rarely played the role of father, Alistair felt
obliged to go along. Besides, he’d almost forgotten what it
was like to converse with one relative without hearing a
harangue against the other. He rested his chin on his fist,
his elbow on the table. “What do they do?”
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“They pinch.” He accepted the fresh glass of wine
from the waiter, and waited until he was gone before
continuing. ‘“Nothing major, nothing to attract attention,
mind you. People think they’ve merely misplaced their
fan or fob or what have you. They think the maid or foot-
man moved it and lost it, or that the butler miscounted the
silver. They don’t realize they’ve actually been robbed.”

Alistair sat forward. “And what do Sir Nigel or Tum-
blety do with this booty? An extra fan or gewgaw isn’t
going to help them much when creditors and merchants
pound on the door.”

“They do if there’s a few dozen people out there, pinch-
ing these baubles for them, so they in turn can sell them.
How do you think I replaced my watch fob last year? The
old man deprived me of my allowance, and I couldn’t let
dear Vanessa—or was it Giselle?—think I was at low wa-
ter. I had to get another, quickly, and paying a jeweler’s
price for a new one was out of the question.”

Since his father had lost the watch fob on a roll of the
dice, Alistair was disinclined to feel sympathy in the first
place. “So you bought a stolen fob from Tumblety?”’

“Much as it shames me to admit, yes. And I don’t ever
want to see anything of yours show up at Lost Wages, so
keep a sharp eye out. You never know who might be try-
ing to filch.” He took a deep swallow of wine.

“I always remember your words of wisdom, Father.”
Alistair finished off the last of his now tepid tea.

He believed it quite likely that Madame Melisande
had intended to sell the royal snuffbox to Tumblety or
Sir Nigel. But that didn’t explain why the two men who’d
been following Miss Parnell had stolen the box, or why
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Nigel had stolen it back from them. How did Nigel know
those other men were involved?

Ten to one, there was a great deal still that Miss Par-
nell had not confessed.

He tossed down his napkin, pushed the betting book
to the center of the table, and rose.

“Where are you off to?”

He briefly considered saying he was off to look at sto-
len watch fobs, then thought better of it. “To find out who
built Tumblety’s coach, of course.”

Charlotte ducked down an alley to avoid a large crowd
of sailors coming her way on the street. Off in the dis-
tance, church bells tolled the hour. Noon. She had less
than an hour to complete her task at the tavern before she
would need to head home again to get ready for Mon-
creiffe’s arrival.

A man detached himself from where he’d been prop-
ping up a doorway and sauntered toward her. “What "ave
we here? Fancy a bit of fun, ducks?”

“Some other time, per’aps.” She picked up her pace.

“But this is a good time, love.” He slung his arm around
her shoulders, matching her stride for stride. “I just got
paid,” he cajoled in a gin-soaked voice. He jingled a few
coins in his pocket.

She wrinkled her nose. Apparently the only time he
washed his filthy dungarees or bathed was when he got
caught in the rain. “No,” she said more forcefully, and
tried to shrug off his arm. Given the way she was dressed,
she couldn’t blame him for his assumption about her oc-
cupation. She kept walking.
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“Come on, ducks, name your price, and we’ll ’ave a bit
of fun.”

She stopped so abruptly he took an extra step before he
faced her. She lifted the bottom edge of her skirt, just far
enough to reveal the knife sheath strapped to her calf.
“Tell you what, ducks, let’s ’ave a race. I'll wager I can get
my knife out faster than you can get out your pintle.”

His face paled beneath the layers of grime, one hand
subconsciously reaching down to cover his groin. “If you
wasn’t interested, you just had to say so.”

She gave an exasperated huff, pulled her cloak closer
around her, and once more strode toward the gaming
hell.

She almost wished he’d given her an excuse to use her
knife. Steven had taught her well. She was prepared for
this life, for this work, whatever she encountered.

And she would prove it by getting back the snuffbox.

She reached the tavern without further incident and set-
tled at a corner table, her back to the wall, where she had
an excellent view of both entrances. One led to the street,
the other to the kitchen and on toward what she supposed
was the gaming area.

A red-haired woman who might be a serving wench
sauntered up to Charlotte’s table, one hand on her broad
hip. “Girls off’n the street ain’t allowed to ply their trade
in ’ere, missy, so get yer arse out the door.”

Charlotte pulled her worn cloak a bit closer around her
shoulders, hiding some of the décolletage revealed by the
low cut of her dark red gown. “That ain’t the sort o> work
I'm looking for.” She checked that the table was dry and
relatively clean, pulled a pack of cards from her reticule,
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and fanned them out across the table. She lifted one card
and neatly flipped over the entire deck, then swept them
up and shuffled them. “I "ave a different specialty.”

The serving wench harrumphed. “You’ll be wanting
to speak with Mr. Jennison, then. It’s a bit early for 'im
yet, but he should be along shortly.”

“Mr. Jennison. Right. What’s he like, then? Is he the
owner of this place?”

“You’d certainly think so, the way he carries on some-
times. No, some rich toff owns this place. Jennison just
runs the gaming rooms.”

“That’s good to know. I’'m Susie, by the way.”

“Ginny.” After a glance toward the kitchen door,
Ginny sat in the chair opposite.

Charlotte shuffled the cards as they talked. “So, any
tips on what to say to Mr. Jennison when I meet him, or
what not to say?”

“Well, don’t expect ’im to look you in the eye. Wear
something cut a little lower, and you probably won’t even
"ave to show your cards.”

Charlotte tugged her dress up a bit. “What about the
owner? Is he a good man, pay everyone on time?”

Ginny shook her head. “Don’t know nothing *bout ’im,
except Jennison gives out the wages every week, regular
as clockwork.”

The dim lighting and her heavily applied rouge made it
difficult to discern if Ginny really didn’t know about the
owner or was simply reluctant to share such knowledge.

“I’ve heard there are some fringe benefits to working
here,” Charlotte ventured, fanning her cards out again.

“Aye?”
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“Like maybe I can buy a real lady’s fan, for a lot less
than what the lady paid for it.”

Ginny’s eyes narrowed. “Mayhap. You'd ’ave to ask
Jennison about such things. Me, I just serve the drinks.”
She gave a furtive glance over her shoulder, then flashed a
grin. “Sometimes there are bonuses.” She patted the ele-
gant hair comb holding up her red tresses. It was silver,
set with what Charlotte had thought to be glass rather
than gemstones, and looked similar to one Aunt Her-
mione had lost when they’d first arrived in London.

She patted her own hair comb, an unadorned bit of
brass. “Fair enough.”

Three men seated near the fireplace shouted for ser-
vice just then and banged their empty tankards on the
table.

“Speaking o’ drinks . . .” Ginny stood up.

“Thanks ever so much for your help, Ginny.”

“No trouble at all.” She went to her customers.

Charlotte scooped her cards up, slipped them back in
her reticule, and glanced at the watch tucked inside.
Oh, blast. Jennison would have to wait until later. She
barely had time to get home and change before Mon-
creiffe was due to arrive. Steven couldn’t know she had
left the house.

She sensed someone watching her, and scanned the
room. Her breath caught.

There, just inside the taproom door, stood Moncreiffe.

Their eyes locked, and she forgot all about the room
full of people around them.

He looked away first, taking in the mixed clientele
of young bucks, sailors, and vagrants filling the room,
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before returning his assessing gaze to her, his look of
disbelief growing sharper.

Before it could become full-blown anger, Charlotte hur-
ried toward him, and kept right on going, out the door,
through the milling crowd and toward the carts rumbling
past in the street.

“What in blazes are you doing here, in a place like
this?” He caught her elbow just before she reached the
street and spun her back toward him.

She refused to be intimidated. “Following a lead. What
are you doing here?”

He muttered something that sounded like a Latin
curse, tucked her arm in his, and they began walking.
“Likewise.”

Two sailors walking past pronounced their approval of
her bosom.

Moncreiffe wrapped his arm around her shoulder, tug-
ging her close to his side. “You shouldn’t be in a neigh-
borhood like this, especially dressed like that.”

When she glanced up, he was looking straight ahead,
but she was certain he had just been looking down her
bosom. She clutched her cloak closed at her throat, hiding
a smile. “This is the only way for me to be dressed when
I'm in a neighborhood like this.” Since his arm was
around her shoulders, and she was dressed like a working
girl, she wrapped her arm around his waist, making it
absolutely clear she had already found a “customer.”

He glanced down at her, and after a slight hesitation,
caressed her shoulder with his fingers. Once more, he
was willing to play along.

She gave his trim waist a squeeze in appreciation. Too
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bad she hadn’t thought to slip her arm under his coat in-
stead of over it. “So tell me about the lead you were fol-
lowing.”

Instead of answering her, he raised his arm and hailed
a coach. An elegant, new coach, with the crest of the
Duke of Keswick adorning the door.

The driver tipped his hat, and a tiger jumped down
from the back to open the door and let down the step.

Moncreiffe spoke a few quiet words to the driver and
then handed her inside. To her disappointment, he sat on
the opposite bench, his back to the driver, rather than be-
side her.

She settled against the midnight blue velvet squabs,
admiring the coach’s pristine interior, the mellow scent
of beeswax and new fabric tickling her senses. Even the
glass on the lanterns sparkled.

They rolled along over the cobblestones with a gentle
sway rather than teeth-jarring jolts. The only thing that
would make it better would be to have Moncreiffe at her
side. Though from this perspective, she could gaze upon
him without being rude or forward, and trace with her
eyes his classically handsome features which would make
a sculptor cry. A painter would be better able to capture
the intense blue of his eyes, the hint of red in his sensual
lips, the tousled honey-brown hair that curled over his
collar.

“Does your brother know what youre doing down
here? It’s a wonder he doesn’t lock you in your room.”

A sculptor would want to smooth out that scowl. “My
brother is the person who taught me how to do such
things as mingle with maids and chat up the doxies at
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dockside taverns, so locking me up would be rather hypo-
critical of him, wouldn’t it?”

Moncreiffe shook his head. “If you ever feel the need
to do such a dangerous thing again, pray, ask me and |
will accompany you. Day or night, just ask. It’s a miracle
you were not accosted.”

“Oh, but I was accosted.” She took some delight in his
concerned expression, and rested her hand on his knee.
“Rest easy, my lord, for I assure you that I can take care
of myself, as well as any lecherous sailors foolish enough
to cross my path.” She lifted the right side of her skirt
high enough for him to see the knife sheath strapped to
her calf.

Moncreiffe glanced down, then made a strangled sound
low in his throat.

She didn’t usually make a habit of letting men see her
stocking-clad leg, but both men this morning had shown
appropriate responses. Quite gratifying, really, to know
she had that effect.

She thought it prudent not to mention the fact that the
leather confection had been made for her by Gauthier as
a birthday present, custom fit. Or that there was a match-
ing sheath and knife for her left calf.

She twitched her skirts back into place. “You were go-
ing to tell me about the lead you were following, that
brought you to Lost Wages?”

He locked his gaze on her face. “This morning I dis-
covered that Sir Nigel is known to be a fence.”

One of the many qualities she admired about Mon-
creiffe was the way he spoke to her. Though not impervi-
ous to her charms—even he couldn’t resist a quick glance
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now and then, and in this gown she could hardly blame
him—he usually addressed her face rather than her bo-
som, as most men did.

“He mostly deals in small but valuable trinkets, and
these items are rumored to change hands here, at Lost
Wages.”

Charlotte drummed her fingers on the velvet seat cush-
ion. “That would explain his interest in the snuffbox. I
wonder if Melisande stole it at his behest, or was she
merely a thief acting on her own, and Nigel is her fence?”

“We still can’t be certain it was Sir Nigel who ended
up with the box last night. We have no proof yet.”

“True.” She nibbled on her bottom lip.

Moncreiffe tapped her knee. “Your turn. Why on earth
did you come down here?” The dressed like that went
unspoken this time, though he flicked his gaze to her
exposed décolletage.

Drawing her cloak about her would only attract more
attention to herself. “Steven and Gauthier—he’s one of our
associates—also learned about the stolen merchandise
that moves through Lost Wages. They’ve expressed their
interest to the proprietors of the establishment, and think
they can simply buy the snuffbox here tomorrow night.”

Moncreiffe’s brows shot up. “So easily?”

She shook her head. “Nigel, or whoever ended up with
it last night, stole the box from somebody who had in
turn just stolen the box from another thief. They must
realize the box holds more value than the precious metal
and gemstones of which it is made. Unless they are com-
plete lackwits, they will not sell it with the rest of their
common plunder at a place like Lost Wages.”
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“Seems logical.”

“The length of time it takes them to find a way to get
the most money out of this trinket is the amount of time
we have to get it back.”

He nodded slowly. “So our next step is to confirm that
it was indeed Sir Nigel we saw last night.”

The coach stopped. Moncreiffe had apparently in-
structed the driver to go 'round back to the mews, where
the tall hedges and garden gate concealed their arrival.

“I will call for you in an hour, as we planned,” he said,
handing her out of the carriage. “Or do we need to delay
our drive, to give you more time to change?”

“That won’t be necessary. I will be ready on time.”

“You aren’t sickening for something, are you?”” Mon-
creiffe said as soon as he’d helped Charlotte up into his
phaeton, after they’d exited the front of the town house.

“I feel fine. Any reason I should not?” She settled her
pale blue muslin skirts around her knees, then gripped
the handrail as Moncreiffe snapped the reins and they
pulled out into the flow of traffic.

“I'm merely concerned that you may have caught a
chill earlier. You look a bit flushed.”

She self-consciously patted her cheeks, which were in-
deed a bit warm. “That’s what comes of rushing upstairs
and having less than five minutes to change before you
arrived. Aunt Hermione needed to consult with me on
some household matters, and I hadn’t the heart to inter-
rupt her.”

He didn’t need to know that Hermione had actually
seen her in the scandalous red dress before she’d even
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reached the back stairs, and felt compelled to lecture her
on appropriate behavior and wardrobe.

“Five minutes? I'm not sure whether I should be im-
pressed at your speed or insulted by the lack of time you
spent on your toilette preparing for our excursion.”

Charlotte laughed. “If we were really affianced, you
should be insulted. But since we are engaged in an inves-
tigation, you can be impressed.”

“Consider me duly impressed, then.”

The phaeton traveled along through the traffic almost
effortlessly, Moncreiffe guiding the horse with a gentle
hand on the reins. The same hands that had caressed her
cheek in the darkness last night, up on the roof. This after-
noon, those elegant long fingers were encased in fine kid
gloves, soft as butter, no doubt. Would that she could have
seen his face when he caressed her last night, what emo-
tion his fathomless blue eyes might have revealed, seen if
his heartbeat had quickened as much as hers.

They turned onto another street. With effort, she
brought her attention back on task.

“If we can find the owner of the coach we saw last
night, and connect him to Sir Nigel, then we should be
able to prove Nigel has the box. How many coach mak-
ers are we going to visit?”

“None. I thought you might instead enjoy a drive
through a neighborhood that used to be quite fashion-
able but has since fallen from favor.”

She gaped at him. “Why the devil would you think I'd
prefer that?”

“The purpose of going to the coach makers was to
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discover the identity of the owner of the coach in which
Sir Nigel departed last night. I have a list of them if you
still want it.” He patted his coat pocket, and Charlotte
heard the crinkle of paper. “But what if I told you I have
already discovered the owner’s identity?”

“And he lives near here? Oh, this is marvelous.” She
patted his knee in appreciation. “However did you dis-
cover him so quickly? And who is it?”

“Baron Tumblety. I already knew that he was among
Sir Nigel’s circle of acquaintance—they are seen at
White’s together quite often. Tumblety exists on the
edge of polite Society, as he has been known to engage
in trade. It is even rumored that he is chief investor in a
gaming hell.”

Charlotte snorted. “If he’s our man, down at Lost Wages
they think he’s a rich toff.”

“We’re getting close.” Moncreiffe turned the horse
onto a square lined with ancient oaks, their leaves turning
yellow but not yet falling. Instead of governesses with
their young charges in the square’s park, a group of boys
shouted and pummeled one another, and the only adult
was a disinterested washerwoman, draping damp bed lin-
ens over the bushes to dry.

The wind shifted, carrying a hint of the Thames at low
tide. The waterfront was not distant, far too close for this
neighborhood to be fashionable.

“Would we not have more luck in finding the carriage
if we went around back to the mews?”

Moncreiffe pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and
compared the address written there with those on the
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houses they were passing. “I thought we’d have more luck
if we found the correct house to begin with, before we
tried tooling down the alley.”

“Of course, my lord.” Charlotte folded her hands to-
gether in an attempt to control her impatience and excite-
ment. Steven had often commented upon her eagerness,
praising her lack of maidenly reticence. He even claimed
that her nose twitched like that of a hound that’s caught
the scent of her prey.

Moncreiffe would never make such an unflattering
comparison, she was sure.

“Right. That’s the one,” Moncreiffe murmured.

Charlotte noted the nondescript facade, so much like its
neighbors. Paint was peeling from the once-white trim on
the pediment above the front door, but even in that detail it
was similar to its neighbors. Only the dull brass house
numbers on the mellow brick set it apart. No one appeared
to be peeking out of the windows, nor was Nigel or Tum-
blety conveniently arriving or departing.

She counted the number of houses to the end of the
row, before Moncreiffe turned the corner and headed
down the alley. ““We should not be doing this during day-
light, in such a readily identifiable carriage.”

“If we have occasion to come here again, I will borrow
my grandfather’s tilbury or gig.” Moncreiffe slanted her a
smile. “And each of us should wear a costume. Perhaps
the duke’s white wig from the last century for me, and a
towering red wig for you, with a bonnet perched precari-
ously on top.”

She chuckled at the image his words painted.

Movement up ahead caught her eye. “That’s it,” she
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whispered, struggling to sit still. “That’s the carriage
from last night.” It was just being put away in the carriage
house, the harness on the horses jingling in the crisp af-
ternoon air as the coachman and tiger maneuvered every-
thing into place. Like the trim on the house, the coach’s
paint was faded and peeling, but the inside of the wheels
and other trim was yellow, contrasting sharply with the
black lacquer on the rest of the body. A decade ago it
must have been quite an elegant equipage.

“Whiskey barrel with two legs.” Moncreiffe pointed
with his chin at the rotund man with the whip in his
hand. “Definitely the driver we saw.”

“Pull up,” Charlotte murmured.

Moncreiffe pulled on the reins to halt the gelding, still
several houses up from Tumblety’s. He looped one arm
around her shoulders and leaned in close to whisper in her
ear. “Just in case they wonder why we’ve stopped.”

His warm breath stirred the fine hairs on her neck,
sending a delicious shiver down her spine.

“Excellent idea,” she murmured. She inhaled the warm
scent of his shaving soap. She’d once cuddled in similar
fashion with Gauthier to allay a suspect’s suspicion, and
they’d both struggled to keep from giggling.

Laughter was the furthest thought from her mind this
time. She fought the urge to arch her neck, to invite Mon-
creiffe’s kiss. His lips were so close to hers. Just a little
turn of her head and they’d meet. She clenched her fist in
frustration and slipped her gaze toward the stables.

The driver spit a long stream of tobacco juice and
strode into the carriage house, disappearing from sight.

Moncreiffe waited a few moments, then clicked his
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tongue, and the gelding obediently started, at a slow walk.
Charlotte took a steadying breath. She had work to do.

As they rolled past, she tried to take in every detail of
the garden, its fence, the gate, and the back of the house.
She even stood up for a quick look, and grabbed Mon-
creiffe’s shoulder in her excitement. “I saw him,” she
hissed, sitting back down, her heart pounding.

“Who, Tumblety?” They reached the end of the alley,
and Moncreiffe turned the horse back onto the main
street.

She nodded. “The study is up on the first floor, just
over from the door leading down into the kitchen. I’1l bet
that’s where he’s keeping the snuffbox.”

“In the kitchen?”

Charlotte opened her mouth to retort, but saw the glim-
mer of mischief in Moncreiffe’s eye.

He quickly sobered. “Why do you think Tumblety has
the snuffbox, and not Sir Nigel?”

“Why would Tumblety allow the use of his carriage if
he were not in charge of their operation? And if I were in
charge, working with a man like Sir Nigel, I wouldn’t
entrust him with the safekeeping of so much as a hand-
kerchief.”

“I agree. So what now?”

She took a moment to appreciate the tiny bubble of
joy—it had been so long since a man had said he agreed
with her. “When I stood up, I saw into the study, and there
was a man sitting at the desk. You may call him Tumblety,
but I knew him as Toussaint.” Her heart was still racing
from the shock of recognition.



CONFESSIONS OF A VISCOUNT 143

“Knew him, how?”

“Let’s just say that he and I have been after the same
thing before. He even stabbed Steven once, because
Steven got in his way.”

Moncreiffe edged the gelding to the side of the road.
Carriages clattered past in both directions. He glanced
back at the way they’d come and gripped her upper arm.
“Did he hurt you?”

The intensity in his eyes made Charlotte shiver. She
shook her head. “Toussaint knew I would stay behind to
take care of Steven rather than follow, so he got away.”

“Do you think he saw you just now?”

“He was busy pouring a drink. I saw him in profile,
which is why I'm certain of his identity. His proboscis is
enormous.” She held her hand out to indicate a nose the
size of which would make even Gauthier’s seem petite in
comparison.

Moncreiffe dropped his hand from her arm, back to
his lap. “All right, now that we’ve confirmed it was Sir
Nigel who ended up with the box last night, and his
partner is Toussaint or Tumblety, whichever is his true
identity, what is your plan? Call in Bow Street? Tell
Steven?”

She snorted. “He ignored my theory when I said
Melisande was the one who stole the box in the first place.
This morning he dismissed my suspicions of Sir Nigel and
urged me once more to play the part of mindless miss. No,
I'm leaving him out of it from now on, as he has tried to
leave me out of it. / am going to be the one to take the box
back from Toussaint.”
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She could already picture the look of shock on Ste-
ven’s face when she held up the box in triumph.

Moncreiffe turned to face her, his knee resting against
hers. “I can’t have heard you correctly.”

It’s not like she had stuttered. “It’s quite simple. To-
night, after Toussaint has gone to the gaming hell, I'm
going to sneak into his study and steal back the snuff-
box.”



Chapter 9
~OC

Moncreiffe’s blank expression made it seem as
though he still hadn’t heard her.

A carriage swept past, and the gelding whinnied a
protest at being kept standing by the side of the road.
Moncreiffe calmed him down.

Charlotte tried again. “I'm going to get the snuffbox,
and complete the assignment while Steven is losing money
at the gaming tables.”

“That’s what I thought you meant.” Moncreiffe pulled
off one glove and pinched the bridge of his nose.

It had to be a sin for a man to have such beautiful, ele-
gant fingers. Charlotte compared her own much shorter,
rather pudgy fingers. At least her nails were neat and
smooth, now that she’d stopped biting them. She’d had no
choice, what with Aunt Hermione threatening to soak her
fingertips in vinegar while she slept.

145
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Moncreiffe lowered his hand. “Telling you that your
idea is madness, not to mention incredibly dangerous,
would only goad you into attempting to steal the box on
your own, wouldn’t it?”

“Well, of course I'm going to steal it on my own. I
just explained why I'm not going to involve Steven. He
wouldn’t listen to me anyway.” Honestly, all the men in
her life lately were proving to be incredibly dense. “And
it’s not madness. It makes perfect sense.”

She repeated his last statement in her head. Oh, blast.
Perhaps she was the one being dense. “You're actually
willing to help me?”

He looked askance at her. “I'm certainly not going to
let you try it on your own.”

She stiffened her spine. “I'm perfectly capable of sneak-
ing in and retrieving a small object on my own. I do not
require your assistance, my lord.” She folded her arms.

“Oh, don’t poker up on me. I meant no insult to your
skills as a burglar.”

If he brought up her failed attempt to climb down to
Melisande’s hotel room balcony, she wouldn’t be respon-
sible for the consequences.

“I would worry the entire time you were embarked on
your mission. Not for your own safety, of course, but for
that of anyone you might encounter.”

She looked at him from the corner of her eye.

“I"d be especially worried for any sailors who crossed
your path. We aren’t that far from the Thames, you
know.”

Blast those earnest blue eyes of his. They seared
straight through her, whether brimming with concern
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or twinkling with humor, as they were now. She dropped
her hands to her lap.

“Much better. I concede you have more extensive ex-
perience at breaking and entering than I do. What is your
plan?”

A hackney driver shouted an obscenity at them as he
drove past. He came so close, the phaeton rocked in the
other coach’s wake.

“May I suggest we get going, and I'll tell you along
the way?”

Moncreiffe started the horse, and they joined the
steady flow of traffic.

“Steven and Gauthier are expecting to meet their con-
tact at the gaming hell shortly after ten tonight. That is
our best chance for Toussaint to be there also, and since
he’ll be gone, his servants are likely to be lax in their du-
ties. Sitting around the table in the kitchen, or helping
themselves to his best claret, for example. It will be sim-
ple to sneak in, grab the snuffbox, and sneak out again.”

“Not so simple. Do you know exactly where he’s keep-
ing the box? I doubt very much it’s in plain sight on top
of his desk.”

Charlotte gave a negligent wave of her hand. “Men
are boringly predictable when it comes to hiding their
valuables. I shouldn’t need more than a few seconds to
locate it.”

At half past nine that night, Alistair climbed out of his
hired hackney four doors down from Miss Parnell’s town
house, as they had agreed.

A shadow detached itself from the shrubbery. In the
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swaying light cast by the hackney’s lantern, Miss Parnell
stepped toward him. She wore a dark gray velvet dress
and matching pelisse that absorbed what little light there
was, and her black bonnet hid any hint of her blond curls.
Her soft-soled shoes were silent on the cobblestones.
“Good evening, sir.”

“Good evening, miss,” he said, glancing at the eaves-
dropping driver, and handed her into the coach. He shut
the door and banged on the roof to give the signal to
start. The coach rocked into motion, rattling Alistair’s
teeth as the poorly sprung vehicle bounced across every
uneven cobblestone.

He rubbed his eyes. Had he really agreed to help his
fake fiancée break into a gentleman’s home?

Ah, but Toussaint was no gentleman, and Miss Parnell
was determined to go through with her plan, with or with-
out his help. He could not, in good conscience, allow her
to undertake such a risk on her own. Nor did he have a
snowball’s chance in June of talking her out of it. She’d
left him no choice but to assist.

And to be brutally honest, he could not quite quench
the flutter of anticipation in his stomach, reminiscent of
the thrill of finding and tracking the Great Comet five
years before.

It was excitement, or he should have skipped the roast
lamb at dinner.

He heaved a sigh. “You're certain you still want to go
through with this?”

Miss Parnell responded by slipping her hand into his
and giving it a slight squeeze. “Is this not the most mar-
velous feeling?”
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He squeezed her fingers in return.

When they’d entered into their false betrothal, he hadn’t
considered how much they would touch each other. Her
years on the Continent made her different from the other
London lasses—bold in many respects, and very tactile.
He’d noticed her reaction when he pretended to nuzzle
her neck in the alley—more affected than she’d likely
admit. Which seemed only fair, since the way she kept
touching him was having an effect as well. If he wasn’t
careful, his enjoyment of their contact would endanger
his bachelor status.

“The anticipation, the excitement. I’ve missed this.”
She squeezed his hand again. ““You must be at your best,
most observant and quick-witted, or the other party will
gain the upper hand.”

“I'm worried about the other party doing more than
raising their hand. You’re breaking into a man’s home.
Men tend to frown on that. They protect what’s theirs.”

“Oh, pish.” Her other hand fluttered to rest on his knee.

Any other woman would do such only as part of a se-
duction attempt. Miss Parnell was simply conveying her
excitement, he reminded himself.

“We will go through Toussaint’s garden gate, and be in
and out of his house in less than three minutes. The snuff-
box will be mine, without Steven’s assistance, and Lord Q
will finally have to—"

“Lord who?”

Miss Parnell slipped her hand free of his. In an unchar-
acteristic show of discomfort, she cleared her throat and
smoothed her skirts with both hands.

“Who is Lord Q?”
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“He is the one who gives Steven his assignments.” She
let out a sigh. “Like most men of his generation, he be-
lieves women are best suited for looking pretty or giving
birth. He has chosen to remain ignorant of my contribu-
tions to Steven’s successful completion of his assign-
ments. I intend to give the old goat irrefutable proof.”

“So all this—this subterfuge—is just to prove an old
gentleman wrong?”’

“Of course not. It is vitally important that the snuff-
box be returned to its rightful owner.”

“And if you happen to benefit from being the person to
retrieve said snuffbox, that is merely a delightful bonus.”

“Nothing wrong with that, is there?” He heard the broad
grin in her voice, even if he hadn’t seen the flash of teeth.

Her excitement was contagious. They probably should
reserve a room for him at Bedlam, but he found himself
looking forward more and more to their adventure. The
other night on the roof, he’d felt her need to do something,
had felt it himself when he saw the snuffbox being stolen
as they watched. Sometimes one had to stop observing
and take action.

In the dimness of the carriage, Miss Parnell shifted on
the bench seat. He missed her warmth at his side, but she
had turned at an angle so their knees pressed intimately
together. “I worked and trained with Steven for five long
years. [ know how to do this work. It’s what I know best.
It’s what I want to do.”

She rested her hand on his knee again. “You are at
the beck and call of your father and grandfather, but
eventually you will be free of their tether. Can you not
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understand why I want to have some measure of control
over my own destiny? As a wife, I would be subject to
my husband’s will, even as I am now subject to my
brother’s will.”

“And you think your path to freedom lies in working
for Lord Q?”

“It’s my only option.” Her words were uttered with quiet
conviction.

So, she’d misled him on at least one bit—she didn’t plan
to marry later, as she’d said, didn’t intend to marry at all.
With the tether that his grandfather and father kept him
on, he did understand her dilemma. Working for Lord Q
was her only hope at an independent life.

He folded her hand in both of his and gave her a
reassuring squeeze. “Then tonight we will retrieve the
snuffbox.”

Her hand slid up his arm and to his cheek, and she
leaned forward to drop a butterfly kiss on his jaw. “Thank
you,” she whispered against his neck.

Would she dare initiate such intimacies when they could
see each other? Or was it only the darkness that made her
so bold?

He inhaled the barest hint of her warm, rosewater scent,
and felt the urge to gather her into his arms and discover
just where she had applied the single dab of scent. Explore
her lush curves.

The coach lurched to a halt, precluding any such ex-
plorations, or a test of his willpower.

Alistair climbed out and paid the driver. He turned to
assist Miss Parnell, but she already stood on the sidewalk
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beside him. With a crack of the whip and jingle of the har-
ness, the coach pulled away, and the two of them stood
alone in the stark reality of the dark street.

Everything was the same as it had been this after-
noon, yet looked different in the dark. Every shadow
took on sinister overtones. He was aware of every sound,
every echo. Even tracking the Great Comet hadn’t stirred
his pulse this way.

Doubts had plagued him all afternoon and into the
evening, thoughts of all the things that could go terribly
wrong. “Are you absolutely certain you want to go
through with this?”

In answer, Miss Parnell tugged on his arm, heading
toward the alley behind Toussaint’s town house. He
squelched his instinct to take the lead, understanding
her need to do so. He stayed alert, ready to face what-
ever they encountered, do whatever necessary to keep
her safe.

“I told you, we can’t involve a third person, and we
can’t very well leave your gig and horse unattended.
When we’re done, all we need do is walk two blocks in
that direction, and there will be any number of hackneys
we can hail.”

Alistair looked in the direction she pointed. True
enough, traffic in the streets that way was still bustling,
even at this hour, and likely would be until well after
midnight. Three blocks in the opposite direction lay the
waterfront, where the activity level depended on the tide,
not the clock. He imagined he could even smell a hint of
wet hemp and day-old fish wafting their way.

They hurried through the darkness, clinging to the
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shadows down the alley. Miss Parnell paused as they
reached the carriage house, her head cocked to one side
as she listened. Alistair did the same, and heard nothing,
not even horses in their stalls.

But of course—Toussaint would have been driven to
the gaming hell, leaving the carriage house and stables
empty.

She darted forward and tested the latch on the garden
gate, which was locked from the inside. Before Alistair
could even think to offer her a boost, she hitched up her
skirts, found a foothold, and gracefully vaulted over the
gate.

Once on the ground on the other side, she turned back
to look at him, her eyes just visible over the top of the gate.
Coming? She mouthed the word, keeping the silence
they’d held since entering the alley.

With a glance back at the direction they’d come, he
easily climbed up and over and dropped quietly to the
ground beside her.

Rosebushes lined the graveled walk from the terrace
door to the garden gate. Miss Parnell stayed on the grass,
almost doubled over as she scurried toward the hulking
black shadow of the town house. A sliver of light escaped
from around the door leading down to the kitchen, but
otherwise the house was shrouded in darkness.

Moments later, his heart pounding, Alistair pressed
against the wall beside Miss Parnell, feeling the cold grit
of the brick against his hands.

“You stay here, and whistle if anyone comes,” she
whispered.

“What are you—"
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Before he could finish the sentence, Miss Parnell
tucked the front of her skirts into the belt at her waist,
revealing a pale strip of her thighs above her black
stockings.

His breath hitched at the sudden, unexpected delight.

She would probably have slapped him, and rightfully
so, had she noticed him staring, but she was intent on
finding her first handhold and foothold on the rough
brick wall, and then a second, and she kept climbing. She
ignored the fragile-looking rose trellis and instead found
handholds and footholds in the uneven brick.

His breath caught again, this time because her foot
slipped. For an endless moment her leg swung in the air,
far above the hard ground. He stretched up as though
he could catch her. But she found another purchase and
continued her ascent.

What seemed like hours later, she slithered over the
balcony railing and disappeared from sight. Sweat pooled
at the small of his back, and he was breathing as hard as
if he had been the one climbing.

A rustling sound in the back of the garden caught his
attention. He pressed his back against the wall and searched
the shadows, straining his eyes and ears. Probably just a
cat hunting its dinner.

Hunter and prey. Bad imagery to conjure up at the
moment.

He squinted, hoping the excellent night vision that al-
lowed him to see faint stars would enable him to separate
the shadows in the hedge along the back fence.

Something larger moved. A dog, perhaps?

Up above, a candle flared to life.
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“Run!” Miss Parnell’s pale face appeared as she leaned
over the balcony railing.

Like hell. He wasn’t leaving her behind.

Something large and heavy fell from the sky, and hit
the ground just a few feet away from Alistair. It turned out
to be a man, who immediately got up with a guttural curse
and ran toward the garden gate. Another man emerged
from the shadows at the back of the garden, and the two
got in each other’s way as they both tried to climb over the
gate at the same time.

Alistair looked up just in time to see Miss Parnell leap
over the balcony railing and hit the ground with a grunt.
She rolled over once and sprang to her feet. “Run, you daft
man!” she called over her shoulder, already heading for
the gate. Alistair sprinted after her.

“Thieves!” came the shout from a man stepping out
onto the balcony. The candle he held aloft revealed his
enormous nose. “Get back here!”

The first two men had just managed to clear the gate
when Alistair bent down and boosted Miss Parnell over.
A pistol barked. She yelped as she went over the top, and
he heard a slight tearing sound. A torn dress was the
least of their worries at the moment.

Hoping Toussaint didn’t have a second pistol at hand,
Alistair followed her over. He grabbed her arm to pull
her to her feet, and they took off down the alley at a dead
run. The other two men ran only a few yards ahead, their
boots echoing loudly on the cobblestones. At the end of
the alley they turned left, toward the busy streets.

Behind him, men shouted and cursed, and lit lanterns
swung about wildly.
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“This way!” Alistair tightened his grip on Miss Par-
nell’s hand and tugged her to the right, heading in the
opposite direction, hoping their pursuers would follow
the much noisier pair.

She tried to keep up with his longer strides as they ran,
one hand holding up her full skirts, the other securely in
his grasp. When he judged their pursuers to be near the
end of the alley, he pulled up short and hid behind one of
the massive oak trees lining the square, shielding her
between the tree and his body.

Two of the bobbing lanterns moved closer.

His lungs burning, Alistair tried to slow his harsh
breathing. Miss Parnell buried her face against his chest,
muffling the sound of her panting in his cravat. She hadn’t
cried out or complained. She hadn’t even cursed at the
disastrous turn of events, which was what worried him
the most.

“This way, you fools!” Toussaint shouted, and the bob-
bing lanterns reversed direction.

Alistair risked a peek around the tree trunk, and saw
four shadows heading after the first two men. “We’ll give
them a count of five to get a little farther away, and then
take off again.”

Miss Parnell nodded her assent, though she didn’t lift
her face or loosen her grip on his lapels.

The other men were now far enough away that Alistair
could no longer make out their conversation, the light of
their lanterns getting dimmer. “Let’s go.” Needing to
keep hold of her in the darkness, he grabbed one of her
hands, and they set off at a brisk, soundless walk. As
soon as it was safe to do so, they would run, but now
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stealth was more important than speed. Once they had a
safe distance separating them from the ruffians, he would
let her rest. Find out what happened up on the balcony.

They encountered a rough patch of ground, and Miss
Parnell grunted. Up until now she had been silent except
for her labored breathing. Her grip on his hand was firm,
almost painfully so at times.

Her continued lack of conversation was worrisome—
he at least expected her to rail about her failure to secure
the snuffbox. He remembered the report of the pistol, and
his stomach clenched. Surely she’d have said something if
she’d been hit. “Are you injured?”” he whispered.

“’Tis nothing,” she said, her voice tight. “Keep going.”

After a few more blocks they turned another corner,
with street lamps up ahead. Alistair headed straight to-
ward them. She was noticeably limping now, but voiced
no complaint or plea for a rest. She must have landed
badly when he boosted her over the gate. Remembering
her much shorter legs, he slowed his pace as much as he
dared.

They drew a few stares from other pedestrians as they
hurried past a brothel and a tavern, light and noise spill-
ing from their doorways. Despite the cool night, perspira-
tion beaded on her upper lip.

He halted under the street lamp at the intersection, as
likely a place to catch a hackney as any, and whirled to
face her, looking for any outward sign of injury. “What
happened back there?”

Miss Parnell freed her hand from his and bent at the
waist, resting her palms on her knees, and took deep
breaths. “When I got up to the study, the fellow that broke
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into Melisande’s room last night was already there, rifling
through the desk. Toussaint came in with one of his
henchmen, each of them holding a candle and a pistol.”

Two men, each with a pistol. They could have easily
fired a second shot. With better aim.

Muscles twitched in the center of his back. “How can
you be sure it was the same man as last night? Melisande’s
room was dark. As was the alley tonight.”

She straightened, hands now on her hips, though her
chest still rose and fell with heavy breathing. Quite a lot
of rising and falling, and he belatedly realized much of
the movement was because she wasn’t wearing stays. He
forced his gaze upward.

From this angle, her bonnet’s brim cast dark shadows
upon the top half of her face, but the sweat on her upper
lip glistened in the lamplight. “Same tobacco scent that
kept blowing our way last night. Smelled it when he ran
past me, almost knocked me over. Hoped he’d at least
break his ankle when he hit the ground.” Her breathing
was still too harsh.

“Is yours broken?”

She held out her right foot, revealing a trim ankle, and
rotated it. “See? I'm fine. Now all we need do is hail a
hackney, and you can take me home. Tomorrow we’ll
figure out when to try again.”

“Do that with your other foot.”

With a sigh of impatience, she lifted her skirt and
raised her left foot just high enough to rotate it before
setting it down. She couldn’t quite mask a groan of pain.
“As I said, I'm fine.”

Stubborn wench. “You’re not fine, and this is no time
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to play Twenty Questions. What is the nature of your in-
jury?”

Color flared in her cheeks, but she kept her chin
raised high. “If you must know, I think I may have
bruised my . .. hip... when I went over the gate the
second time.”

Alistair winced. He’d thrown her too hard, given her
too much of a boost. Though it was illogical, since he
couldn’t possibly see the bruise beneath all her clothing,
he walked in a circle around her, needing to see that
everything appeared normal.

Something glistened on the back of her skirt.

He tugged her closer to the street lamp and squatted
down behind her, struggling to see details in her dark
gray velvet skirt. There was a strip of white showing
down near her knee, her shift visible through the tear he’d
heard. More troubling was a narrow section of skirt in
back that appeared black, from just below her hip to the
middle of her thigh. Damn. He brushed his fingers against
it, his gut twisting in dread.

She glared at him over her shoulder, fists on her hips.
“Just what in blazes do you think you are doing?”

The warm, sticky dampness on his fingers made bile
rise in his throat. He held out his hand, showing her the
crimson stain.

“I believe you’ve been shot.”



Chapter 10
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“ Oh.” The color that had risen in her cheeks

suddenly disappeared.

Alistair straightened and fished his handkerchief out to
wipe off his bloody hand. It couldn’t be a life-threatening
wound, since she was still standing there, seemingly de-
bating if she should smack him for taking such liberty
with her person. Seeing how pale she’d gone, he wrapped
one arm around her shoulders.

“Fancy that.” Her voice was a breathy wisp.

He was prepared for her to faint, or to shriek, or any
number of typical reactions when one has been shot. He
was not prepared for her matter-of-fact, “Well, I hope a
hackney comes along soon.”

“That’s all you have to say?”

She huffed out a breath. “What would you have me
say?”

160
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He blinked. “Are you in pain?”

“Considerably more so than I was, now that you’ve so
helpfully pointed out that it’s not a bruise.”

He glanced down at her backside again. The dark stain
was getting bigger. “You're still bleeding.”

“And here I thought I was just feeling a cold draft
from the tear in my skirt.”

He quickly folded his handkerchief. Since he couldn’t
see the actual wound, he let gravity be his guide, and
pressed the handkerchief near the bottom edge of the
bloodstain.

“What are you doing?” She spoke slowly, her voice
low, the same tone one would use to depress the inten-
tions of an encroaching toady.

He followed her gaze to his hand, cupping the left side
of her derriere. “Trying to stop the bleeding.”

“Oh. That is probably a good idea.” She nodded, and
almost lost her balance.

Alistair tightened his grip around her with his free
arm, taking more of her weight. “We need bandages. 1
can feel it soaking through already. And we need to get
you off your feet, lying down. Quickly.”

She twisted, trying to see behind her. “I can’t go home
like this. If Steven were to find out, I would never hear
the end of it.”

The brothel they’d passed would have beds. He shud-
dered at the thought of taking her in there.

From a few blocks away came the repeated clanging
of ships’ bells, announcing the time. Eight bells. Mid-
night.

Ships. Or at least one ship in particular. Nick should
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have arrived on last night’s or this morning’s tide. Which
way to get to his ship’s berth?

Miss Parnell looked up at him. “I have an idea.”

Alistair raised his eyebrows in a silent question.

“I know someone who may be nearby, with bandages,
who would not ask any questions.”

“In slip number seventy-three?” He hid his smile at
her shocked expression. “Can you walk, or shall I carry
you?”

“Yes—ouch—I can still walk.”

He watched her take a few halting steps, her jaw
clenched, her chest heaving from the effort. Now that the
urgent need to flee had eased, her body was protesting
the insult of the injury.

He tossed the blood-soaked handkerchief into the gut-
ter, swept her up in his arms, and strode for the docks.

“Put me down.” She pushed against his chest.

“Speed is more important at the moment than your
independence.” He wished he could see her face, hidden
beneath her bonnet’s brim.

“I only needed a few more steps to work out the stiff-
ness, that’s all. This is entirely unnecessary.”

He paused to shift her to a more comfortable position,
the warm weight of her soft, curvy body against his
chest, and resumed walking. “Just put your arm around
my neck and enjoy the ride.”

Still she resisted.

“You are in danger of pouting, Miss Parnell.” He’d en-
joyed their closeness last night up on the roof, his arm
wrapped around her while she was tucked inside his coat,
and hoped for an opportunity to repeat the experience.
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This wasn’t what he had in mind, but he might as well
make the best of a bad situation. “It’s not like you’ve
never been in this position before.”

She drew breath to protest.

“Three nights ago? Hotel balcony?”

Several strides later she heaved a great sigh and
wrapped her arm around his neck. Her warm scent of
rosewater wafted up. Did she realize she was running
her fingers through the hair at his nape? He’d kiss her, if
her bonnet wasn’t in the way.

“Atleast my skirts aren’t bunched in my lap this time,”
she muttered into his cravat.

“No, this is much more decorous.” Though there was
still a chance they might encounter his father again, even
in this seedy neighborhood.

A prostitute with her customer barely spared them a
glance, but two sailors seemed intent on mischief until
Alistair scowled at them.

He kept walking. Miss Parnell rested her head against
his shoulder, which was pleasant and made it easier for
him to see where he was going, but she’d stopped talk-
ing, which was worrisome.

He turned a corner, and ships stretched out on the
riverfront as far as the eye could see, disappearing into
the darkness, the skeletons of their masts raised toward
the stars.

“Not far now.” His breathing was more labored, but he
had no intention of letting her down. He kept walking.

She patted his chest, her hand sliding under the folds
of his cravat and staying there. “Your heart is beating so
fast.”
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“It would be easier to carry you slung over my shoul-
der, but I thought you might object to that.”

She giggled. “I ’preciate your concern.”

His stomach knotted at her uncharacteristic response.
He walked faster.

They passed hulking shadows looming in the dark-
ness, one dock after another, progress toward their goal
agonizingly slow. Perhaps they’d have been better off
hailing a hackney and taking her home after all.

At last he recognized the hull a few slips down, and
realized they were only a few yards shy of their goal.
Thank heavens.

“Ahoy, Wind Dancer,” Alistair shouted when they
reached the brig’s mooring ropes. Miss Parnell lifted her
head from his shoulder.

Several faces appeared over the railing. “Who goes
there?” one called.

“Jonesy, is the captain aboard?”

The first mate held his lantern high. Alistair stepped
forward into the weak circle of light it cast. Miss Parnell
shielded her eyes.

“Aye, my lord, that he is.” Jonesy turned his head and
passed instructions to another crewman.

Miss Parnell pushed at Alistair’s chest. “Let me down.
I just needed to rest a few minutes.”

Reluctantly, he set her on her feet, holding his arms
out to either side to catch her should she stumble, like a
day-old foal. She swayed but steadied herself with a hand
against his shoulder.

Nick’s tall bulk appeared at the railing. “What’s
amiss?”
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“Nicky!” Miss Parnell called out.

Alistair looked down in surprise. Only Nick’s sisters
got away with calling him by that pet name, and they
usually received a growl in response.

“Charlie? That you?” He motioned his first mate over.
“Hell’s bells,” Nick muttered. “Lower the gang board!”

She wobbled for a step or two, but limped up the
board as soon as it was secure. Nick met her at the gang-
way and swept her up in a hug that lifted her right off
her feet.

Alistair tamped down a sudden flare of jealousy. He’'d
known that Nick and Steven were acquainted, so it stood
to reason that Miss Parnell was also acquainted with his
roguish friend. But just how well were they acquainted?
They were still unabashedly embracing, in full view of
the crew. To make matters worse, Jonesy and a few other
crew members had gathered close, offering words of
welcome and pats to her shoulder.

Just as Alistair was ready to throttle his friend, Nick
set Miss Parnell back on her feet and held her at arm’s
length, and the crew stepped back.

“What’re you doing here, Charlie? Where’s Steven?
What’s wrong?”

“Nice to see you, too, Nick,” Alistair muttered.

Nick finally looked beyond Miss Parnell. “What the
devil?”

Alistair caught Miss Parnell’s gaze. “For someone
who wouldn’t ask questions, he’s certainly got a lot of
them.”

She rested one hand on the railing for support. “Much
as I’'ve missed you, Nicky, I need your help.”
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“That much I’d guessed, lass.” He ran a hand through
his black hair. “What do you need? Money? Transporta-
tion? An alibi?”

Alistair shook his head. ‘“Bandages. Brandy. And
some privacy.” He pointed at Miss Parnell with his chin.

“Charlie?” Nick swept her with his gaze, and walked
in a tight circle around her. “What have you got yourself
into this time?”

“’Tis just a scratch.”

He gestured for Jonesy to hold the lantern closer, and
Nick touched her skirt in back. “That’s a bloody big
scratch on your a—"

“A scratch that’s still bleeding.” Alistair strode for-
ward. “Can we go below already?”

Nick held out his arm to assist her, but Alistair picked
her up again and strode for the aft hatchway, Miss Par-
nell voicing a protest the whole way.

He set her on her feet inside the captain’s cabin, but
kept an arm around her to steady her.

Nick quickly lit the lantern over the table in the center
of the small space. “We dropped Norton off at South-
ampton this morning on our way in so he could visit his
mum, but I can send one of the crew to fetch another
surgeon.”

Miss Parnell shook her hand. “A surgeon won’t be
necessary. I'm sure it’s just a scratch. I can take care of it
myself, given some bandages and a little privacy.”

Nick harrumphed. “Well, I'll at least send someone to
fetch Steven. Is he at home?”

“No! I mean, that won’t be necessary, either. No need
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to bother him. And he’s not home, so don’t send
anyone—you’ll just frighten Aunt Hermione.”

Nick narrowed his eyes, and Alistair kept his mouth
shut.

Jonesy arrived seconds later, carrying cloth bundles
and a basin of steaming water. “Bandages and a sewing
kit, Cap’n.”

Another crewman arrived with lengths of fabric, and
more men filled the narrow passageway behind, trying to
catch a glimpse of the proceedings. Nick ushered in the
men with supplies and slid the door shut on the gawkers.

Alistair swept his gaze over the cabin, which was
dominated by a bunk, a drop-leaf desk, and two chairs
set at the table in the center. Five people in the cramped
quarters seemed three too many.

Nick took the cloths and shook them out, revealing a
silk dressing gown in scarlet and another in sky blue. He
held them up to Miss Parnell. “Too long,” he said, and
tossed the red one back to Jonesy. “Blue’s always been
your color, sweetings,” he said, draping it over her shoul-
der. “All right, everyone out. Hand me your dress when
you get it off, Charlie, and Jonesy will work his magic on
the bloodstains.”

Alistair pointed at the silk draped over the first mate’s
shoulder. “Dare I ask how you came to possess such
feminine attire on board?”

“Not in front of the children.” Nick clapped his hands
over the ears of a crewman who looked old enough to be
his father and pushed him out the door. He gestured for
Jonesy to step out, then followed.
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Alistair was the last to leave. “Do you need any help?”
he asked.

Miss Parnell untied her bonnet and tossed it on the
table. “I'm sure I can manage just fine, thank you.”

“I’ll wait out in the hall, then.” He pointed over his
shoulder. “Call if you need anything. Anything at all.”

She made shooing motions.

Reluctantly, he shut the door.

Nick glanced around to make sure they were alone in
the passageway, and slapped his hand on Alistair’s shoul-
der. “So, how did Charlie get the scratch?”

It was not his place to divulge any of her secrets. “We
were unwanted guests at an impromptu gathering.” He
leaned closer to the cabin door, listening for any sounds
of movement. Or distress.

Nick nodded, and stroked his gold earring. Before he
could continue to ask awkward questions, they heard a
muffled thud from inside the cabin and a not-so-muffled
curse in a foreign language. Nick cocked his head, lis-
tening. “Portuguese. That’s my girl,” he said with obvi-
ous pride. “Taught her that one myself.”

“Your girl?”

“Oh, don’t get your drawers in a twist” He gave
Alistair a considering stare. “Just what are you doing
with Charlie?”

Nick would find out soon enough anyway. “We are
betrothed.”

“You? And Charlie?” He glanced between Alistair and
the closed door. “I didn’t know you two had even met.”

Another thud came from inside the cabin. Alistair
waited a few seconds but heard no curse.
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He opened the door a crack and poked his nose in.
Miss Parnell was on the floor in a puddle of gray velvet,
not so much as a single blond curl visible amidst the
tangle of fabric.

“Do you require assistance?”

“Apparently,” came the disgusted reply.

He stepped in, shut the door in Nick’s face, and tried
to find an edge of the fabric. He found what seemed to be
the bottom of the skirt and tugged upward.

“Stop! My hair’s caught on the buttons.”

“Forgive me. I've never acted as a lady’s maid before.”
Alistair knelt beside her. First he had to find her hair
amidst the mass of velvet, then work the silky strands
free of the buttons. Almost a quarter of her skirt was
damp with blood, making the already heavy fabric espe-
cially weighty. He heaved the mess toward the door,
where it landed with a soggy thwap.

Once freed, Miss Parnell tried to sit up, but grimaced
in pain and went back to lying on her side, arms wrapped
around her drawn-up knees. Her hair was a tangled mess,
nothing of her neat chignon remaining, with curls spilling
about her shoulders in a golden cloud. She had kicked off
her shoes, leaving her covered only by her black stock-
ings and once-white shift. The crimson stain spread ob-
scenely from her left hip down to the back of her knee.

Presented with unmistakable evidence of his failure to
protect her, Alistair sucked in a steadying breath. “The
shift has to come off, too.”

“I know.” Her voice was tight with pain and embar-
rassment.

He rubbed his hands together and tried for a brusque
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tone, hoping that would ease her discomfiture. “Right,
then. Sooner begun, sooner we'’re done.” He pulled the
blankets down to the foot of the bunk and turned back
the sheets. Once more he knelt beside Miss Parnell. “Re-
lax, and let me do all the work.”

She nodded.

He grasped her under the arms and carried her to the
bunk, setting her on her feet where she could lean against
the wall for support, her back to him. “I’'m going to pull
your shift over your head, and then while you get into the
bunk facedown, I'll get the bandages and such. All
right?”

Her face went even paler than before, and she was bit-
ing her bottom lip.

He rested his hands on her shoulders, gave her upper
arms a reassuring squeeze, and leaned close to whisper.
“I’d promise not to peek, but it would make things even
more awkward if I can’t see what I'm doing.”

She didn’t laugh at his jest, but at least looked a little
less grim. “Just hurry up and do it already.”

“Your wish is my command.”

It was only as he bent down to grasp the bottom hem
of her shift did he remember she was not wearing stays.
Once he removed her shift, nothing would hide her from
his gaze. Nothing but her stockings, which offered little
protection for her modesty.

Waiting was only going to make it more difficult. For
both of them.

He swallowed hard, grabbed the bottom hem, and
tugged it up and over her head.

He tried not to look at her intriguing freckles, sprin-
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kled across her shoulders, back, legs, and other areas no
man should see before her wedding night.

He balled up the shift and tossed it onto the dress, and
turned his back to retrieve the bundle of bandages from
the table. He waited a few seconds after he heard the
creak of wood as she got on the bunk, to give her a chance
to settle, before dropping to his knees beside the bunk.

Crimson smears stained the creamy skin of her back,
across her backside, and spread in a rivulet down her left
thigh. Some of the blood had already dried, while more
oozed from the torn flesh, a deep gash as long as his in-
dex finger running at a forty-five degree angle, halfway
down her left cheek.

He’d had only one task to perform tonight, to protect
her. He clenched his fists.

He forced a cheery tone into his voice. “Well, the
good news is, the bullet grazed you. We don’t have to dig
it out.”

“Thank God for small mercies.” Her voice was muf-
fled by the pillow that she grasped with both arms.
Gooseflesh had risen on her skin, and there was a fine
tremor shaking her body that had nothing to do with em-
barrassment.

He needed to hurry, get her covered, get her warm.
But he’d never personally tended to anything worse than
a nosebleed or a cut from shaving himself. What to do
first?

Warm. Covered up. Right.

He wrung out a cloth in the hot water and washed her
with one hand, immediately drying her with a towel in
the other. He draped the blue dressing gown over her
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back as soon as it was clean, doing his damnedest not to
linger over her smooth, soft skin.

Blood had dripped onto her left stocking, so he untied
the garter and slid her stocking down her shapely calf
and off her delicate foot. It seemed almost sacrilegious
to wad up the black silk, but it was the only way to toss it
onto the pile of velvet and cotton near the door.

With the blood cleaned off her thigh, he arranged the
sheet to cover her legs and right side and then adjusted the
dressing down, so her only exposed flesh was the wound
itself and immediately around it, an area smaller than the
palm of his hand. He pressed a clean cloth to it, to stop
the bleeding, which had already slowed considerably.

Miss Parnell had remained quiet while he worked, her
eyes closed as though she wasn’t in a mortifying situa-
tion if she couldn’t see it, but now she looked at him over
her silk-covered shoulder. “Thank you.”

A hundred replies raced through his mind, from the
serious to the sublime. “Your freckles are safe with me,”
he finally said.

That must have been the correct response, as she gave
a tiny answering smile.

The cabin door slid open and Nick entered, neatly step-
ping over the pile of clothing without jostling the tray he
carried. “Candied plums, brandy, cheese and bread.” He
set the tray on the table and lit the lanterns in the gimbals
beside his desk and the bunk, tripling the light in the
small cabin. “Get her to eat something sweet first, then a
little cheese and bread.”

“She can hear you just fine,” Miss Parnell ground out.



CONFESSIONS OF A VISCOUNT 173

“No need to speak about her in the third person. And I
don’t want any sweets.”

“You were shaking and you're still pale, Charlie. Trust
me, you need to eat.” He poured a small glass of brandy
and held it up in one hand, a brown bottle and spoon in
the other. “Pick your poison. Laudanum or brandy?”

“Is that the good stuff, or rotgut?”

Nick looked affronted. “My best brandy, smuggled
straight from France.”

She gave a resigned nod. “That should help ease the
sting.”

Nick knelt on the floor at the head of the bunk with the
glass. “Here you go, drink up.”

Alistair picked through the medical supplies while
Miss Parnell downed a few swallows of brandy.

She coughed and pushed the glass away. “No more.”

Nick shrugged and tossed back the rest of the glass.
Alistair considered asking for a shot for himself, but he
needed to keep his head clear and his wits about him.
Nick refilled the glass and brought it to him.

“No, thank you.”

“It’s not for you, you dolt.” Nick pointed at the open
wound, where Alistair still had his hand pressed. “That
would be an especially nasty place to develop an infec-
tion. Have to make sure it’s clean.” He knelt beside
Alistair and peeled back the bloody cloth, seemingly
unperturbed by the deep gash marring her perfect skin.
“Afraid it needs stitches, Charlie.”

Miss Parnell groaned.

“I’ll just get—"
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“You're not going to touch me, Nicky.”

“What? Why not?”

She stared at Alistair. “Can you do the stitches?”

He gulped. “I made do without a valet while at school,
and sewed on my own buttons.”

“Close enough. Please get on with it. I'm still cold.”

He nodded, and held a needle to the lantern flame.

“Really, Charlie, you know I've had a lot more experi-
ence at stitching up flesh than Alistair here.”

“Yes, I do know. I’ve seen the jagged scar on Steven’s
arm. Pardon me for not wanting similar handiwork on
my arse.”

Nick harrumphed and folded his arms.

Alistair threaded the needle.

“That’s not fair. We were at sea during a storm. I can’t
help it if the ship was being tossed about on the waves.
Would you rather he’d bled to death?”

“Steven loves his scars. Thinks they’re very manly.”
She turned back to Alistair. “Are your buttons neat?”

Wordlessly, he removed his coat and held it out for her
inspection, featuring the section where he’d sewn three
buttons back on.

“Divine. Get out, Nicky.”

“But—"

“I love you dearly, Nicky, but if you don’t get out right
now, I may have to hurt you.”

He sputtered one more protest.

Alistair rolled up his shirtsleeves. “You heard the lady.
Go.”

“I still have my knife, Nicky.”

He heaved a long-suffering sigh. “I suppose having
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your fiancé do this is best.” Nick scooped up the soiled
clothing, but lingered near the door.

Alistair was ready to reach for Miss Parnell’s knife
himself. “Will you leave already?”” He needed to get this
over with before he lost his nerve, or did something
unforgivable.

Nick stepped out but stuck his head back in. “Make
sure she eats something before you let her pass out,” he
said before closing the door.

As if Alistair had any control over what she did.

“Finally.” She turned her gaze back on him. “One
more thing before you use the needle.” She licked her
bottom lip. “I think I need a little more Dutch courage.”

“Of course, Miss Parnell.” Alistair refilled the brandy
glass and brought it to her. “Anything else?”

“Formality seems a bit silly under the circumstances.
You should probably call me Charlotte.”

“Not Charlie?”

“I'm going to strangle the next person who calls me
Charlie.”

He smiled. “Then we have much in common, since I
have often felt the urge to strangle Nick.” He helped her
rise up so she could drink. “You should address me as
Alistair, then.”

She coughed, but didn’t let him take away the glass
until she had downed all the brandy in it. “I'm ready,
Alistair. Let’s get this over with.”

He made sure he had all the supplies close at hand.
Looking at the assortment of instruments and bandages
and powders reminded him of two years ago, when a
surgeon had treated his father after a duel. Intrigued by
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the science of treating the wound, a gash on the arm
from a pistol ball, Alistair had bombarded the surgeon
with questions. He’d never expected to actually put the
knowledge into practice.

He worked as quickly and smoothly as he could.
His stomach clenched in sympathetic pain with every
strained gasp and muffled yelp, but Charlotte did not
ask him to stop. Nor did she ease her white-knuckled
grip on the pillow.

By the time he finished, her face was as white as
the pillowcase, her breathing ragged. His wasn’t much
smoother. He pressed a square of folded cloth over the
neat row of ten stitches, a long strip of cotton in his
other hand, and pondered how best to apply it.

“I need you to rise up a little so I can wrap this around
you.” He guided her with his hands on her hips, and did
his best not to let his touch on her silky skin cross over to
a caress. With enough clearance between her and the mat-
tress to slide his hand beneath her, he wrapped the strip
around her twice to hold the bandage in place and tied it
off. She slumped down to the mattress, shaking and pale.

“The worst is over, Charlotte.” He draped the dressing
gown down the length of her back and helped her work
her arms into the sleeves.

“For tonight, at any rate.”

“How’s that?”

She pushed up to her knees, closed the gown around
herself and tied the sash with shaking hands. “For the
next fortnight at least, every time I try to sit down, I will
be forcibly reminded of my failure tonight.” She gave a
slow shake of her head.
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“A setback, certainly, but not a failure.” He was the
only one who had failed tonight.

She put her hands on her hips. “How do you figure
that? Not only did I not get the snuffbox, I'm no longer
certain who does possess it. Did the smoking man find it
before Toussaint interrupted him, or is it still hidden in
Toussaint’s study?”

He rested his hands on his hips. “A sword is not a
sword until it’s been tempered in fire.”

“Fire, eh? Well, I've certainly been branded.” She held
her hand out, and he grasped her icy fingers, helping her
slide off the bunk until she stood beside him on unsteady
legs. She let go of his hand to wrap her arms around her-
self, shivering.

Alistair hurried to drape his coat over her shoulders.
“Nick was right. You need to eat something.”

“N-Not hungry. Where’s a roaring f-fire when you
need one?”

“Three bites. You eat three bites, and I'll find more
blankets.”

She picked up one of the candied plums from the dish
on the table and stared at it. “T usually try to avoid sweets.
I'm stout enough as it is.”

Alistair paused in the act of rifling through the chest
at the foot of the bunk. Though he had no siblings of his
own, he was well acquainted with Nick’s five sisters
and their constant concern about their figures. He shook
out the blanket and closed the chest lid.

“At the risk of being ungentlemanly, I remind you that
I'have seen your figure. Quite recently, and at close range,
in fact.” He removed his coat from her shoulders and
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draped the blanket around her instead. He drew the edges
together in front, over her chest, and tilted her chin up.
He waited until her gaze rose to meet his. “So you can be
assured that I speak with some authority when I say that
your figure is lovely and perfectly proportioned just the
way it is.”

Her rosebud mouth formed a silent O#h.

He wanted to lean in and kiss her. He went so far as to
raise his hand to cup her downy soft cheek, but slid his
fingers through her shimmering hair instead, taming the
wild sun-kissed curls, removing the last of the hairpins.
Her eyes closed and she stayed perfectly still, almost
purring, letting him smooth tendrils back from her face,
the curls tumbling down her back, sliding across the silk
dressing gown.

At last, her hair danced around her shoulders, just as
he’d envisioned when they sat in the dappled shade of the
elm tree in the corner of the garden, the first day they’d
entered into their agreement.

Had that been only two days ago? Now he couldn’t
imagine his life without Miss Parnell in it.

He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and guided
her hand to her temptingly curved mouth, until the sug-
ared plum pressed against her parted lips and her eyes
flew open. “Eat, Charlotte.”

She obediently popped the plum in and chewed. Her
eyes widened. “This is good.” She reached for another,
and Alistair selected one for himself.

“Bread and cheese, too. Don’t forget.” He sliced the
cheese into smaller, bite-size pieces and fed one to her.
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She accepted it without comment, though she looked
vaguely surprised.

Alistair was rather surprised himself. He’d never be-
fore felt the inclination to feed somebody else, but now
it seemed the most natural thing to do. He fed her an-
other piece, and allowed his thumb to linger on her full
lower lip.

The tip of her moist pink tongue darted out and
touched his thumb before retreating.

He cleared his throat. “Good, that’s three bites. Do
you want any more? Food, that is.”

She graced him with a crooked smile. “Actually, I'm
famished. I was too excited to eat much at dinner.”

Alistair pulled out a chair from the table. “Then you
should sit down and—"" He briefly squeezed his eyes shut.
“Sorry.” He sliced off some chunks of bread, arranged
them within easy reach of the cheese and plums, and
refilled the brandy glass. “You stand here and eat, and 1
will clean things up.”

He gathered the soiled linen and other supplies he’d
used in dressing her wound and set them on the floor by
the door.

The bloody water sloshing in the basin and the blood-
stained cloths mocked him. If he’d gone over the gate
first, it would have been him injured instead of Charlotte.
It should have been him. He should have been able to
protect her. That was the whole purpose for him coming
along tonight.

He’d failed her, utterly.

She clutched the blanket closed with one hand. The
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hand she ate with shook, and the edges of the blanket
danced from her constant trembling.

He stepped up behind her and wrapped her in his
embrace, rubbing her arms through the blanket. “Getting
any warmer?”

She leaned her head back onto his shoulder and graced
him with a tipsy smile. The brandy glass was empty again.
Since she’d had the first two glasses on an empty stomach,
she was likely well on her way to being foxed.

Probably just as well, though he’d rather she didn’t
have to deal with a hangover in the morning, on top of
her injury.

“There’s no fire, so I suppose you’ll have to do.” She
spun in his embrace, wrapped her arms around his waist,
and rested her cheek against his chest. “Mmm, much
better.” She burrowed closer.

He ran his arms up and down her back, still feeling
the tiny tremors wracking her body. “You should lie
down, bundle up with more blankets.”

She shook her head. “Bed’s cold. You’re warm.” She
splayed her hands against his back and pressed her body
tight against his.

He tried not to inhale her enchanting rosewater scent,
tried not to think about her ripe curves pressed against
his hard planes. Especially now that he didn’t have to
imagine what those curves looked like, or even felt like.
Under ideal circumstances he’d have been in no hurry to
cover up her smooth-as-satin skin, would have traced the
freckles with his fingers, and had her gasping from
laughter, moaning in pleasure.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Logic was the way to go.
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“Your bare foot will be warmer tucked between the blan-
kets than standing on the cold wooden decking.” At the
very least, he should successfully protect her from catch-
ing a chill.

“Mmm, per’aps you're right.” She eased her grip on
him, took a step toward the bunk, and swayed.

Alistair caught her before she could fall.

She giggled. “I think I should have eaten before drink-
ing the brandy.” A hiccup escaped, which made her laugh
again.

“Definitely time for you to lie down.” He guided her to
the bunk and helped her settle on her uninjured right
side, and tucked the blankets around her.

As he drew back, she caught his cravat and tugged
him close again. “You’re a gen’leman, right? So I can
trust you not to take advantage of me.”

He’d have been insulted she even had to ask were it not
for his baser instincts clamoring to be let out. “Of
course.”

“Good. Climb in.” She patted the mattress beside her.



Chapter 11
~O0C_

This must be how Adam felt when Eve offered him
that damned apple. “I really don’t think that’s ap-
propriate.” Alistair had everything under control, but
only because he was no longer in physical contact with
Charlotte.

“We passed ‘appropriate’ when you had your hands on
my bare arse.” She patted the mattress again. “Please.
I'm cold.”

He could no more deny those guileless blue eyes than
stop breathing. But get in bed with her?

He was a gentleman. Not a scoundrel with the self-re-
straint of a two-year-old, like his father. He could keep
his baser instincts in check. “Let me just take off my
shoes.”

He slipped them off and then padded in his stocking
feet to the lantern over the table and blew it out. He ex-
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tinguished the lantern by the bunk, too, leaving just the
one lit over by the desk. Lamps out on the wharf were
now visible through the window, and cast shadows across
the cabin. After a glance down at his silk waistcoat, he
took it off and hung it over the chair back, on top of his
coat. With another moment’s consideration, he untied
his cravat and added it to the collection of his clothing.

“You're stalling.”

Her quiet accusation struck him to the quick. He
slowly turned to face her. “Generally, when a man con-
templates getting into bed with a woman, it is under
different circumstances than this, with a very different
intent.”

“But I'm cold.” She held the blanket to her chin. “I need
you.”

When was the last time the independent Miss Parnell
had uttered those three words to anyone? He slid into the
bunk beside her.

He arranged the blankets to cover them both on the
narrow mattress that was never intended to sleep two,
and stiffly lay on his back. “Have enough room?”

“You're too far away. C'mere.” She wrapped her arm
around his waist and tugged him closer. Once he’d com-
plied, she pushed his arm out of the way so she could
snuggle against his side, tucked her icy feet against legs,
and rested her cheek on his chest.

Silence reigned in the semi-dark cabin, broken only
by the distant call of a night watchman or a clanging
ship’s bell.

“Your heart is beating faster than a galloping horse.”

“No,” he lied, “that’s yours you hear pounding. Mine
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is as steady as if I'd stayed home and read improving
sermons all evening.”

She giggled, and he felt the tremor all the way down to
his knees. Cautiously, he wrapped his arms around her,
trying to share the warmth of his body and nothing else.

“Mmm.” She burrowed even closer and tightened her
arm around his waist.

She was injured, cold, and under the influence of pain
and brandy. He should not be tempted.

Try telling that to certain parts of his anatomy.

She had nubile curves that begged to be explored, soft
and rounded in all the right places, and a mouth made for
kissing.

He stroked her hair, smoothing the silken strands from
the top of her head down her back. Her hair ended just
below her shoulders, and the wool blanket wasn’t nearly
as soft against his fingertips, but he kept stroking, all the
way down to her waist. And stopped there.

That should be safe.

“That’s nice.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Try to sleep.”

“You’ll still be here with me when I wake up?”

He patted her back. Definitely not a caress. “Not going
anywhere.”

Soon she stopped trembling. Her iron grip on his waist
slackened and her breathing evened out.

What a night of firsts. First time he’d treated a bullet
wound.

First time he’d spent the night with a woman in his
arms without making love to her.
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First time he’d seen Charlotte’s naked body, and heard
her pant and moan. For all the wrong reasons.

First time he’d ever been on a spy mission, for that was
most certainly what Charlotte had been on tonight.

She hadn’t stated it so bluntly, but she had apparently
been working as one with her brother. For years.

By accompanying Charlotte, he had acted as a spy as
well.

He didn’t feel like a spy. He certainly bore no resem-
blance to what he expected of a spy. Weren’t they roguish-
looking fellows, almost but not quite fitting in with polite
Society? Like Nick or Blakeney, or the two men who’d
also been after the snuffbox before Nigel stole it from
them. Who were they working for? He’d have to discuss
that with Charlotte when she woke up and her head
cleared.

Then again, Charlotte didn’t look like a spy, either.

But the war was over. There wasn’t any real spying to
be done anymore, was there? The assignment given to
Steven, which Charlotte wanted to complete on her own,
was nothing more than restoring a stolen object to its
rightful owner.

It was retrieval, not espionage.

But how often was a pistol fired in a simple retrieval
operation? He heard again the sharp report of the pistol,
the grunt of pain when Charlotte had been hit. How she
had bravely said nothing, though it must have hurt like
the devil.

But she was safe now, asleep in his arms. He’d failed
to keep her safe in Toussaint’s garden. He wouldn’t fail
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her now. He’d stopped the bleeding, and she was no
longer chilled.

He must have dozed off, for the next thing he knew,
Nick was leaning over him. Silent, unmoving. Unnerving.

“What?” Alistair whispered.

“How 1is she?” Nick whispered back, his brow fur-
rowed.

Alistair shifted his arms just enough to check that he
could still do so. He didn’t move any farther, not wanting
to disturb his living, breathing, Charlotte blanket. Yes,
she was still breathing, still warm. He opened his mouth
to reply.

“She’s sleeping,” came her muffled voice from the
vicinity of his chest. “Go 'way.”

“Ungrateful wench.” Nick gave a broad grin with his
softly spoken words. “Kick a man out of his own cabin,
force him to sleep in a hammock among the riffraff
crew, and—"

“Bugger off.”

Alistair nodded. “What she said.”

Nick pulled the blankets up to Charlotte’s chin and
tucked them around her. “I’'m going now, but only so that
yowll name me as godfather to your first child.” Nick
picked up the detritus by the door and left them in peace
again.

Alistair’s thoughts raced, even as Charlotte’s breath-
ing slowed, indicating she had already slipped back into
sleep.

Their first child?

The very idea ought to terrify him. Their engagement
was a sham, just a cover to enable the spy to do her work,
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and for his father and grandfather to leave him out of
their feud and let him continue his astronomical obser-
vations in peace. But he’d done precious little of his own
work since he’d begun helping Charlotte with hers.

She was close to attaining her goal. As soon as she
retrieved the snuffbox, they could end their fake engage-
ment and part ways.

Alistair tightened his arms around her. He didn’t want
to let her go. Not now, not in the morning, and certainly
not once she had the snuffbox.

He didn’t want their engagement to be a fake. The
only satisfactory ending to their betrothal would be their
marriage.

At some point during this crazy day and night, his
feelings had shifted from being intrigued, amused by,
and attracted to the curvy blonde, to something much
deeper, less transitory. Something permanent.

She murmured in her sleep.

“You're safe, I’ve got you.” He kissed the top of her
head again. “And I'm not letting you go.”

She snuggled more securely into his embrace and was
still.

Her eyes still closed, Charlotte awoke to a rumbling
beneath her ear. A snore.

A very quiet snore, to be sure, hardly more than loud
breathing, but definitely a masculine snore.

And the reason she heard it so clearly was because she
was lying atop the snoring man, her ear pressed against
his chest. Not just lying next to or beside him, but di-
rectly on top of him.
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Such a position yielded quite different sensations from
that of dancing with a man, even waltzing. His heart
beat steadily beneath her ear. His arms wrapped snugly
around her, enveloping her in a cocoon of warmth and
security. The fine wool of his breeches and stockings
brushed against her bare legs. Bare?

She slid one leg to the side, with the intent of sliding
off him before he awoke, and gasped at the sudden pain
in her backside. She froze, and the pain eased.

Then again, perhaps she’d just stay right where she
was. Her companion tightened his hold around her and
murmured in his sleep. She gulped.

Good heavens, had she drooled on him?

Her eyes flew open. Daylight streamed through the
small window in Nick’s cabin.

She was aboard the Wind Dancer.

Lying on top of Viscount Moncreiffe.

Memories of everything that happened the previous
night came crowding back, and her cheeks flooded with
heat. Mortifying. Last night had been utterly mortifying.
Not to mention painful.

Instead of a simple in-and-out excursion to collect the
snuffbox, she’d shown herself to be incompetent, bested
by Toussaint and the two smoking men. Nick and Mon-
creiffe had had to come to her aid as though she were a
weak damsel in distress. And in so doing, she’d been laid
bare before his gaze. Literally.

It was just a body. Everyone had one. It shouldn’t
bother her that Moncreiffe had seen more of her flesh
than even her current maid had. No stays to hold up her
bosom, no empire gown to hide her thick waist, and most
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humiliating of all was that he’d had to clean and stitch
the wound on her bottom.

Oh, and how delightful, they were to be informal and
address each other by first name now.

Nobody had actually fired a pistol, she’d so blithely
said when he expressed his concern the other night. Her
words had came back to literally bite her on the a—

The snoring stopped. His arms relaxed a bit. Should
she move now?

There was a knock on the cabin door. “I'm coming
in,” Nick announced.

She should sit up. She should not be seen like this, in
such a compromising position.

As if sensing her intent, Alistair tightened his arms
around her again. She pulled the blanket up over her
head.

Nick slid the door open and poked his head in, his
eyes closed. “Are you both decent?”

“Nothing to see, Nick.” Still thick with sleep, Alistair’s
voice was a rich rumble in Charlotte’s ear.

Though the blanket covered her, she still needed to
breathe, and was forced to pull the blanket back just the
tiniest bit.

Nick tilted his head to stare at Charlotte, whose cheek
was still pillowed on Alistair’s chest, until she felt like
shouting What? at him. Most disturbing was that she
couldn’t read his expression. He knew that nothing un-
toward had happened last night between her and Alistair,
despite current appearances to the contrary. Didn’t he?

“I let you snooze as long as I dared. The tide and
wind have shifted, and I can’t wait any longer or it will
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take us three days to get out to the Channel. You have
ten minutes to disembark, or stay on board for the trip to
Dorset.”

“I hear Dorset is nice this time of year.”

Charlotte drew breath to protest.

Alistair patted her back. “Kidding.”

Nick draped her clothing over the back of a chair.
“Your dress is still warm from hanging before the galley
fire. Might be a bit damp in some places yet, but the shift
is dry. Jonesy managed to get the blood out, and Tucker
stitched it up all nice and neat.”

“Not to be ungrateful, but he didn’t use the same sup-
plies he uses for repairing the sails, did he?”

“The thread came from the same source as the dress-
ing gown you're wearing. Trust me, even your maid will
have a hard time spotting the repairs.”

“Thank you.”

“You can thank Tucker. All I did was spend the night
in a hammock. Again.” He pulled out his pocket watch.
“Nine minutes.” He shut the door with a thump.

Alistair pushed the blanket down to her shoulders.
“I’d forgotten how grumpy he can be in the morning.”

“Me, too.” She could delay the inevitable no longer.
She lifted her head and found Alistair looking at her
with narrowed eyes.

“You know what Nick is like in the morning?”

“Well, of course. Sometimes it would take a week or
more to get where we were going.” If she had a suspicious
nature, she might have thought Alistair was jealous.

“How’s your head?”
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She blinked. “My head?” The place where she’d been
shot was considerably farther south.

“You drank brandy on an empty stomach last night.”
He rubbed one hand up and down her back, reminding her
that only a thin layer of silk separated her skin from his.

She had trouble concentrating on his words. His light
brown hair was tousled as though she’d run her fingers
through it, and stubble darkened his jaw. The top three
buttons of his shirt had come undone, letting her glimpse
the hollow of his throat and the top of his chest. Did his
skin feel as smooth as it looked? She watched in fasci-
nation as his throat worked when he spoke.

“Do you feel any ill aftereffects?”

She took a moment to take stock. Aside from a sharp
twinge of pain when she tried to move her left side, she
felt as refreshed as if she’d spent the night in her own
bed. “Just a little soreness. *Tis nothing.” She shouldn’t
have lifted her shoulders quite so far to answer. Some-
time during the night the belt had come untied on the
dressing gown. More of her bust was visible than in her
most daring gown. The fine linen of his shirt was the
only thing separating her chest from his.

Alistair followed the direction of her gaze. He cleared
his throat. “Well, time is ticking away.” He sat up and
slid sideways in a neat maneuver that quickly got them
both standing up, still chest-to-chest. He rested his hands
at her waist to steady her.

“We should probably check the bandage. Make sure it
hasn’t slipped, that the bleeding didn’t start again.”

He wanted to examine her, in the light of day, with no
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brandy in her system? She coughed. Her hand slid down
to her hip. No dampness. The cloth binding was still in
place. “That’s not necessary. It feels fine.”

He raised his brows.

“I’ll be home within an hour or so. I'll have my maid
take a look then.”

He didn’t look quite convinced. “If you're sure.”

“I'm sure. I'll remind her who pays her wages, and
she’ll keep a still tongue.”

“Very well.” He stepped to the side to the table to re-
trieve her shift.

Charlotte quickly closed the gown around her and tied
the belt. There was no dressing screen in the cabin for
her to hide behind. Should she ask Alistair to step out?

Oh, what was the point? He’d seen everything already.
Had to have.

While she debated, he came back, her shift scrunched
up in his hands.

“I’ll slip this over your head, while you slip off the
dressing gown.”

Humor and brazenness were the only way to go.
“Gaining more experience as a lady’s maid, my lord?”

He winked at her, and raised the shift over her head.
Somehow they managed the maneuver with a minimum
of awkwardness, and Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief.
He also helped her with her dress, and she pulled her
snarled hair to one side as he stood behind her to do up
the buttons. His touch was light and sure, nothing overtly
seductive about it, but she couldn’t suppress a shiver
when his fingers brushed her skin, or again when his
warm breath tickled the fine hairs at her nape.
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Instead of stepping aside when he finished the last
button, he bent down. “Nick was right, Tucker did an
amazing job. I can’t find either of the tears.”

He was examining her backside? She ought to tease
him about making a habit of this, but she couldn’t get the
words out. She held perfectly still.

“Think you can manage your stocking by yourself?”
He held out the scrap of black silk.

“I’ll have to. You won’t be there to take it off tonight.”
Good Lord, had she actually said that out loud?

He grinned, and reached for his waistcoat.

Standing still wasn’t bad, but every movement reminded
her of last night’s folly, as muscles and flesh protested the
insult. She had to move, though, and hope she could work
out some of the soreness before encountering Steven.
She carefully perched on the edge of the chair and gained
enough leverage to pull on her stocking, feeling the pull
of the stitches with every motion.

By the time she’d tied her garter, Alistair stood in front
of the mirror above the desk, adjusting the knot in his
sadly wrinkled cravat. “It would never pass Brummel’s
inspection, but it will have to do until I get home.” He ran
his fingers through his hair, trying to give it some order.

“There should be a comb in the top left drawer.” Now,
where had she kicked her shoes off to last night?

“That wasn’t a lucky guess.” Alistair gestured with the
comb.

Charlotte shrugged. “Nick’s a creature of habit. His
shaving gear is in that drawer, too, but we don’t have
time for you to borrow his razor.” She spotted her shoes
under the table. If she stood beside it and stretched her
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right leg, she might be able to reach them with her foot
and drag them out without having to bend down.

“You’ve spent a lot of time in here, haven’t you?”

The odd note in Alistair’s voice made her glance up
from the battle to retrieve her shoe. His jaw was tight and
his blue eyes bore right through her. Jealousy? Maybe it
wasn’t her imagination after all.

“Well, any time I've sailed on board, he’s insisted I
stay in here at night. It took us almost two weeks to make
the Channel crossing the first time, when I was fifteen. I
remember I was very cross he wouldn’t let me sleep in a
hammock like the crew.”

“A girl of fifteen? I should hope not. Did Steven guard
the door each night?”

“No, he was still in France. He sent Nick to fetch me
after my mother died.” One shoe at hand, but the other
remained stubbornly out of her reach.

Alistair got down on one knee in front of her, retrieved
the shoe with no difficulty whatsoever, and reached for
her ankle. She put a hand on the table to steady herself as
he lifted her foot to his bent knee and slipped the shoe on
her foot.

“So a friend of the family came to escort you to your
new guardian?”’

She had trouble following the conversation, with his
large, warm hand wrapped around her ankle. Why
couldn’t she have been shot down there? He was wel-
come to touch her leg or ankle anytime he wanted.
“Well, he was a friend of Steven’s. I thought my cousin
Marianne was going to swoon when she saw Nick at the
door. She’d never seen a man with a gold earring and
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long black hair in a queue before. Thought for certain
he was a pirate, even though Bath is inland.”

“I’'m sure Nick did everything possible to foster that
impression.” Alistair wound the shoe’s ribbon around
her ankle and gently tied it. Such graceful fingers he had.
“You weren’t inclined to swoon, too?”

She gave a rueful smile, remembering how silly she
had been around Nick at first. “He is handsome and dash-
ing, everything a girl daydreams about, and while he can
be quite charming, he can also be a bully and overly pro-
tective. Almost as bad as Steven, in fact. Quite ripped the
wool from my eyes.”

“Nick, a bully?” His twinkling smile said she wasn’t
the only person Nick had tried to intimidate.

“My aunt only let me go with him because he’d brought
one of the handkerchiefs I'd embroidered for Steven as a
birthday gift, along with his letter asking for me. Plus, he
knew our secret phrase. But if she’d known Nick was re-
ally taking me to the Continent, she would never have
allowed me to leave, no matter how difficult her own
troubles at the time.”

They finished dressing while she talked. With a last
glance around, she grabbed her bonnet and limped out
to the passageway. She stopped at the bottom of the lad-
der leading to the top deck, staring up at the daunting
prospect.

“Anything wrong?” Alistair said behind her.

“I’d never before noticed how steep these steps are, or
how far apart.”

He settled his hands on her shoulders, a comforting
gesture. “I’ll carry you.”
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While being carried in his arms again certainly held
appeal, she had to decline. “I’ll have to climb the stairs
to my bedchamber. Best I get used to it now.”

He rested his hand against the small of her back, and
said not a word of complaint at her sluggish progress up
the ladder. Though she couldn’t suppress an occasional
unladylike grunt, she bit her bottom lip to keep from
crying out. She’d made a cake of herself last night while
he’d cleaned and stitched—she wouldn’t do it again.

Daylight poured down the hatch as the door was flung
open. “There you are,” Nick said, leaning in. “Thought
you’d changed your mind about staying on board.”

“We still have at least a minute to spare, Nicky.” She
heaved herself up the final few rungs and at last stood on
the deck, the welcome breeze cooling her heated cheeks
and the sweat trickling down her back. “Where are you
off to this time?”

“Dorset, since we're almost out of cheese, then on to
the Isle of Skye.” He tucked her arm in his and led her to
the gangway, Alistair right behind them. “But do I need
to cut the journey short? I wouldn’t want to miss your
wedding.” He beamed at her, though there was an edge
to the smile when he shifted his focus to Alistair.

She might be able to bluff her way past other men, but
Nick had always been able to see right through her. “We
haven’t set a date yet.” Which was true, so there was no
reason for him to doubt her. Alistair’s posture stiffened
beside her.

It was not her imagination. There was definitely an
undercurrent between the two men, which was odd since
they were friends, and she was friends with both of them.
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Nick was like another big brother, while Alistair . . . there
was nothing brotherly about Alistair. Last night they had
been almost as intimate as lovers.

She glanced between the two men again. Could it be?
She stretched up on her tiptoes to plant a kiss on Nick’s
cheek. “I'm so glad you were in port last night. Don’t
know what we would have done otherwise.”

Alistair definitely narrowed his eyes at her action. He
brought his hand up, not for a friendly pat on her shoul-
der, but a possessive hold against her neck, right where it
sloped down to meet her shoulder. His thumb rubbed
slowly against her nape, back and forth, like the swish-
ing tail of a cat preparing to pounce. Not on its prey, but
against a rival tomcat.

He was jealous! She bit her lip again, this time to keep
from smiling. She didn’t want to be the source of discord
between two friends, but couldn’t help feeling a tiny
thrill of feminine satisfaction.

She should not be thrilled. This would only complicate
matters. They were together only so she could complete
the assignment and prove to Lord Q she could be a spy
in her own right. She did not need the complication of a
romantic involvement.

It was probably nothing more than leftover emotions
from their forced intimacy last night and this morning.
Alistair undoubtedly felt that he’d saved her life, or some
such rot.

Her injury hadn’t been all that serious. Uncomfort-
able, certainly, but being shot in the butt had proved
one could not actually die from embarrassment. Nor
did she have the ability to faint on command, since she
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had certainly wanted to pass out, especially when both
men had been scrutinizing her posterior.

“You be sure and keep me apprised of your wedding
plans.” There Nick went again, as though he was saying
something to Alistair beneath the words. “I changed my
schedule to be there for Tony and Sylvia—TI’ll change it
again for you two.” He tipped her chin up and pushed
her bonnet back to drop a kiss on her forehead, as he did
every time she left his ship.

She smiled at the little ritual, straightened her bonnet,
and looked at Alistair. “Your friends in Dorset?”

He gave a tight nod. “We’ll let you know when there’s
anything to report, Nick.” He guided her to the gang
board, which Jonesy had lowered while they’d been
talking.

She whirled back to Nick and gestured for him to lean
close. “I also wanted to thank you for your self-control,”
she whispered.

He frowned in puzzlement.

“Not one gibe from you about ‘turning the other
cheek,” or any other puns. Remarkable restraint.”

He grinned. “I'm saving them up for later, when the
sting isn’t quite so fresh.”

Just one more thing. She lowered her chin so she could
look up at him through her lashes, a trick that often got
her whatever she wanted. “Since everything turned out
fine, you don’t need to tell Steven about this.”

Nick turned serious. “I’ll be back within a fortnight. |
expect you to do the right thing.”

Well, no problem there. She’d need less than one week
to retrieve the snuffbox, end her fake engagement, and
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be off on her next assignment from Lord Q. It was easy
to nod agreement.

Alistair put his hand at the small of her back then and
guided her down to the dock.

“Fair winds and following seas,” she called.

Nick waved, and the crew cast off the mooring lines
and prepared to get under way.

Alistair tucked her arm in his and they made their
way through the crowd of dock workers, fishermen, and
costermongers swarming the waterfront in the early
morning mist. His possessiveness now was to keep her
from being jostled and accosted, rather than marking
her as his territory, she was sure.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she muttered.

“Beg pardon?”

“I just realized what was going on between you two
back there. Nick thinks you’ve compromised me.”

“Well, of course—"

“No. You did nothing wrong. Nothing happened be-
tween us.” Well, that wasn’t entirely correct. He’d seen
her in a way that no one ever had, at least not since she
was out of leading strings. “True, you, ah, touched me
in places that no man ever has before, but it was a medi-
cal necessity, and not done for lascivious purposes.”

“But we were alone together all night. Regardless, I've
decided that we should—"

“There’s no reason for you, or Nick, to think you have
to go through with our engagement. The original terms
of our agreement still stand. At the end of the Little Sea-
son, if not sooner, we’ll simply tell everyone we do not
suit, just as we planned, and go our separate ways.”
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He patted her hand but did not voice his agreement.

She tugged him to a stop and waited until he was
looking directly at her. “Are you listening to me?”

“I heard every word you said, Charlotte.” There was
an earnestness to his gaze and a glint of determination
that made her take half a step back. “Let’s get you home,
shall we?”

They resumed walking toward the busy intersection.
He still hadn’t agreed with her, a fact she found quite
annoying. She was about to press the issue when he
spoke again.

“Is the soreness getting any better?”

“Walking is getting easier, at any rate.” There was
still a painful pull in the vicinity of the wound, making
it difficult to concentrate on anything but putting one
foot in front of the other.

After he hailed a hackney, she considered kneeling on
the floor rather than sitting on the bench, but eyed the
detritus on the floor with distaste. Kneeling on the bench
seemed too precarious as the coach lurched into motion.
She gingerly perched sideways on the bench.

“I wish there was some way to make this easier for
you,” Alistair said, breaking the silence. “I could procure
a bottle of laudanum.”

She shook her head. “Makes me feel like my head’s
stuffed with wool. No, I’ll be fine. If it gets too bad, I'll
just do like my aunt does, and have a nip of brandy in
my tea.”

They soon neared her home. “Shall I have the driver
go ’‘round the back, so you can sneak in through the
mews?”
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She returned his smile. “That won’t be necessary. Ste-
ven probably got home just a few hours ago and is sound
asleep by now, and my aunt rarely rises before ten. No
need to skulk about in my own home.” She glanced out
the window. “But we don’t need to give the servants any
fodder for gossip, so drop me off at the same place where
we met last night.”

Within a few minutes Alistair was assisting Char-
lotte out of the coach. “I will call for you this afternoon
and we will . . . well, not go driving.” He looked around
the square. “We will go walking in the park.” He ges-
tured at the tiny park in the center of the square. “After
last night, we have much to discuss.”

His expression was far too serious for Charlotte’s com-
fort. Undoubtedly, he had arguments as to why he felt
her virtue was now compromised and he felt obligated to
do the so-called honorable thing. Since he’d given her
several hours notice, surely she could come up with a
convincing argument as to why he was wrong.

“Yes, we do.” She turned to leave, but he caught her
hand and raised it for a kiss. Tingles raced up her arm at
the intimate contact of his lips on her bare skin. She
tugged free and left before he could see the heat stealing
across her cheeks.

She felt his stare following her all the way to the town
house and up the stairs, until she closed the front door
behind her.

She leaned against the door for a few moments to re-
gain her composure. Silly reaction, just silly. If she wasn’t
careful, she’d soon be as much a goose as Marianne.

Her solitude lasted mere seconds, as maids and a
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footman crossed the hall in pursuit of their duties. She
took a deep breath and began the painful climb up the
stairs. It would take a little bit of convincing, but Nick
would not press the issue, and she felt certain she could
bring Alistair around to her way of thinking. If nothing
else, she’d point out how unsuitable she’d be as a duch-
ess. She was not going to marry him. She was going to
get back the snuffbox.

She was halfway up the second flight of stairs when
the drawing room door was flung open and Steven
stomped into the hall, fists on his hips. “Charlie, where
the hell have you been all night?”



Chapter 12
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s he schooled her expression to one of polite inquiry.
“I thought you were going down to Lost Wages.
What happened?”

“Don’t try to change the subject. I want to know where
you’ve been.”

She mirrored his posture, planting her fists on her
hips, and raised her chin. “Since you chose to ignore my
theory, again, I followed up on the lead myself.”

Instead of appearing suitably chastened, he looked
more incensed. “What lead?”

One of them had to remain cool-headed. Since she had
been proven correct, she could afford to be magnanimous.
“About Sir Nigel having the snuffbox.”

His eyes widened in horror. “You spent the night fol-
lowing Nigel?”

“Of course not. It only took a little while to confirm

203
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that the coach I saw the snuffbox thief get into the previ-
ous night belongs to one of Sir Nigel’s known associates.
They’re conspiring together.”

He scowled. “And the rest of the night?”

Yes, about the rest of the night . . . “When I finished, it
was late, and since I was much closer to the docks than
home, I spent the night on the Wind Dancer. Nick sends
his best, by the way.” It was getting disturbingly easy,
this lying by omission.

Steven scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “Damn
it, Charlie, this is London, not Paris, and the war is over.
There are rules here, and Society expects you to abide by
them. What would the duke think?”

Society, not to mention the duke, would no doubt
frown upon her spending the night sleeping atop the vis-
count. Society and the duke need never know. “When
did you start caring so much about the rules?”

A maid walked down the hall just then, innocently
going about her duties. Steven lowered his voice once
she was out of sight, though his anger had not subsided.
“You gave me a scare. You could have at least left a
note.”

“I didn’t think you’d be home to see a note, and be-
sides, I didn’t expect to be gone all night. What happened
at Lost Wages?”

He sighed, and gestured for her to come into the draw-
ing room. “I’ll have a breakfast tray brought up, and we
can compare notes. Fair enough? Or did Nick already
feed you?”

She shook her head. “He let me sleep until it was al-
most time for them to cast off.” It was slightly easier to
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walk down the stairs than up, and she thought she was
doing well.

Steven clamped his hand on her shoulder as she stepped
past him in the doorway. “Why are you limping?”

She grimaced. “I ... slipped and fell.” She stopped
short of offering any more details, since Steven would
see through that as an obvious lie.

“Should I send for a doctor?”

She shook off his hand and headed for the fireplace.
“It’s just a bruise. I’ll be fine in a few days.” She held her
hands out in front of the fire. She wasn’t cold, hadn’t
been since waking up with Alistair, but this was a good
reason to not sit down just yet.

To her relief, Steven did not press the issue, but instead
rang the bell pull and requested a breakfast tray for two.
They indulged in idle chitchat until the tray had been
brought and they were alone again. Charlotte gingerly
perched on the edge of the sofa and poured tea for both of
them. “You first.”

Steven scowled after taking a sip, but Charlotte knew
his bitterness was not because of the tea.

“You were right. Jennison, the gaming hell manager,
did have several snuffboxes for us to choose from, but
not the one we were after.” He removed the covers from
the tray and dug into the eggs and ham.

She could gloat, but as she ate a bite of the ham, she
was surprised to find herself wishing for candied plums.
And cheese. Fed to her by Alistair.

It had to have been the brandy, not to mention the
blood loss, that made her bold enough to touch her tongue
to his thumb last night. With any luck, he too blamed her
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behavior on the brandy. Especially when she’d patted the
mattress beside her and invited him to join her in bed.

Good heavens, no wonder he thought she was com-
promised. Her judgment certainly had been, though her
virtue was still very much intact, thanks to Alistair’s
gentlemanly behavior. Had he been tempted at all? He
hadn’t even tried to steal a kiss, and had done every-
thing possible under the circumstances to protect her
modesty. Or did he think of her only as a partner in their
subterfuge?

She realized she had been staring at the same forkful
of meat, and Steven was staring at her. She cleared her
throat. “So what did you do? Tell him none of the snuff-
boxes were to your liking?”

He shrugged. “We’d been playing for more than an
hour before he arrived. We debated over the choices
while we played, and it didn’t take long to make it seem
as though we’d lost too much to buy any trinkets. He
wished us better luck next time.” He took another bite.
“Bow Street should have a jolly good time if they ever go
in there—some really high-end stolen merchandise
passes through the back room every night. And most
items are small enough to fit in your reticule.”

“So it’s true, they have thieves all over the city selling
to them?”

“Not the kind you’d expect. I saw Madame Melisande,
and she appeared to be bargaining with Jennison over
two vinaigrettes and a fan.”

“She was buying?”

Steven shook his head. “Selling. It would seem her
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favors as a mistress don’t pay as well as she’d like, and
this is how she keeps up appearances. Saw a couple of
other women just like her as the night wore on, doing the
same thing, not to mention a few dandies. Apparently
those pink-and-yellow-striped silk waistcoats cost more
than I thought.”

He polished off his meal. “So. Your turn. Tell me about
this lead you followed. Who’s working with Sir Nigel?”

“Well, to begin with, I discovered his business partner
Tumblety is actually our old friend Toussaint.”

Steven slammed his cup to the tray hard enough to
make the silverware dance. “I should have killed him
when I had the chance.”

“You almost didn’t survive your last encounter with
him.” She’d now have a scar to mark her encounter with
the traitor, just as Steven did.

Steven scrubbed his hands across his face. “All right.
Keep going.”

“There isn’t much else to tell. I climbed up to the bal-
cony to break into his study to get the snuffbox, but our
friends from Darconia were already there, rifling his
desk. I thought he would be at Lost Wages with you, but
he surprised us all. The Darconians and I leaped over the
balcony and the garden gate. They ran in one direction, |
ran in the other, and stayed with Nick.”

“You're supposed to be dancing at balls, not climbing
balconies.” He leaned back, stretched his arms over his
head. “I should pay a call on Nick. It’s been a while since
he and I chatted.”

She wasn’t deceived by her brother’s casual tone. She
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made sure not to look away from his steady gaze. “That
will be a bit difficult, seeing as he’s halfway down the
Thames by now. Said he’d be back in a fortnight or so.”

Which was exactly how long she had to retrieve the
snuffbox, jilt Alistair, and start getting her own assign-
ments from Lord Q.

When the door knocker sounded at two, Charlotte
was already in the foyer, tying the ribbons to her short-
brimmed bonnet. The butler opened the door to admit
Alistair, who stood on the threshold, hat in his hands.

As though he’d never before seen her, his gaze was riv-
eted on her face, the way she imagined he studied a newly
discovered astronomical object. After several heartbeats,
his eyes drifted down, slowly traveling the length of her
body and back up, his mouth softening.

The smoldering heat in his eyes startled her, and some-
thing intense flared deep inside her. Her pulse quickened,
even as her hands stilled in the act of tying her ribbons.

“Allow me.” Alistair’s smooth baritone voice washed
over her like a caress as he slid the ribbons from her
nerveless fingers and tied a neat bow beneath her chin.
His kid gloves were indeed soft as butter when he brushed
against the bare skin of her throat.

If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was besotted.
Quite puzzling. She couldn’t even attribute his reaction
to the sight of her bosom, since she’d chosen a high-
necked walking gown of Pomona green muslin with a
matching spencer. She wanted no flesh on display, no
visible reminders of last night.
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If Steven saw them now, he’d have no doubt their en-
gagement was the result of a love match. And if Alistair
kept looking at her that way, she might come to believe it
herself.

But Steven was still upstairs, discussing financial mat-
ters with Aunt Hermione. For whose benefit was Alistair
playacting the smitten suitor?

He held one arm out for her and gestured over his
shoulder. “Shall we, my dear?”

She gave herself a mental shake, and placed her hand in
the crook of his arm. “Farnham, should anyone inquire,
I’'m just going for a turn about the square.”

“Very good, miss.”

They were quiet on the short walk to the park in the
center of the square and past its gates. She felt a twinge
of envy at the sight of a governess with her two young
charges, happily seated as they all were on a bench be-
neath the elm tree. It would be days before she could sit
comfortably.

“Shall we keep walking?”

She sighed. “That’s probably for the best.”

He waited until they were past the children and their
governess and had relative privacy. Goodness, now he
looked so serious, as though he’d recently received bad
news. She felt a hint of apprehension.

“Last night could have gone quite badly,” he began.

Last night had certainly been no stroll through the park,
for at least one of them. She refrained from expressing her
sarcasm aloud, willing to let him get off his chest what-
ever was so important.
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“You escaped with a relatively minor injury. Had his
aim been better, it could have been . . . fatal.” Alistair
paused, as though the words caused him pain.

She was the one who'd been shot. All he’d had to do
was run.

Oh, and carry her, and clean up the blood, and stitch her
up. Though that couldn’t have been all that pleasant—
she’d had to stitch one of Steven’s knife wounds once, and
had cast up her accounts immediately afterward. Last
night she remembered feeling grateful that Alistair had
not felt the need to do the same.

He stopped beneath the shade of a massive oak tree,
which had probably been growing since King Charles’s
reign. Alistair took her hands in both of his and led her
off the path, closer to the tree trunk. She had no choice
but to meet his steady gaze, his eyes seeming as if they
could see right through her, looking as serious as a vicar
at an open grave.

The last meal she’d eaten was a cold, heavy lump in
her stomach.

“You must admit this task is more dangerous than you
counted on. Too dangerous.” He stroked his thumbs
across the backs of her hands. “I want you to come home
with me while you recover.”

She immediately thought back to this morning and
how pleasant it had been to wake up held in Alistair’s
arms. Warm, safe, protected. Cherished, even. But that
had just been wishful thinking, a fleeting fancy. And the
aftereffects of too much brandy.

She was sober and clear-headed now. “Do I really need
to tell you how improper that would be?”
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He gave an impatient shake of his head. “Not home
here, in London. I mean home, in Keswick. The Lake
District. My family’s coach is well sprung, so your dis-
comfort on the journey would be minimal. You could
recuperate at Moncreiffe Hall in peace. Spend the nights
with me up on the roof, studying the sky. Sleep late, and
spend the afternoons going on long walks on the park
grounds, or around the lakes. There are plenty of shops
in the village, and Scotland is not far.”

She took a moment to envision what he described, and
shook her head to clear it of the folly. “That’s—I think
I'm flattered. Because I'm fairly sure you didn’t mean
any insult, suggesting an arrangement that would make it
look as though I were your mistress.”

“Mistress?”” His brows rose in shock. “No, no. Blast,
I'm making a muddle of this.” He reached up to rub his
forehead, her hand still tucked in his. He took a deep
breath and dropped his hand back to a more comfortable
level for her. “You and I, we're already engaged. I'm sug-
gesting that we follow our engagement through to its
natural conclusion.”

She couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t be suggesting what
she thought he was suggesting. He tilted his head, frown-
ing at her in concern, and she remembered to inhale.

“The natural conclusion of our arrangement, my lord,
is for me to jilt you. That is what we agreed upon, from
the very beginning. For us to tell everyone we do not
suit. Nothing has changed.”

“Nothing changed? Everything has changed!”

“The only thing that has changed since last night is
that Toussaint now knows at least two groups of people
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are trying to wrest the snuffbox from his possession.”
The fact that Alistair was now acquainted with the lo-
cation of nearly all her freckles, or that she had spent
the night resting on his powerful chest and muscular
thighs—shown to great advantage in the buff breeches
he was wearing now—did not change anything, either.

He squeezed her hands. “You could have been killed
last night.”

“But I wasn’t.”

A sound escaped his throat that sounded suspiciously
like a growl. “You stubborn woman. You do not compre-
hend the effect your death would have had on your aunt
or your brother, do you? Or on me?” He let go her hands
in order to remove his hat and run his fingers through his
hair, disheveling the light brown locks. “How could you,
when I barely comprehend it myself?” He put his hat
back on and stepped closer, one hand cupping her jaw,
his thumb rubbing across her cheek.

Charlotte fought the urge to lean into his caress.

“Let me take care of you, Charlotte. Once we are mar-
ried, you won’t have to worry about what Steven wants,
or proving yourself to Lord Q, or to anyone else. Apart
from what I stand to inherit, I've already come into my
trust fund, so your lack of dowry doesn’t signify. I can
support you in grand style. We can be quite comfortable
together, you and 1.”

The touch of his hand was almost unbearable in its
tenderness, his words softly seductive. But he was asking
her to give up everything she’d ever hoped for, dreamed
of, planned for. Worked for. She could not give in.

“In the short, tumultuous time we have been acquainted,
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I have come to care for you, Charlotte. A great deal more
than I intended when we entered into our bargain. But
there you are. And here we are.” He sighed, his warm
breath stirring the hair at her temples. “I cannot in good
conscience allow you to continue to put yourself in dan-
ger. Abandon your quest, let someone else retrieve the
snuffbox, and be my wife. What you're doing is far too
dangerous.”

Lulled by his caressing thumb, it took a moment for
the full meaning of his words to sink in. “Abandon my
quest?” Charlotte jerked backward out of his grasp, until
she felt the oak tree at her back and could go no farther.
She should have stepped to the side—she always made
sure she had more than one way out of any situation. “T’1l
do no such thing. If you are worried about endangering
yourself by association with me, I'll free you from our
agreement right now. I’ll go write the notice to the pa-
pers. By the day after tomorrow—"

“That’s not what I meant, not what I want.” His hands
slashed through the air, erasing her words.

“Then what do you want?”

“How can I make you understand? What I want is—”
He growled low in his throat, threw his hat to the ground,
cupped her face with both hands, and kissed her.

He moved so swiftly she had no chance to evade him,
had the thought even occurred. For all his speed and ap-
parent anger, however, his touch was gentle, tender but
thorough, trying to convey by touch what he couldn’t
express in words alone. His control had slipped free of
its moorings, but was not without rudder or helm.

His full lips were soft and warm, fit against hers
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perfectly. He smelled of shaving soap and spice, and a
trace of licorice, but beneath those civilized scents was
the hint of him, elemental Alistair. She wasn’t sure
which was more intimate, the press of their clothed
bodies lying against each other this morning, or this
direct contact now, his mouth to hers.

Blood sang through her veins, and her toes curled as
she returned his kiss, powerless to stop herself, hungry
for more though she wasn’t sure precisely what it was
that she suddenly craved. She grasped his lapel to pull
him even closer, and reached one hand inside his coat
and slid it down his chest, beneath his waistcoat, until
she felt his heart thudding against her palm.

He lifted his mouth from hers, and she couldn’t help a
moan of protest, silenced when he began kissing his way
across her jaw. He slid one hand to her neck, his thumb
continuing to caress her, while his other hand skimmed
down her shoulder to her waist and pulled her flush
against him. Flush against the same firm, muscled body
she’d felt this morning, now with his hard arousal press-
ing into her belly.

She’d seen evidence of male arousal before, a telltale
bulge in a man’s breeches or trousers, but had never actu-
ally felt it. She’d done this to Alistair. Had made the re-
served scholar lose control, at least to this degree. A
thrill coursed through her. What could she achieve, if
she tried on purpose?

Eyes closed, she arched her neck when he began kiss-
ing her throat just beneath her ear. How did he know that
kisses and gentle nips and flicks of his tongue on her
neck would make her knees weak, would make her cling
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to him breathlessly? How did he know what would send
sparks of pleasure shooting throughout her traitorous
body, when she’d had no idea herself? Causing her to
lose control just as she’d done to him must be his sweet
revenge.

“What you do to me, Charlotte,” he whispered against
her throat, kissing his way across to lavish the other side
of her face and neck with the same tender attention.

She tried to reply, to form coherent words, but the
sound came out as a groan, and she clutched him tighter.

The sound of children’s laughter and shouting en-
croached on the sound of her heart hammering in her
ears. The children were playing just a few feet away, on
the other side of the oak. She flattened her palms against
Alistair’s chest but couldn’t summon the strength of will
to actually push him away.

Thankfully he heard the children, too. He dropped his
hands to her waist and pulled back a little, though he nuz-
zled her neck another few precious seconds, his ragged
breathing puffing against her ear, sending fresh shivers all
the way down to her toes.

He bent down to retrieve his hat, and Charlotte held
her hand over her pounding heart. While his head was
turned, she fanned her overheated cheeks.

Oh, my.

Alistair’s kiss was even better than she had imagined.
Passionate and all-consuming. “I was right,” she said to
herself.

He dusted off his hat and set it on his head. “Right
about what?”

“About the way you would kiss.”
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The left side of his mouth quirked up in a crooked
smile. ““You’ve thought about kissing me?”

She patted her clothing to make sure everything was
in its proper place. “Perhaps a little. In passing.” She
glanced around the park, hoping she didn’t look as wan-
ton as she felt. The two children she saw earlier ran past
the tree, chasing a ball, laughing and shrieking. Their
governess was not far behind.

Once they were out of sight, Alistair gestured for her to
step forward, and he reached behind her to brush the
leaves and bits of bark from her dress. He barely skimmed
her injured left side, but his hand lingered on the right side
of her derriere, smoothing down the fabric. She arched an
eyebrow at him, but he maintained a look of innocence.

Two more people headed their way on the path, a
young woman Charlotte recognized from a few doors
down, accompanied by her maid.

By silent agreement, Charlotte took Alistair’s arm and
they began walking again.

“Youre not going to succeed in distracting me,” he
began when they were out of earshot of anyone else in the
park.

“I beg your pardon?” He thought s/e had been trying to
distract him? Her lips still tingled from his tender assault.

“I won’t be swayed from my original intent.”

“Which is?”

“To persuade you to give up this dangerous quest of
yours. I thought I could protect you, but I was proven
wrong.”

Her spine stiffened. “I have never sought your protec-
tion, or anyone else’s. I have been endeavoring to prove,
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in fact, that I don’t need anyone’s protection. Nor do I
want it. 'm perfectly capable—"

“Yes, I know, and I place the blame for that indepen-
dent streak squarely on Steven’s shoulders. He had no
right to subject you to such a dangerous way of life, and
you were too young to know any better.” The arm not
holding hers gestured wildly as he talked. “Now it’s like
opium to you. You crave the excitement, the danger. It’s
going to get you killed.”

She dug her nails into her palm. Becoming loud and
defensive would only make him think he’d proved his
point. “I always choose my course of action very care-
fully, after gathering information to help me make the
best decision. Before last night, I had never injured any-
thing but my dignity. In five years of working in France
during the war, I never sustained anything more serious
than a bruise or a few scratches. Steven is the one with the
scars and quick temper. He’s the one who acts rashly.”

“But you can’t control the rash actions of others with
quick tempers. People who have pistols, and are willing
to use them.” He halted again, and his somber expression
gave her pause. “Someone tried to kill you last night. I
couldn’t stop him. The only way I can protect you is to
prevent you from being exposed to that kind of danger in
the first place.”

Charlotte narrowed her eyes. There was more going
on here than just his masculine need to protect the so-
called weaker sex. Beating her head against a wall was
never productive, and Alistair had certainly put up a wall
when it came to this issue.

Time to go around, over, or dig beneath that wall.
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“Who did you fail to protect last time?”

He staggered back half a step as though she’d struck
him a physical blow. “Wh-What?”

“You're speaking with the voice of experience. You
needed to protect someone, and somehow you failed. I
want to know details.”

He widened his stance and raised his chin. “It’s not that
simple. And you’re trying to change the subject. We're
discussing how your pursuit of a career as a spy is putting
you in danger, and how marrying me will preclude the
need for such a career.”

She put her hands on her hips. “No, I think we’re dis-
cussing your need to protect people, and I simply happen
to be the current target of that need.” Her instincts had
always been right—it’s why she’d been so successful,
and unscathed. They weren’t letting her down this time,
either. ““You have no objection to Steven being a spy.
During the war, not once did you try to persuade your
dear friend Nick that it was too dangerous for him to be
a courier for the Home Office and sneak his ship through
the blockades, to sail right past the noses of the French
navy. It is only with me that you have a problem. Why?”

He wouldn’t meet her gaze for the longest time, but at
last he raised his hand to trail his fingers down her cheek
in a tender caress.

“Who was she?”

He didn’t answer aloud, but his eyes clouded with
SOITOW.

Her stomach clenched. She grasped his wrist. “How
did she die?”
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He paused, his hand still cradling her cheek, her fingers
wrapped around his wrist where she felt his pounding
pulse. When he at last spoke, she barely heard him over
the whisper of wind in the trees.

“The axle broke, and her carriage plunged into a
ravine.”

She waited a moment to let the horrific images his
words conjured settle. “Were you driving? Or in the car-
riage?”

“No.”

She lowered his hand so she could hold it between
both of hers. “Did you cause the axle to break?”

“Of course not!”

“Then how was it your fault, your failure to protect?”

His fingers tightened around hers. “I saw the crack. I
knew the axle was damaged, but I said nothing.”

Her breath caught. She chose her words carefully.
“You don’t strike me as someone who would intention-
ally allow another person to be hurt. You must have had
a very good reason for not speaking up.”

He shook his head and stared off into the distance.

“How long ago did this happen?”

He mumbled a reply, his eyes apparently still seeing
the accident.

“I couldn’t hear you.” She cupped his strong jaw and
turned him back toward her.

“Twenty years ago, this past spring.”

Twenty years? “That would mean that at the time of
the accident you were . . .”

“Five.”
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“And you’ve carried the guilt for her accident all this
time? But you were just a child!”

“You don’t understand.” His anguished tone tore at her
insides.

“Then help me understand.”

He let out a shaky sigh and began walking. She fell
into step beside him.

“It was not just my mother who died in the accident.
My older brother and two little sisters were also traveling
with her that day.”

Charlotte’s heart squeezed, forcing the air out of her
lungs. She threaded her fingers through his, locking their
hands together.

“They were going into the village, shopping. A trip
we’d made hundreds of times. Thousands. But I was be-
ing punished for misbehavior the day before, and not al-
lowed to go. I didn’t say anything about the axle looking
wrong, because I was again being disobedient in playing
in the carriage house in the first place.”

Charlotte struggled to find words that would offer him
comfort. What could she say that hadn’t already been said
to him, undoubtedly many times over, during the course
of the years? ““You're right. The accident was your fault.”

He jerked to a halt and gaped at her.

“At the country estate of a family as exalted as yours,
I would expect that your family employed at least one
coachman, if not several coachmen, who were responsi-
ble for the care and maintenance of all the vehicles. I
presume there were also any number of grooms and un-
dergrooms who were employed to care for the horses,
harnesses, and other equipment. With all of those adults,
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clearly it was up to you, a child of five, to ensure that the
coach was safe for travel.”

His jaw closed with a snap. “You make me sound
ridiculous.”

“That is not my intention.” She caressed his hand with
her thumb, feeling his coiled strength, hoping to impart
some of hers. “I understand, at least a little, the horrible
tragedy that you're still trying to come to terms with, to
have it make some sense. Don’t you think I wish there
had been something I could do when my mother became
ill, or my father died? Steven is still trying to prove that
he is a better man than his stepfather, but we cannot
dwell on the past.”

“We can’t forget the past. It’s what makes us who we
are today.”

“True, but being overly protective of me will not bring
back your mother or siblings. And you’re right, Steven is
to blame for indoctrinating me into the life of a spy, but
he trained me well. I have the skills and instincts to be
successful at it, and nothing you say or do can change
that, no matter how much you might wish it. I'm going to
get back the snuffbox. You can’t stop me. But you can
help me, if you want.”

The anguish was gone from his eyes, replaced by a
grim determination that did nothing for her peace of
mind. “You leave me little choice in the matter.”

Before she could respond, she saw Steven’s approach.

“Ah, there you are.” He sauntered up to them, hands
clasped behind his back, the image of a gentleman at
ease. “Lovely afternoon for a walk, isn’t it?”

The lines of tension on his face proved the image to be
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false. Her emotions still near the surface from her con-
versation with Alistair, she tried not to immediately
think the worst. “Is anything amiss?”

“Can’t a fellow simply enjoy a little stroll in the after-
noon?”

“Any other fellow, perhaps.” She gave him a pointed
stare. ‘““You’re not planning to chaperone us, are you?”

“Do you two need a chaperone?”

“Steven,” she ground out.

“Afternoon, Blakeney,” Alistair said, perfectly polite.
If his emotions were still too near the surface, he was
hiding them well.

Steven acknowledged the greeting with a terse nod.
He stopped in front of Charlotte. “When you are free,
I've received some news that may be of interest to you. I
just wanted you to know.” He spun on his heel and headed
back down the path, out of the park.

“News concerning his part of the investigation?”

Charlotte nodded. “That would be my guess.”

“Then let’s not keep him waiting.” Alistair began
walking, heading back to the house.

Since their hands were still linked and Alistair showed
no inclination toward letting go, Charlotte had no choice
but to try to keep up.

“Oh, sorry.” He slowed down.

“You should know that I told Steven about my attempt
to retrieve the box last night, but I may have left out a
few details.”

“Details, such as the fact that you got shot?”

“And I may have omitted the bit about your partici-
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pation in the night’s events.” She winced, and tried to
read his expression.

He gave a small smile. “How did you explain away
your limp?”’

“Told him it’s a bruise. Does this mean you’re with me
rather than against me?”

“I will always be with you, Charlotte.”



Chapter 13
~OC

Alistair followed Charlotte into the drawing room,
where her brother was in the process of requesting
a tea tray. Another man paced before the fireplace, his
enormous Roman nose presented in profile. He was dressed
in a similar fashion as Blakeney—barely respectable—and
had used half a bottle of Macassar oil to hold his overlong,
dark hair in place. Upon noticing Alistair, the stranger
raised his nose and eyed him with the same disdain one
generally reserved for a mosquito.

Alistair felt just as welcome, but had no intention of
leaving Charlotte’s side.

Apparently realizing none of the men would sit unless
she did so first, she perched on the edge of a straight-back
chair, doing her best to hide a grimace of pain. Alistair
pulled up a nearby chair.

“What is the news?” She leaned forward.

224
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Steven and the stranger said nothing, pointedly staring
at Alistair.

She gave a huff of impatience. “Alistair knows every-
thing,” she announced.

“Everything, ma petite?”

“Yes, Gauthier. Oh, I'm sorry, you two haven’t been
properly introduced. He is a friend of Nick’s, so you can
speak freely.”

Alistair was slightly affronted that she hadn’t re-
ferred to him as her fiancé. Perhaps she still hadn’t
accepted their betrothal was real? Clearly he had more
work to do.

“News?” she prompted her brother.

Steven scowled at him, then handed Charlotte a piece
of paper. “This is a copy of the note that was delivered to
Lord Q’s office a few hours ago. They tried to track down
the author but could get no further than the street urchin
who delivered it. Lad couldn’t be more than nine or ten,
and claims he was paid a shilling by a well-dressed toff.
No reason to doubt his story.”

She held it to the side so Alistair could read over her
shoulder.

A certain letter has fallen into my possession, which
I am sure you would prefer to have returned to your
own safekeeping. I would be happy to restore this
precious document to its rightful owner, and only
ask a finder’s fee of twenty thousand pounds in ex-
change. I'm sure you’ll agree ’tis a trifling sum to
pay to avoid the contents being printed in a news-

paper.
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It went on to describe where and when the money
should be delivered, in three days’ time.

Alistair gave a low whistle. “Doesn’t want much,
does he?”

“And we all know twenty thousand is just the begin-
ning.” Steven held his finger up for silence when the
maid knocked and entered with the tea tray. He gestured
for her to bring it to the table in front of him, sparing
Charlotte the need to play hostess.

“I don’t understand,” Charlotte said as soon as the
maid had curtsied and left again. “Is Lord Q giving you
a new assignment before the other is completed?”

Steven shook his head. “Lord Q left out a few details
when he gave me the assignment. Apparently this letter
was hidden inside the snuffbox.”

She tossed the scrap of parchment onto the table.
“Why would the Home Office or the prince care if
the contents of this letter became public knowledge?
He already lives a life so scandalous, no one should be
shocked by anything he’s written, or that was written to
him.”

“Ma petite, that was another detail. Your Prinny, he
gave the box to someone else. It is not his letter, not his
secret that has fallen into the wrong fingers.”

“Hands,” Steven corrected absently.

Charlotte accepted a cup of tea from her brother.
“Then whose secret is it? Who was the original recipient
of the blackmail note?”

“We haven’t been made privy to that information.”
Steven sat down again. “What matters is that we can’t
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allow the contents of the letter to become public knowl-
edge.”

Charlotte took a sip. “Whoever he is, I wonder if he’s
the one who sent those two men to retrieve it? I thought
they were from Darconia, but perhaps not.”

Alistair noted that Steven had not offered him a cup
of tea. “Dar— What?”

“Darconia,” Charlotte said. “You need a magnifying
glass to see their country on a map of the Continent. One
of their female dignitaries recently gave the snuffbox to
Prinny as a token of her affections, but it turns out the
box was part of their equivalent of the crown jewels. Our
plan was to get back the box, make a duplicate of it for
Prinny, and return the original to the Darconians. Then
everyone would be happy, Prinny and his paramour none
the wiser, and an international incident averted.”

Alistair got up and poured his own cup while Char-
lotte explained. He let her words sink in while he stirred
the sugar into his tea. “Except the Darconians are an
impatient lot, aren’t they? Or they simply didn’t trust that
you would give them back the original.”

She frowned at him. “Why do you say they’re impa-
tient?”

“Who else would have an interest in breaking into
Toussaint’s study before we got there last night?”

Gauthier had been lounging by the fire, leaning an
elbow against the mantel, but he straightened at this.
“You were with ma petite last night?”

Steven pinned Alistair with a glare. “And you couldn’t
stop her?”
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Alistair rolled his eyes. “Are we talking about the
same female who followed you through Paris alleyways
in the middle of the night when she was still young
enough to have belonged in the schoolroom?”

He waved his hand. “Right. What was I thinking?”

“I'm getting bloody tired of people talking about me
as if I'm not in the room.”

Ignoring Charlotte’s indignation, Steven marched over
to Alistair’s chair. “Just a moment. You were with her
last night?” His tone was deadly soft, deceptively calm.
“All night?”

Having his bride forced to the altar by her irate brother
was not the best way to begin a marriage. Alistair was
going to have her, but he wanted her to come willingly.
“We spent the night on Nick’s ship, yes.” He stood up.

Steven did not back away.

They stood nose to nose. “It was late when we left
Toussaint’s, and it was safer for her to pass the night on
the nearby Wind Dancer than travel through neighbor-
hoods that even during daylight hours are dangerous at
best. Nick had her stay in the captain’s cabin. That’s the
usual procedure when she’s stayed on board, I believe?”

He was quite proud of the fact that all of what he’'d
said was absolutely true. His future brother-in-law didn’t
need to know about the omitted details.

Steven harrumphed and returned to his chair, but
didn’t sit down.

Gauthier was still standing at attention, staring at
Alistair with suspicion. “How is it you know this Nick,
this schoolboy who played at being spy?”

Charlotte rapped her knuckles on the table. “Gentle-
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men, can we stop all this silly posturing and return to the
important subject at hand? The letter?”

A few heartbeats passed before Steven and Alistair sat
down and Gauthier resumed his negligent pose, leaning
on the mantel.

She nodded. “Does this attempt at blackmail really
change anything? We still must reclaim the snuffbox. We
just have to be certain to retrieve the letter that’s inside it
as well.”

Steven crossed one ankle over his knee. “Getting it
will be a damn sight harder now, since Toussaint knows
people are after it. Did he get a good look at you or the
Darconians?”

She shook her head. “I was in the dark, on the balcony.
But he may be able to recognize the Darconian who was
in his study.”

“The other one stayed in the back of the garden,”
Alistair added. “Impossible for Toussaint to pick him out
of a crowd. I was on the ground, much closer, and still
couldn’t see his features.”

“Well, what shall we do now?” She looked expectantly
at each of the three men in turn. “Steven, you and Gauthier
could distract him, lure him out of the house tonight, and
I could make another attempt to break into the study.”

Steven shook his head. “He’s probably already moved
it to a new hiding spot. I'd wager a year’s income that it’s
no longer in his town house.”

Alistair wanted to check Charlotte’s forehead for
fever—she couldn’t possibly be thinking of making
another attempt. At the very least, it might pull out her
stitches, undo all his work. Cause a scar. He leaned
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toward her and kept his voice low. “You're in no condi-
tion to climb.”

She smacked him on the knee.

Steven’s head jerked up. “You know how she got the
bruise?”

“Going over the garden gate,” he said without missing
a beat. “The second time proved to be more problematic
than the first.”

“My bruise is of no consequence. Do you think Tous-
saint would hide the box at Lost Wages?”

“It’s possible, poppet. Gauthier and I plan to go back
to the gaming hell tonight and have a better look around.
You, meanwhile, should stay home and rest, and perhaps
take a long hot bath with Epsom salts.”

Alistair tried not to wince.

“That would certainly be good for a bruise. Thank
you for your concern, Steven.”

“I’ll let Aunt Hermione know you won’t be attending
the musicale with her tonight.” Steven paused. “You're
not faking this in order to get out of going to hear all that
caterwauling, are you?”

She smiled and batted her eyelashes.

Charlotte chafed at her inactivity the rest of the day.
She wanted to be doing something, anything, to get the
snuffbox back, but reluctantly agreed with Alistair’s logic
in taking a day of rest to let her body heal. It pained her
greatly to admit that he was right, and she was in no con-
dition to climb a balcony tonight because of the royal pain
in her backside. At least, the indirect cause was a royal
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article. The throbbing ache when she moved had increased
to the point where she considered drinking brandy straight,
and skipping the pretense of having tea in her cup.

At the least, she could distract herself by gathering in-
telligence, so the time was not entirely wasted. The foot-
man she’d sent on an errand just before lunch had returned
from Hookham’s Lending Library with an armload of
books on astronomy, as requested. Since she needed to lie
still, she would put the time to good use and study up on
the subject so important to Alistair.

Unfortunately, the footman hadn’t been able to find a
single book that even mentioned Darconia, so she’d have
to rely on what she already knew about the country to try
to predict what the smoking men would try next.

She’d been unable to conceal her injury from her maid,
Molly, who’d noticed the tiny new bloodstains on her
shift. She’d had no choice but to take the maid into her
confidence about some things, after reminding Molly that
she was the one who actually paid her wages, not Steven
or Hermione.

On a positive note, she discovered that Molly’s mother
was a healer and had taught her daughter several useful
recipes, including one for a poultice that Molly promised
would draw out much of the soreness from Charlotte’s
wound. It was worth the indignity of lying on her bed
and having the poultice applied continually throughout
the afternoon and evening.

“Your surgeon did a bang-up job, my lady.” Molly
wrung out the cloths from the concoction in the kettle
that had been heating on the hearth, and used them to
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replace those on Charlotte’s posterior that had cooled.
“Even me mum’s stitches aren’t this neat. You’ll have
hardly any scar a’tall.”

Thankfully, Charlotte was beyond blushing at that
point.

If she had to get shot, why couldn’t it have been some-
place more heroic, and less personal? Like in the shoul-
der, or even just a few inches farther down, on her leg?

Scar or no, Alistair was never going to see the results
of his handiwork. Molly was perfectly capable of remov-
ing the stitches when the time came. The man had a
warm body and a cool head in trying circumstances—not
to mention being a fabulous kisser—but their relationship
was going to end soon.

Charlotte thought back on her emotional conversation
with Alistair in the park. He wanted her to abandon her
quest, but failing that, insisted on helping her.

That would be fine, if that was as far as he went. How
could she dissuade him from following through with the
rest of his plan? They would never suit as husband and
wife, not really.

For a moment, she allowed herself the indulgence of
picturing the fantasy life he had described for her. She had
never been to the Lake District, but had seen enough
paintings and read enough descriptions to know she would
love it there. Mountains and lakes, nights under the stars
spent with Alistair. Shopping and riding, and more time
spent in Alistair’s company. Being his wife, and all that
entailed.

Hearing the rich, mellow timbre of his voice. Watch-
ing him talk, his elegant long fingers and expressive
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hands—without them, he’d probably be speechless. Star-
ing into his brilliant blue eyes, like a patch of clear sky
after weeks of endless rain. They’d turned darker than
sapphires when he’d kissed her this afternoon.

And, oh, how the man could kiss. Without dislodging
any of her clothing or his, he’d managed to kiss away any
vestige of her intelligence, kiss away all her resistance,
and he hadn’t even used his tongue. She’d overheard con-
versations, knew about such types of kisses. Until this
afternoon she’d never thought they would be all that ap-
pealing. Now she thought differently.

If he brought that weapon to bear, she’d be sunk. She
did not dare allow him a chance to even try such a tactic.
An intelligent man such as Alistair would wait until he
had her mindless with passion, lost to sensation, and then
renew his attempts to convince her that life in the coun-
try, being his wife, was exactly what she wanted.

But such a settled life was not for the likes of her.

She’d spent the first fifteen years of her life living in
the same house, in the same quaint town of Bath, and
had never traveled more than a few miles from her birth-
place. After her mother’s death, she’d been taken in by
her aunt, who lived just down the street, and who had
recently lost her own husband.

And then Steven had sent for her.

The five years since that fateful day had been filled to
bursting with one adventure after another. She’d crossed
the English Channel several times, had sailed on every-
thing from fishing smacks to Dutch galliots, and once
even an eighty-four-gun brig of war. She and Steven had
traveled through at least eight countries and stayed in
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several dozen different lodgings, their accommodations
ranging from exquisite country estates to the most abject
hovels where the rats were big enough to saddle and ride.
Through it all she remained free, untethered, no ties to
bind her to any one place.

During the worst of the deprivations, she took heart in
the knowledge that what they were doing made a differ-
ence. They enabled British soldiers to avoid traps set by
the enemy. They intercepted French supply wagons, and
fed and armed Wellington’s troops with the spoils.

Sometimes they waited and watched, sometimes they
ran for their lives. But there was always something to
learn, to do, somewhere to go. They’d never stayed in one
place more than a few weeks.

Even now, when she planned to spend the entire Little
Season in London, more of her belongings were still
stowed in trunks than were put away in drawers and
wardrobes. She could be completely packed and on her
way with only a few moments’ notice, ready to go wher-
ever her skills were needed. She’d had a great deal of
practice—many times, they’d been forced to leave their
lodgings in the middle of the night, and she was allowed
to take only what she could pack and carry herself.

Once her plan succeeded, she was perfectly aware that
Society would consider her an oddity—a single woman,
without the protection of a father, husband, or brother. No
matter. She planned to keep on moving, to never stay in
one place too long. Her time on the Continent with Steven
had taught her to never become a creature of habit, to
never have a predictable schedule, never take the same
route twice in a row.
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Alistair liked order. Predictability. He approached life
with the same methodical manner that he applied to his
astronomical observations.

No, they would never suit. Soon, even he would come
to realize that.

Charlotte buried her face in the soft cotton of her pil-
low. Odd that she hadn’t noticed before that the poultice
stung so badly when first applied.

The next morning she was eager to hear Steven’s re-
port on what he’d found at Lost Wages, but Ned, his
valet, said Steven hadn’t come in until after dawn. Her
half brother was still down for the count on his bed,
snoring loud enough to rattle the windows.

Since Steven was even grumpier than Nick if awak-
ened too early, she had a breakfast tray sent up to her
room, and spent the morning enduring the application of
more poultices. She still felt a twinge of pain when she
sat down, but the improvement over yesterday’s soreness
was remarkable. A few more applications, and she’d be
ready to take an active part in the investigation again.
Tonight.

At lunchtime she went downstairs, determined to
throw a bucket of water on Steven if he wasn’t awake by
the time she finished eating. The footman filled her plate,
and she dug into the meal, alone.

A few moments later, heavy footsteps trod down the
hall. Steven suddenly filled the doorway, smiling when
he saw her, despite his still bloodshot eyes.

Her nose twitched as he entered the room, from the
stench of gin and tobacco smoke that clung to his clothes
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as he walked by to take his seat at the head of the table.

“Have a good night, poppet?”

“I am much recovered, thank you. Did you have any
luck?”

He shook his head. “Lost every hand I played. At least
Gauthier didn’t win, either.”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “And your search?”

He thanked the footman who had just filled his plate
and cup, and waved his dismissal. “I even chatted up the
serving wenches, to no avail.” He dug into his meal as
though he’d had nothing more substantial than cheap
gin since dinner last night. “I did get several offers to
accompany them upstairs, though.” He gave her a big
closed-mouth grin, his cheeks puffed with a forkful of
kidney pie.

She drank the last of her tea, refusing to think about
what her brother did, or did not do, in the course of his
work. “I tried to tell you it wouldn’t be at Lost Wages. 1
think it’s still at Toussaint’s town house.”

“Then we are in accord. Tonight, after Toussaint heads
down to the gaming hell, Gauthier and I are going to
search his study.” He poured more tea for himself and re-
filled her cup. “What are your plans?”

Aunt Hermione bustled into the dining room in time
to hear the question. “She’s going shopping with me, in
preparation for us attending the Grishams’ ball tonight.”

Charlotte cast a worried look at Steven. She was not
going to miss out on another night of trying to get back
the box. He shrugged his shoulders in a stunning display
of no help whatsoever. She scowled at him.

Seeing that there were no footmen available, Her-



CONFESSIONS OF A VISCOUNT 237

mione filled her own plate and sat down. “Good after-
noon, Charlotte. Good heavens, Steven, those are the
same clothes you were wearing when you left last eve-
ning. Where did you pass the night, in the arms of a
doxy?” Her nose twitched. “What kind of example are
you setting for your sister? I do hope a bath and shave is
the first thing on your agenda for the day.”

Steven lowered his head, looking suitably abashed.
“Yes, Aunt.” He winked at Charlotte, who snorted into her
teacup. Served him right.

Hermione had barely tucked into her meal when a
footman scurried in, asking her to attend a small matter
in the kitchen. The distant clatter of pots and pans being
thrown, and muffled French curses, punctuated his re-
quest.

“I may have another headache this evening,” Charlotte
said as soon as Hermione was out of earshot.

“Why is that?”

“How else am I to avoid attending the Grishams’
ball?”

Steven shook his head. “We need you to go with Her-
mione, to act as a distraction. You know how she feels
about me playing man about town two nights in a row. If
she doesn’t have you there to fuss over, she’ll wonder too
much about what I'm doing. We can’t have her poking her
nose in and possibly getting hurt.”

Charlotte drew breath to argue, then realized the futil-
ity of it. Steven could be even more stubborn than she
was. She narrowed her eyes. “There was a time when
you recognized I was invaluable as a distraction on the
mission, not just to cover up the mission.”
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“But this is London, poppet. Things have changed.
You're an engaged woman now.” He grinned widely, as
though taking sole credit for her changed status. “Go to
the ball tonight. Dance. Flirt. Be a typical London miss,
as you promised.”

“Typical London miss, my arse,” she muttered, but
subsided as Aunt Hermione returned just then.

“There is a reason for the truism that French chefs are
bad tempered.” Hermione sat down and ate a forkful of
kidney pie, her eyes closed in blissful appreciation. “But
you must admit, the results are worth humoring him.”

They ate the rest of the meal with companionable chit-
chat.

Charlotte didn’t mind shopping—she looked upon it
as selecting elements for her costumes, rather than buy-
ing needless fripperies—but she was concerned about
having to plead a headache again so soon, to explain her
absence from the ball. Alternating alibis was much more
effective, and less likely to arouse suspicion.

Hermione hustled her out to the hall in preparation for
their shopping trip, while Steven stayed at the table for a
second helping of everything.

“You’ll never guess who I ran into at Hookham’s when
I was out this morning.” Aunt Hermione accepted her
gloves and bonnet from Farnham.

The door knocker sounded. Hermione kept her hands
on her bonnet ribbons so that she could say she had just
come in or was just going out, depending on her desire to
receive the visitor.

Charlotte hid a grin. She and Steven weren’t the only
people in the house who practiced deception.
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The butler opened the door, stepping aside to admit
Alistair into the foyer.

Her heart gave a lurch and then started beating much
faster than usual. She chided herself for this completely
uncalled-for excited reaction. It had barely been one full
day since she had last seen him, not weeks or months.
Must have something to do with the way the sunlight
streaming through the door lit his golden brown hair like
a halo.

“No need to announce him, Farnham.” She held her
bonnet and gloves out in the general vicinity of the but-
ler, since she couldn’t take her eyes off Alistair.

“Very good, miss.” The butler gave a regal sniff.

Alistair stepped forward, his hat in one hand at his
side. “Have I come at a bad time?” The question was
meant for either of them, though his gaze was locked on
Charlotte’s face. Or her lips, to be precise. Was he think-
ing of their kiss beneath the oak tree, too?

“Not at all, dear boy, not at all.” Aunt Hermione thrust
her bonnet and gloves toward Farnham and hurried over to
Alistair. “That’s what I started to say earlier, Charlotte,” she
said over her shoulder. “This is who I bumped into at
Hookham’s.” She tucked her arm through Alistair’s and led
him toward the drawing room. “And I do mean that liter-
ally. Wasn’t watching where I was going. Nearly knocked
the dear man to the ground.”

“You exaggerate, my lady. And it was entirely my
fault. I was absorbed in my research, and oblivious to my
surroundings, however beautiful.”

“Oh, pish.” Aunt Hermione gave him a playful tap on
the arm.
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Charlotte swore she saw a blush steal across the old
gel’s cheeks.

“As luck would have it, Moncreiffe is planning to at-
tend the Grishams’ ball this evening, just as we are,”
Hermione said, “and has agreed to take us up in his car-
riage. Isn’t that marvelous?”

Charlotte met Alistair’s amused gaze. “Yes, quite
lucky.” She could just imagine how the arrangement had
come about. She loved Aunt Hermione dearly, but the
woman could be as subtle as a falling wall of bricks.

Hermione looked worried for a moment. “You don’t
think you’ll have a repeat of the headache you had last
evening, do you?”

“Seems unlikely,” Charlotte assured her.

The door knocker sounded again, heralding the arrival
of Aunt Hermione’s bosom bow, Mrs. Higginbotham, and
her two daughters. They too were headed for shopping,
but alas had room for only one more in their carriage. The
two Misses Higginbotham looked at Alistair as though
they’d very much like him to be the only one they had
room for.

“You go with them, Aunt,” Charlotte said, tucking her
arm in Alistair’s. “Moncreiffe and I will take a turn about
the garden, and discuss details about tonight’s excursion.”

Aunt Hermione looked torn.

Steven emerged from the dining room just then, saw the
visitors, and made a polite bow. Before he could escape
upstairs, Charlotte called him over.

“Steven can chaperone us,” she said brightly.

“I— What?”

“Oh, well, that’s all right, then.” Aunt Hermione
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retrieved her bonnet and gloves from Farnham again.
“Be good, children!” With a waggle of her fingers, she
was out the door with her friends.

“You don’t need to actually chaperone us, Steven,”
Charlotte said. “Go on and have your bath as you
planned.”

He paused, one foot on the bottom step. “I can see the
garden from my bedchamber, you know.”

Charlotte made shooing motions at her brother, and
tugged Alistair down the hall, toward the garden.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have gone shopping
with your aunt? I could come back later.”

She shook her head. “By the time Aunt Hermione and
Mrs. Higginbotham finish buying out the shops, the girls
will be lucky if they don’t have to ride up top with the
driver. I would much rather tour the garden with you.”

The last bit made him smile, a dazzling display of
straight teeth and crinkled eyes that warmed her from
the inside. “You seem to be moving much more easily
today. Is your . . . bruise . . . healing well?”

“Yes, thank you. My maid knows a poultice recipe
which has remarkable recuperative effects. I still feel a
reminder when I sit down, however.”

They were quiet again until they reached the terrace
steps. “I wish to apologize, my lord,” she said as soon as
they were outside.

“Whatever for? And I thought we had agreed formali-
ties were silly at this point, Charlotte.”

Hearing his rich, mellow voice pronounce her name
like a caress sent a delicious shiver running down to her
toes. He’d left his hat with the butler, and the afternoon
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sun highlighted his golden brown hair, made his eyes as
blue as the late summer sky. His full lips were curved in
an inviting smile. She’d wager he’d taste of licorice.

She remembered again their kiss beneath the oak tree,
and felt the sudden yearning to repeat it. If she reached
up on her toes, she was confident he would meet her
halfway.

For the sake of her sanity, she tore her gaze away from
his mouth. “Apologize for this awkward situation in which
my aunt has placed you. I know how persuasive she can
be, and you were too much the gentlemen to tell her no.”

“But I was going to attend the Grishams’ ball.”

“Truly?”

He nodded. “As soon as I learned that you were going
to attend, yes.”

A warm glow spread through her, and she felt some-
thing melting. Her good sense, no doubt. “You’re willing
to sacrifice another night of viewing, just to escort my
aunt and me to a stuffy ball? Soon the moon will be rising
too early, and you won’t get nights this dark for at least
another three weeks.”

His look of pleased surprise was worth every hour
she’d spent studying astronomy. The subject still didn’t
fire her imagination the way it obviously did his, but she
understood his attraction to it—all that order and pre-
dictability to the night sky.

“Escorting you is an entirely self-serving sacrifice, 1
assure you.”

“How is that?”

He tucked a curl behind her ear. “It affords me the op-
portunity to spend more time in your company, of course.”
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He trailed his fingers down her cheek, but after a furtive
glance at the upstairs windows, dropped his hand to his
side.

They’d spent the night together on a narrow bunk, yet
he was still worried about doing anything that might
give her family the wrong idea? How did she manage to
be so lucky as to pick this particular gentleman on the
street last week?

“I have a treat planned for you tonight. It’s the main
reason I finally accepted the Grishams’ invitation.”

“But you didn’t even know I would be going, until just
a few hours ago.”

“All right, you caught me out. It wasn’t planned espe-
cially for you—Lord Grisham does this every year—but |
still think you’ll enjoy it.”

“Sounds intriguing. What is it?”

“You’ll have to wait until tonight to find out.” He
touched the tip of his finger to the tip of her nose. “When
your aunt said that you would be attending, [ wasn’t sure
she was correct. I half expected that you'd still be intent
on breaking into Toussaint’s town house.”

Her features twisted into a grimace. “I am to be the
decoy tonight, so that Aunt Hermione does not suspect
Steven’s activities.”

“While he gets to experience the fun and adventure,
without you.”

“Exactly!” She resisted the urge to stamp her foot only
because Alistair seemed to understand her frustration.

“Then we will just have to make sure you have fun
and adventure of your own tonight, won’t we?”’



Chapter 14
~O0C_

C harlotte was just descending the staircase at eight
o’clock that evening when Alistair arrived. She
knew her pale blue silk gown was flattering to her color-
ing and figure, but the smoldering expression in his eyes
as he swept his appreciative gaze over her, head to toes,
made her feel like she was a work of art.

As soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs, he
raised her hand to drop a soft, warm kiss on her knuck-
les. “You look divine.”

His touch and his smile sent her pulse racing, and his
simple declaration warmed her as no effusive praise
would have done. “You look quite handsome as well.”
His black coat and breeches, white shirt and stockings,
were elevated beyond the ordinary by a waistcoat of sky
blue silk. A sapphire stick pin winked from the folds of
his snowy cravat.

244
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According to the rumors that Molly had shared while
getting Charlotte dressed, all Moncreiffe had to do was
smile at a girl a certain way and she would swoon at his
feet. Looking at him in the brightly lit foyer, with the
light from the chandelier gleaming in his golden brown
hair, the flash of white teeth when he smiled, she could
easily believe the rumors to be fact.

Aunt Hermione came down the stairs next, attired in a
regal gown of rich purple velvet that perfectly suited her
silver-streaked golden hair.

“I am a doubly lucky man tonight,” Alistair declared,
and made an elegant bow. “I shall be the envy of all who
see us.” He dropped a kiss just above Hermione’s hand.

“Oh, you silly man.” Hermione let out a chuckle. “Do
goon.”

With a conspiratorial grin, Alistair complied. He show-
ered both women with effusive compliments as he helped
them into the elegant carriage and they started off, climb-
ing the heights of absurdity and making them both giggle
for a good portion of the drive to the Grishams’ town
house.

Charlotte enjoyed the silliness—this was a facet of
Alistair she had not seen before—but found herself eager
to discover what plans he’d referred to. She suffered
through the receiving line and the wait to be announced
into the ballroom, juggling her curiosity with annoyance
at Steven and wondering what he was doing at that mo-
ment. Had he reclaimed the box yet?

A delicious shiver ran down her spine when Alistair
leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Patience is a virtue,
Charlotte.”
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She looked up, and almost melted at his mischievous
smile. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to me.” He winked.

This flutter of anticipation in her stomach was entirely
different from when she was about to embark on a mis-
sion, but no less intoxicating. She had racked her brain
all afternoon, trying to think of what he had planned for
this evening, and had come up blank.

At long last they completed the niceties of settling
Aunt Hermione among the dowagers, and Alistair fetched
her the obligatory cup of punch.

“Run along now, children.” Hermione fluttered her fan
toward the dance floor, where the musicians were strik-
ing the first chords of a waltz.

Charlotte gave her aunt a kiss on the cheek, then
slipped her hand in the crook of Alistair’s arm, and he
led her out.

He spun her into the dance with just as much grace as
she remembered from their first dance together, the same
day that they had met by such unconventional means.
Goodness, that had been less than one week ago. She had
foolishly tried to play the simpering debutante with him,
but he had seen right through her subterfuge. And he’d
seen a great deal more since then.

She waited until they had settled into the rhythm of
the waltz, moving together in perfect unity, before speak-
ing. “Is the view to your liking as much as last time we
danced?”

“I beg your pardon?” He affected a puzzled inno-
cence, but she detected a knowing glint in his eye.
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“My freckle. I noticed the first time we danced that it
was of particular interest to you.”

They both glanced down at the freckle in question,
which was just visible at the neckline of her bodice. It
served as a measuring stick of sorts, the point beyond
which she would not allow her gowns to be cut any lower.

“I admit I found it quite distracting at first. But of
course you're well aware of that, and use it to your advan-
tage.” His voice held no censure, just a statement of facts.

“A woman must use whatever weapons she has at hand.
So to speak.” It was not her intent to lead him on, and
their relationship would end as soon as she had the box,
but the words he’d used rankled. “You no longer find it
distracting?”

He opened his mouth to answer, but apparently thought
better of it and twirled her instead. When they faced each
other again, he bent to whisper in her ear, his intimacy
camouflaged by the steps of the dance. “A great many
things about you drive me to distraction, Charlotte.”

Another shiver danced down her spine.

He straightened into the proper position, the picture of
propriety. Only his wickedly handsome smile remained.

She had to look away to get her emotions under con-
trol again. The rumors about him were proving all too
true, and she feared she was in danger of swooning. That,
or dragging him to the nearest darkened corner, throw-
ing him to the floor, and discovering if he had any
freckles of his own. She desperately needed something
else on which to focus her thoughts. “About these plans
for tonight . . .”
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He shook his head. “My, you are impatient.” He tight-
ened his fingers on hers. “It’s not for another hour or so.
You should try to enjoy the dancing. Is not my charming
company sufficient for your pleasure?” He lowered his
voice to a husky purr on the last word and gave her a
look so seductive, her toes curled.

Her breath caught, and released a few seconds later
with a whoosh. This time she couldn’t blame her breath-
lessness on Molly tying her stays too tight. She’d gone
back to wearing the corset slip she’d favored in France,
which did not offer quite as much support but allowed
far more freedom of movement.

Alistair had given her fair warning when they kissed
in the park, and she had foolishly forgotten his determi-
nation to carry through and make their betrothal real.

Now that she was firmly reminded that they were en-
gaged in conflict, she should be able to enjoy their skir-
mishes without losing sight of her battle plan.

She did indeed take pleasure in the rest of the dance,
relishing the feel of his hand at the small of her back, like
a hot brand, the comforting strength of his hand holding
hers, though they were separated by gloves. Dancing so
close, she couldn’t help but feel light and dainty in his
arms, powerfully reminded of just how tall, handsome,
and charming her fake fiancé was.

When the music ended, Alistair escorted her back to
Aunt Hermione. She hid a flash of disappointment when
he did not sit down beside her, but excused himself and
disappeared into the swirling, colorful crowd. Grudg-
ingly, she allowed she couldn’t keep him to herself all
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evening long. They were allowed only one more dance
together.

She did not have long to stew on the matter, as several
gentlemen acquaintances came to request dances. All
were polite, and probably handsome in their own right,
but none compared favorably to Alistair.

By the time she returned from taking part in a stately
polonaise, Alistair was chatting with Hermione, along
with a small group of men and women. She recognized
two of the party, Mr. Clarke and Sir Dorian, and guessed
that the women beside them were also interested in as-
tronomy.

Alistair quickly made the introductions, presenting
her to Miss Davidson and Mrs. Lumby as his fiancée.
She should be accustomed to it by now, but hearing him
say the words still made her pulse flutter.

He turned to Aunt Hermione. “Our host, Lord Grisham,
is also a member of The Royal Society, and has set up a
special display for us. It should be ready by now.”

“Off you go, then,” Hermione said with a smile.

“Shall we?” Alistair held his arm out for Charlotte,
and they followed the other two couples out of the ball-
room and deep into the house.

Instead of going down the hallway and to another
room as she expected, the group turned the corner and
climbed the servants’ stairs.

“Is this the pre-planned part of the evening?”

“Most assuredly.” He squeezed her hand on his arm.

She couldn’t make out the words in the conversations
between the other two couples, but the general air of
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excitement was contagious. Her flutterings of anticipa-
tion increased.

They continued up, one flight after another, until they
reached the door to the roof.

“This seems vaguely familiar,” Charlotte whispered,
remembering the last time she’d been up on a rooftop. “If
you had warned me, I could have worn a warmer dress.”

“Not to worry.” There was a chair near the door, piled
high with blankets. Each of the men grabbed one and
draped it around their lady’s shoulders just before they
stepped outside into the crisp night air.

Alistair and Charlotte were the last in the hallway.
Instead of draping the blanket from behind or beside
her, he stood in front, and brought the edges of the blan-
ket together just beneath her chin. His eyes grew seri-
ous. “Much better circumstances than the last time I did
this.”

She nodded.

“Your . . . bruise . . . did not make it uncomfortable to
climb the stairs, I hope?”

She reached up to hold the blanket, resting her hands
on top of his. She wished neither of them were wearing
gloves. She’d become accustomed to his warm, bare
touch, to the point of craving it. “Stairs are more com-
fortable than sitting, I assure you.”

His gaze had remained fixed on her mouth while she
spoke. “That’s . . . good.” His voice dropped to the bar-
est whisper. He leaned forward, his head tilted to one
side.

Her breath caught. She tried to moisten her lips but her
mouth had suddenly gone dry.
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Voices beyond the open doorway made him look up.
He straightened. She clenched her fist in frustration.

He cleared his throat. “Shall we join the others before
they wonder what’s become of us?” He gave her a slow
smile, and gestured grandly for her to precede him out
the door.

A brief afternoon rain shower had washed the air
clean, and the clouds had obligingly moved off. Stars
glittered brightly overhead, with the moon not due to rise
for several hours yet. The tallest parts of the London
skyline were shown in silhouette, black voids against the
backdrop of stars.

Down on the roof, she heard the hushed conversations
far better than she could make out the pale blur of faces
of the other astronomers. Miss Davidson laughed aloud
at something Mr. Clarke said, but quickly covered her
mouth with her gloved hand.

Here, five stories above the London streets, the canopy
of stars seemed to call for reverent tones, as if they were
in a giant cathedral.

Alistair took her hand and guided her to the center of
the roof, where she discovered three telescopes had been
set up, each about a dozen feet apart. A shuttered lantern
marked the location of each tripod.

“This is an annual event,” he explained. “Lord
Grisham hosts a week-long star party at his country es-
tate every summer. Lady Grisham insists on coming
back to the city for the Little Season, so he plans a
smaller gathering up here while she hosts the ball down-
stairs.”

Charlotte heard a different voice then, deeper than
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those of the other men in their group, though she couldn’t
make out the words.

“Let me introduce you.” Still holding her hand, Alistair
led her to the cluster of people around the telescopes.
“Lord Grisham, may I present my fiancée, Miss Parnell.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, so to speak, Miss
Parnell.” She could barely see the blur of his face, but
heard the rustle of fabric and knew that he had bowed.

“Likewise, my lord.” She curtsied, amused that they
were keeping the formalities even though they were in
almost complete darkness.

“Everyone, may I have your attention, please?” Lord
Grisham said, raising his voice to a normal conversational
level.

The other discussions immediately halted, and every-
one took a step closer.

“Mr. Clarke’s refractor is being used for the Messier
Challenge tonight, Sir Dorian plans to use his for comet
hunting, and Moncreiffe’s is for viewing . . . whatever you
please. There are chairs around the table as usual, and of
course, a footman will be up with more refreshments
shortly.”

“Jolly good host,” Sir Dorian said.

“As always,” Mr. Clarke seconded.

“Which object are you on now?” That was Mrs. Lumby,
who had accompanied Mr. Clarke.

“Number twenty-two,” Lord Grisham replied. “And it’s
giving me a devil of a time.”

“One would think it would get easier each time one
located it,” Alistair said.
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“One would think that, yes,” Lord Grisham growled.

There was a smattering of laughter, and the group dis-
persed to the various telescopes.

“That probably sounded like gibberish to you. Let me
explain.”

Charlotte shook her head, then remembered Alistair
couldn’t see her. “Not at all. I’ve been meaning to ask if
you've ever attempted the Messier Challenge, or rather,
how many times you have found all of the objects on
Messier’s list in one night of observations.”

Certain that his silence meant his jaw had gone slack,
she wished she could see his expression. When he still
did not answer, she continued. “We are discussing the
French astronomer, a famous comet-hunter, who made a
list of all the objects he found in the night sky that were
not comets, yes?”’

“Yes.” There was a flash of white as he gave a broad
grin. “How many of the objects have you seen?”

“I'm afraid that all of my viewing through a telescope
or spyglass has been aimed at things of a more earthly
nature. I've only seen drawings of the objects in books.”

“Then we must make haste to remedy such a glaring
gap in your education.”

He led her to the middle telescope, where Sir Dorian
and Miss Davidson were debating the merits of equato-
rial mounts versus altazimuth mounts.

“Looking at anything interesting?”

Sir Dorian scratched his chin. “I think the last thing
we looked at was M29, in Cygnus. Isn’t that right, Miss
Davidson?”
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“Yes, but it was already moving out of the field of view,
so you’ll have to adjust the ascension and declination.”

Alistair let go of Charlotte’s hand to pull off his gloves
before he bent to look through the telescope, and made a
slight adjustment. “Yes, that’s M29, an open star cluster
in Cygnus, the southern cross.” He guided Charlotte
closer. “Take a look.”

The excitement in his voice was contagious. She
reached out, found the cold brass eyepiece with her
hand, used it to guide the way so she didn’t poke her eye
on it, and looked through the lens.

All she saw was a collection of white dots. Very simi-
lar to the spots of light visible with the unaided eye, if
she raised her gaze to the night sky. Just larger, and a bit
brighter. No discernible pattern.

The disappointment was almost a physical thing.
“How very . . . nice.”

“Nice?” He sounded almost as disappointed as she felt.

“Exactly which of the white dots comprise the Messier
object?”

There was a pause while he checked the aim of the
scope. “In the very center. Do you see it now?”

She closed her left eye and looked through the eye-
piece with her right eye. A cluster of white dots, in no
discernible pattern. She tried looking with her left eye,
and still detected no discernible pattern. “Perhaps I
would recognize it if I had seen a better drawing.”

He located two more of the Messier objects, but still
all Charlotte saw were white dots. She listened in on the
excited, hushed conversations around her while he found
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each object, and heard their enthusiasm as they shared
the joy of each other’s discovery.

All of this excitement, over random white dots?

“All right, let’s try something simpler,” Alistair said.
“Look up, directly overhead. See the white trail of stars
that covers so much of the sky, like steam rising from a
teapot?” He stood beside her, shoulder to shoulder. Well,
her shoulder to his bicep.

“Via Lactea.” That was an easy one to remember.
She’d been intrigued by the description of Sagittarius,
the Archer, a constellation that resembled a teapot. Steam
escaping from its spout poured across the sky, forming
the Via Lactea.

He wrapped one arm around her shoulders and pointed
with his free hand, directing her gaze to the south. “Look
just above the horizon and you’ll see Sagittarius. Can
you make out the lid on the teapot?”

She had a sudden yearning for licorice. He’d appar-
ently eaten a piece this evening, sometime after their
waltz together.

Focusing on the sweet was better than thinking about
the warm male scent of him now enveloping her, or the
feel of his coiled strength pressed against her side, the
way his fingers were slowly caressing her upper arm
through the blanket.

He was still waiting for some kind of response to his
question.

Right. Sky. She mentally drew lines between the indi-
cated stars, and realized it truly did look like a child’s
drawing of a teapot. “Yes, I see it.” She’d never taken the
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time to notice that before. Maybe there was something to
this hobby after all.

Alistair let go of her to swivel the telescope and aimed
it at Sagittarius. “Just above and to the right of the teapot
lid is M8, known as the Lagoon Nebula. At home in the
Lake District, it gets dark enough at night that you can
see it with the naked eye. London has too many gas
lamps.”

Annoyed with herself for missing his warmth at her
side, once more Charlotte bent to look through the tele-
scope. She had no real hope of seeing anything of inter-
est, and mostly made the attempt in order to placate
Alistair.

Her breath caught. “I see something! It’s like a cloud.”

“Yes, a massive cloud of dust and gas. A nebula. Not a
very romantic description for what you're seeing, is it?”

“Accurate, though.” She studied the Lagoon through
the telescope a moment longer, then straightened and
tried to locate it with her naked eye. She stayed perfectly
still, staring at the spot in space. There. Perhaps it was
just her imagination, but she thought she saw the tiny
white blob that marked the nebula. Success! She looked
through the telescope again to confirm.

She began to understand what the astronomers found
so exciting about their hobby. To find such intriguing
objects in the vastness of the night sky was like solving a
puzzle, or knowing a secret that most people were obliv-
ious to, even though it was right there, over their heads.
“What other things can we look at?”

“There’s another Messier object, M20, about one de-
gree north of the Lagoon.”
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She started to step back to let him move the telescope,
but he rested his hand between her shoulders. “You can
find it. Just tilt the scope up a tiny bit.”

While she adjusted the instrument, she thought about
the sextant Nick used for navigating. He had never let her
touch it, never mind teach her how to use it. Steven, like-
wise, had been reluctant to let her use his spyglass. It was
only after she won money in a card game and bought her
own that he taught her some of the finer points of using
one.

She’d known Alistair less than a week, and already he
was willing to let her use his telescope. True, they were
much more intimately acquainted then most people after
a week—after years, for that matter.

She reached down to check that the bandage was still
in place. There was still some soreness around the stitches
he’d sewn so neatly, but tolerable as long as she didn’t
have to sit down or otherwise have any contact on her
posterior.

“Everything all right?”” he whispered.

She ignored the shiver caused by his breath in her ear.
“Fine. Just making sure the bandage is still in place.”

“And?”

“It is.”

“Good,” he murmured, and trailed his hand down her
shoulder.

In some ways, she had been more intimate with Alistair
than she had with anyone else. Ever. Or had ever planned
to be. She hadn’t decided yet if that was a good thing.

He made it difficult to concentrate, resting one hand
on hers to help her adjust the telescope, the other rubbing
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slow circles between her shoulder blades. Thinking about
the warmth of his hand, she moved the telescope too far,
and saw nothing but random white dots again. But she
refused to let him know he was distracting her. By alter-
nating which eye she opened and closed, staring at the
sky and then through the telescope, she started over
again. She found the tip of the teapot lid, then over to the
Lagoon, and then moved upward.

“It’s another nebula, only smaller.” She heard the pride
in her voice, but didn’t care. She’d been able to find and
recognize the Messier object all by herself.

“Yes, you're right.” He was obviously pleased with her
progress as well.

She didn’t seek or need his approval, but she couldn’t
help a thread of warmth winding its way through her at
the note in his voice. The warmth was definitely from his
words, not from the way he kept touching her. Did he
realize he was massaging her shoulder? Flush with her
success in finding the last object, she was eager to locate
others. “What else?”

“How about the Andromeda Nebula? It’s to the west,
where Mars and the Pleiades are rising above the sky-
line.”

She stood up and turned in a full circle, trying to lo-
cate the constellation also known as the Seven Sisters,
without Alistair’s assistance. She remembered one of the
books showing them near Cassiopeia, which simply
looked like a flattened W to her. She followed the bottom
star in Cassiopeia, and soon had the Pleiades in the cen-
ter of the eyepiece.
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“The beauty of the Seven Sisters outshines Androm-
eda, so one can only see the nebula with the aid of a
telescope.”

The staid scholar was speaking in poetic imagery?
His voice was low and soft, near her ear. Any other man
might use that tone of gravel-poured-through-honey for
seduction, for reading a love poem, for issuing an invita-
tion to his bed.

And he was touching her again. His hand ghosted
across her nape, stirring the fine hairs. His bare fingers
were stroking her exposed skin above the blanket, above
her gown’s neckline. He’d removed his gloves, enabling
her to feel every callus on the pads of each fingertip.
Surely by now he felt the goose bumps he’d raised on
her flesh.

Why was he doing this? If she didn’t know better,
she’d think he was trying to seduce her.

Perhaps he was simply excited to have her share in
something so important to him, a new convert to his
hobby. The majority of their time together had been spent
on her quest, the thing most important to her. For all the
help he had given her, it seemed only fair to spend some
time on his passionate interest.

She cleared her throat. “This one is shaped differently.
It’s more like a flattened circle.”

“Mm-hmm. Andromeda has always been one of my
favorites to study.” His fingertips were studying the back
of her neck.

She stared at the sky without the aid of the telescope,
noting the relative location of Andromeda to the Seven
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Sisters and Mars, fighting the urge to sway against
Alistair, to lean in against his hard body. A white flare
streaked above them, cutting right below Mars. “A shoot-
ing star.” She couldn’t help the tinge of awe in her voice.

“The Perseid meteor showers ended a few weeks ago,
but we should still see quite a few meteors, if we stay up
here long enough.” Now his thumb and first two fingers
were massaging opposite sides of her neck, close to the
base of her skull. Knots of tension dissolved under his
ministrations, but instead of feeling relaxed, a new kind
of energy thrummed through her veins.

She forced her focus back on the sky. “Andromeda is
nice. What’s next?”

“Some people have devoted their entire life to the
study of Andromeda. Or at least an entire night.” His
fingers dipped below the blanket, sliding down the slope
toward her shoulder.

Her breathing hitched. “I'm not some people.”

“I'm well aware of that.” He paused, as though giving
grave consideration to the selection of their next object,
his fingers tapping on her shoulder. Not only could he
not talk without using his hands, apparently they were
required for thinking, too. “Have you ever seen a dolphin
in the night sky? It’s over near the Summer Triangle
formed by Deneb, Altair, and Vega.”

“Triangle? I should warn you, I was never very good
at geometry.”

He lowered his voice even further, a low rumble be-
side her ear. “I’'m saving the math lesson for later.” He
slid his arm around her shoulders and turned her so they
both faced west. He wasn’t just beside her now—he’d



CONFESSIONS OF A VISCOUNT 261

turned at an angle, so her right arm was against his chest,
his left leg behind her. She could lean to the side and rest
her head in the hollow of his shoulder. If she wanted to
do such a thing.

“See the brightest star, almost directly overhead?”” His
breath stirred the hair at her temples, raised gooseflesh
in its wake.

He was the one who insisted on looking directly
overhead—it wasn’t her fault if that required her to rest
her head on him. There were a great many stars over-
head, more random white dots. But one of them did
outshine all its neighbors. “Yes.”

“That’s Vega, one of the brightest stars in the sky.
Think of it as being at the two o’clock position on the
face of a clock. Delphinus, the dolphin, is between seven
and eight.”

She tried to follow the line of his pointing hand and
not think about his hand on her shoulder, the heat from
his body surrounding her, how his warm breath stirred
the hair beside her ear. She wanted licorice.

“Do you see it yet? Some people think it looks more
like a kite with a long tail.”

“Oh! It’s like a porpoise leaping out of the ocean.”

He gave her shoulders a squeeze, and didn’t let go.
Their bodies touched, from shoulder to thigh. There
wasn’t room for a slip of parchment between them.
“That’s it.”

Miss Davidson and Sir Dorian had drifted over to
Lord Grisham’s telescope, at least twenty feet away, the
three engaged in an animated but still quiet discussion in
their hunt for Messier objects.
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Mr. Clarke and Mrs. Lumby were huddled around the
other telescope, a dozen yards away, only the barest out-
line of their silhouettes visible. They could be doing
anything.

She and Alistair could be doing anything.

It was difficult to focus on the tiny pinpoints of light
overhead. Alistair’s hand had left her shoulder and drifted
over and up until his fingers stroked the hair at her nape,
sending shivers of delight up and down her spine. She
wanted to take out all of the pins, shake her hair loose,
and let him run his fingers through it. His long, elegant
fingers. What a man could do with fingers like that . . . Did
he want to run his fingers through all of her hair, too? She
shifted, and accidentally bumped her hip against his
thigh.

Oh my. He wanted to do more than stroke her hair.

They weren’t in a park, in daylight, and there were no
children around.

Nobody could see them.

Off in the distance, Miss Davidson giggled.

Drat. Sound carried too well up here.

Obviously, Alistair knew that, and had gallantly been
restraining himself. She should follow his example and
do the same. Just because one wanted to do something
didn’t mean one should give in to that desire. Even if it
was a once in a lifetime opportunity.

“Hungry?” Alistair whispered. “The footman should
be up soon.”

“I want licorice,” she whispered back.

“Oh. My apologies. I should have saved you a piece.”
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“I only want a taste.” She stretched up, reached her
hand around the back of his head, and pulled him down
for a kiss. His lips were warm, firm yet yielding, fitted
perfectly to hers. And tasted divinely of Alistair and lic-
orice. Tormenting him with a kiss was fitting retribution
for what he’d been doing to her while making her see
stars.

All too soon he pulled away. Before she could form a
protest, he felt along her arm until he found her hand,
twined his fingers with hers, and started walking. Not
toward the rooftop door, not toward the refreshment
table, but toward the far side of the roof. Where there
were no lit lanterns. No people.

Trusting him to lead her in the darkness, she hurried
along at his side, still clutching the blanket closed around
her shoulders with her free hand. He squeezed her fin-
gers and she squeezed back, butterflies of anticipation
taking flight in her stomach.

Their kiss wasn’t over yet.

On one hand, she felt chagrined that he had outma-
neuvered her so neatly. With his near-constant touches
and caresses over the past hour or more, he had chased
her until she caught him by initiating the kiss. On the
other hand . ..

Something big and black loomed up ahead, which
soon turned out to be a chimney stack, well over seven
feet high, more than four feet across. Alistair didn’t stop
until they had gone around to its far side, completely hid-
ing them from view from the others, had anyone been
able to see this far in the dark.
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With a growl he backed her up to the brick wall. He
planted his palms on the brick, on either side of her face,
deliciously crowding her with his body.

“I thought I was going to go mad,” he whispered, just
before he swooped in and kissed her.



Chapter 15
~OC_

D esperately needing to touch him, she tore off her
gloves and stuffed them in his coat pocket, and
gave her full attention to his pulse-pounding, toe-curling
kiss.

She had been right. Right about Alistair’s intentions,
his desire for her, his apparent need to overwhelm her.

Yesterday he had been gentle and tender. Tonight, ten-
derness was replaced by a consuming, raw desire that
left her gasping for breath, yearning for more.

He wrapped one arm around her waist, yanked her
close. His other hand cupped her jaw, his fingers stroking
her cheek, back and forth, in a slow caress, the way his
lips were caressing hers.

She ran her fingers through his hair and cradled the
back of his head with one hand in case he had any fool-
ish notions about pulling away again. She sifted her

265
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fingers through his wavy hair, soft as silk, delightfully
disheveled. Later, when they came back to reality, no
one would suspect it had been her fingers going through
it rather than Alistair’s own.

The kiss changed. She felt the tip of his tongue strok-
ing along the fullness of her bottom lip, moving up, ask-
ing to be let in. She opened her mouth, let him in, and all
rational thought fled.

Stunned at first by the new flood of sensations, she
held perfectly still and let him explore, and felt as much
as heard his murmur of approval. He tickled the roof of
her mouth, and she wrapped her tongue around his, suck-
ing it farther in. He groaned, and she swallowed the gut-
tural sound. She could still taste a hint of licorice,
inextricably mixed with the taste of Alistair.

She saw stars, whether her eyes were open or closed.

It wasn’t enough. Without fully understanding the
need, she widened her stance and pressed against his
hip. He seemed to know what she needed better than she
did, and insinuated one long, muscled thigh between
hers. She groaned and pressed even harder against him.

Before she could stop him, he slid the kiss to the cor-
ner of her lips and kissed his way along her jaw, to her
ear. His breathing was delightfully ragged, warm puffs
against the oh-so-sensitive skin of her neck.

“I know what you want,” he whispered against her
skin, his lips brushing her earlobe.

She shivered. ““You do?”” Good thing one of them knew.
She tried to form a longer answer, but couldn’t recall any
words. Her heart pounded erratically, her breathing just
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as ragged as his, every sense attuned to what he was do-
ing, saying.

He continued to explore the texture of her cheek, the
curve of her jaw, with the fingers of one hand while his
other hand slid down her chin, trailed along her neck to
the hollow of her throat, where he could undoubtedly
feel the flutter of her pulse.

He nodded, the motion brushing his jaw against hers,
just a hint of stubble scraping her sensitized skin. “I’ve
seen you watching me.” He nibbled on her earlobe. “Seen
the way you stare at my hands, at my fingers.” He dipped
his tongue just inside the shell of her ear, making her
shiver again. ““You want to know what they can do.” He
traced the curve of her ear with one fingertip. “What
they feel like.” Every word was spoken against her skin,
his lips caressing her with every declaration.

She turned her head to make it easier for him to kiss
his way over to her other ear, let his fingers continue to
caress her. “Nice. They feel nice.” Someday, she’d again
be able to speak in words of more than one syllable.

He let out a low laugh, tickling her ear. ““You want to
know what they feel like against your naked skin.”

She shuddered involuntarily at the image. His fingers
were already against her bare skin, dancing along her
collarbone, sliding the blanket from her shoulders, skim-
ming the exposed skin just above the neckline of her
bodice. Dipping down inside.

She gasped. “Yes. More.”

He cupped one breast, the heat of his hand burning
through her silk gown and cotton chemise, while his
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fingers caressed the curve above. She couldn’t help let-
ting out a sound distressingly akin to a whimper.

“Shh.” He kissed both her eyelids in turn, then the tip of
her nose. “Don’t cry out.” He kissed the underside of her
jaw. “You don’t want us to be interrupted, do you?”

Distantly, she heard the clink of glassware, the hum of
conversation.

She shook her head, biting her bottom lip to keep from
crying out again as Alistair tried to discover just how far
down inside her dress his fingers could reach.

He kissed her on the mouth again, and gave her little
nips that he soothed with his tongue. He swallowed her
moan.

He kissed a trail down her neck, to the top curve of her
breast, and kept going down, his cheek skimming against
her silk dress, one hand skimming her ribs to her hip. She
lost track of his other hand until she felt the cool night air
stir against her legs.

Being tall and having long fingers also meant the
man had long arms. Bent at the waist, Alistair had slipped
his hand under the bottom hem of her gown and wrapped
his hand around the stocking encasing her ankle. “Mmm,
silk,” he murmured from somewhere in the vicinity of her
waist.

He slid his hand up her leg, slowly moving from side
to side, up past her calf. He paused to explore the sensi-
tive back of her knee, his fingers dipping into the slight
indentation, his touch just firm enough to not be ticklish,
before sliding upward again, her gown bunching on his
arm as he went.
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The air was cool, but all she felt was the heat of his
hand on her leg, constantly caressing, raising her skirt as
he brought his hand ever higher. She let her head fall
back against the brick wall of the chimney stack, feeling
almost giddy, beyond caring that this was much more
than she’d bargained for when she’d kissed him.

He reached the top of her stocking and paused, his
hand cradling the back of her bare thigh. She felt all four
fingers, his wide palm, every callus, his thumb stroking
back and forth just above her knee. She wished there was
enough light for her to see it clearly—his strong hand on
her bare thigh.

He raised her skirt even higher and bent down to press
a hot kiss halfway up her naked thigh. And then another.
And two to the other leg as well. Good thing she had a
solid wall at her back to keep her from toppling over. She
reached out and pressed one hand against the cool brick
to keep her steady, rested her other on the fine wool cov-
ering his broad shoulder.

He straightened, keeping his hand on her leg, her skirt
still bunched up on his forearm. “Do you have any idea,”
he slid his hand from one side to the other, “the effect
you had on me,” he skimmed across to the other leg,
“when I caught a glimpse of these the other night?”

Well, no. She’d been so concerned with the practical
considerations of climbing up to the balcony without her
dress getting in her way, she hadn’t considered how he
might be affected by her actions. Or her inadvertent dis-
play of skin.

“Just a tiny peek of creamy flesh.” His hand slid higher,
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almost to the top of her leg now. “So soft.” Most of her
skirt was bunched on his arm, the gentle breeze brushing
her bare legs.

What was he going to do when he ran out of leg?

She had trouble drawing sufficient breath into her
lungs.

He kissed his way back up her throat, over her chin,
skimmed the corner of her mouth, and up to her ear.
“I’'m going to give you what you want now.” He nibbled
the tip of her earlobe between his teeth, soothed it with
his tongue. “I’'m going to touch you.”

What had he been doing all this time, if not touching
her? Her skin was on fire from his touch.

He trailed his fingers across the front of her thigh,
higher. To her center.

And cupped her in the palm of his hand.

She sucked in a shuddering breath.

Another meteor blazed across the sky overhead.

Holding her, his hand motionless while she adjusted to
the shock of such intimate contact, he pressed his body
against her side. He cradled the back of her head, his
thumb brushing her ear, while his lips grazed her other
ear when he spoke. “This is what you wanted, Charlotte.
Every time you stared at my fingers, this is what you
were imagining.”

She moved her lips, tried to form a protest, but the
only sound that emerged was a low moan.

He started to move his left hand, back and forth, brush-
ing against the crisp curls between her legs, sending tiny
ripples of pleasure throughout her body.
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How could this be what she had imagined? She had
hardly dared touch herself in such a manner, even in the
privacy of her bath, let alone thought of someone else
ever doing so. She had tried to imagine what he could do
with his fingers, but her imagination was no match for
reality.

He increased the pressure, molding his hand to her,
massaging back and forth. Needing more, she spread her
legs a little wider and started moving her hips, meeting
each thrust of his hand.

“Yes, Charlotte,” he whispered against her ear. “I know
what you want.”

Smug braggart, she thought without any real rancor,
and thrust harder.

So intent on the sensations he was creating down
below, she barely registered the way he caressed her
cheek with the backs of his fingers. He captured her
lips in another open kiss, at the same time his fingers
spread the folds of skin below and slid between them.

He swallowed her gasp.

Slick with evidence of her desire, his finger slid in
and out, while his thumb brushed against a particularly
sensitive spot that sent sparks shooting along her every
nerve ending.

“Don’t cry out,” he whispered against her mouth.

She heard the distant rumble of conversation, a re-
minder that there was nothing to shield her and Alistair
from discovery but a chimney stack and darkness.

She tried to swallow back the sounds emerging from
the back of her throat but was helpless to quiet down her
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harsh breathing. It became harder to draw air as he in-
creased the tempo and pressure. Something started to
build, deep within her.

“I want to bury myself inside you,” he said at the same
time his fingers did just that. “I want to plunge deep inside
your moist heat, feel your warmth, until you envelop me
entirely.” His thumb brushed over the sensitive nub again.

She saw another blazing meteor, even though her eyes
were closed.

“But I can wait.”

Of his desire, she had no doubt, as he was still pressed
against her hip, his arousal undoubtedly straining his
breeches. Given that she was so much shorter than him,
was there a crate nearby for her to stand on? Since her
injury made her too sore to lie on her back, this was the
best position for them to finish what they’d started. And
she desperately needed to finish, whatever this was,
whatever it entailed.

She opened her mouth to speak, to tell him, but his
tongue dove inside in a hot, searing kiss that made her
incapable of speech. Possibly for the next week. At
least.

She tried to differentiate the sensations assailing her—
his kiss, the fingers of his right hand gently, tenderly,
stroking the sensitive skin around her ear, the very tal-
ented fingers of his busy left hand, his thumb fluttering
over that little nub, until the little ripples of pleasure grew
to waves big enough to drown her.

Unable to articulate her need, not even certain what
her need was, she pounded on Alistair’s shoulder, pant-
ing for breath.
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“That’s it.” His hand thrust faster, harder. “You're al-
most there.”

“More,” she gasped.

She bucked against him, clenching his hair in her fist,
clutching the back of his head, arching her back, press-
ing him even closer, until suddenly all the stars overhead
exploded at once and rained fire down on her, burning
her from within.

She clung to Alistair, her knees in imminent danger of
collapsing.

Over the thudding of her heart she gradually realized
he was whispering soothing nonsense in her ear, dusting
her cheek and neck with light kisses, his breath stirring
the hair that had come loose from her chignon.

She moved one leg, and realized Alistair had not yet
removed his hand. Fine tremors still coursed through her
body. Not trusting her voice yet, she unclenched her fin-
gers and smoothed his hair.

He slowly, oh so slowly, slid his hand out from be-
tween her legs, setting off more tremors, and let her skirt
slide down her legs, back into place. “Sweet Charlotte,”
he whispered in her ear.

Her breathing almost back to normal, she cleared her
throat. “What’s next?”” Even to her own ears, her voice
was unusually husky.

Leaning his forehead against hers, Alistair gave a soft
chuckle.

“Isn’t it your turn?”

He’d moved his hips back, no longer in contact with
hers, so she was uncertain of his state. “I told you, I will
wait.”
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The sound of carriages clattering past on the street
below brought her back to the reality of their location, on
Lord Grisham’s rooftop. People stargazing just a few
yards away, dancers whirling to music downstairs.
Above, the stars still twinkled in their proper places.

“But what about you? That can’t be all we’re going
to do.”

“It is for now.” He ghosted his fingertips across her
cheek, ran his thumb over her lips. “I don’t think you
have a whisker burn, but we’ll have to wait before we go
into the light. One look at your kiss-swollen lips and
anyone with two thoughts to rub together will know what
we’ve been doing.”

She traced his lips with her thumb. “You, too.”

He kissed the pad of her thumb. “Me, too.”

He’d outmaneuvered her, and she’d lost the skirmish.
Soundly.

She didn’t care.

Part of her mind—the part not busy reliving every
moment, every touch and caress of the last few minutes,
the logical part—recognized the strategy he’d employed
just now. He’d renewed his argument for them to marry
by giving her a sample of the delights to be shared be-
tween them as husband and wife. A carrot, rather than a
stick.

Later, she would probably be annoyed with him for lull-
ing her into his trap, irritated at herself for falling into it.

But right now, she still throbbed with remembered
pleasure, and felt as mellow as if she’d had one too many
glasses of wine. She was willing to concede his victory,
but just in this skirmish. The battle wasn’t over yet.
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They stayed motionless for another few precious sec-
onds, then with unspoken accord each began adjusting
their clothing, setting things to right.

Behind them the rooftop door opened, spilling light.
A footman in Grisham’s livery appeared, balancing a
tray in one hand and a lantern in the other. He set the
tray on the table near Lord Grisham’s telescope, bowed,
and left again as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving every-
one in darkness once more.

“Anyone care for a bite to eat?”” Lord Grisham opened
the lantern shutter just enough to illuminate the plate of
cakes and a full decanter with seven glasses.

The other couples drifted toward the table.

Alistair took her hand and led the way back toward
the group.

“You're just in time if you want to see M45,” Mr.
Clarke said as they approached the refreshment table.
“Hurry up, though, or it will be out of the viewfinder
range and we’ll have to move the telescope again.”

Alistair squeezed her hand where it rested on his fore-
arm. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. We looked
at the Pleiades earlier.”

Sir Dorian moved into the circle of light cast by the
lantern. “Moncreiffe giving you a proper guided tour of
the stars, Miss Parnell?” He popped a cake in his mouth.

She was thankful the darkness hid her blush. “He’s
been showing me quite a few stars, actually, as well as
nebulae.” She looked up at Alistair. “What was the name
of the kite constellation again?”

“Delphinus.”

She nodded, even though she knew Dorian could not
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see her. “Yes, it’s been a very educational evening.”

Alistair made a strangled sound, and covered it with a
cough.

After experiencing such a life-altering encounter only
minutes before, the next half hour or so seemed surreal,
spent in meaningless polite conversation with the other
astronomers, eating bite-sized pastries, and observing
the sky.

She saw several more meteors, though it all paled af-
ter the explosive ecstasy she’d experienced at Alistair’s
touch. He continued to take every opportunity to touch
her, but now there was different quality to his contact—
more possessive and reassuring, rather than seductive.

Soon Mrs. Lumby announced she was getting cold,
and the others decided it was time to head back down to
the ball. Their private star party was at an end.

Alistair made certain they were the last to enter the
lit hallway, to make sure they had put everything to
right before they were seen in public. He took the blan-
ket that had been around her shoulders and tossed it
onto the chair, then slipped her sleeves a little higher on
her shoulders.

She straightened the folds of his cravat. “Think we’ll
pass muster?” She stared at his full lips, still reddened
from their kisses. She couldn’t look at his hands without
blushing anew, heat curling through her insides.

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Try not
to let your aunt get a good look at you. She probably
wouldn’t mind too much, under the circumstances, but
there’s no sense taking unnecessary risk.”

He was determined to win her over, but wouldn’t stoop
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to taking the decision away from her. Her heart swelled.
All adversaries should fight with such fairness.

One last thing—she dug into his coat pocket and re-
trieved her gloves. He still hadn’t put his back on. She
couldn’t help staring at his fingers, especially those of his
left hand.

Heat stole across her cheeks again at the remembered
intimacy of where that hand had been, what he’d done to
her. What he’d whispered in her ear as he did such mar-
velous things.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

Guiltily, she glanced up. Seeing the sparkle in his
eyes, she smiled. “Like what?” She batted her lashes for
good measure.

“Are you intentionally trying to make it impossible for
me to go back to the ball room?”

“I offered—"

“I say, did you two get lost?”” Mrs. Lumby called.

Alistair rolled his eyes heavenward, then leaned over
the stairwell. “Coming!”

“As I was saying . . .” Charlotte whispered.

“Hush.” He gave her a gentle push toward the stairs,
and they soon joined the group, and the dancing. They’d
returned just in time for the last waltz of the evening.

Reluctantly, Alistair pulled his gloves on just before
they entered the brightly lit ballroom. Much as he wanted
to keep touching Charlotte, he didn’t dare allow any skin-
to-skin contact while his control was still so tenuous.

He’d had the best of intentions, the most innocent of
intentions, when he’d taken her up to the roof.
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He had to touch her, make sure she was beside him in
the dark, make sure she really was safe. He’d woken up
last night in a cold sweat, his heart in his throat, having
dreamt that the pistol shot that wounded Charlotte’s
dignity had been fatal.

He’'d tried to reassure himself of her safety by remem-
bering the night they spent together after he tended her
wound. Tending that had required touching. He’d done
his damnedest to be a gentleman, to not take advantage of
her moment of vulnerability, but visions of her naked
flesh, the remembered feel of her soft skin, tortured him.
Kept him awake long into the night, yearning for release.

Her breathless excitement at recognizing the object
in the sky had been his undoing. He might still have
resisted temptation, had she not requested the taste of
licorice.

One kiss in the dark, and he was lost.

He needed to kiss her, to mark her as his own. Feeling
the bandage around her hip brought him to his senses, to
a degree. The first time they made love would be after
their wedding, on a soft, comfortable bed, her injury
fully healed. His own satisfaction could wait until then.
But tonight . . . he needed to hear her sigh, gasp, pant
and moan.

And she’d done all of that. Because of him. Because of
the pleasure he’d given her.

He was not above reminding her of that, should the
need arise.

Most women would not need coaxing to become his
bride. But if he’d wanted most women, he could have wed
years ago.
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He wanted Charlotte.
He would make certain she wanted him.

Charlotte floated through the rest of the evening, barely
noticing Miss Hewitt’s dagger-like stare or Lord Durrell’s
lisping commentary on the other dancers as they moved
through the minuet together. Most of the time she re-
membered to hide her cat-in-the-cream-pot smile, but it
slipped free almost every time she locked gazes with
Alistair.

She drifted to sleep that night still feeling the ghost of
his touch, and awoke in the morning trying to grasp the
tendrils of dreams that left her yearning for more.

Reality reasserted itself when she faced herself in the
mirror, brushing out her hair. There could be no repeat
of last night, at least not with Alistair. She had less than
two weeks before Nick would return. He wouldn’t inten-
tionally rat her out, but Steven would undoubtedly press
him for details about the night she’d spent on the Wind
Dancer with Alistair.

She needed to have the snuffbox and be off working on
her first solo assignment from Lord Q long before then.

After they ended their fake engagement, Alistair would
be free to pursue whatever liaisons he felt so inclined.
Plenty of women would be ecstatic to take her place in his
arms.

As an independent woman, she could engage in simi-
lar discreet encounters with other men if she wanted, or
perhaps even as part of her spy work.

She didn’t feel the thrill of anticipation at the prospect
that she expected.
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Perhaps she just needed a good meal.

She had just sat down to breakfast when the front door
opened and closed. Moments later Steven swept in and
kissed her on the cheek, his expression somber. That
was not unusual in and of itself, but he also lingered to
squeeze her shoulders and pat the top of her head.

“What was that for?” She wrinkled her nose. He
looked and smelled even worse than yesterday. “Find
anything useful or interesting at Toussaint’s?”

He sat down and ran his fingers through his hair, which
was an improvement on its disheveled state. “Damnable
business we’re in.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Is Gauthier all right?”

“Oh, he’s fine. Probably in better shape than I am, the
old frog.” He leaned back in his chair, his expression still
serious.

“Steven, do not keep me in suspense like this.”

“Sorry.” He gave a rueful shake of his head. “We
searched every inch of the town house last night. Found
plenty that could make Toussaint swing at Tyburn, but
no sign of the box we’re after, so we went down to have
another go at the gaming hell. There was a fight in the
alley.”

“And? There are lots of fights in the alleys in that neigh-
borhood.”

He let out a gusty sigh. “A man was stabbed to death.”

She took a long drink of tea and said a quick prayer for
the man’s family. “That’s terrible, but that sort of thing
happens down there on a regular basis. Why is this one
in particular bothering you?”

He wouldn’t meet her eyes for a moment. “The victim,
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Kolenka, was identified by a man claiming to be his
friend. We think Kolenka was one of the Darconian em-
issaries sent to retrieve the snuffbox.”

Charlotte sucked in a breath. “Do you think he’s the
same man who broke into Toussaint’s study? That would
be too coincidental to simply be a coincidence.”

“You mean him being killed so near Toussaint’s estab-
lishment, just two nights after breaking into Toussaint’s
study? No, I don’t believe it’s a coincidence, either.” Ste-
ven leaned forward and clasped Charlotte’s forearm, his
blue-gray eyes intent. “How well did you see the intruder
the other night? Do you think you’d be able to recognize
him?”

“You mean, would I recognize his corpse?” She tight-
ened her lips and tried to be logical about the matter.

Once she’'d reached the balcony that night, she had
taken a moment to rub her stinging hands after climb-
ing the rough brick wall. She’d barely had time to register
that there was a strange man in the room before the door
to the study had been flung open. The only light was cast
by the burning coals in the fireplace, but she’d been in the
dark for the previous half hour or more, and her eyes had
adjusted as well as they could.

“I only caught the briefest glimpse when Toussaint
came in and the intruder turned toward me, before I
leaned over the balcony to shout a warning to Alistair.
Everything blurred a bit after that”” She took a shaky
breath. “But, yes, I think I may have seen enough to be
able to identify him.”

“That’s my girl.” Steven patted her arm.

Within the hour she was following her brother and
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Gauthier down a dismal hallway in a nondescript build-
ing in the City that housed the coroner’s office. With no
carpets or other furnishings to muffle the sounds, their
footsteps rang out on the tiled floor and bounced off the
walls. The walls might have been painted white at some
point, but they were now a dingy, sooty gray.

She refused to allow the gloomy surroundings to af-
fect her emotions. What she was about to do was part of
the job. An unpleasant part, an occasion she hoped was
rare, but something she had to be able to handle. Steven
and Gauthier had always shielded her from some of the
more gritty aspects of their work. This was her chance to
prove her sensibilities weren’t the least bit delicate.

She pulled her gloves on tighter, glad she’d worn cot-
ton instead of kidskin, as the fabric was better at ab-
sorbing the sweat from her palms.

The clerk leading the way opened an unmarked door,
one among dozens they’d passed, and gestured them
inside.

Charlotte took a fortifying breath, straightened her
posture, and crossed the threshold.

Weak sunlight filtered in through the high windows,
revealing several long, narrow tables, all but one of
which was empty. A workbench beneath the window was
cluttered with an array of jars whose contents she couldn’t
identify and tools that looked like they belonged in a
torture chamber.

Aware that her brother and Gauthier were watching
her every move and flicker of expression, Charlotte de-
termined she would show no emotion. After all, she’d
seen countless dead bodies before. An entire field strewn
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with dead soldiers of several nationalities, the aftermath
of a battle they’d failed to prevent. Blood and mud had
clung to her skirts in equal amounts. She hadn’t cast up
her accounts then. She wouldn’t do so now.

The clerk pulled back the sheet covering the body,
revealing Kolenka’s face and shoulders, his greasy black
hair.

Charlotte’s heart stopped, then started again at double
its usual pace.

There was a world of difference between seeing dozens
of anonymous bodies and viewing up close the corpse of
one man whose name she knew.

Her feet felt rooted to the spot. Her breakfast threatened
to reappear.

Soldiers going into battle were trained to fight, were
fully aware that they might die before the day was out.

Had Kolenka known yesterday that he might die? Was
he aware that his life was in danger? Had he even real-
ized he’d engaged in battle?

“Well, poppet? Is this the same man who was in Tous-
saint’s study?”

Charlotte forced air into her lungs and out again. She
considered sitting down and putting her head between
her knees, but refused to give in to the light-headedness.
A few more deep breaths and she’d be fine. Even if the
air in here was tainted with odors she didn’t want to
think about. “Can . . . can you roll him onto his side? I
saw him from a different angle than this.”

The clerk and Gauthier worked together to do as she
asked, while Steven slung one arm around her shoulders
and gave her a squeeze. She half expected him to rub his
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knuckles against her skull. The flash of memory from
their shared childhood helped steady her.

She shrugged off her brother’s arm, moved over to get
a better angle, and tilted her head. For a moment she
squeezed her eyes closed, to compare this sight against
the mental picture from two nights ago, then opened them
to take another long look. “You can let him go now.”

Gauthier and the clerk let go, and the body rolled back
onto the table with a dull thud.

One more thing, just to make certain. She leaned
closer and took a tentative sniff of Kolenka’s coat, avert-
ing her eyes from his blood-soaked chest. Her heart sank
as the now familiar sharp odor of tobacco assaulted her
senses. It was unlike any British blend of tobacco she’d
previously encountered, far different from the cheroots
Sir Nigel tended to favor. “Yes. That’s him.” She stepped
back, toward the door. “Kolenka is the same man Tous-
saint caught breaking into his study.”

“Merde,” Gauthier muttered.

“Bloody hell,” Steven echoed.

The clerk drew the sheet over the body, and the four
living souls filed out into the hall.

“What now?” Charlotte concentrated on keeping her
hands perfectly still at her sides, kept forcing air in and
out of her lungs, and tried not to think about Kolenka.
Had he left behind a wife and children? Or a mother?
Sister?

“We have to make a report to Lord Q.”

“Vraiment.”

Charlotte looked up. “We’re going to see him, at his
office?” Though they’d made many reports to Lord Q
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over the years, she’d never actually seen him. Steven had
always left her behind if there was a chance to deliver his
report in person.

Steven shook his head. “We still can’t risk being seen
with him in the City. But an old friend of the family can
certainly pay a call on us at home without drawing any
attention. That was the other part of the message that ar-
rived this morning—to expect him.”

The ride home in the carriage seemed to take consid-
erably longer than the ride to the City just an hour before.
Aunt Hermione’s town coach was better sprung than
most hackneys, and the velvet squabs thickly padded, but
having to sit back on the bench was less than comfort-
able, even after all of the poultices. Squirming only made
it worse.

She stared out the window, searching for a tree, birds,
flowers—anything living to replace the image of death
that seemed etched into her mind.

She tried to analyze the situation dispassionately, the
way she knew Lord Q would. Toussaint had identified the
man breaking into his study, and either had him killed or
killed him personally. He had personally wielded the
knife that almost claimed Steven’s life, and had escaped
unscathed.

As a weeping girl of seventeen, Charlotte had been no
threat to him.

Now, she was a woman of twenty, with a decade’s
worth of experience and training crammed into the inter-
vening three years. She would wrest the snuffbox from
Toussaint, see the letter restored to its rightful owner,
avert the scandal that threatened to shake the foundations
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of the government, and prevent Toussaint from killing
again.

Once home, the three adjourned to the drawing room.
Steven retrieved parchment and ink from the desk, while
Gauthier sharpened a quill pen, and Charlotte gazed out
the window, watching children playing tag in the square’s
park, overflowing with trees and shrubs and chirping
birds.

They went through the report carefully, each contrib-
uting the details they were most familiar with. Charlotte
leaned over Gauthier’s shoulder to read the final draft,
and noted the embellishments their scribe had added.
“Mon ami, you should write novels.”

“But I already do, ma petite. You do not think this is
my only secret life?” He winked at her.

They all looked up at the sound of a knock on the
door.

Farnham entered and bowed. “A gentleman to see you,
sir. He declined to give me his card.” His intonation re-
mained perfectly polite, but when he straightened from
his bow, his nose was just a few degrees higher than
usual.

Charlotte couldn’t help a small smile. Since they were
so unaccustomed to having servants available, perhaps
they should have insisted Aunt Hermione engage the
services of someone a little less highly recommended.

“Show him in,” Steven said. “And please send up re-
freshments.”

“Very good, sir.” He clicked his heels and left.

“That poor man,” Charlotte said. “I hate to think of all
the times we have failed to live up to his expectations.”
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Her stomach fluttered with nervousness at finally meet-
ing Lord Q. Perhaps she should have gone upstairs and
freshened up when they returned home. But surely a man
like Lord Q would be more concerned with actions and
results than neatly combed hair? She tried not to think
about the fact that her whole future could depend on the
next few minutes.

Moments later, footsteps sounded in the hall and there
was a bit of shuffling as the guest preceded the butler into
the room.

Lord Q was much shorter than she expected. In fact,
she and he could probably see eye-to-eye, a detail that
she hoped boded well for her future. He looked the grand-
fatherly sort, with deep lines on his cherubic face that
showed he smiled often. His white hair poked up in tufts,
contrasting with his pink cheeks. She almost expected
him to offer her a sweet.

Many men must have been caught off guard over the
years, underestimating him.

He handed his hat and walking stick to the butler and
said, “That will be all.”

Farnham looked at Steven for confirmation before he
bowed and left.

Lord Q glanced at Steven and Gauthier, then strode
directly toward Charlotte, his hand held out. “You must
be Charlie. I have been dying to meet you, my dear.”



Chapter 16
~OC

Charlotte remained frozen for a moment, then curt-
sied and shook Lord Q’s proffered hand. His grip
was firm. Unlike most men she’d ever shaken hands with,
he did not treat her as a delicate creature. Her estimation
of him rose a notch.

She made sure her own grip was equally firm and con-
fident in return. “To be honest, my lord, I wasn’t even
certain you were aware of my existence.”

Steven made a small choking sound in the back of his
throat.

Lord Q gave Steven a tsk tsk, and patted her on the
shoulder. “The safety of our operatives is always our top
concern.” Still with his hand on her shoulder, he led her to
the sofa and gestured for her to be seated. “We list in our
reports only the names that are absolutely essential, but be
assured we have long been aware of your contributions.”

288
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She couldn’t be rude, so she perched on the edge of
the sofa as gracefully as she could. She wished she
knew him well enough to know if he was using we in the
royal we sense, or referring to his associates at the Home
Office.

With his compliment, she couldn’t have asked for a
better opening. “I'm so happy to hear that, my lord. That
is precisely what I wish to discuss with you—my ongoing
contributions.”

“The end of them, you mean,” Steven said from his
chair by the desk.

By force of will, Charlotte resisted the urge to shoot
her brother a dirty look.

“Your fiancé, he was none too happy the other night,
I'm thinking.” Gauthier had assumed his usual position
by the fireplace, where he could keep an eye on both the
door and window.

“You are engaged, my dear? My felicitations.” Lord
Q patted her knee. “I must admit I’'m disappointed to
lose an agent with such promise so soon, but it is to be
expected. Young women such as yourself tend not to
remain in the field for long.”

Charlotte wanted to grind her teeth. This was not go-
ing at all according to plan. She glanced between her
dear brother, whom she currently wanted to strangle,
and dear Gauthier, who had been like an uncle. Regard-
less of their expectations for her future, she wanted to
work for Lord Q. “Thank you, but felicitations are not
called for. I am not truly engaged.”

Lord Q’s brows knitted. “I'm afraid I don’t under-
stand.”
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“What the hell do you mean, you’re not engaged?”

“Mon dieu!”

Charlotte ignored the outbursts and kept her attention
focused on Lord Q, who thankfully maintained the atti-
tude of polite interest in whatever she had to say. Some of
the trepidation about revealing her plans evaporated.
“Steven has changed since we came to London, and for
some reason expects me to forget all about what I’ve been
doing for the last five years. I, however, have no intention
of giving up the work. My so-called engagement is sim-
ply a cover that has enabled me to continue my efforts to
recover the snuffbox.”

Lord Q did not seem taken aback by this astounding
revelation. “And your fiancé is aware of your activities?
Aware that your relationship is a sham?”

That made it sound . . . sordid. There was nothing dis-
honorable in what they’d done. “Alistair was only too
happy to enter into our subterfuge, and has benefited just
as much as I have.”

“But you spent the night with him!”

“He was there when you broke into the cochon’s
study.”

She pressed her hands flat against her skirts to keep
from balling them into fists. Lord Q was also ignoring
the interruption, his attention still patiently focused on
her. Bless him.

“I took Alistair into my confidence early on in our
acquaintance. He has shown himself to be a worthy part-
ner. He is also a school chum of the captain of the Wind
Dancer, where we sought refuge for the night.”

She noted the flare of understanding in Q’s eyes, and
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felt a surge of confidence. “He is well-suited to our work,
my lord. He is fast on his feet, both mentally and physi-
cally, and most importantly has no wish to dissuade me
from completing this task.” She spared a glare for Ste-
ven. “Unlike others in this room.”

Q nodded. “It goes without saying, you find him trust-
worthy.”

She’d certainly trusted Alistair last night, when he’d
held her in his hands. His magnificent, talented hands . . .
She turned the direction of her thoughts before they be-
trayed her with a blush. “He is a gentleman who can
play the rogue when needed.”

Q nodded gravely. “I do prefer that my operatives work
in pairs when possible, or threes, as you all have done so
successfully over the years. Pairs tend to be more pro-
ductive, have fewer casualties. The cover of a false be-
trothal, however, cannot be maintained indefinitely.”

A maid knocked and entered just then, and deposited
the tea tray on the table in front of Charlotte. After she
left, several minutes were taken up by the ritual of pass-
ing the plate of cakes and making sure that everyone had
a cup of tea to their liking.

Her mood was boosted by the fact that Lord Q had
not dismissed her intentions out of hand. She need only
decide what to do when her engagement with Alistair
ended, as it must inevitably.

She paused, the teacup halfway to her mouth. End her
engagement to Alistair.

That had been the plan all along, of course. Nothing
had changed. There was no reason to follow it through to
the conclusion Alistair envisioned—their marriage. He
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did not truly want to be a spy, and she did not truly want
to be a wife.

Not even Alistair’s wife.

Not even with the potential for a lifetime of heaven-
shattering experiences like last night. Not even to an open-
minded man brave enough to let her drive his phaeton,
someone charming enough to make her and Hermione
giggle like silly schoolgirls.

She resolutely ignored the lump that formed in the pit
of her stomach.

Steven gave their report to Lord Q to read while they
were all munching on cakes and sipping tea.

From the thunderous expression on her brother’s face,
she knew he would try to continue the conversation again
later, in private. She determinedly concentrated on the
delicious pastry in her hand. At least, she assumed it was
delicious. It may as well have been made of ash.

Lord Q set aside the report. “The first question we
must address, gentlemen, and Miss Parnell, is how to
proceed in regards to the snuffbox and letter.” He refilled
his teacup. “You are confident the items are not at Tous-
saint’s gaming hell?”

“Oui.”

“We managed a rather thorough search, even before
the altercation in the alley.”

Charlotte set down her unfinished cake. “If I were
Toussaint, I would now take the item from wherever it
was hidden last night and move it to the gaming hell.”

Steven shook his head. “He thinks he’s got rid of the
only outsider who knew it was at his town house. He’d
believe the town house is the safest place to keep it.”
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“But someone has tried to break in there already,”
Gauthier said. “The one place no one has disturbed so
far is the home of his partner. What is the little rat’s
name?”

“Sir Nigel,” Charlotte offered. “I don’t think Toussaint
would trust him enough to let him keep it. If I were Tous-
saint, I would want such a valuable item on my property,
perhaps even on my person, where I could keep a close
eye on it.”

Steven shook his head. “No, I agree with Gauthier.
Our best option now is to search Sir Nigel’s lodgings. No
one would expect such a valuable item to be kept there.”
He looked to Gauthier. “I think we should do a bit of
exploring this evening, don’t you?”

“Certainement.”

Charlotte folded her arms. “Guineas to green beans
it’s not there. I still say it’s at Lost Wages.”

“Both theories have merit,” Lord Q interjected, before
the conversation could degenerate into a sibling squall. If
he was about to take sides, they were prevented from
learning his choice when the drawing room door opened.

“Ah, there you are, Steven.” Aunt Hermione bustled
in, untying the ribbons to her bonnet as she walked.
“Mrs. Higginbotham was so disappointed you were not
in attendance at the Grishams’ ball last night. Please say
you’ll—” Now that her bonnet was off she noticed the
other men in the room and came to a halt, her expression
frozen. The men jumped to their feet.

“Good afternoon, Aunt. Do you remember—"

“Lady Marwood, may I say you look just as ravishing
as the last time I saw you.”
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“William!” She patted her hair into place and hurried
toward Lord Q with a seraphic smile lighting her face
such as Charlotte had never before seen. She half ex-
pected her aunt to fling herself into the old gent’s arms.
“Yes, you may, and there’s no need to stand on cere-
mony.”

Lord Q raised Hermione’s hand for a courtly kiss.

Steven’s jaw worked several times before he managed
to get out a syllable. “I wasn’t aware you two were so
well acquainted. Indeed, I wasn’t even sure you would
remember him.”

Hermione sat on the sofa and patted the spot beside
her. Lord Q obediently sat down. Everyone else shifted
until they were seated also. Charlotte gratefully moved
to a straight-back chair, where it was easier to perch on
the edge of the seat. “True, our first meeting was not an
auspicious occasion, God rest your father.”

Charlotte’s puzzlement must have shown.

“I’'m afraid I'm the one who was charged with the task
of bearing bad news when Sir Blakeney’s ship went down
and all hands were lost,” Lord Q explained.

“William’s been such a dear, keeping in contact with
me and your mother, Charlotte, seeing how we got on.
Until she remarried, of course. He paid several calls on
Marianne and me after Helena passed on, but alas, you'd
already left to live with Steven in Scotland.”

“Yes. Glasgow was marvelous.” Since she’d only spent
a week there in her entire life, she turned her attention to
Lord Q before Aunt Hermione could ask any questions
about her supposed five-year stay there. “I wasn’t aware
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your association went as far back as Steven’s childhood.”

Hermione nodded. “Thank goodness I was visiting
Helena that fateful day, or she’d have had no one to
comfort her but her baby boy.”

Steven cleared his throat.

“I do believe you are embarrassing the boy,” Lord Q
said, looking not the least apologetic.

Charlotte bit her bottom lip to keep from grinning. If
she had a laugh at Steven’s expense, he would make her
pay for it later. There was already plenty of retribution in
store for her deception.

“Madame Marwood, are you enjoying the season’s
entertainment?”

Charlotte sent a silent thank-you to Gauthier for steer-
ing the subject back to a more neutral topic.

“I must say, it is an entirely different experience now
that my little Marianne has been successfully launched.
There is but one task left for me, and that is to see my
niece blissfully settled. Fortunately, we are already well
on our way to that happy ending.” She beamed a smile
at Charlotte.

“How nice for you.” Lord Q shifted his adoring gaze
from Hermione to raise an eyebrow at Charlotte.

She gave a slight shake of her head. Hermione knew
nothing about Steven’s true vocation, or Charlotte’s, and
she intended to keep it that way. Forever, if possible.

Distantly, she registered the sound of the door knocker.
Should she lay the groundwork for the end of her engage-
ment now, give some hint that the ending in store was not
the one Hermione envisioned?
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Steven had included her in the most recent develop-
ments in the investigation, but only because he’d had
no choice. His thoughts on the subject of marriage—
specifically hers—had not changed. But as long as they
were all gathered like this, he could not express his dis-
pleasure at her deception.

Farnham tapped on the open door. “Excuse me,
madam, sir.” He turned to Charlotte. “A gentleman caller
for you, miss.”

Hermione practically clapped her hands together.
“Oh, show him in, show him in!” She gave Charlotte a
guilty glance. “Do forgive me, dear, I got carried away.
Such a charming young man. I can hardly wait until he’s
officially part of the family.”

For the second day in a row, as though thoughts of him
had conjured him, Alistair stood in the doorway. Her-
mione hustled forward and drew him into the room.

“Sir William, may I make known to you Alistair, Vis-
count Moncreiffe. My future nephew-in-law.”

The men exchanged bows.

“William has been a friend of the family since Steven
was in leading strings,” Hermione confided to Alistair
sotto voce. “I believe you already know Steven and his
friend Monsieur Gauthier,” she continued, louder. Alistair
nodded a greeting to Steven and Gauthier.

“This is your Alistair?” Lord Q threw Charlotte a
glance before he strode forward, hand extended. “I haven’t
seen you since before you went off to Cambridge, lad.
How are you?”

“Quite well, sir, thank you.” He looked a bit perplexed
to have his hand pumped so enthusiastically.
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“I was just sharing a bottle with your father last week,
and he was telling me about a paper you presented to
The Royal Society. He’s quite proud of you, you know.”

Alistair closed his jaw with an audible click. “To be
honest, I didn’t think he was listening when I mentioned
the presentation. I was discussing it with my grandfather.”

Charlotte was extremely thankful she was already sit-
ting down. Never in a million years would she have
guessed Alistair and Lord Q were already acquainted.

Then again, it shouldn’t be that surprising that Lord Q
was acquainted with the family of a duke, given the rela-
tively small size of the ton.

This could work in her favor. Since Q was already ac-
quainted with Alistair’s family ... On second thought,
his father, the Marquess of Penrith, was an unreliable
sot, being primarily concerned with lifting skirts and
emptying bottles. Surely Lord Q wouldn’t paint Alistair
with the same brush as his father?

Lord Q sat back down on the sofa, obligingly beside
Hermione, leaving only the chair next to Charlotte for
Alistair. “Ah, yes, the old feud between Penrith and Kes-
wick. The way you’ve managed to keep the two from
throttling each other all these years, you could have a
promising career in diplomacy.”

Alistair ducked his chin in a charming display of mod-
esty. “I completely understand their urge to throttle each
other, sir, since I often share it.” He smiled at Charlotte,
looking at her through his lashes. She fought the sudden
urge to throw her arms around him and ask if they could
go somewhere private and share a repeat of last night.

Hermione cleared her throat.
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Lord Q gave a guilty start. “But I'm sure you didn’t
come calling here today to reminisce about your family
with me.”

“No,I...”

“Have you come to discuss a date with Charlotte?”
Hermione looked as eager as if she were to be a bride.
“If we are to make all the necessary wedding arrange-
ments, we will need to set a date. Soon.”

“Date? Right. Yes. Yes, I came to discuss things with
Charlotte.” Alistair ran his finger between his neck and
cravat, as though it were suddenly too tight.

Oh, blast well-meaning relatives. “Shall we go for a
turn about the garden?” Charlotte didn’t even look to see
if Alistair followed.

She didn’t need to see, as she could feel his presence
behind her like a physical thing. Almost as tangible as
his presence had been in front of her, last night, up on the
roof.

Not wanting any maids or footmen to overhear their
conversation, they were silent on the trip to the back of
the house. And just because they would be alone was no
reason to lose her head. She needed to stay focused on
the snuffbox. Tonight presented a perfect opportunity,
too good to pass up or allow herself to be distracted, yet
again, by Alistair.

Walking with Charlotte at his side, Alistair debated
the best way to broach the subject of their betrothal.
Convincing her that they should marry because he had
compromised her had already proven unsuccessful. Even
after their interlude on the roof last night, he doubted she
would see things any differently.
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Perhaps it was a simple matter of bribery.

Not with jewelry. Even though his grandmother’s sap-
phire betrothal ring was a dainty thing of beauty, per-
fectly suited for Charlotte’s petite hand, and currently
tucked away in a jeweler’s box in his coat pocket, jewelry
was not the way to her heart.

Not with social ranking, and its accompanying wealth
and power. Becoming his viscountess, with the prospect
of becoming a marchioness and eventually a duchess,
was not the lure to Charlotte that it was to the likes of
Miss Hewitt. Charlotte’s life in France, so soon after the
reign of terror, had inured her to such trivialities.

No, the way to her heart was through her mind and
body. She was a woman who craved excitement, who
needed to take action rather than wait for others to do
so. She needed—and deserved—respect and acknowl-
edgment for the unusual skills she’d cultivated and put
to use. And she was most definitely a sensual creature,
who had taken great delight in physical pleasure last
night.

All he had to do was go along with her being a spy,
and remind her that last night had been a mere taste of
the veritable buffet that awaited her in the marriage bed.
Their marriage bed.

Once they stepped outside into the garden, Alistair
reached for her hand, then thought better of it—too many
windows overlooking the garden—and tucked it into the
crook of his arm.

He was searching for the proper words to begin this
all important conversation when Charlotte tugged him to
the farthest corner of the garden.
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“We have to go to Lost Wages tonight,” she said, her
voice low and urgent.

“We do?”

She nodded vehemently. “Steven and Gauthier have
been wrong on every guess as to the whereabouts of the
snuffbox. Tonight they’re going to search Sir Nigel’s
lodgings, but I believe Toussaint has moved the box
back to Lost Wages. He killed Kolenka last night, or
had him killed, but Toussaint knows someone else was
trying to break into the study the same time Kolenka
was there, so he won’t keep the snuffbox at his home.
We need to—"

“Stop. Back up. Who’s dead?”

“Kolenka.”

She appeared reluctant to elaborate, so Alistair gave
her a “go on” gesture and waited patiently, schooling his
expression to hide his growing horror.

“He’s one of the Darconian emissaries sent to retrieve
the snuffbox. He was killed in what was supposed to
look like a robbery, but it happened too near Toussaint’s
gaming hell to be a coincidence.”

“And how do we know he’s the one who broke into
Toussaint’s study?”

“I recognized him.” Her voice had gone quiet, but she
threw her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “I went
down to the coroner’s office with Steven and Gauthier
this morning and . . . examined the corpse. It was him,
the same man I saw in Toussaint’s study.”

He was impressed by her bravery, and completely hor-
rified by what she’d gone through.
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“So we need to search for it at Lost Wages. Tonight,
while he still thinks no one suspects him of being the
blackmailer.”

“We? You're including me? Willingly?”

She had the grace to look embarrassed. “I just told
Lord Q a few minutes before you arrived about how well
we work together. If you don’t want to go, I'll under-
stand.”

He was getting dizzy from the succession of revela-
tions, like a mouse being batted back and forth by a cat.
“Sir William is Lord Q? And you told him that we’ve
worked together?”

Alistair needed a moment to reconcile his precon-
ceived notion of a spymaster with the image he’d had all
these years of his father’s friend. Hmm. Sometimes he’d
wondered if Father was really as drunk as he appeared
to be.

Then he took a moment to ponder the implications of
his father’s friend being aware that Alistair was acting as
a spy. Q certainly wasn’t going to tell Father. “Whatever
gave you the idea I wouldn’t go? I told you, Charlotte, I
will always be with you.” He caressed her cheek under
the guise of tucking back a stray lock of hair, knowing
she reacted to such a stroke the way other women did to
a much more intimate caress. “If I didn’t, you'd simply
go anyway, by yourself.”

She closed her eyes briefly, fighting an almost visible
battle between pleasure and determination as he trailed
his finger down her throat. She blinked at him. “Well, of
course I would. Steven has stopped listening to me, and
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he’s even less likely to listen to me now that he knows
our engagement is a fraud. Since he won’t search Lost
Wages, | have to.”

He dropped his hand to his side. “You told him about
the engagement? Thank you—now I understand why he
gave me such a scathing look when I arrived.” Alistair
ran his fingers through his hair. This had all been en-
tirely too much to take in during such a short stroll
through a garden. “I take it Aunt Hermione has not been
disabused of her illusion?”

“About us? It’s going to break her heart, but no, I
haven’t told her the truth yet.”

He fingered the ring box in his pocket. “We don’t have
to break her heart, you know. We do work well together.”
He made sure that Charlotte was looking directly at
him, and deliberately stroked his index finger along his
upper lip.

Her sudden indrawn breath proved his reminder of last
night had not been too subtle. He would much rather
have given her a kiss, but his instincts screamed that they
were being watched.

Charlotte jerked his arm as she started walking again,
racing an unseen foe around the garden’s perimeter. “The
most unobtrusive way for us to get into Lost Wages is for
you to be a young buck out on the town for the night, and
me to be your mistress.”

“My what?”

“Well, what other sort of woman could accompany you
to a place like that? It makes perfect sense. You’ll have to
make a show of being there to gamble. Not too large a
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purse, though, or you’ll be too tempting a target for
thieves. The coin won’t be a problem for you, will it?”

She went on, planning their foray for the coming eve-
ning with great enthusiasm and excitement.

Tomorrow, with the snuffbox in their possession,
would be soon enough to finish the conversation he’d in-
tended.

Tonight they were going to search the office of a man
known to have killed at least once already.

The ring could wait.



Chapter 17
~OC

A s they’d agreed, Alistair called for Charlotte that
evening in a hackney, picking her up at the same
corner as before their attempt to break into Toussaint’s
study.

Had that only been three nights ago?

Then, she’d been dressed in demure dark gray, her
blond curls concealed by a bonnet. Tonight she wore a
blood red cloak over a matching scarlet gown cut low
enough that her charms were in danger of spilling over
the top. A curly black wig completed her disguise.

As she walked toward him, into the swaying light of
the coach’s lantern, it also became apparent she was not
wearing stays. Rouge darkened her cheeks and eminently
kissable lips. His groin tightened. No one would recog-
nize the proper Miss Parnell in this costume.

Charlotte, with her blond curls and fresh beauty, was

304
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the picture of innocence, while this creature was temp-
tation on two legs. He wanted both versions. In his
bed.

“Promise me you’ll burn this dress after we’re done
tonight,” he said as soon as she settled beside him on the
bench and the carriage was on its way.

“You don’t like it?”

“I like it very much, and I like what it lets me see.
Problem is, I don’t want anyone else seeing.”

She laughed. “That’s the point. Men look at this,” she
waved in the general direction of her exposed décolle-
tage, “and don’t see this.” She pointed at her face.

“And why is that a good thing?”

“Because, silly, they won’t remember my face, or
notice if I'm looking at them or across the room. It’s
perfect.”

Perfectly distracting. She had a point. “And that is all
we are doing tonight—Ilooking. If we find the snuffbox,
Lord Q can send somebody else to take it out of there.
Toussaint has already killed once. I don’t want him
aiming at you.” He didn’t want Toussaint in the same
country, let alone the same building, as Charlotte.

She shifted on the bench. “He already aimed at me
once, and didn’t exactly miss.”

His heart contracted painfully at the memory. He
rested his hand possessively on her knee. “Don’t give
him a second shot. If he’s there, we’re leaving. Is that
clear? T won’t take the chance that he might recognize
you, even in this getup.”

She gave a murmur in response that he chose to inter-
pret as acquiescence.
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They rode in silence for a bit, Alistair’s hand still on
her knee. The single lantern inside the coach cast enough
light for him to see the growing excitement on her face.
He could almost feel it thrumming through her body,
just as it was thrumming through his. The adventure, the
anticipation—heaven help him, he craved it just as much
as she.

She cleared her throat. “Are you prepared for the way
we will have to act tonight?”

He noted she still had not clearly acknowledged or
agreed with either of his directives. At least she hadn’t
disagreed, either. “Act what way?”

“As though we are love—as though I am your mis-
tress.”

He grabbed her around the waist, eliciting a squeak of
surprise, and gently settled her on his lap, careful of her
stitches. “Like this?” He wrapped his arms around her,
to steady her against the sway of the coach.

She had applied more perfume than usual tonight. He
nuzzled her neck just beneath her ear, where he knew it
made her quiver with delight, and inhaled attar of roses,
much heavier than the light rosewater she generally fa-
vored. It had become his favorite scent. He had become
intimately acquainted with all of her scents, especially
the delicious musk of her arousal. Just thinking about it
was sending his blood south.

She kept her back straight as a poker. “Do you nor-
mally have your mistress sit on your lap?”

Since he’d never kept a mistress, he almost laughed,
but realized in time what a mistake that would be. “The
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only woman I want on my lap is you,” he whispered in
her ear.

She might be keeping her back stiff, but she couldn’t
hide the shudder that coursed through her as his lips
brushed her skin.

Last night she had been incredibly responsive to his
touch. It would be so easy to repeat the experience, right
here in the coach. Just slide his hand beneath her skirts,
up her silken thigh . . .

This was a monumentally bad idea. The motion of the
coach had Charlotte coming into contact with parts of
his anatomy that had no business having any contact
with her until after their wedding. Sweet torture.

He should move her back to the cushion, but couldn’t
bring himself to end his delightful torment.

“It’s all right,” she suddenly said. “I know it’s some-
thing men don’t have a great deal of control over.”

Ah, damn, she had noticed. “Boys may have little con-
trol,” he said, pulling her closer. If she didn’t bend, she
was going to break. “But as a mature man, I assure you,
the only time this occurs is when I’'m with you, because |
want so desperately to . . . be with you.” He nuzzled her
ear again, remembering how she had shuddered in re-
sponse. He knew exactly where and how to touch her, to
elicit which sort of reaction. After they were married,
he’d take her where she could be as vocal as she wanted,
unlike last night when they’d both struggled to be quiet,
to not draw attention.

She sighed and snuggled into his embrace.

A moment later she surprised him by nuzzling his ear,
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sending an unexpected shiver down his spine when she
whispered against his skin, “Don’t cry out.” She nibbled
on his earlobe, snaked an arm around his waist, and
dipped her fingers just inside his breeches.

He grinned at the remembered admonition, and re-
flexively tightened his grip around her waist. Her dark
red velvet gown invited his touch, exploration. He wanted
to pull off his gloves and slide his bare hand over the soft
fabric, caress the gentle curve of her hip, cup her breast,
slide the low neckline even lower, and . . .

Just as he was about to toss aside all his good inten-
tions and toss her skirts, the coach rocked to a halt.

He shut his eyes and drew upon the dregs of his will-
power. “We’re there.”

“No,” she whispered, and kissed him just beneath his
ear. “We still have a long way to go.”

Damn reading the banns, he was going to carry her
straight to Scotland, marry her over the anvil, and have
their wedding night above the blacksmith’s shop.

Just as soon as they retrieved the snuffbox, or she’'d
never forgive him.

He’d never been so reluctant to remove a woman’s arm
from his waist. “Time to go to work, Charlotte.”

“What?” She sat up so quickly she almost tumbled to
the floor. “Oh.”

He assisted her to her feet before he climbed out. The
driver had stopped right by a mud puddle, so Alistair
lifted Charlotte out of the carriage and carried her to the
stone steps leading into the tavern, shouldering aside the
people clustered about the entrance. He heard a few rib-
ald comments directed their way, and overheard one
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woman negotiating fees and services with her customer.
He wanted to cover Charlotte’s ears. She, however, was
eavesdropping.

He paid the driver, tucked Charlotte’s arm in his, and
sauntered into the raucous, smoky interior, feeling an
altogether different sort of excitement from just a few
minutes ago.

He loved astronomy, and had been studying the night
sky most of his life. But no matter what secrets of the
universe he unlocked, none of it made a difference in
anyone’s day-to-day life—at least, not in any tangible,
practical way. Getting back the snuffbox, and the damn-
ing letter hidden inside, was tangible. Would make a dif-
ference.

This was exactly the type of seedy tavern his father
was likely to patronize, one that the duke would never
enter. Serving wenches hurried to and fro in the taproom,
ale and other beverages sloshing out of the tankards they
carried, nimbly avoiding the occasional pinch or slap
from the crowd of disreputable-looking male patrons.
Several men had platters of food on the table in front of
them, a doxy sitting on their lap, or both. Most of the
women wore gowns that made Charlotte’s look positively
prudish.

“This way,” she whispered, and guided him through a
doorway in the back. They passed the kitchen, where
steam and the savory scent of food wafted out, past the
door to the keg room, and down a dimly lit hall. Soon,
the clatter of coins being tossed amidst more raucous
laughter became audible.

Under the guise of nuzzling her ear, Alistair stopped
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just inside the doorway of the main gaming room, which
was filled with tables, chairs, gamblers, and more serv-
ing wenches. “The snuffbox is not likely to be in here.”

“No, it’s more likely to be in the office, the wine cellar,
or even the kitchen. And there are rooms upstairs that can
be rented.”

“All of which, I'm sure, were thoroughly searched by
Steven and Gauthier. What do you propose to do differ-
ently than they did?”

“Succeed.”

Alistair threw his head back and laughed. “Shall we
begin, my dear?” he said loudly, and staggered toward
the nearest table with an empty chair.

Charlotte slipped into the role-playing without missing
a beat. “By all means, my lord, let’s spend your coins.”

Her giggle was pitch perfect, but she didn’t need to
sway her hips quite that much.

Once he was seated, she stood behind him, carding
her fingers through his hair as he gave a cursory greeting
to the other men at the table and ordered a glass of wine
each for himself and Charlotte.

“Fresh blood,” said the white-haired gent to Alistair’s
right.

“More import’ly, fresh money,” said a man with an
enormous red nose to Alistair’s left. He hiccuped.

A third man, who looked young enough to still be at
school, rapped his knuckles on the table. “Deal again,
damn you!” Beads of sweat stood out on his upper lip.

Alistair placed his bet, and the dealer, a buxom, heav-
ily rouged woman who might still be in her thirties, dealt
him into the next hand of vingt et un.
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Over the next hour, he won as much as he lost, which
required more concentration than he had known he was
capable of, what with Charlotte toying with his hair,
whispering in his ear, and at one point even perching on
his knee.

Thanks to his friend Nick’s tutelage back in their
school days, Alistair was able to spot the markings on
the cards, which almost made the game fair again. The
other three men continued to drink as heavily as they
played, and the number of empty bottles on the table
grew. Alistair sipped at his one glass.

The noise level in the room rose concurrently with the
quantity of alcohol consumed and the lateness of the
hour. More than one man slipped out of the room, a gig-
gling fille de joie on his arm. Some didn’t even make it
all the way out the door before reaching into the girl’s
bodice or under her skirts.

“That’s Mr. Jennison, the manager, buying stolen
goods,” Charlotte whispered in his ear. She tilted her
head, pointing out a man with three chins and just as
many fobs hanging from his garish green waistcoat, who
sat down at a table in the back corner.

As Alistair watched, Madame Melisande entered and
sat down opposite Jennison, and spread her fan out on
the table. The two launched into a spirited conversation
conducted in low tones, until Jennison pushed a few
coins across the table.

Leaving her fan on the table, Melisande got up and
moved to a gaming table, sitting directly beneath the
chandelier. Alistair had never before noticed how simi-
lar her build was to Charlotte’s. His fiancée might have
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modeled her daring dress and glossy black curls on the
French courtesan’s, but Charlotte could never mimic the
hard look that marred Melisande’s once-beautiful fea-
tures as she scowled at Jennison, or the avaricious gleam
in her eyes as she cast her wager.

Setting them apart even further, Charlotte had chosen a
luxurious scarlet silk cape to go with her dress, rather than
the more cheaply made black cape adorning Melisande’s
shoulders.

Jennison tucked the fan into the cabinet behind him
and turned his attention to the young man who’d just sat
down and pushed a fob across the table.

Alistair nuzzled Charlotte. “Looks like he’s begun his
night work.”

“Now would be a good time to take a look at his
office.”

At the end of the next hand, Alistair made a show of
stretching, and patted his belly. “Time to get rid of some
of this wine, eh what?”’

Charlotte obligingly clung to him as he staggered out
of the room and into the hall.

“The men’s necessary is in there,” said one of the
serving wenches, pointing over her shoulder. She blew a
strand of red hair out of her eyes. “Or them’s rooms up-
stairs, what can be had for a shilling an hour.”

“Thank you.” Alistair didn’t have to fake the lurch to
the side, as Charlotte stepped behind him the instant
she’d spotted the wench, almost knocking him over.

As soon as they were alone in the hall, Alistair backed
her up against the wall, planted his hands on the stained
wallpaper on either side of her face and leaned in as
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though for a passionate encounter. “What’s going on?”

“That was Ginny. When I talked to her here last week,
I was wearing this same costume, but told her [ wasn’t in
this line of work.”

“And you didn’t want to disappoint her, let her know
that you’ve become a fallen woman?”

As he’d hoped, Charlotte laughed. “She’s already
threatened to throw me out on my arse once.”

“Well, we can’t allow that to happen. It would hurt
considerably more now than it would’ve last week.” He
glanced up and down the still deserted hall. “Which way
to Jennison’s office?”

“This way, I think.”

Several doors opened out onto the corridor in which
they stood. When Charlotte would have opened them,
Alistair pulled her back, shaking his head. He peeked
into what turned out to be a storage room, the men’s
water closet, and a private gaming room, before finding
Jennison’s office. Several other doors, farther down the
hall, went unexplored.

The office was devoid of people but far from deserted.
The usual accoutrements of desk, chairs, sofa, and cabi-
nets were cluttered with what looked like the contents
of an entire town house. There was a narrow path to a
massive oak desk, past trunks overflowing with china
and silverplate. Dozens of candlesticks, from simple to
garishly ornate, some even with candles, covered every
available surface. Several glass-fronted cabinets lined
the far wall, their shelves filled with everything from
marble busts to diamond brooches glinting in the can-
dlelight.
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Charlotte lit another of the candles from the banked
coals in the fireplace and held it aloft, revealing even
more household goods.

“It would require days to search all of this.” Alistair
turned in a circle, taking in all of the possible hiding
places for something as small as a snuffbox. “Weeks.”

She kept her voice low, as he had. “We don’t dare stay
any longer than a few minutes.” She set the candle down
on a clothes press, lying on its side, and started rum-
maging through the chest of drawers next to it.

They both froze as footsteps sounded in the hall, then
relaxed at the sound of masculine giggling and the foot-
steps receding up the stairs.

“We have to be methodical about this,” Alistair said,
almost to himself. A bookcase nearby was loaded with
small personal objects such as fans and fobs. “Could it
be that simple? Hidden in plain sight?” He lifted the
candle to illuminate the items in the back. He pushed
aside hair combs and crystal scent bottles, revealing at
least a dozen snuffboxes. “Are any of these the one we're
after?”

Charlotte eased a drawer closed, scurried over and
stood up on her tiptoes to peer at the shelf in question.
After a moment she dropped down to her heels and shook
her head. “None of them are gaudy enough.”

She wandered toward the oak desk, trailing her hands
over the objects she passed—a pile of beaded reticules,
somebody’s family portrait in a gilt frame, a silver tea
service—and sat in Jennison’s massive leather chair.

“Comfortable?” Alistair cocked his head to one side.

She propped her feet up on the corner of the desk and
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crossed her ankles, unintentionally gifting him with an
extensive view of her black silk stockings. “Have to think
like Toussaint.” She tapped her chin with one finger.
“These are all stolen objects. Items that Toussaint and
Sir Nigel have bought and intend to sell. Or are they? Is
there something here that stands out?”

Alistair took another look around, and this time paid
closer attention to the several objets d’art. “Well, I doubt
Shakespeare ever wore a bonnet like that.”” The white
marble bust on the top shelf of a bookcase was capped by
a cheap straw bonnet decorated with an unseemly num-
ber of peacock feathers.

Charlotte dropped her feet to the floor. “Can you
reach it?”

“You think it’s hidden under the bonnet?” Alistair
stretched up, and staggered back a step with the bust in
his arms. The bonnet fell to the floor. “It’s definitely not
inside the bust.” The solid marble had to weigh nearly
two stone.

“No, I suppose not. Just someone’s bizarre sense of
humor. Like tying a cravat on Caesar over there. I don’t
think cravats were fashionable in ancient Rome, do
you?”

Alistair lifted the bust back onto the shelf and tossed
the bonnet up. It landed at a jaunty angle, dipping low
over Shakespeare’s left eye.

“Unless . . .” Charlotte leaped over a stack of Wedg-
wood dinner plates on her way to the bust of Julius
Caesar, displayed behind glass on an upper shelf in a
cabinet against the far wall. She tapped on the glass,
pointing at the marble figurine. “In Paris, Toussaint
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once used a hollow bust of Bonaparte to hide a cache of
stolen jewels.”

He joined her at the cabinet and raised the candle
high, shadows dancing over the cabinet’s contents. “What
makes you think Caesar isn’t as solid as Shakespeare?”

She grasped his wrist and brought the candle even
closer. “See the indentation beneath the cravat, all the
way 'round the neck? The head comes off, and the neck
is hollow, maybe even the entire chest.” She tried to turn
the handle on the glass door. “Locked.” She grabbed the
silver teapot and swung it back like a cricket bat.

Just as he was about to catch her arm and protest, she
set it down again. “No, too loud,” she muttered.

“Key’s probably in the desk.” If it was there, and the
snuffbox was hidden inside a hollow bust, he would con-
cede she’d been right—men were indeed boringly pre-
dictable in hiding their valuables.

“You look for it. I’'ve got another idea.” She reached
under her wig, retrieved a hairpin, and bent toward the
lock.

Alistair stepped over a pile of waistcoats, heading
for the desk, but froze at the sound of footsteps in the
hall. He darted his gaze around the room, looking for a
second exit, or something big enough for them to hide
behind. Would Jennison remember how many candles
he had left burning?

The footsteps were steady, not those of a drunk, and
still headed their way.

Only one exit. He grabbed Charlotte and they dove
into the wardrobe. He eased the door closed just as the
hall door slammed open.
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“Greedy, conniving bi—" There was a crash as Jen-
nison, Alistair presumed, kicked over the stack of dinner
plates. Desk drawers opened and slammed shut, followed
by the muffled clink of coins.

Alistair struggled to hold perfectly still in the cramped
confines of the wardrobe, a task made monumentally
difficult by having Charlotte tucked in his embrace, bent
over. If she didn’t stop wiggling her bottom . . . Oh. This
position couldn’t be comfortable for her, either. He hoped
none of her stitches had pulled loose.

“Pay her some more, the frog says,” Jennison said in a
mocking voice. His boots crunched over the pottery
shards. “I’ll show him, and his French tart.”” The door
slammed behind him.

Alistair waited a moment, listening to make sure they
were actually alone in the office again, before letting go
of Charlotte and opening the wardrobe door. Once he
had straightened and popped a kink in his back, he
helped her climb out.

“We need to get out of here, before somebody else
comes in,” he whispered.

“Right. Just let me get . . .” She headed for the bust of
Julius Caesar.

Alistair grabbed her hand. “Not on your life. We
agreed. Toussaint is here, so we're leaving. Since you’ve
figured out where it is, Sir Will—Lord Q can send some-
body else to retrieve it.”

“But I'm so close!” She glanced back at the glass case.

“I know, but so is Toussaint. He could come in here
any moment. Don’t take any foolish risks. Lord Q is a
fair man, and will give you credit for locating the box.”
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He caressed the side of her neck. “The important thing is
to get you out of here safely.”

He hated to see her shoulders slump in defeat, but felt
relief that she saw the wisdom in his decision. Careful
not to disturb the teetering stack of teacups, he lifted her
up and over the broken plates, opened the door a crack,
and peered out. He saw the swish of a black cloak as
someone entered the room across the hall, two doors
down. Noise emanated from behind several closed doors
and drifted down from the staircase at the far end, but
the hall itself was deserted. Grabbing her hand, he darted
out, pulled the door shut behind them, and wrapped his
arm around her waist as befitting a properly besotted sot
with his mistress.

As another couple emerged from the private gaming
room, giggling and groping and heading for the stairs,
Alistair bent to nuzzle her ear. “We accomplished our
objective for the evening. The sooner I get you home and
away from this place, the better I will feel.”

“Just one thing before we go. It’s a long ride home.”
She spun on her heel and headed back, past Jennison’s
office, and went in through a door on the opposite side of
the hall, the same one into which the black cloak had
disappeared.

Alistair started to follow her until he spotted the L
carved into the door. She should be safe in the ladies’
water closet. Even here.

Shouldn’t she?

Charlotte shut the door to the ladies’ withdrawing
room and leaned against it, her heart pounding. There
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was no way on God’s green earth she was going to get
this close to the snuffbox and simply leave it behind.

Sounds of rustling fabric reminded her she was not
alone—someone was in the curtained alcove, attending
the call of nature. The other woman had hung her thin,
worn black cloak on the peg near the door.

Black. Charlotte glanced down at her red cloak, which
she’d worn less than a dozen times.

She opened the door and peeked out. In the time-
honored tradition of all men waiting for women, Alistair
was pacing the length of the hall. She ducked back as
he made his turn and softly closed the door.

The other woman, whoever she was, shouldn’t mind a
trade too terribly much, since she was getting a better
cloak in exchange.

Alistair felt ridiculous propping up the wall. He paced
up and down the hall, drawing a puzzled look from the
serving wench who passed by. How long could it possibly
take her? He strolled to the stairs and actually climbed to
the next floor, then turned around as though he’d forgot-
ten something, and strolled to the other end of the hall.

On the second round he thought he heard a hall door
open, but when he looked, they were all still closed.

On the third round he spun at the sound of a door
opening, but saw only the bottom edge of a black cloak
entering Jennison’s office before the door clicked shut.

Charlotte pulled the hood of the black cloak over her
head and peeked out the door. Alistair was halfway down
the hall, his back to her.
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She pulled the door closed behind her and darted
across the hall, into Jennison’s office. One minute. That
was all she needed. One minute, and one hairpin.

After she had the snuffbox in her reticule, she’d swap
cloaks again and meet Alistair in the hall, as though
nothing had happened.

She hurried over to the glass cabinet and bent to the
lock. Her hands were trembling so much she almost
dropped the hairpin. “Steady on,” she muttered, and took
a deep breath. She glanced over her shoulder, listening.
Nothing but Alistair’s even tread out in the hall.

Sweat trickled down her back and beaded on her up-
per lip, but she didn’t take time to swipe it off. It took a
few twists and a second hairpin, but finally the lock
clicked open. She slid the glass door aside, grabbed Cae-
sar by the ears, and tugged off his head.

Yes! She plunged her hand inside Caesar’s neck, feel-
ing the cold marble, smooth metal, and something beaded.
First she pulled out an enameled cosmetic case, then a
purse filled with clinking coins. She reached in again.

On the third try she withdrew a snuffbox—the most
gaudy snuffbox she’d ever laid eyes on. The silver box,
just big enough it didn’t quite fit in the palm of her hand,
was studded with gemstones of every shape and color,
set in random order, with abstract designs etched into the
silver. She flipped open the lid, and her heart did a trium-
phant somersault at the sight of the piece of parchment
folded into a tiny square.

She grinned from ear to ear, resisted the impulse to
dance a little jig, and tucked the box into her reticule.
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She was just putting Caesar’s head back in place when
the knob on the office door turned.

Alistair scrubbed his hands through his hair. Women
could certainly take an age at their toilette, but surely
Charlotte would not want to linger in the water closet of
a gaming hell? Especially knowing that Toussaint was
on the premises.

Perhaps he’d missed her when he had climbed the
stairs, and she was even now awaiting him in the tap-
room, impatiently tapping her toe. Fending off unwanted
advances. He strode toward that end of the hall, and col-
lided with a man just exiting the gaming room.

He was as tall as Alistair and a couple decades older,
but with a heavier build, an enormous nose, and a ruddi-
ness in his cheeks that could have come from too much
alcohol or from physical exercise. Though large, he was
certainly not fat.

“Beg pardon,” they both muttered at the same time,
and stepped apart.

Alistair took another step to the side, dodging the
three-chinned man who barreled out of the gaming room
next—Jennison.

“But, Monsieur Toussaint, I have already paid that
French tart what the fan was worth.”

Alistair froze.

The hair on the back of his neck rose, and he clenched
his fists.

“I don’t care,” Toussaint said with a dismissive wave,
continuing down the hall. He stopped with his hand on
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the doorknob to the office. “Pay her more.” He slammed
the door behind him, and Jennison returned to the gam-
ing room, muttering under his breath.

His heart racing, Alistair glanced into each of the
open doorways on his way out to the taproom, anxious
for a glimpse of Charlotte’s scarlet cloak.

The taproom was even more crowded than before, a
sea of unwashed bodies in various states of inebriation
and undress, with the scent of burnt mutton wafting over
it all, drifting out from the kitchen.

No Charlotte.

To hell with the niceties, he was going to barge into
the ladies” water closet.

He had just taken a step when he heard a roar of out-
rage, quickly followed by a crash and a slammed door,
then a string of colorful French oaths bellowed by a
healthy set of lungs, barely muffled behind a closed
door.

Several people pushed at him to get out into the hall,
to see the source of the outcry. Alistair shoved back,
pushing his way to the front of the pack.

“Allez au diable, Parnell! I should have drowned you
in the Seine when I had the chance!”

Alistair turned the corner just in time to see the edge
of a black cloak disappearing at the top of the stairs.
His blood froze at the sight of Toussaint raising a pistol,
aimed at a retreating woman’s back. Clad in a scarlet
cloak.

“No!” he screamed, surging forward.

Toussaint fired.
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The explosion of the pistol in such a confined space
was deafening, and shattered Alistair’s world.

She pitched forward, the red stain darkening her scar-
let cloak, spreading from between her shoulders, and
was still.



Chapter 18
~OC

‘ ‘P utain,” Toussaint muttered, glaring at the body.

“Should have drowned you in the river, like a
sack of kittens, instead of wasting powder and shot.” He
finally noticed the crowd in the hallway. “She was a thief!
No one steals from me and gets away with it. She—"

Alistair smashed his fist into Toussaint’s nose.

The Frenchman staggered, blood spurting, staining
the walls and Alistair’s cravat, but did not go down.

He wouldn’t give the whoreson a chance to fire again.
Putting all of his weight behind it, all of his fury and
pain, Alistair hit him again, an uppercut to the jaw that
whipped Toussaint’s head back. Toussaint slammed into
the door frame and crumpled to the floor. Unconscious
or dead, Alistair didn’t much care.

In the hush that fell over the assembled crowd, he
dropped to his knees beside Charlotte’s motionless form.

324
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The scarlet cloak covered her scandalous dress, the hood
drawn up to conceal her dark wig.

The bloodstain on her back had stopped spreading.

No heartbeat to pump the blood.

He stretched out one hand to her shoulder, surprised
that it did not tremble. He remembered her mischievous
blue eyes, her distracting freckle, her stubborn streak.
He wanted to throw his head back and howl.

Howl to vocalize the pain of his lost dreams of his
life with Charlotte, the life they were supposed to share.
All the hopes he’d only just begun to harbor for their
future. Gone.

He’d failed to protect her.

All of his strength, his determination, wealth and
power, vaunted lineage—it meant nothing. He’d failed to
protect the woman he loved.

As a helpless child, he couldn’t save his mother and
siblings.

He was a mature adult now, far from helpless, and still
he’d failed.

He pulled off his gloves and rested his hand on her
shoulder, as he had done so often. She lay still, as though
peacefully sleeping, but the warm, sticky blood on his
fingers shattered the illusion. Swallowing back the lump
in his throat, he leaned across to caress her downy soft
cheek one last, final time. Whisper in her ear what he
should have said while she still lived.

The curve of her jaw was different.

This wasn’t Charlotte.

He jerked back as though burned, then pulled down
the hood of the cloak.
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Melisande.

This wasn’t Charlotte. Charlotte wasn’t dead.

He lurched to his feet, scrubbing his hands through
his hair, oblivious to the blood on his fingers.

Charlotte was alive.

He started breathing again. He sagged against the
wall, weak with relief. Poor unfortunate Melisande, but
Charlotte was alive.

Where was she?

The crowd had started chattering, discussing whether
they should send for the Watch or not. Perhaps they
should just throw the thief’s body into the river?

Alistair searched their faces, looking for Charlotte’s
familiar gamine features among them, her blue eyes and
rouged lips. Not there.

He pushed his way through the crowd until he could
open the door to the ladies’ water closet and step inside,
ignoring the shocked gasps.

“He’s gone daft,” one woman muttered.

“Oi, mate, the gent’s room is down that way,” a gruff
voice offered.

There were mirrors and wall sconces, curtains and
stools, wall hooks and dressing tables—everything one
would expect in a ladies’ water closet, but no ladies.

No Charlotte.

Damn it, where was she? His stomach clenched anew.

He pushed his way out into the hall and searched the
crowd again.

His gaze fell on Melisande, still lying on the floor in a
pool of blood. Wearing a scarlet cloak.

Charlotte’s cloak.
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When he’d noted Melisande in the gaming room be-
fore, she’d been wearing a black cloak.

From the corner of his eye he’d seen someone in a
black cloak scampering up the stairs just before Tous-
saint fired. Before that, he’d seen a black cloak entering
Jennison’s office.

Charlotte must have switched cloaks while Melisande
was occupied in the water closet.

Damn Charlotte’s impetuous, impatient hide.

Upstairs, he opened every door, poked inside every
room, ignoring the outraged complaints from the occu-
pants.

Still no Charlotte.

But there was an open window at the end of the hall.

He leaned out. No one in their right mind would will-
ingly go out onto the steep, tiled roof in the dark, made
slick from the steady drizzle falling from the sky.

No one but an astronomer. Or a female spy.

He banged his hand against the window casing, add-
ing to the throbbing pain from when he’d hit Toussaint.

At least now he knew how she had made her exit.

He went back downstairs, stepped over Toussaint’s
prone form into the office, and checked the bust of Julius
Caesar.

The glass case stood open and Caesar’s head was shat-
tered on the floor, revealing the bust’s hollow neck.
Empty.

No snuffbox.

Alistair slammed the cabinet door shut, and the glass
splintered into a thousand shards.

She’d agreed. He'd said they were here to look. It was
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too dangerous for them to remove the snuffbox. They
would let Lord Q send somebody else to get it.

But Charlotte had taken the box anyway, and now
Melisande was dead.

He hung his head in defeat.

Charlotte hadn’t actually agreed with him. She’d kept
silent.

He lifted his head, stared around the room.

What now?

She had the snuffbox. Would she rush home, in a
hurry to show it off to Steven, rub his nose in the fact
that she’d been right, he was wrong, and she’d succeeded
where he and Gauthier had failed?

As Alistair stepped through the doorway, Toussaint
groaned and struggled to sit up. Alistair plucked the pis-
tol from his limp grip, smashed the butt into Toussaint’s
jaw, and strode down the still crowded hall.

Everyone scrambled out of his way.

Halfway to the town house Charlotte shared with her
aunt and half brother, Alistair reconsidered, and shouted
different directions to the driver.

The coach dropped him at the requested address, and
Alistair marched up to the front door of an elegant
town house in Mayfair.

What if Sir William was not at home? Or worse, what
if he had company?

It was after midnight. Would Charlotte wait until tomor-
row, deliver her prize during respectable calling hours?

Certainly propriety would force her to wait until
morning. He snorted. Charlotte, wait? That would be
like a rooster trying to hold back the dawn.
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He raised his hand to lift the knocker. Behind him, the
jingle of a harness alerted him to the arrival of another
coach.

Charlotte hopped out of the coach, paid the driver, and
trotted up the path toward Lord Q’s front door.

She’d done it! She’d successfully retrieved the box and
the letter. Lord Q couldn’t help but be impressed with her
skills. Now he’d offer her continued employment, with or
without Steven. She would be able to fend for herself,
and not be reliant on a husband, father, or brother. She
wasn’t condemned to the life of a social butterfly like her
mother, silly and useless. Like her father, she’d serve the
crown, save lives. Make a difference. Do the work she
loved. Be independent.

Live life exactly the way she wanted. On her terms.

She’d had a moment of panic when Toussaint sur-
prised her by entering the office. She’d crouched down
and hidden behind a painting. When his back had been
turned, going to his desk, she’d jumped up and darted
out. He saw her just as she went out the door, and bel-
lowed her name in rage.

Her heart still beat wildly at the memory. She’d never
ascended a flight of stairs so quickly. The back of her
neck prickled, but he’d shot wide of the mark and missed
her entirely.

She hadn’t even torn Melisande’s borrowed cloak
when she climbed out the window, skittered down the
roof and drain pipe, and jumped to the ground. Hailing a
hackney several blocks away had proven to be the most
difficult part of retrieving the snuffbox.
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But she’d succeeded!

A shadow near the town house door detached itself
from the wall, stepped into the puddle of light cast by the
lantern beside the door frame, and revealed itself to be
Alistair.

He’d no doubt be upset she had gone against his
wishes, and miffed that she’d left Lost Wages without
him, but surely he would bear no grudge when he real-
ized she’d succeeded? She offered a smile in greeting. “I
knew you’d figure out where to meet me.”

His fingers were stiff at his sides, as though he was
forcing himself not to curl them into fists. “How could
you?”

She recoiled from the controlled fury in his voice.

Oh, what a wealth of meanings to which that question
could refer. There were tight lines around his mouth and
a particularly deep furrow between his eyes. Tension
rolled off him in palpable waves.

Her grin faltered. “I’'m afraid you’ll have to be more
specific.”

“We were going to wait. Let Q send somebody else to
actually retrieve the snuffbox. You would have still been
given credit for locating it.” He stepped so close she had
to tilt her head back to an uncomfortable angle to still
see his face.

She swallowed. “I couldn’t take the chance Toussaint
would move it. The last time I just waited and watched,
like you wanted, I watched someone else make off with
the box right out from under my nose. I couldn’t let that
happen again.”
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“Melisande is dead, because you couldn’t wait.” He
gripped her shoulders.

“What?” Her body struggled with the simple act of
remembering to breathe.

“Toussaint killed her. Because she was wearing your
cloak. He shot her, screaming your name.”

Her hand flew to cover her mouth in horror. “Sacre
bleu.” She’d only switched cloaks so Alistair wouldn’t
recognize her when she snuck across the hall into Jenni-
son’s office.

“Do you have any idea what I went through, thinking
it was you that Toussaint shot? How I felt when I saw you
lying in a puddle of blood?” He was practically shaking
her, his fingers digging painfully into her flesh.

“I’'m sorry.” Her voice broke. “You must know I never
meant for anyone to be hurt.” Not Melisande, and cer-
tainly not Alistair.

He abruptly let go and stepped back, his face now a
rigid mask.

She stumbled, caught her balance. “I read the letter
in the coach.” She patted her reticule, where she’d hid-
den the snuffbox. The slight bulge was still there. “You
have no idea how high the stakes were on this. Q was
not exaggerating when he said the monarchy could be
in jeopardy.”

“I don’t give a damn about the monarchy just now.”

Neither did she. Not really. Someone had just died in
her place.

She was going to be sick. She needed to put her head
between her knees.
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The front door opened and a footman in blue livery
and a periwig leaned out. “Who goes there?”

Charlotte gathered herself and stepped around Alistair,
who did not move. “I—" She cleared her throat and tried
again. “I’ve brought an urgent message for the master of
the house.”

“Couldn’t be all that urgent, standing out there flap-
ping your gums like that,” the footman muttered. He
stepped to the side and gestured for Charlotte to enter
the foyer. “I’ll see if he’s at home,” he said in a normal
tone, obviously accustomed to people paying calls at all
hours.

Charlotte half expected Alistair to stalk off into the
night, but he followed her into the foyer.

She’d never before been unnerved by his silence. She
didn’t dwell on that, since she was busy dwelling on
the fact that Toussaint had now killed twice because of
the damn snuffbox.

Fortunately, the butler soon arrived, and gestured for
her to follow him into a well-appointed study. “The mas-
ter will be with you shortly.” He gave a perfunctory bow
and left.

Charlotte headed directly for the fireplace, feeling a
chill from without and within. The cloak she’d switched
in the ladies withdrawing room was much thinner than
her own, hardly capable of warding off a midsummer
breeze. She feared, however, the thickest sable wouldn’t
be able to dispel the chill now coursing through her
bones.

Alistair stood before the dark window, hands clasped
behind his back, his profile that of a carved marble statue.
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She’d gained the snuffbox, but had she lost Alistair?
She’d planned from the start to move on from him, but
always expected they’d part under amicable terms.

She held her hands out to the crackling blaze, glowing
like the fires of hell, and cast about for some comment
with which to break the silence. None was forthcoming.

Just as she was about to make some inane observation
regarding the weather, Lord Q entered the room. He was
fully dressed and his white hair neatly combed, despite
the lateness of the hour, as though he was just going out
or had just come in. Or expecting callers.

“Yes, miss, how can I be of—" He stopped when he
recognized her beneath the artifice. “Miss Parnell? And
Moncreiffe.” He gestured for them to be seated. “Has
something happened?” His expression remained polite
but neutral, prepared for good or bad news.

Alistair remained motionless by the window.

Charlotte stayed by the fire, for all the good it was
doing. Something happened? She wasn’t sure where to
begin.

“Blakeney and Monsieur Gauthier?” Lord Q’s brows
drew together in concern.

She shook her head. “They’re fine, as far as I know.”

“Then...?”

Right. The reason she came here. The objective she’d
attained, at such a high cost. She dug the snuffbox out of
her reticule. The gems on the box sparkled under the
light cast by the chandeliers overhead.

She held the gleaming box out to Lord Q on the palm
of her hand. “I believe someone’s been looking for this.”

Here it was, the moment she’d been working toward,
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planning for—the pinnacle of her success, the linchpin
of her future.

This wasn’t how she’d pictured it. She always thought
she’d feel elation at this moment. Not this . . . emptiness.

Lord Q’s face broke into a huge smile. “Certainly is an
ugly thing of beauty, isn’t it?”” He took it from her hand
and sat at his desk to examine the box more carefully. He
unfolded the parchment tucked inside and held it up to
the light. “T’1l have to confirm with . . . the owner . . . but
it appears this is the original letter.” He beamed at Char-
lotte. “Excellent work, Charlie.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He refolded the paper and tucked it back inside. “I
assume you had something to do with this also, Mon-
creiffe?”

Alistair shook his head. “I take no credit whatsoever
for its recovery.”

Her stomach plummeted to the vicinity of her shoes.
“Oh, but I couldn’t have done this without your help.”
She glanced over at Lord Q. “He was an invaluable
partner.”

Lord Q shifted his gaze between the two of them, per-
plexed.

“I’'m afraid its recovery was not without incident,” she
explained. She swallowed a lump. “There was a . . . casu-
alty. Toussaint fired at me, but his bullet struck someone
else. A Frenchwoman, Madame Melisande.”

“She’s dead.” Somehow, Alistair’s flat, wooden tone
was even more disturbing then his controlled anger of
earlier.
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“Toussaint shot her, eh?” Lord Q pushed aside what
turned out to be a false bookcase, revealing a safe. He
quickly opened it, tucked the snuffbox inside, and con-
cealed it again. He dusted his hands off. “Well, I've al-
ways been of the opinion it was simply a matter of time
before one of them turned on the other.”

Alistair whipped his head around to stare at Lord Q.
“Turned?”

“We’ve been aware for some time that she was feeding
him information, eavesdropping at parties to gather in-
telligence.”

“I thought she was just a thief, supplementing her in-
come from being a mistress.” Reflecting on all the times
she’d watched Melisande when the Frenchwoman had
the snuffbox, Charlotte now saw her actions in a whole
new light.

“Well, there was that, too.” Lord Q poured three
glasses of brandy from the sideboard. “Our operatives
had to take care that she didn’t pinch their valuables
when they were letting her overhear their conversa-
tions.”

Alistair accepted the glass. “You were feeding her
false information, which you knew she would then give
to Toussaint?”

“Brilliant strategy, if I do say so myself.” Q handed a
glass to Charlotte, and kept the last for himself. “But it
couldn’t have lasted too much longer. Toussaint would
have added up his misfortunes, each of his plans gone
awry, and come up with the common denominator.”

“Information from Melisande.”
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“Precisely.” Lord Q gestured at Alistair’s cravat.
“That’s her blood, I presume?”

Charlotte had missed seeing it until now—his once-
snowy linen marred by crimson splotches.

Merde, he had been standing close enough when
Melisande was shot to be splattered with her blood? Her
chest hurt from the stab of guilt.

Alistair glanced down with a look of disgust and shook
his head. “Toussaint suffered a nosebleed after he shot
Melisande. Possibly a broken jaw.” He rubbed the knuck-
les of his right hand. “Probably a concussion, t0o.”

Lord Q murmured his approval, while Charlotte
looked at Alistair, really looked at him, and saw a differ-
ent man. Not the staid scholar, not the playful lover or
the passionate astronomer, but a man more than capable
of defending himself.

He was tall, with a trim but muscular build. For all
the sedentary hours he spent observing the night sky, it
was obvious he spent an equal number of hours en-
gaged in physical pursuits—she’d felt the muscled con-
tours of his chest and thighs. When he’d carried her to
Nick’s ship, she was the one panting for breath, not
Alistair.

And he’d injured Toussaint, thinking she’d just been
killed.

Would he ever forgive her?

Lord Q tugged on the bell pull, and requested his car-
riage be made ready. He came back to the center of the
room and raised his glass. “A toast, to the successful
completion of your first mission without your brother.
May it be the first of many.”
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Charlotte forced a smile in return. Lord Q saw her as
an operative in her own right, not as her brother’s assis-
tant. She’d achieved her goal.

The brandy burned like acid going down her throat.

Alistair did not drink.

It wasn’t her fault that Melisande was dead. Engaged
in the line of work that she was, such a fate was always a
possibility, and Melisande had to have known that. Just
as Charlotte knew she had risked mortal danger in get-
ting back the snuffbox.

“If you don’t mind my asking . . .” Alistair began.

Lord Q raised his eyebrows.

“Just what is so damn important about that letter?”

She glanced at Lord Q, who nodded. “It’s a billet
doux, from a man.” She set down her glass.

“Men in love are idiots. What is so remarkable about
this particular love letter?”

At his harsh words, she turned to the fireplace so he
wouldn’t see her wince. Was he referring to the letter
writer being an idiot, or was it more personal?

Did he regret their time together? Perhaps he was even
now cursing that day on Bond Street when she’d hooked
his arm with hers.

But if it was personal, that meant . . . She glanced back
at his proud, handsome profile, and felt the color drain
from her face. She had not meant to engage Alistair’s
emotions when she’d suggested their mock betrothal. But
if his emotions were not involved, would he have been as
tender and passionate last night when he’d coaxed her to
the heights of sensual pleasure?

Even more disturbing, would she have responded so
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willingly, with such intensity, if her own emotions were
not equally engaged?

Oh, this was going to muck everything up. Even worse
than it already was. She dropped onto the sofa with an
unladylike thump.

Lord Q sat on the other end of the sofa and crossed an
ankle over his knee. “The recipient is also a man.”

Alistair blinked. “Unusual, but since neither the writer
nor the recipient was the Prince Regent, I fail to see how
this endangered the monarchy.”

“The punishment for sodomy is death. The letter’s
recipient is . .. well, let’s say he holds high office, and
leave it at that.” Q took another sip of brandy. “If his pref-
erence in companionship were to be bruited about, even
as a rumor, he would be forced to resign amidst a scandal
that could jeopardize the stability of our government.
Incidents like the machine-smashing at the mills in
Loughborough this summer could become commonplace.
Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of lives could be lost in
such unrest.”

The butler tapped on the door. “Your carriage is ready,
my lord.”

Lord Q nodded, and the butler left. “It’s been a very
long evening for you, Charlie. The excitement will soon
wear off, and you’ll be wanting to seek your bed. My
driver is at your disposal.”

Still dazed by her personal realizations, she stood and
murmured something appropriate.

Alistair scrubbed the heels of his hands over his eyes.
“I’ll see that she gets home safely.”
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“Very good of you, Moncreiffe.”

Moments later, Alistair helped her into Lord Q’s ele-
gant coach. His touch was polite, and completely imper-
sonal. None of the lingering caresses or touches that she
had come to expect, come to crave.

Other than issuing her direction to the driver, he re-
mained silent. Seated on the bench opposite, he wouldn’t
even look at her in the dim confines of the coach, but
stared out the window at the blackness beyond, broken
only by the occasional street lamp.

Steven would have begun shouting at her the moment
they were alone. Her brother might see a different future
than what she envisioned for herself, but she always
knew where she stood with him.

Finally, she could stand the silence no more. “Speak
to me. Chastise me, rail at me for going against your
wishes, blame me for Melisande’s death, just say some-
thing. Anything.”

“I love you.”

Her mouth fell open.

He looked at her then, more pain in his blue eyes than
she had ever before seen.

“I love you and respect you, and wanted to be your
partner. I wanted to make our betrothal real. Get married.
Grow old together. But your actions tonight made it clear
that you do not feel the same way.” He leaned forward to
tilt her jaw shut with one finger, and sat back. “You don’t
want a partner. You don’t respect me. You only wanted
me as a distraction. I do not want to be used in such a
way, any more than you wanted your brother to use you.”
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His words hung there between them, like an extremely
low cloud that had moved in, made the air too thick to
breathe.

The devil of it was, he was right. She had been guilty
of treating Alistair with the same callous disregard that
made her want to throttle Steven. She shrank back into
the squabs, wincing, struggling for the words to say that
would make things right between them again.

She had pictured their life together in the Lake Dis-
trict, and known it was not meant for her. She was inde-
pendent, untethered. She had already made the decision
to be alone. There was no reason for her heart to ache, to
feel a raw pain in the back of her throat that she knew
was the prelude to tears, just because he had been the
one to utter the words aloud, with such finality.

“I'm sorry.” Sorry that she had caused him anguish,
sorry for the future they would never have.

“I know.” He returned to gazing out the window.

His words continued to echo in her thoughts, each ac-
cusation pummeling her like a physical blow.

“Now that you’ve succeeded in your quest, I'll expect
to read the notice in the papers day after tomorrow.” He
addressed the windowpane. The anger had drained from
his voice, leaving it as flat as the glass.

“Notice?”

“Announcing the end of our betrothal. That’s been part
of your plan from the beginning. No need to change it.”

His calm acceptance only made her feel worse.

The coach stopped, and Alistair helped her out. He
followed her to the brick column beside the path to the
town house door, deep in the shadows, and spun her to
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face him. He brushed the backs of his fingers down her
cheek in a familiar gesture, achingly sweet. Tears stung
her eyes.

He leaned forward and kissed her, tender and gentle,
then straightened abruptly, as though he hadn’t intended
to kiss her. “Good-bye, Charlotte.”

She tried to speak but couldn’t force the words past
the lump in her throat. She cupped his strong jaw and ran
her thumb along his lush lower lip. One last time, a
memory to last the rest of her life.

Then she turned on her heel and ran up the steps and
into the house before he could see her tears.

The night seemed to go on forever.

Farnham had informed her Steven had not come home
yet, so she couldn’t even share the evening’s high point
with her brother, to distract herself from the incredible
low.

She tossed and turned, even tried counting sheep. But
instead of sheep, she saw stars. The same stars she’d seen
on the rooftop with Alistair. Remembered his whispered
endearments, the touch of his hands, the warmth of his
kisses.

Gone from her world forever.

She must have fallen asleep at some point, because she
awoke to sunlight streaming across her room. She rolled
over, giving the sun the cut direct.

There was no reason to jump out of bed. She had ac-
complished her mission. Now she need only wait until
Lord Q gave her another assignment. If she wanted to lie
abed all day, that was her business.
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She spotted the stack of astronomy books on the floor
beside her bed, and squeezed her eyes shut.

Sometime later, there was a scratch at the door, and
Aunt Hermione leaned into the room. “Charlotte, dear,
aren’t you coming down to breakfast?”

She poked her head out from under the blankets. “Not
hungry.”

“Hmm. Steven hasn’t come down yet, either. I wonder
if that naughty boy stayed out all night again?”

The door clicked shut, and Charlotte pulled the blan-
kets back up over her head, blissfully alone once more.

She threw them back and sat up. Sir Nigel had not been
at the gaming hell last night. Had he been home when
Steven and Gauthier were searching his town house?

Spurred by her worry, she got up and dressed.

This was a good day, she told herself as she dragged a
brush through her hair. A great day, even. Last night she
had attained the dream that she had worked toward so
hard, for so long. The empty feeling inside had to be
hunger.

Time to rub her success in her brother’s face. Surely
he had come home by now? She forced a smile and went
downstairs for breakfast. She was going to eat kippers
and eggs, and Steven was going to eat crow.

But Steven wasn’t there.

“Still haven’t seen him yet this morning,” Aunt Her-
mione replied when asked. She peered at Charlotte over
the rim of her teacup. “Are you feeling quite the thing?
You look a little peaked.”

“I may have stayed up a little too late last night. I'll
have a lie down this afternoon, and be fine.”
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“See that you do. We don’t want you run ragged before
your big day.” Her eyes sparkled. “When is the big day?
That is what you were discussing with Moncreiffe yes-
terday, was it not?”’

Charlotte winced. She could delay no longer. It would
only hurt worse. She rested her hand on Hermione’s fore-
arm. “I’'m so sorry to have to tell you, but . . .”

“Yes?”

She couldn’t do it. Bad news should not have to be di-
gested before lunch. “We haven’t set a date yet.”

The butler entered just then. “This message just ar-
rived for you, miss. The delivery person said it was ur-
gent, but did not wait for a reply.”

“Thank you, Farnham.” She took the folded vellum
and glanced at the seal, half hoping it was from Alistair.
The T in a fleur de lis made her blood run cold.

“A love note from your intended?” Aunt Hermione
batted her lashes, her smile teasing.

Charlotte forced air in and out of her lungs, and pasted
a smile on her face. “If you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Of course, dear.”

She forced herself to walk, not run, and shut herself
into the drawing room before she broke the seal.

You have something of mine. I have something of
yours. Shall we trade?
Don’t keep me waiting.

Toussaint had signed the note with just an elaborate 7.
She paced the length of the room. She’d left her heart
in Lord Q’s coach last night, but had left nothing behind
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at the gaming hell except her cloak. She certainly didn’t
wish that to be returned, so to what could Toussaint be
referring?

She pounded up the stairs and threw open the door to
Steven’s bedchamber.

Ned, his valet, dropped the stack of cravats he had just
folded. “Yes, miss?”

“When was the last time you saw Steven?”’

He glanced at the clock. “Just before ten.”

It was only half past ten now. She sagged against the
door frame in relief, her hand to her heart, and tried to
catch her breath.

“Ten last night, that is. He hasn’t come home yet.”

Now was not the time to panic. There could still be a
simple reason for Steven to have not come home yet,
one that had nothing to do with Toussaint. She cleared
her throat. “I need you to go over to Gauthier’s lodg-
ings, see if he is there and if he knows Steven’s where-
abouts.”

Ned bent to pick up the cravats.

“Now, man! Make haste!”

Ned dropped the cravats and darted out the door, al-
most knocking over Charlotte in his rush.

More pacing would accomplish nothing but wear a
path in a perfectly innocent Aubusson rug. She certainly
didn’t want to go downstairs and risk encountering Aunt
Hermione.

What to do?

There was a good chance that Ned would come back
with the news that Steven and Gauthier had searched
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Sir Nigel’s town house last night, found nothing, de-
cided to drown their sorrows, and were sleeping it off at
Gauthier’s flat.

No, she didn’t really believe that, either. Steven rarely
overindulged in drink, and never while he was working
on an assignment.

She had to do something, anything, and do it now. She
returned to her own bedchamber and changed into a
heavy velvet dress in verdant green she hadn’t worn since
they left France. Made by a very special modiste, the
dress had all sorts of useful slits, pockets, and linings.
Charlotte set about filling them.

She strapped on both of her knife sheaths, after mak-
ing sure the knives were clean and sharp. Checked that
the small pistol Steven had given her two years ago was
loaded, and tucked that into its hiding place, along with
pouches of extra shot and powder.

One pistol was not enough. If Toussaint had hurt
Steven, she was going to need a lot more weaponry.

Since they hadn’t wanted to arouse her new maid’s
suspicions, she had allowed Steven to store most of her
arsenal of weapons in his room. She grabbed her parasol
that concealed a sword, peeked into the hall, saw that no
servants were about, and darted back down to his bed-
chamber.

Both of Steven’s pistols were gone, though hers were
still there. She finished arming herself and checked her
appearance in the mirror. Nothing looked out of the or-
dinary, but she felt at least two stone heavier than usual.
It was a wonder she didn’t clank as she moved.
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Ned returned, gasping for breath, his face ashen. “So
sorry, miss, but Gauthier’s man says he ain’t been home
since last night, either.”

She had been expecting to hear as much, but it was
still a blow. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“Thank you, Ned.” She grabbed Toussaint’s note on her
way out.

“I'm very sorry, my dear,” Lord Q said, giving
Charlotte’s shoulder a consoling pat a short time later.
“Blakeney is one of my best operatives. But you know
the department’s official policy. We do not negotiate. |
cannot make an exception, however much it pains me to
say that.”

She had not really expected him to hand over the
snuffbox. She’d come mainly as a professional courtesy,
to let Lord Q know—

No. She wouldn’t even finish the thought. No harm
was going to come to Steven.

For half a second she flirted with the idea of knocking
out Q with her parasol, breaking open his safe, and mak-
ing off with the snuffbox. But Q’s butler stood at the
open doorway. He was no aged family retainer, but a
burly bear of a fellow still in his prime. More servants
casually lingered between her and the exit points.

“I understand, sir.” The sad thing was, she truly did
understand. If word got out that the Home Office could
be coerced in such a way, no telling what havoc would
ensue.

“I suggest that you go home and trust in your brother’s
skills, that everything will turn out all right.”
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If he patted her one more time, she would not be held
responsible for her actions.

She folded the vellum and tucked it up her sleeve
again. “Thank you, sir. Good-bye.”

He gave her what was probably supposed to be a reas-
suring smile as she left.

She exited the town house and stood on the sidewalk,
watching the coaches go by on the street as if everything
in the world were perfectly normal.

Toussaint had Steven at his mercy. Steven would not
have succumbed easily to being captured. Given their
history, Toussaint would take great delight in inflicting
the most pain possible. He would want revenge for the
way Steven had thwarted him in Paris.

If she had not stolen the snuffbox last night . . .

No. Her success and Steven’s capture were unrelated.
In fact, Toussaint would probably have already killed
Steven if he didn’t need him alive to use as leverage in
bargaining.

Alive didn’t mean unharmed, though. Steven was
likely in a great deal of pain by now, possibly injured.
Might even be dying.

She fought down the rising panic and pushed aside
images of hideous tortures being inflicted on her only
brother. She needed to be logical, to focus. She had to
rescue him. Now.

But how? A stealth attack? Sneak into the gaming hell
and surprise Toussaint? The note had not offered a spe-
cific address, so he must mean for her to come to Lost
Wages.

He would not be alone.



348 SHIRLEY KARR

Neither should she.

But Lord Q was withholding his help. Gauthier was
unavailable, since he, too, was in need of rescue.

She’d thought she wanted to work on her own. She’d
forgotten that Steven rarely acted alone—he usually
worked with Gauthier, or her, or another of Q’s opera-
tives.

She needed someone, too. Someone who could think
fast on their feet. Someone who would not be intimi-
dated, no matter what they faced.

There was only one man who could help her.

But would he be willing? She didn’t deserve his help,
but perhaps he’d do it for Steven’s sake.

Swallowing down a great lump of dread, she gave her
coachman directions.

Minutes later, a lofty butler escorted her into an ele-
gant salon befitting the home of a duke. And a marquess.
And a viscount.

All three were present.

Three generations, living together under one roof.

Despite their many disagreements over the years, the
duke had not booted out his son, the marquess. Despite
the many disagreements, Alistair had not abandoned
them to their mutually bitter fate, but remained on hand,
still attempting to be their peacemaker.

Standing here in their salon, she felt the connection to
their past, the weight of their shared history, as an almost
tangible thing. But it was not oppressive—more like the
weight of favorite blankets piled on the bed at night to
keep away the winter chill. Comforting. Reassuring.
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Something she did not have. Had not even noticed the
lack until now.

Tears pricked at her eyes.

She’d had her chance to gain this kind of connection
for herself, and had given it up. Had given up Alistair.

Seeing him again was almost as painful as having to
ask for his assistance. At the moment, though, he appeared
disinclined to so much as help her across the street. She
took a steadying breath and stared into the youngest pair
of blue eyes in the room. “I need your help, Alistair.”



Chapter 19
~O0C_

A 11 three men had risen to their feet, with varying
degrees of ease, when she entered the room.

His grace, the Duke of Keswick, stood up with the aid
of his walking stick, and an audible creak.

The Marquess of Penrith tossed aside his newspaper
and rose with an unsteady lurch that indicated, despite
the early hour, the half-empty bottle of brandy at his side
had recently been full. “Thought you said the chit told
you to bugger off,” he said in a loud aside to Alistair.

“Father,” Alistair growled. He had been seated behind
a desk, quill pen in hand, and eyed her with an unnerv-
ing wariness.

Keswick thumped his walking stick. “How may we be
of assistance, Miss Parnell?”

Alistair tossed down his quill. “You have at least a

350
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dozen names, sir, but I don’t recall any of them being
Alistair.” He stepped out from behind the desk, toward
Charlotte. “You were saying?”

The three gazed at her expectantly.

“I, thatis . . . might we speak in private?” She struggled
to keep her hands flat at her sides, not fisted or fidgeting.

“Sure you don’t need a chaperone?”

“Enough, Father,” Alistair growled.

“Right, sod off,” Penrith said cheerfully. He sat down
and opened his newspaper with a loud rattle, raising it
high to cover his face.

Alistair rested his hands on his hips. “I think we said
all there is to say last night.”

She shook her head. Keswick was still unabashedly
eavesdropping, and Alistair appeared as immovable as
an ancient oak. “Toussaint has Steven,” she said in a
rush. “He wants to trade for the . . . box.”

Alistair remained frozen, though his eyes seemed to
be thawing.

Keswick glanced between her and Alistair but made
no move, made not a sound.

The ticking of the clock seemed abnormally loud.

“My brother is being held hostage by a man who has
already killed twice this week. Steven’s life is in danger.
I have a chance to save him. But I need help.”

Alistair still made no move to come toward her. “I as-
sume the box is not available to trade?”

She nodded.

“That is unfortunate.” He appeared to be studying the
frieze above and beyond her shoulder.
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“I’'m not asking for my sake—I know I don’t deserve
that—but I thought you'd be willing to help save my
brother’s life.”

He did not reply.

She rubbed her hands over her eyes. This was a mis-
take. Of colossal proportions.

And she had no one to blame for her predicament but
herself. She could bloody well find a way out on her own.
“Sorry to have disturbed you, gentlemen.” She turned,
blindly heading for the door.

The newspaper rattled. “By Jove, boy, you're not going
to let her leave, are you?”

Even before Penrith finished speaking, a hand grabbed
her shoulder, spun her back, and pulled her close. Alistair
wrapped her in his warm, familiar embrace, and she
melted against his chest.

She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply of his spicy scent,
with the hint of licorice, and felt a sob escape.

“We’ll get him back,” he murmured, rubbing a hand up
and down her back.

She sniffed back any other tears and tried to gather
her self-control.

“What do you want to do? What did . . . your em-
ployer . . . say?”

Still conscious of the two other men in the room
watching and listening to the proceedings with great in-
terest, she reluctantly took a step back from Alistair and
cleared her throat. “He says he’s very sorry, but is unable
to offer any assistance in the matter.” She tried to prevent
any bitterness creeping into her tone.
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Alistair nodded. “I thought as much. Have you formu-
lated a plan?”

He led her to the sofa, where there was a tea service
and a plate half full of biscuits on the low table. Once she
was seated, Alistair beside her, Penrith and Keswick
both pulled up chairs to form a small circle.

His grace poured and thrust a cup into her hands.
“Drink up, lass, and explain what’s amiss.”

She felt a bubble of hysteria working its way to the
surface. She was glad to be back in Britain after five
years abroad, and couldn’t believe she’d almost forgotten
the way Brits seemed to think a cup of tea was the cure
for anything. She drank deeply to swallow the bubble.

“Toussaint, did you say?” Penrith tossed back the
dregs of brandy in his glass. “So, your employer would
be Sir William, then.”

Charlotte choked.

Keswick thumped her on the back with such vigor she
nearly pitched onto the floor. “Don’t be so shocked. Boy’s
not as cupshot as he seems. Usually.”

Charlotte had trouble reconciling this statement, since
the “boy” in reference was at least in his fifties, his once-
brown hair turning white at the temples.

“Always wanted to try my hand at spying.” Penrith
poured a splash of tea into his brandy glass.

“Oh, don’t start that rubbish again, you nodcock.”

Penrith ignored his father. “Alas, William keeps say-
ing my face is too notorious.” He heaved a great sigh.
“Despite that, I’ve met Toussaint a time or two myself.
Nasty bugger. Cheats at cards.” The last sentiment was
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expressed in a tone that clearly conveyed Penrith’s opin-
ion that cheating at cards was a hanging offense.

“She and her brother have had run-ins with Toussaint
before,” Alistair said.

Penrith steepled his fingers. “So, William is leaving
young Steven to twist in the wind, while Toussaint thinks
up inventive ways to inflict pain on his captive.”

She shuddered at the image he’d conjured.

“What do you intend to do about it, Miss Parnell? 1
don’t imagine you came here merely to sob on my grand-
son’s waistcoat, and Sir William wouldn’t employ the
sort of miss who expects others to solve her problems.”

It had to be a good thing, having a duke and a mar-
quess on her side. Both Penrith and the duke were waiting
patiently—not just feigning polite interest, unless they
were gifted thespians. They actually wanted to hear what
she had to say.

She sat up straighter. “I don’t have the item Toussaint
wants to trade, but I thought I could bluff him with
something similar.”

“You think to fool him with a substitute?” The duke
rubbed the carved handle of his walking stick.

“Only for a few minutes, to distract him. While I have
his attention, I’ll need someone else to sneak in and free
my brother.”

Alistair looked directly at her for the first time since
sitting down, his eyes sharp and assessing.

She met his stare, unwavering. “I need a partner.”

Alistair hardly dared breathe. Perhaps he’d been hasty
last night when he’d given up on Charlotte as a lost cause.
Or perhaps she was a faster learner than he’d given her
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credit. Sufficient motivation could overcome almost any
obstacle, make any difficult subject easier to master. Was
Charlotte’s affection for him sufficient motivation to
change her ways?

He’d almost groaned in frustration when the butler
showed her in. He'd already imagined her in his bed, her
golden hair splayed on his pillow like a halo. He didn’t
need to see her here, in his home, in the flesh. Presented
with reality, he’d steeled himself against the pain that
stabbed through him at seeing her again.

But now there was a tiny spark of hope. She had a plan
that required a partner, and she’d come to him. She rec-
ognized she had a greater chance of success by working
with someone than she did working alone.

Granted, there was likely no one else to whom she
could turn. Aunt Hermione was a sweetheart, but hardly
equipped to handle the situation that Charlotte now
faced. And he was well aware that she had chosen her
wording with great care. She was counting on his guilt
about being unable to save his own siblings to help her
save hers.

Her attempt at manipulation didn’t upset him—he’d
probably do the same if their roles were reversed.

It wasn’t concern for her brother’s life that moved
him. It was the realization that she was determined to
do her damnedest to save Steven, even if it cost her own
life. He couldn’t allow that. As angry as he’d been with
her last night, he still needed to know that she walked
the earth.

Her single unshed tear had sealed his fate. Holding
her in his arms once more had been heavenly torture.
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And now he was committed to carrying out her plan,
even though it was probably the last thing they would
ever do together.

He held his hand out toward his grandfather. “Your
snuffbox, if you please, sir.”

The duke’s eyebrows rose. “That’s a very special blend,
made exclusively—"

“Hand it over. You can keep the snuff. I just want the
box.”

“Ah. No cause for concern, then. It’s merely a family
heirloom handed down from my great-grandfather to me,
someday destined for you. Or at least, it was.” Keswick
removed the box from his pocket, took a pinch of snuff,
and tipped the rest into the last clean cup on the tray be-
fore handing the box to Alistair.

The handsome silver box was inlaid with sapphires
and diamonds, arranged in the familiar shape of the fam-
ily crest. Penrith squinted as it changed hands. “I suppose
a fake might fool Toussaint for a moment or two, from a
distance. Especially if the light is poor.”

Alistair placed it in Charlotte’s palm and closed her
fingers around it. “Now tell us about your plan.”

With the unexpected assistance of his father, who in-
sisted on taking part in order to exact revenge for a long-
ago crooked card game, Charlotte altered her plan as
they discussed it.

Scarcely an hour later, the duke waited nearby in his
coach, a sheet draped down to conceal the crest on the
door. Bandages and other medical supplies were on
board, as well as his grace’s favorite surgeon, who'd lit-
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erally been dragged from his bed to join the excursion—
who was going to say nay to a duke?

Alistair huddled with Charlotte in the doorway of the
chandler’s shop next door to the gaming hell while they
waited for the marquess to return and report on his re-
connaissance.

“I need to tell you something.” She clasped her hands
together, something he knew she did only when strug-
gling to contain her emotions. “This morning I came to a
very unpleasant conclusion.”

His heart skipped a beat. He stepped closer, shielding
her from the view of a group of sailors sauntering past.
He meant to keep his voice carefully neutral but couldn’t
resist whispering in her ear. “Before or after Toussaint’s
note arrived?”

Her rosewater scent teased him, even as she licked her
lips and closed her eyes. “I—"

“Come along, children.” Penrith staggered past, seem-
ingly only the judicious use of his walking stick keeping
him from falling to the gutter in a drunken stupor.

Stifling a curse for his father’s bad timing, Alistair
tucked Charlotte’s hand in his and followed after, though
not too closely. Penrith had liberally sprinkled Blue Ruin
on his cravat, and left an odiferous wake.

He turned the corner into the alley and plopped down
on an overturned whiskey barrel. “All right, here’s what
we’ve got.” Though he slumped with the boneless pos-
ture of the thoroughly inebriated, his words were clear
and his eyes bright as he looked between Alistair and
Charlotte. “The serving wenches and pot boys aren’t paid
enough to be loyal, so I don’t think you’ll have to worry
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about them. Toussaint is in the main gaming room, along
with Sir Nigel and Mr. Jennison, and two men at the
back table who are not playing cards because their hands
are tied to their chairs. One of them bears a striking re-
semblance to you, Miss Parnell, or at least he did before
his eye was blacked.”

“Steven’s alive!” Charlotte grabbed Alistair’s arm and
sagged against his side. He wrapped his arm around her
in a reassuring squeeze while she took a moment to col-
lect herself. “The other gentleman, does he have a rather
large nose?”

Penrith nodded. “Gauthier?”

“They’re all in the same room at once.” Alistair real-
ized he was stroking her arm when his father raised a
sardonic eyebrow. He stilled but didn’t let go. “This
should make our task easier.”

“How did you manage to see all this without arousing
suspicion?”

“No one pays any attention to a drunkard.” Alistair
spoke slowly, wondering just how often over the years
his father had been sober when he seemed inebriated.

Penrith tapped the tip of his nose with his finger and
winked. “Now let’s go save your family, miss.”

They parted company outside the tavern entrance of
the gaming hell. Penrith entered first, loudly calling for a
tankard of ale, damn it.

Charlotte watched Alistair dart to the corner of the
brick building and climb up the same drain pipe she had
climbed down last night. If someone had closed the win-
dow that Penrith had opened on his first foray into the
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structure, would he still be able to get in without attract-
ing too much attention?

A doxy strolling by glanced up and followed Alistair’s
progress. An appreciative smile lit her care-worn face.
Charlotte couldn’t help a tiny smile herself at his display
of masculine strength and agility, not to mention the way
his breeches delineated his backside as he climbed.

Once up on the roof, he made no effort at stealth, in-
stinctively following a truism she had learned early on in
espionage. Act like you're supposed to be doing what-
ever it is youre doing, and most people won’t question
your actions. He reached the window, gave her a little
wave, and climbed inside.

She wanted to be the one skulking about, sneaking
down the stairs, tiptoeing down the hallway. Wanted to be
the one to cut Steven and Gauthier free of their bonds,
be the one to rescue them, see the astonishment and relief
on their faces.

But the painful truth was, it was best if she did what
she had done most often—be a distraction. She could
keep Toussaint’s attention longer and get him to talk to
her more than he would to anyone else, which would im-
prove the odds of their plan’s success. She could provide
Alistair the most time to free Steven and Gauthier.

After counting to ten, to give Alistair and his father a
chance to get into position, Charlotte sauntered into the
tavern, through the taproom and to the back hall. It was
much less crowded than last night, with a few men
stretched out on benches or the floor by the fire, sleeping
off the prior night’s merriment.
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The door to the gaming room was ajar. She could
sneak in, catch Toussaint and his minions unawares, and
rescue Steven and Gauthier all by herself. She could hold
Toussaint at gunpoint and coerce him into doing her bid-
ding. It would certainly be a sight to see him forced to
cut his own prisoners free.

But that was not the plan. She had a better plan, and a
partner. They had a greater chance of succeeding by work-
ing together.

And she never made the same mistake twice—she'd
learned her lesson after last night. Instead of acting impul-
sively, she should have talked with Alistair. Despite her
taking advantage of him on many occasions, he’d come
through for her every single time—been the best partner
one could ask for. If she hadn’t been so obstinate about
getting the snuffbox on her own, she probably would have
been able to pick the lock and get the box safely while he
kept watch out in the hall.

But instead she’d acted brashly, and committed the
cardinal sin of treating him with the same casual disre-
gard of which Steven was guilty of treating her.

Penrith sat on the floor in the hall, slumped in a passed-
out lump against the wall. At the top of the staircase she
could just make out the toe of Alistair’s boot, off to one
side.

Right. Time to raise the curtain on their little drama.

“Toussaint!” she called out, relishing the very unlady-
like bellow. Giving vent to the mix of anticipation, fear,
and exhilaration racing through her blood helped her slow
her breathing to an almost normal rate. “Show yourself!”
She had her hands in her pockets, feeling the cold metal
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of the snuffbox in one and the reassuring butt of a pistol
in the other.

She’d never actually shot anything but paper targets
pinned to bales of straw before, but she’d make an excep-
tion for Toussaint. Without hesitation. He’d already killed
twice, and no telling how badly he’d hurt Steven this
time. Her brother already bore a knife scar from their
last encounter.

From the doorway of the main gaming room, Sir Nigel
poked his head into the hall. “Have you brought it?”

“Where’s my brother?”” She planted her feet wide, chin
out, shoulders back.

“He’s here, he’s alive. For now. Did you bring it?”

Breathe. In, out, in, out. “I want proof.”

Nigel disappeared back into the gaming room, but left
the door open. “She wants proof he ain’t dead.”

She heard some mutterings and shuffling in the room,
then a grunt of pain.

“Don’t give it to him, Charlie! Leave!” quickly fol-
lowed by an “Oof.”

Hearing the pain in Steven’s voice, she strangled the
urge to cry out. Focus. She slipped her finger around the
pistol trigger.

Sir Nigel poked his head out again. “Good enough?
Now let’s see the box.”

Charlotte withdrew the box from her pocket, just far
enough to let the light glint off the silver corner. “I'll
only give it to Toussaint, and only after Steven and
Gauthier are released. Unharmed.”

Nigel scratched his jaw. “That might prove difficult,
depending on your definition of unharmed.”
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She refused to flinch. Steven certainly wasn’t comfort-
able, but he hadn’t sounded like he was in agony. She
wouldn’t think about the fact that she hadn’t heard
Gauthier’s voice yet. Keeping her gaze locked on Nigel’s,
she pushed the box back in her pocket, out of sight, and
gave a nonchalant shrug.

Nigel withdrew again, muttering as he went.

She flicked her gaze down to Penrith, who was still
slumped against the wall, an empty tankard clutched in
one hand. Nigel had hardly spared him a glance.

Just as the butterflies threatened to take flight in her
stomach, Nigel stepped out into the hall, moving aside to
make room for Toussaint.

She clenched her teeth to keep her mouth from falling
open.

Toussaint’s nose was obviously broken, with deep
bruises beneath both eyes, and another dark, mottled
patch along his jaw. His bottom lip was split and grossly
swollen. His squint could be caused by swelling from the
broken nose, or painful sensitivity to light because of a
concussion.

She wanted to whistle appreciation at Alistair’s handi-
work. Instead she determinedly kept her gaze on Tous-
saint’s damaged face so she wouldn’t draw attention to
Alistair, who was currently creeping down the stairs,
inching toward the gaming room. He rolled his hand,
gesturing for her to keep them talking.

She pointed at Toussaint’s injured face. “Did one of
your little birds say no to you?” Baiting a man about his
sexual conquests—or lack thereof—was so easy, it almost
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seemed unscrupulous. But Toussaint didn’t play fair, so
she wouldn’t, either.

When she lowered her arm, she slid her hand into a
different pocket, this one filled with a dagger.

Toussaint’s eyes narrowed even farther. “Box.” Move-
ment of his lips was barely perceptible, and his jaw
moved not at all.

“I’'m sorry, I didn’t understand you,” she said brightly.
“Could you repeat that?”

If looks could kill, she would have exploded on the
spot under his furious glare.

“He said you should give him the snuffbox. Now.”
Nigel edged out a little farther into the hall, his hand
held out.

“Really? You heard all that, expressed in only one syl-
lable?”” She held her hand to her chest in mock amaze-
ment. One more step, and Alistair would be able to slip
behind them into the gaming room.

Toussaint gave an inarticulate growl.

“His jaw is broken,” Nigel said, poorly disguising a
snicker of amusement at Toussaint’s predicament by
coughing into his sleeve. He gave Toussaint a sidelong
glance, and returned his attention to Charlotte, serious
once more. “This has gone on long enough, miss. Give
me the box, I'll release your brother and the French-
man, and we’ll all walk away with what we want.”

Alistair was in. She kept her eyes on Nigel, but inside
she was hopping up and down in excitement.

She lifted the corner of the box out of her pocket, just
far enough to make sure Nigel and Toussaint focused on it
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and not the muffled thud coming from the gaming room
as Alistair made his presence known to Jennison. “I’m not
so sure I want to do that. The gemstones alone on this box
could support me in grand style for the rest of my life. Not
to mention what I could do with what’s inside it.”

Nigel’s brows knitted together. “You'd sacrifice your
brother and friend?”

“Well, [

The sound of flesh striking flesh made everyone in the
hall look toward the gaming room.

As Nigel and Toussaint turned, Penrith suddenly swung
his foot, taking Nigel out at the knee. The two struggled
on the floor.

Toussaint hardly spared them a glance, intent on get-
ting back into the gaming room, his expression even
more thunderous than before.

Knowing she couldn’t overpower him physically, Char-
lotte threw her knife. It pinned Toussaint’s sleeve to the
doorjamb.

He growled something that may have been a slur on
her parentage, and reached for the still-quivering dagger
handle.

She retrieved more throwing knives from her pockets
and let one fly. It caught the open flap of his coat, just
below his navel, though she’d been aiming for his other
sleeve.

“The next one will be lower,” she promised. She drew
her arm back but did not release the knife.

His eyes were narrow slits as he stared at her, his chest
heaving with impotent rage.

Penrith finally managed a clean blow, and finished off
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Sir Nigel with an uppercut to the jaw. Nigel went still.

Charlotte glanced at the two on the floor. When she
turned back to Toussaint, he had his hand on the knife
handle, trying to extricate it from where it pinned his
sleeve to the wall. She pulled her pistol and cocked it.
“Please, do keep trying to free yourself.”

Toussaint’s eyes widened. He froze.

Penrith climbed to his feet, dusted himself off, and
retrieved his walking stick.

Steven and Gauthier tumbled into the hall just then, a
little worse for wear with bruises and cuts. “Told you she
was great guns,” Steven said, rubbing his red, raw wrists.
Careful not to get in the way of her pistol, he leaned in to
kiss her cheek.

Her gun still steady on Toussaint, she gave Steven a
one-armed hug.

“Certainement, une femme formidable.” Gauthier
gave her a peck on the other cheek.

Alistair emerged then, a knife in one hand, rope in the
other. “Shall we put these to better use?”” He held up the
ropes that until recently had bound Steven and Gauthier.

“Excellent idea.” Steven grabbed one and leaned close
to Toussaint. “I’'m hoping you’ll resist,” he growled.

Toussaint sniffed and looked away.

Charlotte kept her pistol trained on Toussaint while
Steven trussed him up and Gauthier bound Nigel’s hands.

“Don’t forget Jennison.” She kept her gaze trained on
Toussaint, but noted with pride the triumphant smile
lighting Alistair’s face.

“Oh, he won’t be going anywhere, anytime soon.”
Alistair shook out his right hand.
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“What shall we do with this rubbish?”” Steven indicated
Toussaint, and nudged Nigel’s foot with the toe of his
boot.

“Last night he wanted to throw Charlotte’s body into
the river.” Alistair studied Toussaint’s injured face as
though considering where best to add more damage.

Toussaint flinched.

At the reminder of the emotional anguish Alistair had
suffered when he thought she’d died, her heart constricted.
How could she make it up to him?

Steven’s brows rose. “Poppet?”’

“I’ll explain later.” She suddenly realized all five men
present—Nigel didn’t count, since he was unconscious—
were looking toward her. She was, however temporarily, in
a position of authority. They were willing to listen to her.

The first thing she wanted to do was give back a fam-
ily heirloom. She dug the snuffbox out of her pocket and
handed it to Penrith. “Would you please return this to his
grace, with my thanks?”

Penrith tucked the snuffbox into a coat pocket. “Per-
haps.” He winked at her.

“You borrowed a duke’s snuffbox?” Steven gave a low
whistle.

Sir Nigel, on the floor at their feet, groaned.

She gave him a considering glance. “The Bow Street
Runners would be interested in the office full of stolen
goods.” From the corner of her eye she noted Toussaint
relax slightly. “But I think we’ll send for our mutual
friend instead. I'm sure he has a few questions he’d like
to ask of Monsieur Toussaint.”

Toussaint paled.
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“That won’t be necessary, my dear.” Lord Q stood in
the doorway of the taproom. As he spoke, half a dozen
men surged forward and collected Sir Nigel and Toussaint.
“The Home Office does indeed have a few questions.”

Steven jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the
gaming room. “Don’t forget Jennison.”

Charlotte stared at Q and lifted her chin. “I thought
you said you could offer no help.”

“Officially, I cannot. Un-officially, however, I came
to see if acquaintances were in need of assistance.” Lord
Q stepped aside to allow his men to walk past, Nigel
slung over one man’s shoulder, Jennison slung over
another who bore a strong resemblance to Q’s butler,
though he was not in livery. Two others herded Toussaint.
“But I see you already have matters well in hand.” He
gave Steven and Gauthier an appraising stare. “You two
should see a doctor.”

“What great luck we happen to have one on hand.”
Penrith grabbed both men by the shoulder and led them
out. “His grace will be eager to hear about all that trans-
pired last night. However did you manage to allow your-
selves to be captured by Nigel?”

“The same duke who loaned his snuffbox?” Steven
gave Charlotte a glance over her shoulder as he left the
hall.

“Oh, yes. He brought his personal surgeon, just for
you two.” Penrith clapped Steven on the back as they
disappeared into the taproom.

Lord Q watched them leave. “Excellent work, Charlie.”

“Thank you, my lord, but I could not have succeeded
without my partner.” She gestured toward Alistair.
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“You two work well together.” Lord Q beamed his ap-
proval.

It was probably the last time they’d work together, but
Charlotte didn’t have the heart to say so out loud.

No. She raised her chin. She wasn’t going to give up
again as easily as she had last night. She wasn’t going to
give up Alistair, even if it meant the end of working for Q.

“Well.” Lord Q cleared his throat. “I’ll see that she
gets home safely, Moncreiffe.” He spoke directly over
Charlotte’s head.

“Of course.” Alistair turned, as if to leave.

“Wait!” She clutched at his sleeve, hating that she
sounded so desperate. “We’re not done. The conversation
we started at the chandler’s shop next door?”

“Oh, that.”

Even with his disinterested tone, she refused to give
up without a fight. “I won’t need your assistance, my
lord,” she said to Lord Q without taking her eyes off
Alistair.

“If you're sure?”

Alistair kept his gaze locked on hers. Was that a twin-
kle in his eyes? “Certain. Good day, sir.”

Lord Q left.

There were more voices in the taproom, and people
scurrying down the hallway.

“I think we had more privacy in the doorway,” Char-
lotte grumbled, stepping aside as a couple pushed past,
headed for the stairs.

Alistair led her to the private gaming room. After
checking to make sure the room was unoccupied, he
pulled her inside and shut the door. “You were trying to
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tell me something earlier.”” He adopted a neutral expres-
sion of polite interest.

He had to have an inkling of what she was going to
say. Didn’t he? Drat him, he was going to make her say it
aloud, in excruciating detail.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained. She stood straight
and tipped her head back to look directly into his eyes.

“Last night, I gained everything I thought I wanted,
but in doing so, I realized I had lost what had become
most important to me.”

“Oh?” He linked his hands together. “What would
that be?”

She swallowed and took a deep breath. “You.”

“Me.” He ducked his chin and stared at her intently.

She nodded vigorously. “In the week and a half we
have known each other, you have done the most horrible
thing, something I thought impossible, would never,
could never, happen.”

“Horrible?” A spark lit in his eyes. She hoped it was
humor.

She babbled on, eager to get it out before she lost her
nerve. “You've made me think about being a wife—your
wife—and made it an attractive proposition. So appealing,
in fact, I...1 would give up working for Lord Q.” The
words rolled off her tongue as though they’d been there all
along, just waiting for a chance to be heard. “That is, if you
meant what you said in the carriage last night.”

He wasn’t smiling, but at least he wasn’t walking away
from her in disgust. That had to be a good sign.

“I said a lot in the carriage last night. You’ll have to
refresh my memory.”
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She smoothed her hands on her skirt, drying her
palms. “Much as it pains me to admit it, you were right.
I used you. I convinced myself we were both benefiting
from the arrangement, but last night I went beyond that.
I used you most abominably. I did not respect your wishes
or trust your instincts, and relied solely on my own.”

Was he simply allowing her to continue to dig herself
deeper into a hole? She plunged onward. “I’ve realized
that, had I thought of you as a true partner then, and had
I behaved as a partner, we may have been victorious
without a casualty. As we were today.”

She studied his expression, trying to read his reaction.
All her skills at reading people failed her. His handsome
face remained frustratingly impassive.

“I did notice that you didn’t march into the room and
try to free Steven and Gauthier by yourself. Remarkable
restraint.”

“I was confident you would succeed if I did my part.”

He tilted his head to one side. “So, you’re saying
you’ve changed? Youre not the impetuous woman you
were last night?”

This was not something she could dip her toe into—she
had to plunge in, even if she was over her head. “Changed
so much, in fact, that I'm willing to give up being a spy in
order to be your wife. If you'll still have me.”

“Why?”

Why? A million reasons tumbled through her thoughts,
both trifling and profound. “Because I don’t want to go
another day thinking I’ve lost your respect. Because I
want to spend my nights gazing at the stars with you.”
She took a deep breath. “Because I love you.”
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He continued to study her.

Her heart sank. She hadn’t exactly expected tearful
smiles from the viscount, but his non-reaction made her
insides twist and shrivel. “Put me out of my misery,” she
whispered.

A lock of hair had come loose from her chignon, and
he tucked it behind her ear. He slowly trailed his finger
down her cheek and along her jaw. “No. That’s not what
I want.”

He wanted her miserable? She supposed she owed him
that, after the appalling way she’d treated him last night.
She found it difficult to swallow past the lump in her
throat.

He slid his hand around the back of her neck, pulled
her closer and pressed his lips to hers in a tender kiss. “I
find I've had a change of heart.” He kissed her again.

The kissing was killing her. She pushed on his chest
when he leaned in for another. “Please clarify.”

“I don’t want you to give up being a spy.”

She realized she still had her hands on his warm, mus-
cular chest, and had slid one down inside his waistcoat.
She dropped her hands to her sides. “I see.”

“No, I don’t think you do. You see, I also want you to
be my wife.”

Euphoria was almost within her reach.

“That’s the change of heart part. You’ll be my wife, and
we’ll both work for Lord Q. I'm sure he can find us assign-
ments that will suit our complementary skills.” He reached
for her hands and held them snugly in his. “I think we’ve
both learned something since last night, something very
important. I fell in love with a woman who tackles life
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head-on, rather then some simpering miss who worries
about her wardrobe and social standing.”

Exhilaration swept through her, and flooding warmth
made her toes curl. She allowed him to tip her head back,
and closed her eyes as he kissed her neck. “And what did
I learn?”” Oh my, the man knew how to kiss.

“You could have tried to rescue Steven and Gauthier by
yourself,” he whispered in her ear. His lips brushed her
skin as he spoke. “But you knew you had a better chance
of success by working with someone rather than alone.”
He walked her backward, until her spine touched the wall.
“A partner who acknowledges and respects your skills.”
He kissed the corner of her mouth. “As I do.”

“True,” she murmured, and tugged one hand free in
order to cup his jaw and move his mouth into proper
position for a full kiss.

He groaned his approval, and wrapped one arm around
her waist, the other holding the back of her head, envel-
oping her in a cocoon of passion.

“I’'m still not a patient woman,” she said, sliding her
hand down his muscular chest, past his trim waist, and
lower. “I don’t think I can wait until we’re married before
we finish what we started on the roof.” She closed her
hand around him, through his breeches.

His breath caught, and released in a hot rush against
her neck. “We’ll have to work on teaching you patience.”
He bunched her skirt up in his hands and started sliding
it up her thighs. “Later . . .”



Epilogue
~OC—

Moncreiffe Hall, the Lake District
One month later

Feeling the afternoon sun on her face, Charlotte
rolled over in bed, away from the intruding light.
She reached out her arm, blindly patting the mattress
beside her. Empty.

She opened her eyes and squinted at the bed canopy
and curtains, still startled to see the deep indigo and rich
mahogany.

Molly, her maid, scratched on the door. “Beg pardon
for the intrusion,” she said, “but a note has just arrived
for you. The messenger said as how it was urgent.”

Charlotte stretched, luxuriating in the feel of the soft
cotton sheets against her bare skin. “Slide it under the
door, please.”
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A piece of folded vellum slid across the floor.

Alistair, who had been standing at the now-cold break-
fast tray, bent over and picked it up. “It’s from Lord Q,
addressed to both of us.” He ate a bite of licorice and
held the rest of the piece out to her.

She shook her head, letting a lazy smile of apprecia-
tion stretch across her face as she watched him. Early
afternoon sunlight gilded his bare skin, turning the light
dusting of hair on his powerful thighs and muscular chest
to burnished gold.

“Read it later. Come back to bed.” She stretched again,
letting the sheet fall away from her naked torso.

He slid in beside her and kissed her beneath the ear,
his arm snaking around her waist. “Excellent idea,” he
murmured, his lips brushing her skin.

She gave herself up to his ministrations, but a few
minutes later sighed in frustration. “He has the worst
timing. Now I'm worried I will think about the letter’s
contents at a most inopportune moment.”

He sighed, a warm, gentle puff in her ear. “It’s a good
thing I'm secure in your affection for me. Otherwise |
might be concerned about the amount of time you spend
thinking about another man.”

“He is our employer.” Her sudden gasp had nothing to
do with said employer and everything to do with Alistair’s
tongue.

Without interrupting his exploration of her skin—a
freckle hunt, he’'d called it a few mornings ago—Alistair
reached for the note beside the pillow and handed it to her.
“What'’s so urgent the old man couldn’t give us time for a
decent honeymoon? We’ve been gone less then a week.”
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She broke the seal and read it, though it took her much
longer than usual since her concentration was elsewhere.
“Seems he has another assignment for us.”

“Mmm.”

She shivered in appreciation of what Alistair was do-
ing, and slid her fingers through his hair. “Doesn’t he
know we’re in the midst of watching the Orionid meteor
showers?”

Alistair traced lines between her freckles with his fin-
gertips, and followed the path with scorching kisses.
“That’s only at night, Charlotte.”

True. She had the best of both worlds now, even though
it would be hours before she’d be able to speak again in
words of more than one syllable. Nights spent under the
stars with Alistair, mornings and afternoons sleeping in
his embrace, exploring the delights of the marriage bed.
Which left their evenings free, to work for Lord Q if they
chose.

“But you make me see stars, day and night.”
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