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TWISTING, SHANNON FINALLY FREED HERSELF FROM ALEXANDR. “THAT’S FIGHTING DIRTY.”

“What do you expect, given our profession?” 

“Next time, I shall be on guard against any trick.”

“Or any thrust?” He smiled, a sinful, sensual curling of his mouth. 

Shannon’s cheeks, already flushed from the physical exertion, took on a deeper burn. Damn the man. And her own wicked body for yielding a sign of weakness. 

She knew she ought to slap him . . .  

As if anticipating her thoughts, Alexandr tightened his fingers around her wrist. “In chess, I would call this a checkmate.” 

“But we are playing a different game.” Shannon twisted out of his grasp and in a whirl of spins and steps threw him over her shoulder. 


“Ms. Pickens is a talented writer. Her characters are real and the setting is beautifully drawn, while the dialogue is snappy and period-appropriate. For readers of romance, who enjoy tales of fighting women and the men who love them, this book is worth adding to your reading list.”

—Historical Novels Review on The Spy Wore Silk

 
“Saucy . . . audacious . . . a fun thriller . . . Regency espionage romantic suspense starring a courageous heroine and a strong support cast.”

—Midwest Book Review on The Spy Wore Silk
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Chapter One

The wind whipped against her cheeks, a hard, biting cold that cut down to the bone. Ignoring the pain, Shannon ducked low in the saddle and spurred her lathered stallion toward the high stone fence. 

“Fly, Ajax, fly,” she whispered, feeling her own muscles tense at the sight of the rocks standing in sharp silhouette against the scudding mists. “NOW!”

Soaring high into the air, the big animal hung for a heartbeat above the jagged teeth before thundering back down to earth in a blur of heaving flanks and flailing legs. The ground was slick with rain and the stallion stumbled, but Shannon gathered the reins, steadied its head, and angled for the narrow path between the grove of oak trees. 

Faster. Faster. A mere fraction of a second could make the difference between life and death. 

Despite the chill, her face was sheened in sweat. The pistol. Surely it was just up ahead, where the trees thinned to a small clearing. Straining, she caught sight of the telltale glimmer of steel among the fallen leaves. 

Shannon leaned forward. Gripping the leather pommel with one hand, she kicked a leg free of its stirrup and swung low. Thorns scraped her fingers, but she managed to snag the weapon. A hard twist, a turn of her hips, and she was back upright. 

Steady. Steady. No mistakes—not now. Not with all that was riding on her ability. Her pulse was racing nearly as fast as her stallion’s gallop. Her heart thudded against her ribs, its rapidfire beat echoing the cacophony of pounding hooves and snapping twigs. Drawing a deep breath, she willed herself to see only the leering face up ahead—the coal-dark eyes, the menacing snarl, the broad bulk of shoulders cloaked in black . . . 

Without hesitation, Shannon took aim and squeezed off a shot. 

A hoarse cry rang out as the bullet exploded, tearing a gaping hole in the figure’s chest. She slowed to a trot and circled back, the acrid smoke of the gunpowder still heavy in the air. From the corner of her eye, she caught a ripple of movement in the trees. A young man stepped out from the sheltering branches. 

“Is he dead?” she demanded as he crouched down over the jumble of cloth. 

“Dead as a doornail.” Giovanni Marco Musto—Marco to all his friends—grinned as he poked at the singed straw. A tall, well-muscled Milanese mercenary, he served as the assistant riding and fencing instructor at Mrs. Merlin’s Academy for Select Young Ladies. “Bravissimo. You hit him square in the heart.” 

“No real harm done.” She repressed a twitch of her lips. “Jem will fashion him a new one by morning.”

“Sí, but God help any flesh-and-blood enemy who stands in your path.” He consulted his pocket chronometer and the pearly flash of teeth stretched wider. “A magnifico time, Signorina Shannon.” He gave a jaunty salute as he snapped the gold case shut. “You’ve shaved another second off the Academy record. None of the other students come close to matching your equestrian skills.” Standing in profile accentuated the artful tumble of his dark hair. It curled in Renaissance ringlets around his open collar, looking soft as silk in contrast to the sculpted muscles of his broad shoulders. The very picture of masculine beauty. 

And well he knew it, she thought wryly. The Academy—a small school hidden in the pastoral countryside outside of London—required both its teachers and students to possess a unique range of talents. Marco was apparently picked not only for his finely honed skills with spurs and sabers, but also for his perfectly chiseled body. The young Italian was often called upon to model for the advanced drawing classes. A position he flaunted with shameless bravado.

Marco held his pose for a touch longer before turning with a suggestive cock of his hips. “Now, if you wish to have expert instruction in the art of swordplay, come by my quarters after supper. A private tutorial is yours for the asking.”

“Steel yourself for disappointment. If we crossed blades, you would not come out on top.”

“All the better, bella.”

“I doubt you would be singing the same tune as a castrato.” 

Marco accepted the set-down with a good-natured laugh. “I can’t help myself, cara. We Italians are born with a lively appreciation for beauty.”

“Keep your lively appreciation buttoned in your breeches. Mr. Gravely would not be at all amused if he were to get wind of you trying to cut a swath through his students.”

His face lost a touch of its waggish cant. “Porca miseria! You won’t . . . hay on me, will you, Signorina?”

She bit back a laugh. “No, I won’t grass on you, Marco. I stand by a friend. Even when his boudoir braggadocio threatens to get out of hand.”

“Sí. We all know of your steadfast loyalty.” Suddenly serious, he kicked at a wisp of straw. “It is a pity that Signorina Siena has taken her leave from our ranks.”

Shannon swallowed hard, trying not to dwell on the fact that her own departure from the Academy might also be imminent. The difference was, her friend and former roommate Siena had taken up an even more challenging position, while she . . . 

She looked away to the shadows, loath to let anyone see a flicker of pain in her eyes. She was, after all, one of the select few who had made it through to the Master Class. Its badge—a black winged merlin tattooed just above her left breast—marked her as a hardened warrior, a trained killer. 

Softer sentiments had no place in such an arsenal of talents.

“I miss her,” mused Marco.

“As do I.” 

He slanted a searching look at her. “It will only take me a bit longer to finish up here. Wait and I will ride back with you.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather go on alone.” 

Before he could argue, Shannon gave a flick of the reins and spurred her stallion for the stables. Her body relaxed, instinctively matching the rhythm of the canter. Would that she could exercise such easy mastery over her mind, she thought. Daredevil acrobatics came naturally to her. The steel of a sword or pistol fit her hand like a second skin. But when it came to controlling her tongue or her temper, she was awkward, unsure. Damnable inner demons, they seemed to have a will of their own.

“Bloody hell.” The oath slipped from her lips as the whitewashed walls and peaked slate roofs of the stables took shape from out of the fog. Her fears, sharp and pointed as the weathervane crowning the center cupola, formed into a palpable presence in her chest. Like the talons of the weathered copper hawk, they clenched and would not let go.

Would Lord Lynsley expel her from the school? She had broken a frightening number of rules by interfering in another Merlin’s mission. But as of yet, the marquess had been ominously silent as to her future.

Looking around her, Shannon felt regret, recriminations dig even deeper. The shooting ranges, the fencing fields, the spartan classrooms and dormitories—all were so achingly familiar. It was hard to imagine an existence outside the ivy-covered walls. After all, it had been home since . . . a life she did not care to remember.

The fears, the filth, the violence had been left behind in the slums of London. Even her real name, if ever she had possessed one, lay buried in the shadows. Like all new students, she had been ushered into the headmistress’s office, a skinny, frightened little girl uncertain what to expect. One of the first things Mrs. Merlin had done was show her an ornate globe, and as the orb was set to spinning, she had been told to pick out a name from the myriad cities dotting its surface.

A new name for the new world she was about to enter . . . 

Seen from afar, Mrs. Merlin’s Academy for Select Young Ladies was undistinguishable from the other boarding schools that polished highborn daughters of the English aristocracy into Diamonds of the ton. The pastoral grounds, the tidy brick buildings sheltered by the high, ivy-covered walls. However, outward appearances could be deceiving. The difference was . . . day and night.

Shannon’s grip tightened on the reins. Here, the students were not pampered young misses admitted on account of their family’s pedigree and purse. They were streetwise orphans, handpicked by the Marquess of Lynsley from the rookeries of Southwark and St. Giles. 

Shannon wondered what he had seen in her. A surly toughness that refused to knuckle under to the grim realities of the stews? Even as a small child, she had been awfully good with a blade.

With her fists and her fury, she had fought her way to the top of the class. Unlike the other finishing schools, the Academy’s curriculum was not designed to cast its students in a rosy light, but rather to thrust them into the heart of darkness. To be sure, there were instructors to teach dancing, deportment, and all the other social graces. But while other girls studied the art of watercolors, Merlin’s Maidens studied the art of war. They were England’s ultimate secret weapon, dispatched by Lord Lynsley to take on the most difficult, dangerous assignments. Their master classes included rigorous training in the traditional martial arts of fencing, shooting, and riding, along with the more exotic Eastern disciplines of self defense and yoga.

Would that she had paid a touch more attention to the lessons on self-control. Action came so much easier than introspection. 

Blinking the beads of moisture from her lashes, Shannon forced her chin up. She would not surrender to self-pity. Discipline, duty, and a dispassionate detachment from emotional excess—those were the rules that Merlin’s Maidens swore by. If her superiors deemed her unworthy of the name, she would go out with her head held high.

Disobeying orders was a serious transgression. It was understood by all that a Merlin was on her own when dispatched on a mission. But on learning that her roommate was in dire danger while trying to trap a deadly traitor, Shannon had slipped away from the Academy without permission in order to ride to the rescue. 

She had violated the spirit, if not the letter, of the law, and yet she could not truly say she was sorry. Part of the basic training taught that in their profession, there were no rules. So she had obeyed her heart rather than the Hellion Handbook that each student was required to memorize. 

Right and wrong. Discipline and duty. That her intervention helped defeat a dangerous traitor did not, according to the headmistress, diminish the gravity of the offense.

No one questioned her courage, merely her character.

“Shall I rub ’im down fer ye, Shannon?”

Roused from her reveries, she shook her head. “Thank you, Jem, but no. I shall see that Ajax has his oats before I go in to my own supper.” She patted the stallion’s sleek neck before slipping down from the saddle. Her legs wobbled a bit as her boots struck the cobbles. She had pushed herself at a punishing pace all afternoon—fencing, karate, and the cross-country shooting course. As if pain could make amends. But at least the aches and exhaustion kept her from thinking too much about the future. 

Her hands, stiff with cold, fumbled with the buckles of the bridle. “You will find barley vastly more tasty than hair,” she murmured, fending off the velvety nuzzling to her neck. Ajax’s nickering formed soft puffs of vapor in the twilight chill as she untangled the loosened strands of her chignon from the leather and brass.

After currying the stallion’s coat to a gleaming chestnut sheen, she pitched a few forkfuls of hay into the stall and latched the door. Duty done, there was nothing to keep her from joining her comrades in the dining hall. And yet she lingered, loath to see the glimmer of sympathy in their eyes. Pity only piqued her wounded pride. 

Dipping into the stone cistern, Shannon splashed a handful of cold water over her face, determined to shake off the maudlin mood, along with the gray grains of gunpowder still clinging to her cheeks. 

“Need a hand?” 

She watched her roommate slip out from the shadows. Sofia always appeared so assured, so elegant, moving with a natural grace that would have been right at home in the ballrooms of Mayfair—save for the foil and saber tucked under her arm. 

“It looks like you had a rough afternoon,” added Sofia.

“Not bad.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. You made the decision you thought was right, and would do it again in a heartbeat.”

“Thanks for not saying I told you so.” Shannon essayed a smile.

Sofia uttered an unladylike oath. “I’m not such a fair-weather friend as that.” She quirked a wry grin. “Besides, it isn’t as if I’m entirely innocent of wrongdoing. Marco still hasn’t forgiven me for sneaking your stallion out of the stables.”

“You are the best of comrades, Fifi. And you shouldered more than your share of the blame. I’m sorry you were stuck with so many demerits.”

Her friend cut a jaunty flourish through the air. “I am learning a great deal about the fine points of weaponry, seeing I have been set to polish the whole damn armory.” 

She winced. “Lud, Da Rimini is a bastard—”

“SHANNON!”

She snapped to attention at the sound of the stablemaster’s stentorian shout. Hopkins did not often raise his voice above a growl. “Here, sir!” she answered.

“You are wanted in the headmistress’s office.” 

Mrs. Merlin wished an audience? Her heart gave a lurch, hope warring with trepidation.

“NOW!”

Muddy boots and cockleburred buckskins did not help to inspire much confidence. She would have preferred to appear more polished and poised, rather than as a bedraggled gun rat. 

“Good luck,” murmured Sofia. “And godspeed. You heard him—march!”

Turning smartly, Shannon maintained a military stride until rounding the barn door, then broke into a hell for leather run.


“Za Zdorovie.”

Alexandr Orlov accepted the glass of clear spirits. “Cheers,” he murmured, tossing back the potent vodka in one gulp.

Prince Yuri Feodor Yussapov, head of Special Intelligence Services for the Imperial Russian Ministry of War, chuckled as he switched to a bottle of ruby port and poured them both another round. “I trust you enjoyed your sojourn in England?”

“It had its high points, Yuri.” 

And its low ones as well. Orlov pursed his lips, aware of a slightly sour taste in the back of his mouth despite the sweetness of the wine. The covert mission had not gone quite as planned. In truth, he considered it somewhat of a personal failure, though the end result had proved satisfying to his superiors. 

He had been dispatched to London to retrieve a stolen document. The fragile alliance between England and Russia depended upon keeping it out of French hands, and the Tsar had been unwilling to trust Whitehall’s agents to get the job done. 

Perhaps because not in the wildest flight of fancy would anyone in Russian Intelligence have imagined what shape and form the English counterattack would take.

Orlov stared moodily at his port. The paper had indeed been found—but not by him. Though to be fair, he had made a certain contribution to the success of the venture. The two traitors would not be sending any more state secrets across the Channel. Still, the thought of being outmaneuvered by a rival operative stuck in his throat.

Swearing a silent oath, he drained the rest of his drink in one gulp.

Never one to hold his punches, Yussapov threw in another sly jab. “Don’t look so glum about being bested by a female, tvaritsch. Lord Lynsley’s winged ladies are said to be birds of a unique feather.”

“They are that.” Both he and the prince had been astounded to discover that Whitehall’s most trusted agents were a secret force of highly trained women warriors. 

And they were good. Damn good. 

So was he. Yet it was only by the skin of his teeth that he had eluded the embarrassment of being captured. Sitting here, in the comfort of the Stockholm embassy, it was easy enough to crack jokes. But at the time, it had been no laughing matter. 

Taking up the prince’s Cossack dagger, Orlov spun its point upon the leather blotter. “However, you might have given me—and Lord Lynsley—fair warning that the mission was a joint venture. As it was, the wrong man nearly ended up with his throat cut.”

“Bah.” Yussapov brushed off the retort with a cavalier wave. “All’s well that ends well. Is that not how your famous Bard put it?” 

“As I am half Russian, I am wont to look at things from a more melancholy perspective,” he replied dryly. “It is easy for you to laugh from the comfort of your armchair and lap robes, but the whole affair came dangerously close to disaster on account of not knowing who was friend and who was foe. If we are allies with the British, should we not try to work together a bit more closely?”

“We are uneasy allies, Alexandr. The Tsar is not quite certain he can trust the Mad King and his ministers.”

“Still, it is cork-brained not to share intelligence with Whitehall.” Light winked off the razored steel. “While we circle each other with daggers drawn, Napoleon’s agents steal a march on us.”

“You have a point.” The prince stroked at his beard. “I shall raise the issue with His Imperial Highness.”

Orlov felt marginally better for having voiced his opinion. Yet his mood remained surprisingly discontented given the superb quality of the aged port and Turkish cheroots. Leaning back, he propped a booted foot on the desk and blew out a ring of smoke, hoping to rid himself of his black humor as well. It hung for an instant in the air, a perfect oval in harmony with itself, before disappearing in a sinuous swirl of ghostly vapor. 

Ashes to ashes . . . What strange musings had come over him? His Slavic penchant for brooding introspection was usually balanced by the more devil-may-care spirit of his English heritage. His mother, a lively Yorkshire beauty, had proved a perfect foil for his Muscovite father’s proclivity for solitary sulks. 

Orlov drew in another mouthful of the pungent tobacco smoke. He was aware that many would say he had inherited the worst traits of both parents. His cynical outlook on life and acerbic wit offended most people. Deliberately, he conceded. He was the first to admit that he was an unprincipled scamp, a rapscallion rogue. A man possessing a finely honed sense of honor would have difficulty doing the things he was called on to do. Lies, thievery, seduction—and yes, even murder. His conscience, if ever he had had one, was certainly long dead to remorse and recrimination.

“Another drink?” Yussapov was eyeing him strangely from beneath his shaggy silver brows. “You appear—how do the English say it?—red-deviled tonight.”

“Blue-deviled, Yuri.” Forcing a sardonic smile, Orlov held out his glass. “Stick to Russian if you wish to employ subtle sarcasm. It loses something in the translation.”

“Moi? Sarcastic?” Assuming an air of injured innocence, the prince toyed with the fobs on his watch chain. “I am merely concerned for you, tvaritsch. As a friend, I fear that of late we are asking too much of you.”

Orlov nearly choked on a laugh. “I am greatly touched by your tender sentiment,” he replied after swallowing the port. “Not that I am fooled in the least by what motivates it. I take it you have another job?”

A flicker of hesitation, and what seemed to be a flash of warmth. But Orlov quickly dismissed it as a quirk of the candlelight. Or a figment of his own overheated imagination. For when Yussapov spoke, it was with his usual ruthless candor. “As a matter of fact, yes. This one will not require your celebrated charm with women.”

“You are skating on dangerous ice, Yuri,” he growled. “That particular joke is wearing thin.”

“You are in an odd mood.” The prince folded his hands on the desk. “But I shall take heed of the warning and skirt the issue—”

Orlov’s glass thumped down beside the fallen dagger.

“My, my, such a sensitive skin tonight, tvaritsch. But very well, I shall refrain from any further mischief.” His expression sobered. “There is, after all, nothing remotely amusing about this next mission.”

“Which is?”

“Our head of Intelligence in Brussels was murdered last week. We have good reason to think it was done by D’Etienne, the same fellow who dispatched the Prussian envoy in Warsaw.”

“I have heard of him,” murmured Orlov. “He is said to be the most dangerous agent the French have. And very good at what he does.” A wry grimace thinned his lips. “Apparently the rumors are not much exaggerated.”

“Good, yes.” Yussapov swirled his ruby port. “But not, I trust, as good as you.”

Muscles tensing, he straightened in his chair. “What is it you want me to do?”

“Kill him, of course.”

“Of course,” repeated Orlov softly.

“As you know, we have resumed negotiations with England about forging an alliance between us and our Western compatriots. Through murder and mayhem, the French hope to disrupt any agreement between our countries.”

“Where is D’Etienne now?”

“In Ireland. He’s staying for several weeks to foment trouble with the Irish nationals. From there, we believe he is scheduled to move on to Britain, in order to assassinate Angus McAllister.”

“The Scottish ballistics expert?” Orlov frowned. “That would indeed be a blow to the British efforts to improve their artillery units.”

“So you understand the gravity of the situation.”

He stared at the blood-red refractions of light from the crystal. “You have no need to offer moral explanations. I am far from faint-hearted.”

“You are human, Alexandr. As am I. I do not ask you to take a life lightly,” said Yussapov quietly. “But however repugnant, the action may save a great many good men.”

Orlov merely shrugged.

“You look tired, tvaritsch.”

“I’m not getting any younger,” he snapped.

 A wink of gold flashed in the candlelight as Yussapov toyed with his signet ring. “Perhaps the time has come to think of settling down. Of getting a wife.”

“God forbid.” He grimaced. “Can you really imagine me legshackled to a proper little London belle or Muscovite miss?”

The prince contemplated the question for all of five seconds before giving a bark of laughter. “I confess, I cannot picture you leading such an ordinary life.”

“Work may be a hard mistress, but it’s far preferable to the boredom of matrimony.” A sardonic curl lingered at the corners of his mouth. “I trust you have the logistics for this assignment arranged.”

“A schooner is ready to sail on the next tide.”

“Ah, and here I thought I would have a chance to explore the Nordic delights of Stockholm. A pity—a blond Valkyrie would be just the thing to appeal to a man of my tastes.” He rose. “Perhaps next time.”

The prince pushed a packet of papers across the desk. “All the background details are there, as well as maps and a list of contacts.”

Orlov slipped it into his coat pocket. “When do you return to St. Petersburg?”

“I still have several more meetings with the Minister of War and his deputies regarding the Polish question. After that . . .” He shrugged. “God knows where I shall be. Like you, I am dispatched to wherever it is necessary to fight fire with fire.”

“Do have a care not to get singed, Yuri.”

“And you, Alexandr. Contrary to what you think, I am a sentimental old fool. I would be greatly upset to hear of your demise. So do try to return in one piece rather than go out in a blaze of glory.”





Chapter Two

I am not quite sure what I should do, Charlotte.” The Marquess of Lynsley settled down on the sofa, his coal black coat and pantaloons a somber smudge on the pastel floral chintz. “I do not make a habit of second-guessing my decisions, but in this case . . .”

“It is, I know, an onerous one, Thomas. But that is why the Academy exists—because there are no easy or pretty answers to the threats our country faces in times of war.” A frail, feather-thin widow with a cap of dove gray curls framing her narrow face, Mrs. Merlin had presided over the school since its inception. Age had softened her features and blunted the poke of her prominent nose, but behind the oversized spectacles, her silvery eyes gleamed with a hawkish intensity. “The girls understand that.” 

“I know.” Lynsley pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yet it does not make it any easier to sleep at night.”

“Rest easy,” she counseled. “Protecting England from enemies who would seek to destroy its sovereignty, its freedoms, is a cause worth fighting for. Victory does not come without sacrifices.”

“Thank you for serving up a generous helping of sympathy along with your superb Oolong tea and strawberry tarts.” He leaned back from the light and sipped at the fragrant brew. 

Despite his wealth and rank, the marquess chose to spend much of his time in the shadows. And by design, he would not stand out in a crowd. Over the years he had learned a number of subtle mannerisms to appear slighter and shorter than he really was. As for his features, they were austerely patrician, but by cultivating a self-deprecating smile, he softened the edge of authority. His hair was neither long nor short, and its mouse brown hue, now turning silver at the temples, was echoed in the somber tones of his clothing. Many people thought him a bland, rather boring bureaucrat. A fact that suited him perfectly.

His official title—Minister to the Secretary of State for War—was a deliberately vague cover for his true responsibilities. Charged with countering espionage and intrigue, he dealt with the most dangerous and diabolical threats to England’s sovereignty. The Academy had been one of his most unorthodox ideas. The Prime Minister had thought him mad at first, but he had convinced the government to give him an old estate, which had been used as cavalry pastures. He paid the operating expenses out of his own pocket, and Mrs. Merlin oversaw all the day-to-day operations.

“I know you take these decisions very personally, Thomas. After all, it was you who picked each of our students from the rabble of orphans roaming the slums.”

Lynsley drew a deep breath. “Regrettably, I have a great many from which to choose.” Each year, a select few were added to the ranks of the school. He looked for signs of courage and cleverness in a girl. And looks. Beauty was a weapon in itself. 

“Life can be unfair, as we both know,” replied the headmistress. “However, the girls take pride in the fact that they have been given the weapons to fight for a higher good.”

“So, would you care to offer any last-minute advice on my choice?” he asked.

“To be frank, I am not sure you have any choice.” Peering over the rims of her spectacles, Mrs. Merlin slowly squared the sheaf of papers on her desk. “The latest evaluations from Shannon’s instructors only confirm what I’ve observed for myself. No one else here can come close to matching her skills with weaponry.” 

“I have no doubts about her physical prowess,” said Lynsley softly. “It’s her mental state that is cause for concern. If ever an assignment called for a cool head and steady nerve, it is this one. An impulsive move, an unnecessary risk, and she will die. As will others, as a result of her failure.” The marquess stared into his cup, as if trying to read the tea leaves. Throughout the first few months of 1812, Napoleon had won one military triumph after another on the Continent. England desperately needed a victory—even a small one—to show that the Emperor was not almighty. “I have read the disciplinary reports on the top of your pile. Knowing of a weakness beforehand makes me wonder whether I am morally justified in overlooking it.”

“Sometimes a weakness can be a strength. It’s all a matter of timing and degree,” replied Mrs. Merlin. “Being decisive, even dangerously daring, can often snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.”

He made a wry face. “You are very persuasive.”

“That is why you pay me so well to teach a master class in rhetoric and logic.” A twinkle reflected off the lenses of her spectacles. “However, I take it you have not made up your mind?”

“No.”

“Let us go ahead and call her in. If you decide at the last minute on a change of strategy, then we will regroup and come up with another plan of attack.” 

At Lynsley’s nod, the headmistress rose and went to the door. 


Wiping her hands on the backside of her breeches, Shannon tried to remove the worst of the black powder and gun oil. A sidelong glance in the windowpane showed a face streaked with sweat and a spattering of mud, its sharp angles framed by untamed tendrils that had pulled free of her hairpins. A picture of recklessness rather than restraint.

She sucked in her breath, trying to keep her emotions under tight rein. If they expected parade ground precision, they would be disappointed. And not for the first time.

Squaring her shoulders, she shook off such negative thoughts. If defeat were inevitable, she would show grace and grit and . . . 

Goddamn it, she would fight like the very devil to change their minds.

“Ah, I see Hopkins passed on the message,” said Mrs. Merlin as Shannon snapped off a quick salute.

“Yes, ma’am. I came as quickly as I could.”

The headmistress eyed the trail of mud and straw now befouling her hallway runner. “So I see.”

“Sorry. I should have—”

“Come in, come in.” The headmistress waved off the apology. “Lord Lynsley is here, and we have several things we would like to discuss with you, my dear.”

If one lived by the sword, one should not be afraid to die by the sword. 

“Before you begin, sir, might I first say a few words in my own defense?”

“This is not a court-martial, Shannon,” said the marquess softly. He smiled, though the crinkling of humor could not quite hide the lines of tension etched around his mouth and eyes. 

“It is what I deserve, sir,” she replied. “And yet . . .” Lynsley was always so kindly. Like the father she had never known. As she met his gaze, she found herself wondering about his age. It was hard to tell. His hair, though threaded with silver, was still thick and his body still looked lean and strong beneath the elegant tailoring. She had heard rumors of his youthful exploits for Whitehall, tales that seemed at odds with his refined features and courtly manners—

His brow quirked ever so slightly. “And yet?”

Roused from her momentary study, she quickly finished her request. “And yet, I should like to offer a rationale for what I did.”

“Would you care for some tea first?” murmured Mrs. Merlin.

Shannon shook her head, afraid the rattle of china might betray the true state of her nerves.

Lynsley set down his cup and folded his well-tended hands in his lap. “Go on, then.”

“According to Sun Tzu, the great Chinese military strategist, yin and yang—hot and cold—are essential elements of the art of war. They must be balanced, of course.” She swallowed hard. Did she dare go on and risk sounding insubordinate? There was still time to pull back and take cover in convention. The clotted cream and cakes looked inviting. “Which is to say, sir, that victory cannot come from wisdom, organization, and discipline alone. Such sterling qualities must be complemented by flexibility, imagination, and surprise.”

“In other words,” said Lynsley slowly, “a general must trust the ch’i—the spirit—of his officers in the field?” 

Shannon wished she could read his reaction. The marquess was always in command of his emotions. Neither his inflection nor his expression gave anything away. She slanted a look to Mrs. Merlin, but the elderly lady was busy jotting a few lines in her notebook. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“A very incisive and intelligent summation of the legendary manual of war. Based on such principles, how would you assess your own recent performance?”

What did she have to lose? 

“In retrospect, sir, I would not have done anything differently.” She forced a ghost of a grin. “Save perhaps for not cutting the Russian rascal’s throat when I had the chance.”

Was it merely a flicker of the candles, or did Lynsley’s lips twitch? In her defense, the mysterious Mr. Orlov had proved just as slippery in eluding the marquess’s efforts to nab him. Despite a tight surveillance of all the Channel ports, the man had disappeared as if into thin air. 

But it was not Orlov’s fate that was under discussion—it was her own.

“Let me explain myself more fully,” she went on quickly. “When you asked me those questions concerning Siena’s loyalty and commitment to the Academy, I judged that her mission must be of the utmost importance.” Forcing a calmness that belied the churning of her inside, Shannon paused for a fraction. “I also judged that it was in danger of failing for two reasons—Siena was a traitor, or she was in trouble. Either way, I decided I could be the difference between success and failure.”

Mrs. Merlin looked up from her notes, her gaze intense, unblinking. The resemblance to her namesake hawk was uncanny. “And what if Siena had betrayed the principles of our Academy?”

“I did not truly believe it would come to that. But if it had, I trust I would have had the strength to do the right thing.” 

Coals crackled in the hearth. Papers shuffled with a feathery whisper. Shannon watched steam curl up from the teapot, wondering whether her hopes of remaining at the Academy were dissolving just as quickly.

“Sit down, Shannon, and take some sustenance.”

As Mrs. Merlin’s gentle urging had an undertone of command, she perched herself on the edge of the nearest chair and accepted a plate of shortbread.

“Well, Thomas?” murmured the headmistress after she had finished refilling his cup. “Satisfied?”

Shannon sensed Mrs. Merlin was not referring to food or drink.

Lynsley touched a hand to his temple. 

To Shannon, the silence spoke volumes as to his lingering misgivings. “Sir, before you answer, I have one last thing to add,” she said. “If I may.”

He nodded.

“Rather than make a final decision, why not give me a trial? A chance to prove myself in an assignment of my own.” 

A frown furrowed Lynsley’s brow. “A trial by combat, so to speak?” He considered the idea a moment longer. “The idea strikes me as somewhat barbaric. If I am to ask you to risk your life, it ought to be as—”

“Think of it more as an apprenticeship,” she interrupted. “In truth, you can’t be expected to admit me to the ranks of the full-fledged Merlins, seeing as my first flight was erratic. However, it would be a shame to waste all the years of training without giving me one more chance to prove my wings.”

His grave expression betrayed a flicker of bemusement. “A skillful negotiation.”

Shannon had once been told by Mrs. Merlin that the marquess had been inspired to create the Academy after reading a book on Hasan-I-Sabah, a Muslim caliph who raised a secret society of warriors at his mountain citadels. His men were known for their deadly skills and fanatic loyalty. And legend had it that they never failed on a mission. The very name Hashishim—or Assassins—was enough to strike terror in the heart of the Master’s enemy. 

Like them, she would do anything to prove her unswerving dedication to Lord Lynsley and his ideals. 

“Though it may not seem so, sir, I do understand that victory is not always achieved with a sword,” replied Shannon. “A good general knows that compromise can be a powerful weapon.” She hardly dared to breathe. “What do you say?”

In answer, the marquess slowly pulled an oilskin packet from inside his coat and put it on the side table.

Her throat went suddenly dry. Marching orders, no doubt. But to where?

“I admit that I have had mixed feelings about you, Shannon. On one hand I admire your courage, your conviction. On the other hand, I worry that your bravado is dangerous. Not only to you, but to all those who depend on you to get the job done.”

She nodded.

“But Mrs. Merlin is of the opinion that you should be given a second chance.”

Hope soared in her breast. “I promise I won’t let you down, sir.”

His lips compressed. “Don’t thank me quite yet. The assignment is a very dangerous one, Shannon. If I had a choice, I would not rush you into action so soon.” His fingers drummed upon the packet. “However, Mrs. Merlin tells me I do not. The job calls for a full arsenal of deadly skills. You are, without question, the best we have.” 

“Thank you, sir!” Ignoring his admonition, she broke into a wide grin. But much as her fingers itched to snatch up her orders, she held herself back.

“As I said, you may soon be wishing me to Hades, rather than heaven, once you learn the particulars,” he replied dryly. “The details are all spelled out in your orders. I do hope you are not prone to seasickness.”

An ocean voyage? A wave of excitement washed over her. “No, sir. My stomach stays on an even keel.” After a moment she added, “As will my resolve. I won’t go off half-cocked.” 

“I am counting on that, for the man you are matching up against is a consummate professional. The smallest slip on your part could prove fatal.” He glanced at the clock. “We have time for only a brief overview before you must leave. A coach is waiting outside to convey you to the coast.”

“I promise that I shall watch my step, sir.” Shannon schooled her voice to a flat calm. “What is it you want me to do when I come in contact with him?”

“Kill him, before he assassinates another one of our key allies.” Lynsley stood and went to warm his hands by the fire. No spark, no flame reached his face. Wreathed in shadow, his eyes appeared gray as gunmetal and the weight of his responsibilities seemed to hang like cannonballs from his shoulders. She did not envy him his job. 

“Tell me when, and where.” Was she headed to France? To the Low Countries, to . . . 

“Ireland,” he said. “We have received word that for the next fortnight he is residing at a remote castle of the O’Malley clan near Killarney. The French have sent him to instruct several of their members in the tricks of his trade before moving on to Scotland for his next attack.”

“An isolated location, a fortress bristling with armed guards,” she mused. “Let us hope he has a weakness for women.”

“D’Etienne is French,” replied Lynsley dryly. “And is said to have an insatiable appetite for feminine flesh. Which is another reason why you have been chosen over one of my military operatives.”

“He is about to get a taste of a femme fatale.” She thought for a moment. “Any preference for how it is to be done?”

“I leave the choice to your discretion, Shannon.”

“Is D’Etienne the only target, sir? I have heard that O’Malley and his bunch are a brutal lot.”

Lynsley appeared to measure his words carefully. “D’Etienne is our main concern. Don’t risk the mission by going after the others. But an Irish rebellion would be a serious threat to our government at this time. If there are other casualties . . .” He did not need to finish the thought.

“I had best go collect my weapons.” She stood up.

“Sofia had already been instructed to load them in the coach.” Mrs. Merlin consulted the small gold watch pinned to her bodice. “You have a quarter of an hour to change your clothes and pack the rest of your gear.” 

The marquess pressed the document packet into her hands. “I would not have you think this is a punishment or a penance,” he said softly. “Don’t go up against insurmountable odds. I would rather have you return, ready for another try, than die a hero’s death on the ramparts.”

“I understand, sir. Discretion is the better part of valor.” Shannon flashed a rueful smile. “Contrary to what some of my classroom teachers think, I do listen to their lectures.” 

“So I am learning.” His expression of grim foreboding had lightened somewhat. “I have sent my carriage on ahead and shall ride with you for the first few miles to go over the logistics of the mission. Certain details I cannot put down in writing. The rest of the information you will have ample time to study while you are at sea.”

“Godspeed, Shannon. Now go.” Mrs. Merlin fluttered her hands. 

She snapped a salute and moved off swiftly through the arched hallway. It was an unspoken rule that sentiment played no part in Academy farewells. Still, on crossing the courtyard, she felt a small lump form in her throat. A rite of passage. From the familiar—the nicked gargoyle, the cracked tower bell, the loosened gate latch—to the unknown. For the first time, she was no longer a student but a full-fledged agent. 

One of Merlin’s Maidens.

She must now prove herself worthy of her wings.

 Hurrying her steps, Shannon took the stairs two at a time up to her room. Not that packing would occupy a great deal of time. A proper young lady of the ton might require an army of trunks to transport her wardrobe, but for her, a single canvas seaman’s bag would do. A rain cloak, a throwing knife, a set of picklocks from—

“Take this as well.” Sofia jammed a small leatherbound book in between the slivers of steel. “You may have a few moments of peace in which to read.”

“But you haven’t finished it.” Shannon didn’t look up from rolling her riding gloves into a tight ball. 

“Which is why I expect you to bring it back in one piece. It cost me an arm and a leg.”

“Thanks, Fifi. I will do my best to keep it unscathed.”

“See that you do.” Her roommate perched a hip on her desk. “Or I’ll take a birch to your backside.”

“You could try.” Shannon tested the flex of a braided rope and added it to the bag. “But you might find yourself too sore to sit down for a fortnight.”

Sofia grinned and mimed an intricate ballroom twirl. “Not if I dance out of reach.” 

Both understood the feelings that lay beneath the banter. Thrown together, skinny little orphans plucked from the sordid stews of London, they had become close as sisters during their years at the Academy. The only family each had ever known. 

“Your prowess on the parquet far exceeds mine,” admitted Shannon. “Of the three of us, you have always been the most ladylike.” Seeing her friend scowl, she hastened to add, “Not that I am disparaging your fighting skills, it’s just that grace and charm are your weapons, while I must rely on a steel wrist and a sharp aim to vanquish a foe.”

Her friend leveled a long look her way before answering. “Don’t underestimate your strengths, Nonnie.” 

As she tugged her shirt over her head, Shannon caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the looking glass. Though slender as a rapier, she could hardly be described as delicate. Not with her height, and the hint of lithe muscle accentuating the more feminine curves. Marco had once compared her to a lioness, pointing out her blonde mane and explosive athleticism. He had also remarked on her gaze, calling it piercing, predatory. The eyes of a hunter. 

Shannon stared at the glitter of green for an instant, then ducked away. How strange. She saw doubt where others saw determination. As for her face, while others described her features as striking, she considered herself quite ordinary. 

Smoothing the folds of the fresh linen, she stripped off her old breeches and donned a clean pair. 

“Know thyself as well as the enemy,” she said softly, quoting another precept from Sun-Tzu’s classic treatise on the art of war. “I shall take great care to avoid any mistakes in judgment.”

“You have nothing to prove, you know.” Sofia fingered the thin filigree chain at her neck. “To yourself or to others.”

Not trusting her voice, Shannon jammed a last bit of clothing into her bag and pulled the strings taut.

“One last thing . . .” Unfastening the clasp, Sofia took the length of silver and the hawk-shaped pendant and pressed it into Shannon’s palm.

“T-this is your lucky charm!”

“I am counting on you to bring it back, along with my book, so that I may depend on its powers when it’s my turn to fly.”

Fisting the tiny talisman, Shannon gave her friend a fierce hug. “Time to go.” 


Fog. Rain. The bone-chilling dampness pervaded every cursed corner of the creaking timbers. Orlov wrapped his cloak a bit tighter around his shoulders. Not even a layer of thick sable could keep it at bay. Glowering at the gray waves, he took yet another turn on the narrow deck.

“You are not at home on a ship?” The Dutch captain fell in step beside him. 

“I prefer space to stretch my legs.” The schooner gave a yawing lurch. “And terra firma beneath them.”

“With this wind, we shall soon be reaching our destination.”

“It can’t be soon enough.” Orlov added a rather salty oath.

The officer immediately knocked his knuckles on the wooden railing. “We sailors are a superstitious lot. It is bad luck to insult the sea gods.”

“Then it is fortunate I have no ambitions for a nautical career. I hold very little sacred, save my own skin.” Wiping the drops from his brow, he grimaced. “Which may soon turn into fish scales.”

“This is no more than a passing drizzle.” 

Cold comfort indeed. “I think I shall go below,” he said, though his dank cabin was designed for someone only marginally larger than a bilge rat. 

Once he had wedged his lanky frame into the narrow berth—a feat that forced him to draw his knees to his chin—Orlov lit the lamp and thumbed through the sheaf of documents. He had, of course, read over them before. 

Ad nauseam, he added wryly as his stomach gave an unpleasant heave. A touch of seasickness brought on by the foul weather did not improve his mood. By the bones of St. Sergius, he hated traveling by ship. 

He turned his attention back to the papers. Yussapov’s spies had been quite thorough. D’Etienne’s background and accomplishments were spelled out in grisly detail. The man was, by all accounts, a ruthless bastard whose list of victims included several women and a young child. Orlov’s expression clouded. He freely admitted to having precious little claim on morality, but he did not make war on the families of his foes. His profession was a dirty business, and killing a sordid necessity, but in this particular case he would not suffer any twinge of conscience.

The maps appeared excellent as well. Routes were drawn, landmarks described, and several bolt holes marked along the way. He spent some time committing the information to memory, before nausea and a piercing headache forced him to extinguish the flame. However, the pounding of the waves against the hull was still foreign to him and he had trouble settling into the rhythm of the ocean.

Were the sea gods seeking vengeance for his verbal slight? Or was it some more earthly demon prodding a trident into his skull?

He could not shake the feeling that something was not quite right. As of yet, he could not put a finger on it. The feeling was nebulous, like the crosscurrents of fog rising up from the sea. Impossible to grab hold of, but its swirl stirred a prickling at the nape of his neck. It might be only the ill effects of the mal de mer. 

But he didn’t think so.

Instinct, a sixth sense for survival, had warned him in the past of impending danger. He had learned to trust these strange twinges—a leap of faith for someone who tended to view the world with sardonic detachment. Trust was, after all, not a very practical attribute in his profession. Deception and duplicity were far more useful. Lying had become second nature . . . 

Pressing his fingertips to his throbbing temples, Orlov sought to hold such disquieting musings at bay. It wasn’t often that he gave a second thought to the morality of what he did. Right and wrong? Good and evil? Perhaps a true gentleman would believe in absolutes. But it seemed to him that the world was not black and white, but rather shaded in an infinite range of grays.

And yet, he did have some principles. Though he would be loath to admit it aloud, he did care—if his actions helped stop the spread of tyranny and injustice, then perhaps his benighted soul would not roast in damnation for eternity.

He made a face. The Almighty might be forgiving, but there was a young lady who would like to see his soul—or more likely his liver—fried over the hottest coals of Hell. Not that he could blame her. He had made several uncharacteristic mistakes during his last mission, a fact that might very well be exacerbating his present malaise. 

Was he losing his touch?

Damn Yussapov. And damn the sudden stirrings of his English sense of honor. Somehow the tumultuous seas had churned up the oddest mix of sensations. In his mind’s eye, he suddenly saw the prince’s beaded face, melting into visions of a blond Valkyrie, and then a soaring hawk. From high in the heavens came a cry, cursing him roundly for his misdeeds.

That it echoed some of his own recent musings amplified its accusations. However, the Russian part of him knew how to drown such melancholy brooding. 

Growling an oath, Orlov reached for the flask of spirits.





Chapter Three

This godforsaken part of Ireland was not for the faint of heart.

Shannon surveyed the forbidding stones. Lynsley had not exaggerated the isolation of the McGuillicuddy Reeks. Desolation, she corrected. Famine had left the hardscrabble moors deserted, and although there was a bleak beauty to the landscape, she knew it was a harsh, hostile environment for anyone trying to eke out a living.

Returning her attention to the wind-chiseled walls of the O’Malley stronghold, she trained her spyglass on one of the outer towers. A primitive garden cut between its base and a copse of stunted live oaks. The tangle of branches would cover her approach, and the turreted roof would afford an excellent anchor for her climbing rope. Lynsley’s spy had informed her that the second-floor library was rarely used. From there, she would find a short corridor and connecting stairs to the chambers where the French assassin was quartered. 

Her own surveillance had confirmed that the library was deserted at night. And while she would have liked to double-check every detail on the informant’s sketch of the castle layout, she had seen enough of the actual interior to feel she could trust the basics.

She shifted her position behind the outcropping of granite and gorse. Lynsley had also been correct in figuring that a female would have a distinct advantage in completing this mission successfully. A male stranger in the area would have raised suspicions, but a mere woman . . . 

Disguised in rags and greasepaint, she had approached the castle on foot, timidly asking if there might be an opening for a scullery maid. None of the armed guards had viewed a haggard crone as any threat. Allowed to pass through the gates, she had been shown to the kitchens and offered a bowl of gruel before being told there was no position open and sent on her way. 

Irish hospitality was legendary—as was their low opinion of a woman’s ability to do aught but bear children. 

A grave miscalculation on their part. 

The inside glimpse of the fortress had been quite helpful. But even before her inquiries, Shannon had decided that using seduction as a strategy against D’Etienne was too risky. Given the isolated location, a flirtatious young stranger would draw too much attention from the other men. As for the other serving women, they were likely all members of the O’Malley clan, and would watch her every move. 

Her attack would instead depend on stealth.

Satisfied that she had seen enough, Shannon crept down from her perch and returned to the hollow where she had hidden her horses. Her arsenal, supplemented from the supplies of the navy sloop that had brought her to Ireland, offered a choice of ways to attack the target. Flexibility was key, and she had spent the interminable hours aboard ship planning for every contingency. 

Lynsley would have no reason to fault her for making an impetuous move, she vowed.

After watching the routine of the stronghold for several days, she had decided on the simplest strategy. O’Malley’s men had grown lax in their nightly patrols of the grounds, perhaps overconfident that the deep gorge and narrow stone bridge would deter any unwanted visitors. They spent most of the midnight hours drinking and playing cards in the kitchens. Shannon was certain she would have no trouble entering the castle unseen and completing her assignment in brutal silence. 

She ran a thumb over the edge of her knife. In and out. That was the plan. But in case anything went awry, she would have a few tricks up her sleeve.

Nothing would be left to chance. 


Fog hung low over the battlements, softening the jagged silhouette of the ancient crenellations. Orlov took one more look around the castle grounds before inching through the bushes. The trap door, its hinges thick with rust, was just where his map had indicated. Hoping that the rest of his information was accurate, he brushed aside the moss and went to work on the lock.
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