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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Miss Debenham’s Finishing School Graduating Ball of 1837

      

      

      The fuss over Eugenie and her duke had died down. Miss Clementina Smythe—Tina to her friends— found her heart beating a little more quickly than it usually did. Which was odd because she was not the sort of girl to indulge in palpitations.

      Practical, that was how Tina saw herself. Not coldhearted, not at all. She was warm and generous, but there was always that little part of her that sat back and considered the situation before it rushed in. And it was rarely she changed her mind once she’d made it up to do a thing.

      “I don’t think my choice of husband will come as a surprise to any of you,” she said, with a smile at the flushed, excited faces of her friends. “I have spoken of him a great deal to all of you.”

      “Lord Horace Gilfoyle!” they cried in unison, and then fell about in laughter.

      Tina laughed, too, and if it was slightly strained, then no one noticed.

      “He doesn’t sound terribly exciting,” Olivia ventured when they had recovered themselves.

      “Or dashing,” Marissa added.

      “Nonsense, he’s both,” Tina retorted. “And he has quite a rakish reputation, I’ll have you know!”

      Eugenie widened her eyes. “Goodness, I can’t imagine you with a rake, Tina. Do you plan to rehabilitate him?”

      Tina raised an eyebrow. “Of course. Once I have him. The thing is . . .” She pulled a face. “He is an old family friend, and he looks upon me more as a little sister than a woman he might fall in love with and marry. I have to change his mind.”

      Averil was thoughtful. “It may be difficult, Tina. You may need a seduction plan, a way to jolt him into the realization that you are a beautiful young woman in your own right.”

      After that ideas came thick and fast.

      “Speak in a breathless voice and lean on his arm as if you’re about to faint! There’s nothing like a fainting woman to bring out the protective-ness in a man.”

      “Flirt with him. He will be astonished and then intrigued.”

      “No, no. Why prevaricate? Invite him into your boudoir.”

      This last had them all in stitches again.

      “But why do you want to marry Lord Horace Gilfoyle?” Olivia said. “Are you so madly in love with him, Tina?”

      Yes, of course I am! I’ve known Horace all my life, and he’s the only man I’ve ever wanted to marry. The only man I can ever imagine marrying.

      But as she opened her mouth to speak the words, she found herself hesitating. The truth wasn’t as simple as a yes or a no. Despite the fact that Horace was almost like another son to her mother and father, another brother to Charles, and Tina knew they wanted her to marry him just as much as she wanted to marry him herself. Despite all that there were far colder and more pragmatic reasons for such an alliance.

      Horace was a very wealthy man.

      Tina’s father had lost most of their fortune in a disastrous speculation.

      Put the two facts together, and that was why she needed to marry Horace. No one had put pressure on her to do so—not yet—but in her heart Tina knew it was the right thing to do. The only thing to do. She must marry Horace—which she told herself she wanted to do anyway—and save her family from disaster and ruin.

      It was the logical choice. The practical choice.

      But she felt an aversion to telling her friends the truth. She didn’t want their pitying smiles and reassuring hugs. Tina had too much pride for that. Besides, they might try to talk her out of it.

      “I am madly in love with Horace,” she said firmly. “He is the only possible man for me.”

      The glasses were filled and raised once more.

      “To Tina and Horace! May they be very happy! Good husband hunting!”

      Oh, Tina knew she would need to be very good to win over Horace. Horace who never gave her a second glance except to tease her—if she’d had pigtails she was certain he would have pulled them. But somehow she must make him fall deeply in love with her. Enough to propose. Because surely, if he loved her and she loved him, then the marriage would succeed?

      But a man like Horace . . . if only she knew how to begin. If only there was someone who could give her instructions in what to do and say.
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        Summer 1838

        Mayfair, London

      

      

      Miss Clementina Smythe inspected the brass plate. Number Five. Mr. Eversham lived at Number Five Jasmine Square. She looked up at the narrow building, its long windows blindly gazing across the square, and wondered which of those windows belonged to Mr. Eversham.

      Perhaps they all did, perhaps he was wealthy enough to own the entire building, but she didn’t think so. The word was Mr. Eversham had wasted his fortune on the gambling tables and betting on the races, not to mention ladies of loose morals, and now he was obliged to work for a living. How his blue- blooded ancestors must shudder at that— and the gossip was that he was very well connected indeed although society tended to shun him these days. To make matters worse the work he was currently engaged in was advising gentlemen on winning the ladies of their dreams.

      In other words, Tina decided cynically, he was a seducer who taught other men the art of seduction.

      His reputation was rumored to be very bad and in other circumstances, Tina would have taken care not to recognize him in the street, let alone visit his address without a chaperone. But she had no choice. She was here for his help. She needed him to teach her how to win the tricky heart of Lord Horace Gilfoyle.

      “You’re a dear girl, Tina, but really, you are such an innocent. And innocents are a dead bore.”

      The words were emblazoned into her mind.

      She’d thought everything was going along so very well, that Horace was finally beginning to see that she was the one and only woman for him, and then he’d spoken those shattering words. Her plans were thrown into chaos, and for a time, a very dark time, she’d contemplated abandoning them altogether.

      But what alternative did she have? There were holes in her petticoats for goodness’ sake! They’d had pigs’ trotters for last night’s supper, and all the while pretending to their friends and the world that nothing was wrong. Her family was living on the edge of a precipice. Constantly teetering on the verge of financial disaster. It was only a matter of time until they slid into the abyss. Truly, it was unbearable, and the only way Tina could see to save them was for her to make a wealthy marriage.

      And Horace was the wealthiest man she knew, the only man with whom she could imagine spending the rest of her life.

      Her practical mind worked on the problem, and came up with a solution. She must contrive to no longer be a bore.

      That was where Mr. Eversham came in. Presumably, if he was as good at teaching men to seduce women as she had heard, then he would be equally as good at teaching women to seduce men. The socially unacceptable Mr. Eversham was just what she needed.

      Tina lifted her hand to the door knocker.

      There was a moment, a brief moment, when doubt threatened to turn her about and send her home. But Tina was not a woman to be thwarted by such a thing as a little doubt. No, she had already made up her mind, and this was her only way forward.

      She knocked loudly, several times, stood back, and waited.

      And pretended her heart was not beating just a little bit faster.
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        * * *

      

      Richard Eversham rustled his newspaper and read down the column in the engagement section. There were several names he recognized. Pupils of his who had benefited— clearly—from his tuition. His gray eyes narrowed as he read the final name, and then he gave a chuckle.

      Well, who would have thought it! Barrington finally got his girl! This was a time for celebration. Where was that bottle of ’11 he’d been saving?

      “Archie!” he shouted for his butler, valet, and manservant combined. “Archie, where the devil are you?”

      Archie popped his curly head around the door frame. “You bellowed, sir?”

      “Don’t be lippy,” his master retorted, setting the newspaper aside. “I have come into funds. I think we should celebrate.”

      Archie’s face lit up, and he was about to answer when the door knocker sounded from the street door below.

      “Who the devil is that?” Richard Eversham barked, and rose to go to the window, which gave a view directly down onto the square. “I haven’t any appointments today, have I?”

      “Not to my knowledge, sir. Should I go and see who it is, or will we pretend not to be at home?”

      “Wait a moment . . . Good heavens, it’s a woman. A lady, I should say. She looks like a lady, at any rate. Bonnet, pelisse, walking dress, gloves. Yes, definitely a lady. And . . . oh yes.” The lady had glanced up at the window. The bonnet framed a very pretty face although at the moment she was frowning.

      Suddenly he realized she was about to walk away.

      “What the devil are you waiting for, Archie?” he said. “Go and let her in!”

      Archie scurried down the stairs.

      Richard returned to his chair and sat down, arms resting on the leather armrests, fingers steepled beneath his chin. He assumed his approachable and trustworthy gentleman expression; he’d found it invaluable when it came to persuading his clients to believe every word he spoke.

      And why shouldn’t they believe him, he mockingly reminded himself, with a reputation like his? He was Richard Eversham, grand seducer of women and rake extraordinaire. No one could bring a woman to heel like he could.

      And while no gentleman would recognize him in a social situation, in private they were desperate to pick his brains. So desperate that Richard’s business was doing very well indeed.

      Archie was returning up the stairs, and with him came the swish of silk skirts and petticoats and the tap- tap of a lady’s shoes. As much as he’d been looking forward to that bottle of ’11, he was curious as to what someone who looked very much like a gentlewoman wanted with him this fine summer morning.
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        * * *

      

      Tina turned left at the landing, following the curly- haired servant, and waited as he tapped discreetly on a half- open door.

      “Enter!” called a deep, masculine voice.

      The room was flooded with sunlight from the long windows on the other side, and for a moment Tina was quite dazzled. She blinked and took another step, and the glare was reduced somewhat. Enough for her to see that she was in a large and untidy sitting room, and a gentleman was just now rising from his leather chair.

      “Mr. Eversham?” she said, before he could speak, although she was already certain that that was who was facing her now. Who else could this be but the most disreputable gentleman in London, Mr. Richard Eversham?

      “I am indeed,” he said in an amiable sort of voice. “And who are you, madam, if I may be so bold?”

      Before she answered Tina took a moment to consider him. His broad shoulders were framed by a brown jacket, which he wore over a rather rumpled white shirt. His necktie was undone, and the V of skin disclosed was tanned and dappled with dark hairs. Tina wondered if the rest of him was just as fascinating, as her gaze slid down over his trim waist and long legs encased in riding breeches, finishing on boots that needed a polish.

      Perhaps he had been out riding? That would explain the untidy, windblown air to him. He appeared to be the sort of man who enjoyed a good gallop on the heath, thighs clamped to his horse’s sides— in fact that was possibly how he obtained those muscles she could see beneath the tight cloth.

      Mr. Eversham cleared his throat.

      Tina’s gaze returned to his amused one. She smiled up at him; she couldn’t help it. He had the sort of eyes that were so warm they made her want to smile. It was as if at any moment he might burst into laughter, just from the sheer joy of being alive.

      “Do you have a name, madam? Perhaps you are a spy, sent by the government, to beg me to hunt down a dangerous criminal?” Something about that odd comment made him chuckle to himself.

      Tina cocked her head to one side to consider him. His gray eyes were still smiling at her. She drew herself up and held out her hand toward him. “I am Miss Clementina Smythe, Mr. Eversham.”

      He took her hand carefully in his. Indeed, his was so much bigger it swallowed her white-gloved fingers entirely although his grip was very gentle. “How do you do, Miss Smythe?” he said automatically. “What can I do for you?”

      “I am come to engage your ser vices,” she told him. No point in beating around the bush.

      A line appeared between his slashing dark brows. “You have a gentleman who needs my assistance in matters of the, uhm, heart, Miss Smythe? A brother or cousin perhaps?”

      “I have heard you are very accomplished in your chosen work, Mr. Eversham.”

      He released her hand, and she felt the loss of the warmth. With a gesture toward the sofa opposite his chair, he waited until she had seated herself before he made himself comfortable.

      “I have never been known to fail,” he said mildly.

      “Then I have come to the right place,” Tina murmured. She looked down at her purse, twisting the plaited loop handles in her gloved fingers. It was proving to be extraordinarily difficult to explain to him what she wanted. Normally she was perfectly lucid when it came to outlining her requirements, but for some reason Mr. Eversham had her tongue-tied.

      Tina looked up. Perhaps it was his warm gray gaze that was making her dumb? Or his large, engaging presence. He was very manly, very good-looking, very . . . very . . .

      “Miss Smythe, you need not be afraid our conversation will go any farther than this room. I am a master of discretion.”

      “As well as of seduction,” she said, and then wished she hadn’t as surprised laughter lit his eyes. Hurriedly, she moved on.

      “Mr. Eversham, I have a confession to make.”

      He leaned forward. “I am all ears, Miss Smythe.”

      “I am here for myself, not for any gentleman who might require your ser vices. I wish to marry, and the man I wish to marry does not value propriety and innocence in a woman. He finds it tedious. Boring. Therefore I must become the sort of woman he finds interesting.”

      She had surprised him. For a moment he said nothing, considering her as if he were turning over a particularly delicious fruit, deciding whether or not to take a bite, and then, reluctantly, it seemed, he put it aside and shook his head.

      “I fear I must decline, Miss Smythe. My business is only with gentlemen. Ladies are rather more complicated.”

      “But surely, Mr. Eversham, to understand how a gentleman must behave to win the lady of his dreams, you must also understand the lady? Or am I misinformed, Mr. Eversham? I was told you were a master of the art of seduction. Is that not so?”

      A painful expression crossed his face. “That is so, Miss Smythe.”

      “Then you must help me. I can pay, if that is what troubles you. I- I am a wealthy young woman.” She lifted her chin at the lie. “I am able to have anything I desire.”

      “And you desire me?” he broke into her words, his eyes quizzical and his smile teasing.

      Tina felt a little breathless. How odd, she thought. Her practical soul did not normally respond to flirtatious word games.

      “I desire Lord H— that is, the gentleman I wish to marry, and I desire you to make me into the sort of woman he wishes to marry,” she corrected him primly.

      He bowed his head, his fingers steepled once more under his chin. He seemed to be considering her proposal from all angles. After a time he lifted his head and again met her gaze. For the first time since she’d met him, the smile had gone from Mr. Eversham’s gray eyes.

      “Before I agree you must be very certain of what you’re asking me, Miss Smythe,” he said quietly. “You wish me to teach you to be a woman of the world. You do not want to appear as an innocent. In short, you require that I teach you the art of seduction by, eh, seducing you, at least verbally if not physically? Is that correct? Is that what you want? Are you entirely certain?”

      From his lips it sounded improper. Risqué.

      But Tina had made up her mind this was what she must do if she ever wanted to marry her childhood sweetheart, so she said firmly, “Yes, that is what I want, Mr. Eversham.”

      “May I inquire as to the name of your intended husband? It would help me if I understood his preferences.”

      Tina thought a moment, but she knew the name must be spoken eventually. Better do it now. “Lord Horace Gilfoyle.”

      There did not appear to be any change in his expression, and yet Tina had the odd sense that he tensed— like a dog on a scent. He nodded again, watching her. “You are a surprising young woman, Miss Smythe. I am inclined to take you up on your offer. I charge a set fee for my consultations and a bonus if you achieve the desired result. But because your case is rather unusual, I will only ask for payment if we succeed.”

      He named the fee, and Tina managed not to flinch.

      “Is it agreed?” he added softly.

      “Of course,” she said briskly, as if she had that sum of money about her person right now, and stood up, holding out her hand to shake on the deal. Horace would pay him, she told herself. He would be glad to do so.

      He took her hand, his smile back. “We will start on Friday morning at eleven o’clock. Tea and seduction, Miss Smythe.”

      “Friday at eleven, Mr. Eversham. I shall be here.”
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        * * *

      

      Richard watched her leave from his sitting- room window. He didn’t glance around when he heard Archie enter the room. In fact he watched Miss Smythe until she was no longer in sight, and that was a very rare thing for a man who found most respectable ladies dull indeed.

      He resembled Miss Smythe’s intended in that regard. He preferred women who knew what they were about and didn’t pretend they must love a man before they could countenance him kissing and caressing them. But respectable as she undoubtedly was, this lady was different. She certainly knew her mind.

      But even so Richard admitted he never would have taken on the job if she hadn’t named her intended as Lord Horace Gilfoyle.

      And there lay another problem. How could he justify being party to marrying Miss Smythe, with her vivid green eyes, to a man like Gilfoyle?

      “I know what you’re thinking, Archie.”

      “Added mind reading to your skills now, sir?”

      Richard chuckled.

      “There was a message for you while Miss Smythe was here. You’re to go to headquarters as soon as possible.”

      Back to work! Richard sighed and turned from the window, putting the lovely Miss Smythe from his mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      As she entered her home in Mallory Street, Tina breathed a sigh of relief. The subtle scent of lavender and lemon furniture polish hung in the air.

      Her mother’s longcase clock, with the delightful paintings on its face of the moon, sun, and the stars, was ticking the moments away. A bowl of blooms sat perfectly centered on an oval table. She felt relieved to be home. Safe.

      Safe?  she asked herself. Had her visit to Mr. Eversham really been so life- threatening? It had gone well, hadn’t it? Then why did she feel the need to find sanctuary as if she was under threat from some mysterious and unspecified danger?

      “Master Charles has a visitor in the drawing room, Miss Tina.”

      James, their butler, was hovering about her. As usual he sounded as if any visitor was a personal affront to him. Tina couldn’t help but contrast his manner to Mr. Eversham’s man, with his curly hair and twinkling eyes.

      “Thank you, James.”

      As she approached the drawing room she could hear two male voices, interspersed with chuckles.

      Tina opened the door and peeped inside.

      The two men, their faces flushed with laughter, turned toward her.

      “Tina, we have a visitor!” Charles cried with his usual exuberance and completely unnecessarily. “Horace is here!”

      Horace Gilfoyle shrugged his broad shoulders as Tina came toward him. Her hand was swallowed by his larger hand, and a whispering, treacherous thought told her it was not quite as overwhelming a sensation as it had been this morning when her hand was taken by Richard Eversham.

      She dismissed the thought. She had known Horace forever, and they would make the ideal couple. His blond hair was a perfect contrast to her own dark tresses, and his tall, compact body and broad shoulders were just right for her smaller stature and soft curves. The thought of marrying anyone else was unthinkable. Ridiculous. Thank goodness she’d grasped her courage in both hands and approached Mr. Eversham.

      And she had no doubt she had chosen the right man to teach her all she needed to know to go husband hunting. Horace was fond of her—in fact she could tell he was by the smile that was in his eyes right now as he gazed down at her—but that wasn’t enough. He had to love her passionately, enough to give up his free-and-easy ways and marry her.

      Tina slipped off her gloves. “I must go and freshen up. I’ll be down in a minute. Will you stay for tea, Horace?”

      “Of course he will!” said the irrepressible Charles. “Or maybe a whiskey?”

      Horace smiled at Tina’s frown. “Tea would be delightful. Although I must be on my way soon. I have an appointment I mustn’t miss.”

      “Will you ring then, Charles? I’ll be down shortly.”

      Charles pulled the bell rope, and Tina gave Horace a little smile before she turned away.

      Horace watched her leave, thinking she was becoming a fine figure of a woman. No longer the little girl he used to tease. He was surprised at her curves, nicely on display in her blue silk gown. Why hadn’t he noticed them before? Probably because she’d always been like a sister to him. If things were different, he might have thought about bedding her. As it was, she’d be saving her virtue for a suitable husband. The Smythes were very right and proper about things like that—something Horace found secretly amusing.

      Maybe when she was married he might think of a dalliance with her. She’d be more worldly then and probably bored with her husband, up for some lustful dalliance with an old friend. Horace had always found married women far more grateful for one’s efforts.
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        * * *

      

      “Maria?”

      A maid in her early thirties, the same height as Tina but considerably more buxom, turned from tidying the room. “Yes, miss.”

      “Master Charles and Lord Horace are taking tea in the drawing room. Help me with my hair, will you, before I join them?”

      She sat at her dressing table and Maria removed her bonnet and began to slip the pins from her long ebony hair.

      “Do you know when my parents will be back, Maria?”

      Maria hid a smile. “Not for some time, miss,” she answered. “Lady Carol said they would be back for dinner, but cook is to keep it warm if they are late and not to keep you and Master Charles waiting.”

      She knew her mistress was hoping they wouldn’t be back too soon. When they were younger, Miss Tina and Master Charles had always found some mischief or other to get into when their mother and father were busy. And Lord Horace had been their companion a good many times in that mischief. Of course, Miss Tina thought herself far too grown- up now for childish mischief although she still enjoyed the company of both her brother and Lord Horace. And lately, Maria had begun to realize that Miss Tina’s interest in Lord Horace was changing. Deepening. Turning toward thoughts of marriage.

      And that had Maria worried. Despite his outwardly affable and easygoing nature, Lord Horace reminded her of a man she’d known once, who had a darker side when he was opposed. Miss Tina was a strong-willed young woman with a great zest for life. She needed a companion to complement her rather than go head-to-head with her, as she feared would be the case with Lord Horace.

      And then there was the time when Lord Horace had found Maria alone in a corridor and attempted to touch her in places no gentleman should touch. He had been rather drunk, and Maria had escaped without harm, but she’d never forgotten the angry twist to his mouth and the ugly look in his eyes when he’d been thwarted.

      Maria had traveled from Spain to England as a very young girl, and yet she had vivid memories of the home she’d left behind. The first position she had held in England was as a scullery maid in a big house in the country. She considered herself very fortunate to have had the opportunity to train as a lady’s maid, but that lady was now long dead, and Maria had been with Tina’s family for over ten years, first looking after Lady Carol, Tina’s mother, and now Tina herself. Maria was comfortable here, protective of her young mistress, and she loved being in London although she did still long for her childhood home.

      Perhaps, she mused, if Miss Tina married, she would travel—perhaps even to Spain—and Maria would travel with her. But not to Lord Horace, she decided firmly. No, not him.

      “There. All done, miss,” Maria exclaimed.

      Tina gave a final glance at her reflection and hurried to the staircase, stopping there to catch her breath before she walked sedately down to the drawing room. The tea had already arrived, and Tina poured for them all. She knew very well how Horace liked his tea and made sure to add one lump of sugar with oodles of milk.

      “So where have you been today, Tina?” asked Horace as he sipped his tea with evident enjoyment.

      “Just visiting a friend.” Tina gave her prepared answer. “An old school friend,” she added firmly.

      She’d decided on the old-school-friend story on her way home. She knew that her brother would not be particularly interested in her activities, but if her parents were at home, they would have asked questions. If they knew where she’d really been . . . well, it was just best if they didn’t. Tina told herself she wasn’t lying, not exactly, just keeping her own counsel. Mr. Eversham was a means to an end, and once she and Horace were wed her parents would be too ecstatic to care about the twists and turns of just how it had all come about.

      Now, she watched Horace furtively, trying to imagine them together in their own house. She’d be curled up by the fire with a book, while Horace sat nearby in his armchair, reading aloud to her snippets of daily news from the newspaper. It was a very cozy scene, but for some reason just as she had it fixed in her mind the man in the armchair changed, became more muscular, his hair darker, his eyes with a warm, teasing look that brought a flush to her cheeks.

      “Oh!”

      It was Mr. Eversham!

      “Did you say something, Tina?”

      Charles was giving her an odd look, and Tina realized she’d spoken aloud. She really had to stop this living in her head. Time to concentrate on the here and now. On hunting Horace, her future husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Richard climbed the narrow staircase to the heavy door at the top and entered the dark, smoky room. There was a large table in the middle of what were somewhat austere surroundings. The windows were opaque with dust, and lit candles threw flickering shadows. The five men who called themselves the Guardians sat, all but one of them puffing on cigars; all but one looked up as he entered. Sir Henry Arlington, the gentleman at the head of the table, shuffled his pile of papers and spoke in a quiet but commanding voice.

      “Ah, Richard. Lock the door. We are all now in attendance.”

      Richard bolted the door and sat down at the far end of the table, as far from the smoke cloud as he could. For a moment no one spoke, and there was some important throat clearing.

      Here in this room were some of the most influential men in the government. They dealt with the shadowy issues, matters the British public were completely unaware of, matters that could undermine society and potentially bring down the Prime Minister and his cabinet. That was the reason they were called the Guardians. They were faceless, nameless, beavering away in secret. And that was how they liked it.

      Richard’s father and Sir Henry had been in the same regiment during their army days, but Richard had known nothing of the Guardians until a family tragedy drew him into their shadowy realm. In the aftermath of that tragedy Sir Henry had asked him to join, to take his dead brother’s place.

      Now Sir Henry cleared his throat one last time. “Any further unrest in the East End?” he demanded.

      “All quiet at the moment,” he was reassured by one man. “I’m keeping an eye on things.”

      “Sir Henry, we should discuss the Bossenden Wood riot,” another of the men spoke up, younger than the rest.

      “Oh nonsense, Jackson, surely that’s all done with!” butted in an older man, with a large white mustache, lush enough to draw attention from his completely bald head. “They’ve shot the chap—a lunatic—and put the rest of them away. It’s over with.”

      But young as he was, Will Jackson was not easily crushed by his more important companions. “I hardly think it’s completely done with, Lord Montague. Eleven men died. The fact that it happened at all is something I think we need to consider. And was Thom really the organ grinder or merely the monkey? Sir Henry?”

      Richard watched Sir Henry lean back in his chair and prepared himself for the usual wait while their commander considered the matter. He tended to agree with Lord Montague— the small riot that took place in Kent in May was over and done with. John Thom, a Cornishman, had styled himself as Sir Thomas Courtney and claimed to be the Messiah. He drew people to him with his speeches and even displayed evidence of stigmata. When the authorities began to show an interest in him, he led a rising against them and was shot dead, although not before he’d killed Lieutenant Bennett, who was politely asking him to surrender. Those who didn’t die in the ensuing battle were arrested.

      Sir Henry interrupted his musings. “What Lord Montague says makes sense, Will. I think it was more a problem with this particular chap’s brain than any real civil unrest. An aberration. Besides, there’s always discontent among the peasants, what? Surely that can be dealt with at a local level? Richard, you have connections in Kent, what do you think of this Bossenden Wood business?”

      All the men turned toward him.

      Richard’s life was currently in London, but his family was originally from Kent, where Eversham Manor had been home to generations of Evershams. The house belonged to him now but he rarely visited. He had made a solemn promise to himself when his brother died that he would not live in the family home, he would not claim his rightful place, until his brother’s death was avenged. He meant to honor it.

      “Richard?”

      Richard roused himself. These men expected him to know what was happening in Kent, and he took his position at this table seriously.

      “It’s true Thom was considered an imposter and a lunatic, but there must be a considerable amount of dissatisfaction for him to have gained such a following. These were men who were willing to die for him. Was there someone else behind him, pulling the strings? I don’t know. But I can find out if that is what you want me to do.”

      Sir Henry nodded with sudden decision. “Yes, we need to be sure. Remember the Captain?”

      A shudder went around the table. Richard felt a pain deep in his chest.

      The Captain had been a mysterious figure who had set about causing dissension among the laboring classes in Suffolk and worked his way up to the minor gentry. By the time Sir Henry and his men made the connection between the numerous riots and bouts of lawbreaking, the mysterious Captain had slipped through their net and disappeared. But not before one of their own had died. They’d been made to look like incompetent fools, and they still didn’t understand the Captain’s motive for what he did, or even if he had a motive. It was a very sore point with Sir Henry Arlington and his men.

      “Richard, I think any answers you could find to our questions would be helpful. For now we will treat Bossenden Wood as possibly linked to the Suffolk riots. Yes, yes, Montague, I know it’s tenuous, but we can’t be too careful. All agreed? Can we have a show of hands?”

      All of the Guardians but Lord Montague raised their hands and agreed with the motion.

      “Anything else to discuss, gentlemen?”

      Richard shifted in his chair. “I have some information of sorts on Lord Horace Gilfoyle. You are all aware of my . . . more public occupation.” Several men guffawed. “Yes, I see that you are. Well, a young lady has asked for my assistance in gaining the attention of Gilfoyle.”

      It had been purely accidental that Richard fell into the game of teaching seduction. A friend had asked for his help with a difficult lady, and soon afterward he was swamped with requests. When he explained the situation to the Guardians, Sir Henry had decided it was as good a cover as any for a spy, and besides, what better way to hear all the latest gossip about town?

      “An introduction, do you mean?” asked Sir Henry now. “Surely you’re not that well acquainted with Gilfoyle?”

      “No, no, not an introduction. In fact the young lady is well acquainted with Gilfoyle herself. It’s more that she wishes to attract his attention in a romantic way. In fact she imagines she wishes to marry him.” He ended with a serious note in his voice.

      There was a moment’s silence as they all considered the possibilities. Horace Gilfoyle had been a man of interest to the Guardians for some time, for although he was from a respectable and wealthy family himself, he had a penchant for living on the edge of society and rubbing shoulders with rascals. They had been following his exploits and noting his friends and contacts. And of particular interest was the news that he’d been in Suffolk during one of the Captain riots.

      “I take it this young lady is an unattractive piece?” Sir Henry’s eyes narrowed through the smoke, but there was a twinkle in them that made Richard uncomfortable. The other man had always been adept at reading his mind.

      “No, she’s far from unattractive, but that isn’t the point, is it?” He hesitated but decided to keep his indecision to himself— it was none of their business that after a long night wrestling with his conscience, he wasn’t sure whether he could abet Miss Smythe in her plan to marry a man who might be a murderer. “I’ve accepted her commission. It will give me a chance to discover more about Gilfoyle. The lady’s brother is a longtime close friend of Gilfoyle’s, apparently, so she sees quite a bit of him.”

      “So the brother may be of interest as well?”

      “That’s a possibility.”

      “Good. You may have some things to tell us the next time we meet, Richard. Gentlemen!” He looked about the table. “I think we are done.”

      They began to leave, but catching a meaningful glance from Sir Henry, Richard lingered until they were alone.

      “How long since you’ve been back to your home in Kent, Richard?” his superior asked in an even tone. “Your brother has been dead for years. The house is yours, is it not?”

      “Yes, it is. My sister- in- law lives there.”

      “And yet you stay away?”

      “There’s nothing for me to go back for.”

      “I understand how keenly you feel the need to find your brother’s killer, whether or not it was this Captain. But surely you don’t still blame yourself? Anthony knew what sort of work he was involved in. Just as we all do. You cannot blame yourself for what happened to him.”

      “I have always believed I could have prevented his death. If I hadn’t fallen out with him. If I’d been there for him. He might have spoken to me— come to me for help.”

      “Romantic nonsense. You were not your brother’s keeper!”

      When Richard didn’t say any more, Sir Henry shrugged his burly shoulders. “Well, keep your secrets if you must. As long as you do your job. You must remember that the work we do here is far more important than any personal considerations, Richard. It is vital. Sometimes we are all that stands between order and anarchy. We are the guardians at the gates.”

      “I will do my job, sir,” Richard said quietly. “I always do.”

      Sir Henry nodded and finally released him.

      Outside, Richard took several deep breaths. He hadn’t planned to return to Kent. Not yet. Sir Henry was right; Richard had a promise to keep before he resumed his life as a country gentleman. He had to find Anthony’s murderer. He had to put the restless spirit of his brother to rest.
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      Tina spent some time shopping before going to Number Five Jasmine Square to keep her appointment. Horace was holding a soiree on the following Saturday evening, and then he was taking a coachload of his particular friends to the theater. Tina was one of his particular friends, and she meant to make the most of the opportunity to put her husband- hunting plans in motion.

      In short she needed something to wear that would catch his eye.

      Horace was so complacent where she was concerned; he needed to be jolted out of that complacency. Tina wasn’t quite ready to invite him to her boudoir, but neither did she want him thinking of her as the little girl who had chastised him for stealing eggs from birds’ nests for his collection. Tina knew they were perfectly matched, and they would make a perfect couple. If he would just open his eyes and look at her afresh!

      Then all her problems would be solved.

      “Miss?”

      With a sigh she shook her head at the roll of crushed velvet the hopeful shop assistant was displaying for her. It was no good. She couldn’t decide. A new dress was an expense she shouldn’t even be contemplating, but her father had insisted, and she hadn’t the heart to tell him she knew the truth. That her mother had told her in tearful whispers that the Smythe family was as close to penniless as made no difference.

      This dress was probably the last new garment she would ever have, the last chance for Horace to see her in something new and pretty, at least until she married. But if she didn’t marry Horace, then she’d soon be going about in rags— matters at home were becoming desperate. So much was dependent upon a construction of cloth and thread that suddenly the dress assumed monumental proportions, and Tina felt she must get it right. She must. Her usual practical coolheadedness deserted her.

      Feverishly her gaze darted from greens to blues to reds. Choose the right one and all would be well; choose the wrong one, and the Smythes would sink without trace into the murky mire of bankruptcy. She’d known a family that had happened to, a child who had been a friend of hers many years ago when Tina was young. One day that child was there, the next she and her family were gone in a gust of scandal, and Tina’s parents spoke of them in hushed tones.

      Was that what would happen to Tina? Would she become the girl people spoke of in murmurs?

      But then she remembered she wasn’t alone in this.

      She had Mr. Eversham.

      A sense of relief filled her. Yes, she would leave the choice of the cloth for her new dress to Mr. Eversham. He would know what a man like Horace would prefer. He would know what she must wear to win his heart.

      Tina was just gathering the samples the shop assistant had prepared for her when a church clock struck the hour. She was late! With a gasp she flew out of the shop and set off along Bond Street, clutching her bonnet to her head with one hand and holding her parcel close with the other, avoiding the people strolling along the exclusive thoroughfare. By the time she reached Jasmine Square, she was out of breath and had to recover herself a moment before using the knocker.

      “Miss Smythe?”

      Mr. Eversham’s man answered so promptly she gave a start of surprise. She watched him for some knowing glance or smirk, which would show he was in his master’s confidence, but he was perfectly polite as he showed her up the stairs.

      “Should I take your parcel, miss?” he asked her, as they paused on the threshold of the sitting room.

      Tina glanced down at her samples, wrapped in brown paper, once more caught in a maelstrom of indecision, and then shook her head. “No. I need to ask Mr. Eversham’s opinion, thank you.”

      He showed no surprise and immediately tapped on the door and then opened it for her.

      Tina found that today the blinds were drawn down and the sun did not beam into her eyes. In fact the room was much tidier, and so was Mr. Eversham. He wore a brown jacket and trousers, his waistcoat a bright teal color. There was a watch chain dangling from one pocket, and his necktie was neatly arranged above a pristine white shirt. His face was closely shaved, his brows dark slashes above his gray eyes, and his brown hair brushed becomingly.

      He looked like a gentleman.

      She was somewhat relieved—secretly she’d half expected him to be lounging shirtless, smoking a hookah. But of course that was ridiculous. He was a gentleman, just one who’d lost his way.

      Tina sat down.

      So did he.

      He watched her a moment, observing her posture, the way she held herself. “You went to a finishing school,” he guessed. “Which one?”

      “Miss Debenham’s.”

      “Ah. Yes, you have the Debenham look.”

      Tina preened a little, but his next words dented her pleasure in his praise.

      “The neatly-folded-hands-and-knees-together look.”

      He was blunt. Tina wasn’t used to men who were blunt—apart from her brother Charles, and he didn’t count.

      “Is there something wrong with folding my hands and holding my, uh, knees, together?”

      “Not at all. If you are in church or attending a vicarage tea party. But you, my dear Miss Smythe, are seducing a gentleman.”

      She gave him her direct look and considered the matter. “Yes, I can see that might be different. What should I do differently?”

      It was his turn to consider. He let his gaze travel over her in a manner she would have thought insulting and disturbing in other circumstances, but now, alone with Mr. Eversham’s expertise, she felt neither. His manner was so unfamiliar she found herself captivated, constantly wondering what he would say next.

      “I think if you reach up and brush that lock of hair back, perhaps tuck it behind your ear . . . Yes, that’s it.”

      Tina complied.

      “Slowly, slowly, as if you enjoy the sensation.”

      Again Tina did as he asked, this time winding a tendril of hair about her fingertip, smiling at him shyly through her lashes. His face stilled, and for a moment she feared she’d done something wrong.

      “I feel a little foolish,” she admitted.

      “You shouldn’t.” He leaned forward, his gray eyes alight. “You are trying to attract the attention of the man you want to marry. There is nothing foolish about that. Not if you’re certain this is what you want.”

      Her own eyes widened. Did he know about her family circumstances? No, how could he! She was imagining nuances where there weren’t any. Tina made herself smile.

      “It is. He is.”

      But instead of beaming back at her, Mr. Eversham gave her a look that was insultingly kind, as if he were a thousand years older than she. In experience, she expected he was. Suddenly she didn’t want him to look at her like that.

      “I know this is difficult for a well-brought-up young lady, Miss Smythe. I am asking you to do the opposite of all you have been taught by your mother and your governess and your finishing school. But believe me, if you want to ensnare a man of the world like Lord Horace Gilfoyle, you have no option.”

      Tina blushed. “Is ‘ensnare’ the right word?”

      “Semantics, Miss Smythe.” He eyed her kindly again. “Do you want me to help you or not? If so, then you will have to harden yourself to what I say and act with your emotions, with passion, with your heart rather than your mind. Perhaps this is something you cannot do?”

      But I have to, Tina thought anxiously. My future is with Horace, the fate of my family depends upon it, and if winning him means I must act in a manner more suited to a courtesan than a lady, then so I shall.

      Determinedly she put her embarrassment behind her. “I think what you want me to do,” she said clearly, “is draw attention to my feminine attributes.”

      “That would be a start,” he agreed mildly. “You could touch the lace on your décolletage, draw the eye, eh, downward. You are a beautiful woman, Miss Smythe, and there is nothing to be ashamed of in wishing others to notice.”

      Dear God, did he say that? Tina swallowed and nodded.

      Stiffly and self-consciously she brushed her hand across her décolletage. She tried again, and this time felt more comfortable with the gesture. A brief touch of the lace, a movement designed to draw male eyes. Certainly it drew Mr. Eversham’s.

      Her heart was beating rather quickly, but she told herself that was because she was overturning years of ladylike teaching. It had nothing at all to do with being alone with Richard Eversham.
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        * * *

      

      In spite of her modest dress—the style was in fact some years out of date—Richard was surprised at his gut reaction to her timid gesture. The sudden surge of desire. The urge to undo those buttons where her hand rested and discover for himself, inch by inch, the pale swell of her breasts. She was a client, he told himself, nothing more, and a means to an end where that shady character Gilfoyle was concerned.

      He had no intention of becoming romantically involved. Once bitten, as the saying went. And Richard had been well and truly bitten.

      However, he had a part to play and forced himself to carry on. “That is a very good start, Miss Smythe,” he said, as if he felt nothing. As if this were merely business.

      “Do you think so?” she asked with an anxious glance. “Should I place my hand here? Or here?”

      “I have no doubt Lord Horace’s attention will be drawn by either positioning.”

      What a waste! was what he was really thinking. To think I am wrapping up this luscious morsel for that bastard! But perhaps her education with me will give her a little more wisdom in her choice of men. When this is over and done, I can help her to choose a better man than Gilfoyle. I’m sure I can think of someone who will suit. Will Jackson perhaps? He’s a fine young man with a nice inheritance waiting for him. No title of course, but is she the sort who is set on having a title?

      Richard realized he didn’t know anything about Miss Clementina Smythe apart from what she’d told him. In the interest of doing a thorough job he really should do some digging about.

      “Mr. Eversham? The fabric?” Tina interrupted his thoughts.

      “Fabric, Miss Smythe?”

      “For my dress for the theater. Horace has invited a group of friends.” She looked puzzled, and he realized he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Hardly the behavior of a professional seducer, a man who knew how to charm and woo the most difficult of women. He pulled himself back into the moment and assumed a serious expression.

      “Ah, yes. Of course. The fabric.” He brushed his fingers over the samples she’d laid out on the table in front of him. “The crimson is the obvious choice of course. That will certainly attract his notice. But I do think that dark green would be more effective with your coloring. With your eyes. And it would be all to the good if you could ask the dressmaker to lower the décolletage.”

      “Lower the décolletage?” she repeated faintly. “How low?”

      “As far as your modesty will allow,” he said firmly.

      In his years on the town Richard had discovered that the most hardened rakes were often repelled by forward behavior in their nearest and dearest. They were like dogs with bones in that regard. Richard was hoping that seeing Tina behaving in such a manner would cause Gilfoyle to form a dislike for her.

      Unfortunately Richard was discovering that watching Miss Smythe play her part was having the opposite effect on him. There was something very seductive about instructing her in the arts of seduction.

      “Perhaps a little lace might draw his attention?” she suggested tentatively, and lifted her chin as if to draw courage in what must seem to her a very strange conversation.

      “Indeed. A creamy lace with the dark green velvet would be exquisite. What is the occasion again?”

      She gave him an odd look but answered politely enough. “Lord Horace is having a small soiree at his residence and then taking a few friends to the theater afterward. My brother and I have been invited to both events.”

      “How exciting for you.” He stifled a yawn.

      Her eyes flashed.

      “Oh yes, I like that. You must do that more often, Miss Smythe.”

      “Do what?”

      “The way you looked at me then. Eyes glittering, the flush on your cheeks. Most attractive, and captivating, too.”

      “I- I don’t know if I can do it again. You made me cross when you yawned.”

      “You could always remember this moment. There! That’s the look I want.”

      Tina sighed. “This is getting rather complicated. You want me to glare at Horace for no reason? Are you sure that will appeal to him? In my experience Horace has never been one for bad-tempered females.”

      “Oh no, you won’t be trying to appeal to Lord Horace. Not at this stage. I want you to concentrate on every other man there, with the exception of your brother, of course.”

      “But I have no desire to attract any other man!”

      “My dear Miss Smythe, obviously you are very ignorant of the male mind.”

      Her green eyes gave him that attractive flash again, but this time he managed to ignore it and the effect it had on his senses, and carry on instructing her.

      “We men are creatures who invariably want what attracts other men. If you flutter your eyelashes at some chap and laugh at the bad jokes of another, you’ll soon have them all eating out of your hand. When Gilfoyle sees every other man lusting after you, you can be quite sure he will suddenly see you, not as a little sister, but as the object of his own desire.”

      Richard wondered whether he’d spoken too freely. Was she shocked, or did she realize he was talking nonsense? In actual fact he was expecting Gilfoyle to be livid when she played off the other men in his party against him.

      But although Tina seemed slightly bemused, she didn’t argue. For a moment, she gazed questioningly into his eyes and then lowered her lashes in that charming manner she had and composed herself once more. He felt almost ashamed of himself then for using her for his own ends—she really was the most valiant girl.

      “So you think I should act like a courtesan at Horace’s soiree, Mr. Eversham?” she said primly, as if she were discussing the weather.

      “Do you know many courtesans, Miss Smythe?” he answered in amusement. “Stand up. Let’s pretend we’re at this little soiree.”

      Clearly unwilling, still she obeyed him and stood up. He could see she was wondering what he would do next, eyeing him sideways as if he were a dangerous animal at the zoo. Her head only came to his shoulder, and he resisted the temptation to kiss the top of it and tell her that everything would be all right and did she really want to marry a chap like Horace Gilfoyle?

      Instead he took her hand and rested it on his arm. “When you’re standing beside a gentleman, chatting about whatever it is you would like to chat about—the theater, perhaps—touch his arm, just gently. And smile. Look into his eyes. Widen your own, just a little.”

      Tina’s fingers tightened, and she felt his hard muscles through his clothing and suddenly wondered how he would look without it. Her thoughts made her cheeks feel hot, and she knew she was blushing. She really needed to stop blushing. That was hardly the behavior required of a woman trying to attract a man like Horace. It would only prove to him what he already thought of her: She was too innocent to be of any interest.

      Did courtesans blush?

      Stop it. Concentrate. Tina took a deep breath and looked up into his gray eyes and smiled.

      “Oh yes,” he breathed. “That’s very good, Miss Smythe. Try again.”

      She didn’t really need to do it again, but he was enjoying it so very much he couldn’t resist. His praise drew a smile that dazzled him.

      “Very good indeed. You’re a fast learner.”

      “Perhaps you’re a good teacher, Mr. Eversham.”

      “Well, we’ll be able to see whether that’s true or not from the results, won’t we? Do you think we can dispense with the formalities now? I prefer to be on first- name terms with my clients. There are no lords or ladies here; we are simply client and teacher.” He held out his hand. “Richard, at your service.”

      “Clementina. That is . . . my friends call me Tina.”

      He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it gently. “Tina.”

      His voice was deep and quiet, and it made her shiver inside. His lips were warm and intimate, and that shiver intensified. Despite their being nearly strangers, she felt close to him, as if they shared a secret.

      Which of course they did.

      Although for the moment Tina wasn’t certain she completely understood just what that secret was.

    

  


OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/sarabennett_sinwithascoundrel_ecover_2500.jpg
1S old you were a master .~
in the art of seduclion”)
'








