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So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.
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Dear Readers,
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One Scandalous Choice is book five in the Singular Sensation series. Just like all the men in this series that have come back from the war, Augustus hasn’t been spared. He does have a bit of an issue mentally, but when you think of the scope of war, it’s not surprising. 

Mental health issues are so important to talk about and bring into the light, not just for the person suffering but for everyone to be aware and to know you’re not alone. There is no shame.

I enjoyed writing this story because a certain duke finally gets his just desserts. If you were annoyed that the evil duke got away in Duchess of Moonlight, don’t worry. Fate and karma catch up to him in this book.

Happy reading!

Sandra
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To Meghan Lyndsey Ann Edwards. Thanks for being such a supportive reader and all-around good person. I’ll continue writing if you’ll always read my books. Keep putting out that light into the world.
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One hasty decision on a summer afternoon will change the course of their lives forever.

Augustus Michael Notley—Baron Twinsfield—has reformed from scandalous activity—mostly. Though he’s still fond of gambling, drinking, and taking beautiful ladies to bed, he has grown bored with his lifestyle. Since the war ended years ago, there simply isn’t any more excitement left, until he agrees to steal a valuable diamond necklace on a dare for a duke... and runs into a woman who captivates his imagination, for she is everything he is not.

Miss Diana Fortescue is more than just an unwanted spinster. She’s been dispatched by her brother at the Home Office to slip a rope of diamonds from the neck of a visiting heiress, for that same piece is slated to be sold to fund distasteful shipping ventures in Kent. In memory of her younger brother, she won’t fail this mission like her last... except being tempted into scandal with a dashing stranger might prove too much of a distraction.

After that one summer afternoon of pleasure, suddenly the baron and Diana are pitted against each other on opposite sides of a much larger issue than ownership of a diamond necklace. But the longer the pair skulk about in the hopes of stealing the gemstones, the greater the risk of detection grows, and once the man who orchestrated the theft is apprised of the delay, Augustus and Diana are in his sights. If the two enemies to lovers can’t manage to work together toward a common goal, they might be forced to forfeit the most valuable discovery of all—a love they never knew they needed.
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June 19, 1817

Rogue’s Arcade

London, England

Augustus Michael Notley—Baron Twinsfield—watched the induction ceremony with a slight grin and an air of bittersweet fondness.

Today, they were welcoming a new member into their gentleman’s club—the Rogue’s Arcade—and for the first time since the club came into existence over fifteen years ago, this new member was not, nor had he ever been, a jewel thief. For that matter, neither was he a titled gentleman. And lastly, until a few months ago, he had worked with Bow Street, which was unprecedented that someone from the law enforcement community would even be asked to enter the hallowed halls of the club.

With a quick glance about, Augustus exchanged looks with the Earl of St. Vincent, Viscount Aldren, the Duke of Broadmoor, the Earl of Hazelton, Viscount Winteringham, and Lord Timelbury. They each nodded to him in return, for today was quite momentous. Every man wore the same robes of sapphire silk over their evening clothes to mark the momentous occasion.

What made the day even more unique was the fact that Alexander Burgess had brought his friend and valet, a Mr. Pettijohn, who wasn’t a valet at all but in reality was Cecil Fitzwilliam, Viscount Rockwell, a deserter from the war and younger brother to Edenthrope. Everyone except the Duke of Lockwood had been shocked beyond belief to see the man striding into the club with Mr. Burgess as if they were equals, but since the ceremony was set to begin imminently, no one had had an opportunity to speak with the viscount, let alone demand the reason for his sudden return to London.

It was a bold move, to be sure, and Augustus brimmed with curiosity. For years the men within the Rogue’s Arcade had wondered what had become of the viscount; none of them had seen the man since he’d run from the last battle wherein they were mostly together. Where some of their good and close friends had either never made it out of the war alive or came home scarred in innumerable ways, the viscount had just quit, ran out on his responsibilities as if they—and his friends and brothers-in-arms—had never mattered.

It would be an interesting reunion.

Lockwood as well as Edenthorpe stood at the head of the induction room, which was much like a small parlor containing a long, oval table of polished oak with twelve leather chairs clustered about it and a sideboard in matching wood running along the back. Edenthorpe read from a manual of by-laws that he’d written himself when forming the club.

“I am both honored and flattered to speak tonight on behalf of the bravery and selflessness of our friend and recent colleague, Mr. Alexander Burgess.” He nodded at the former Bow Street man then glanced at the men sitting around the table. “Even though when we met Mr. Burgess he was on the opposite side of an issue—and dare I say the law—as we were, but he assisted Lockwood in solving the case of the stolen diamond brooch as well as bringing a criminal to justice.”

The duke in question snorted. “Criminal, attempted murderer,” he muttered beneath his breath. “At least he is now locked away.”

Murmurs went through the men present.

Alexander nodded. “I only did what was right and needed.”

Edenthorpe grinned. “Regardless, your character was shown during your actions on that case. To say nothing of what you faced when  forced to rescue a duchess—and now your wife—from the bizarre and objectionable machinations of the Duke of Winthrop.” He shook his head. “Your bravery, honesty, integrity, and trustworthiness are why you were invited here tonight and why you are being honored by your induction into this prestigious club.”

Another round of murmurs went through the assembled company, and not for the first time was Augustus pleased and honored to be counted among this group of courageous and determined men who would fight for what was right wherever they could.

A hint of a dark red blush rose up Mr. Burgess’ neck over his cravat. “I did nothing that anyone else wouldn’t do.”

“Hmph.” Edenthorpe’s lips were set into a hard line and his gaze went immediately to his brother. “Some of us, at least.” As an air of tension-filled silence brewed throughout the room, the duke sighed and seemed to recall himself to his purpose. “Please raise your right hand, Mr. Burgess, and repeat after me.” Once the large former Box Street man did so, the duke continued. “Do you promise to uphold the rules set out by the Rogue’s Arcade club?”

“I do.”

“And do you also promise to do whatever is necessary when you are called upon by one of the members of said club, no questions asked?”

“I will.”

“Finally, with your induction into the Rogue’s Arcade, you must be fully cognizant that there will be times that members of the club will find themselves in questionable circumstances that may, more often than not, include the theft or the possession of stolen jewels or valuable jewelry. Do you promise to conduct yourself with the utmost discretion and honesty in the support and discovery of the truth behind said jewels?”

“I will, for there is often more truth hidden beneath the surface.” The bigger man nodded. He bounced his gaze between Edenthorpe and Lockwood. “Over the course of my former career with Bow Street, I found that matters are not usually black and white. There are many layers to the truth, and it takes a man of integrity, compromise, and compassion to sift through all the evidence available to him until he can find what was hidden, and the reasons why.”

“Excellent.” Edenthorpe nodded with a grin. “Once more you have come up to the mark splendidly.” Again, he glanced at his brother, and there was a hint of sadness in his dark eyes.

“Then, by the powers vested in me by the creator and the first founding member of the Rogue’s Arcade and on the advice of your sponsor, the Duke of Lockwood, I declare your ticket to our club active and know that you are the newest member in good standing.” He touched Mr. Burgess’ shoulder with his hand. “Welcome, and I look forward to knowing you better as well as watching you grow and bond with the other members of this organization.”

“Thank you. I don’t take your trust lightly.” Emotion graveled his voice as Lockwood put a silver stickpin in the shape of a sword in the folds of the man’s cravat. An oval-shaped sapphire at the end of the sword’s shaft glittered in the candlelight. Every member of the club had a similar pin that marked them as belonging to the Rogue’s Arcade. He looked at Lockwood. “I appreciate what you have done for me when there was no need.”

The duke grinned. His eyes reflected kindness. “There was every need. What you did for me and my now wife...” The tendons in his throat worked with a hard swallow. “And what you endured as well as discovered regarding Winthrop marks you as one of us, even if you didn’t fight alongside us in the war.” He clapped a hand to Alexander’s shoulder. “To me, you have served your time and I bid you welcome. This club and what it entails is at your disposal any time you are in London.”

Edenthorpe nodded. “Even if you aren’t and you require the assistance of one of our members, you only need say the word and we will come.”

“Unless they go back on that word and bond.” Bitterness filled Viscount Rockwell’s voice. He shook his head then shoved a hand through his dark brown hair. “They are good at pledging their allegiance to the club members, but when one of us goes through something that smacks of scandal or unobjectionable trespass, they are nowhere to be found.”

All eyes turned to the viscount then looked toward Edenthorpe with the same degree of curiosity and annoyance that currently sailed through Augustus’ veins.

“That’s enough, Cecil. You know, as do we all, why we have objected to the actions that led to your membership in this club being suspended.” Low-grade anger shivered through the duke’s voice. “This is not the time nor place to discuss it.”

“Of course not, for that would mean you’d need to unbend long enough to grant me forgiveness, and that would require you to show me latitude enough to hear my story.” The viscount stood up so quickly that his chair crashed against the wall behind him. “I knew it was a mistake to come here.”

A quiet sigh came from Alexander. “I have been your friend for a while now and will vouch for your character, Pettijohn. If you wish to return to the Lake District when I am done with London, I will gladly have you, but I don’t want you to discount the needfulness of having family close.” His gesture included the room at large. “Even family that isn’t blood. It is something I have missed from my life, and these men...” He cleared his throat. “There is something about this group of men that means so very much.”

For long moments, the men stared at each other, and finally the viscount nodded. “I shall bear that in mind, for the time being, I will leave Town when you are ready to go. Perhaps what I did during the war was considered a crime and even treason, but wasn’t putting innocent men into a violent and bloody mix not of their own making an equal crime?” He slid his regard to his brother. “When you can accept me as I am, when you are ready to hear my reasons why without judgment, you may seek me out. Until then, I will gladly continue being valet to Mr. Burgess. It’s honest work and it allows me to be the man I’ve always been. Now, if you’ll excuse me?” He quit the room then, and the silence that followed was so absolute it could have made a whispered thought seem overly loud.

Sadness and a trace of exhaustion lined Edenthorpe’s expression. What had it cost the man to turn away from his only brother by blood? To fall on the side of England instead of family? “Well, let us forget the interruption, for there is much to celebrate tonight.”

Lockwood nodded. “Indeed, there is, and once we are finished here, dinner awaits us at your home with our wives. Now let us discuss more pleasant topics.”

“Indeed, Lockwood is correct.” Edenthorpe moved to the sideboard as the remaining Rogue’s Arcade members gathered in small groups through the room. “There will be time enough to invest in less pleasant conversations later.”

Augustus drifted over to where Viscount Aldren stood with the Earl of Hazelton. “How goes it, gentlemen?” 

He, the viscount, and the earl were among half the men who weren’t already wed or even expecting their first child. Edenthorpe’s babe was due in mid-October and St. Vincent’s child would be born in late December. But as the three dukes, Alexander, and the earl gathered together and talk in their group fell to their wives and domestic life, he suddenly felt as if he were on the outside looking in. No longer were they a cohesive group of bachelors throughout the beau monde. Life had marched on for some of the men, and they were growing apart. Not that he begrudged any of them their marriages. Most were hard-fought and full of intrigue, but he was jealous of the closeness those men had.

“I have had better days.” At least Graham was honest. “It seems that I am not suited for the life of a married man, and quite frankly, I don’t want the responsibility.”

“Agreed.” Augustus nodded. “Still boxing?”

“Of course.” A grin crept across that man’s visage. Since he was of half French heritage, he was the darkly handsome one of their group. “It is what keeps me sane most times.”

Hazelton was quick to agree. “I have spent time at the same salon where Islington fights. He has incredible skill and is always an enjoyable sparring partner.” He flashed a charming grin. “You should join us.”

Augustus snorted. “I’m afraid you will both kick my arse. Since the war ended, I’m not one for fighting.” Which had made life incredibly dull. Not that he’d enjoyed his stint in the military overly much.

“Then take a mistress, Twinsfield.” Graham shook his head. “You are quite popular with the demimonde or do the duty to your title and court some dewy-eyed young woman. Do something to pass the time instead of mope. It’s unbecoming.”

One thing he liked about his fellow club members was the fact they weren’t afraid to tease or needle each other. Regardless, he snorted. “Women are a fickle lot, and neither is life fair. Haven’t we all been shown that far too often?” He couldn’t help the thread of bitterness that had entered his voice, for he’d once loved a woman, nearly to distraction, but she threw him over for a man with a higher title.

“A true statement, to be sure,” Islington said with a nod at the earl. “But you need something to occupy your time, since it seems many of our fellows are too busy to attend our club sponsored events.”

“Yes, so it does.” The bitterness continued as he shot a glance toward the other side of the room where the men were talking and laughing at ease. No, life wasn’t fair. Peace, contentment, and happiness were lovely in their place, but would they ever be his?

The trouble was, he’d never expected to survive the war. During one of the last days of fighting, he’d taken a ball but was pulled to safety by Hazelton. For that he would remain grateful to the earl. That wasn’t to say the others hadn’t helped him in some way or another. Why, the Earl of St. Vincent held off enemy fire so that Augustus could free himself from the chains binding him when they’d briefly been taken captive by the French in a forlorn part of Portugal. He didn’t suffer nightmares or terrors, yet sometimes sounds would hurtle him back into a horrid memory.

Some days were more of a struggle than others, but at least he could still function, unlike  Broadmoor, who had trouble leaving the house more often than not. It remained to be seen if his recent marriage might help in that regard. Of course, every man here indulged in vices in order to make it through the day and keep the things they’d seen at bay.

When Hazelton coughed discreetly into his hand, Augustus wrenched himself out of his thoughts. “Do you remain in Town for the rest of the summer, Twinsfield? I myself am off to Surrey for some fishing.”

Islington nudged the man in the ribs with an elbow. “And a bout or two of fisticuffs for profit?” he asked with a wink, for boxing matches were illegal within the limits of London.

“Of course.” They exchanged a speaking glance, and once more Augustus was on the outside looking in.

“I am bored of Town. Day after tomorrow I leave for my country estate for a few months.” The manor was in northern Hertfordshire County, and while he’d been a rather absentee landowner, deep in his heart of hearts, he wanted to do better. “Perhaps I’ll acquire a new perspective before Parliament comes back in and the Season begins.” The thought of wasting time assessing and weeding through the new crop of debutantes turned his stomach. He wasn’t in the market to train up a wife or even a mistress. Truth be told, he wanted a woman with whom he could converse on a variety of topics, someone with whom he could be himself without judgment. A woman like any of the rogues’ wives.

Where were those women? Granted, his friends had come by their ladies quite by accident, but he was equally confident there wasn’t such a thing in his fate.

“Ah, well I wish you luck.” Hazelton chuckled. “If you should throw a ball, do send us a missive. By then we might wish to make the short trip up, and your events are always the talk of society.”

“I shall bear that in mind.”

Edenthorpe called the room to order. “Shall we head over for dinner? My wife is eager to meet the incomparable Mr. Burgess—and we all wish to meet his wife—and since our child is due in four months, she’s trying to get in all her socializing this summer before confinement begins.”

The buzz of excitement filled the air as they all filed from the room. Once their carriages were called for, they went their separate ways. Just as Augustus opened the door to his vehicle, a closed carriage pulled up alongside. The golden crest on the door proclaimed the occupant the Duke of Winthrop.

How interesting, since this man was a large part of the reason Alexander Burgess had been induced into the club tonight.

“I am surprised you are still in Town, Twinsfield. Not much in the way of excitement or women left in London right now.” The man behind the rolled down window glass wasn’t tall but not exactly short. Dressed impeccably in expensively tailored evening clothes, he watched Augustus with an expression of eagerness he didn’t quite trust. His collar points were a tad high, and his chestnut hair cut in the latest fashion, but the rumors surrounding him made him an unsavory character, even if there wasn’t quite proof.

“What makes you think I’m not on my way out?” Something about the man rubbed him the wrong way, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He’d come into the title of duke when his brother died recently without issue, which was the reason Alexander had been dispatched to find this man’s sister-in-law, who’d been in hiding for quite some years but was needed for an inheritance left from her husband. Then he’d gone on to kidnap the woman and left her for dead, which had precipitated Burgess rescuing her and then subsequently marrying her.

The duke’s shrug was an elegant affair. “I don’t, of course, but a man of your experience wouldn’t wish to remain bored for long.” His dark eyes fairly gleamed in the light of the setting sun. “Though I will say that if you wish for a return of daring and intrigue, I have an offer for you.”

Oh, this should be interesting. Augustus snorted. “Why me?” The last thing he wanted to do was align himself with this man.

“I need an experienced jewel thief for this particular... problem.”

“Ah.” Even after that whole debacle with the duchess, gossip held that Winthrop’s coffers were still almost empty. “You want me to steal a piece for you?” Perhaps that was this man’s scheme to recoup financial losses.

“I do.”

“To sell it?”

“What I do with the necklace after you fetch it for me is none of your concern.” The duke’s grin was far too oily to portend good things, and Augustus didn’t quite trust the intense light in his eyes.

He frowned. There was little in it to motivate him. “What is the piece other than a necklace?”

“A double strand of diamonds owned currently by Miss Josephine Reed. She is the daughter of wealthy import merchant. He gifted her the necklace on her twenty-second birthday a few months ago. But beyond the necklace, she is his only child and will be quite the heiress in her own right in a few years.”

“Which means she is highly sought out in society already.”

“Of course. Wherever Miss Reed goes, so does society, and with such a crush in mind, I am hosting a summertime ball in two weeks, and I have invited her.”

“Has the invitation been accepted?”

“It has.” The oily smile was back. “Since so many people are guaranteed to attend said ball, there are far too many opportunities for distractions, which means you have ample time to steal said necklace.”

Again, Augustus scoffed. “How can you be certain she will choose that necklace to wear at the ball?”

“It is her most valued possession and she is quite vain about it. She will have it on.” The duke buffed the fingernails of one hand on his lapel. “Since you are my neighbor in the country...”

“Ah.” He rolled his eyes. This was beyond ridiculous. “I see.” Apparently, the duke knew him too well, for Augustus was bored, but there was still no incentive. “What do I reap from this fool’s bargain?”

“Whatever you want.” Winthrop shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “I am quite well connected.”

Well, at least that was the truth, but years ago, Augustus had his own run in with this man before he’d ever attained the title of duke, when the man had been merely an emissary for his brother, and he didn’t trust him.

“However, if you should need a nudge, let me tell you this. Recently, I uncovered hidden documents of my brother’s, hidden in a secret panel of his desk in his study. Apparently, my dear departed brother bought all of your father’s vowels.” The man chuckled as if it were the greatest joke he’d ever heard.

Oh, shit. Cold apprehension coursed down his spine. Every muscle in his body tensed for what the duke would say next.

“And what is more, there are some of your vowels in the mix as well.” Winthrop made his expression appear baffled, as if he didn’t know. “When I discovered those things, I knew I just had to tap you as the man to steal the diamond necklace I need.”

“Because?” he asked around clenched teeth while one of his hands curled into a fist.

“Well, I merely thought that if you don’t wish to bring me the necklace, then I would have no choice but to call in those debts, and I rather doubt you have the blunt to cover both yours and your fathers. It would completely bankrupt you, and then what recourse would I have, as a man simply doing what was right?” While Augustus glared, the duke offered a grin that was this side of sardonic. “So you see, you truly are the best man for the job.”

The gambling debts he had been too embarrassed to tell his friends at the club about. He hadn’t wished for them to feel sorry for him or think him incapable of running his own life. It wasn’t that he was irresponsible, but he should know better than to gamble when he was in his cups. Which he hadn’t done for a couple of years now. “How pedestrian of you to stoop to blackmail.” Which made him wonder why, exactly, Winthrop wanted the diamond necklace.

“Since taking the title, I have found such things are quite useful.” He delved into an inside pocket of his jacket, pulled out a folded sheet of paper, and then handed it to Augustus. “This is a drawing of what the necklace looks like, so you won’t steal the wrong one.”

“You assume I’ll do it.” He stuffed the paper into his own pocket.

“You will, and we both know it.”

“Fine.” It was something to do that would bring back excitement into his life, and it would keep him out of debtor’s prison, or worse, having to sell the country estate that had been in his family for nearly two generations.

“Excellent.” Anticipation lined the duke’s face. “Bear in mind, if you fail or delay, I will make life extremely difficult for you.”

“I have no doubt.” In that moment, Augustus despised the man. He wanted the man brought up for his own crimes, and those diamonds would be the key. If he could indeed steal the diamonds and sell them on his own, those old debts could be paid and then he’d no longer be beholden to the duke.

“Oh, and one thing more.”

“Yes?” If he clenched his jaw any more tightly, his teeth would crack.

“Do not tell your fellow rogues about this little... favor. I do not need them in my business, else our agreement is done.”

“I promise to steal the necklace from their owner.” But he wouldn’t agree to turn them over to the duke. The diamonds would fetch a fortune. He could pay off his debts and care for his aging mother in style, to say nothing of renovating the dower house for her—basically pay her off to leave him alone. Consequences from a posturing duke he could take care of himself... as long as those other things were tucked away.

Being in a war made a man lose most of his fears.

“Good.” The duke’s grin was smug. “I want the job done no later than a week after my ball or there will be hell to pay.” Then he rolled up the window glass and his driver started the carriage into motion.

What if I’m already in hell?

There was no way to go except up.
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June 20, 1817

Fortescue House

London, England

“Like hell we are going to do nothing!”

From outside the drawing room, Miss Diana Fortescue listened to the conversation going on between her brother and Lord Chettingham, who was one of the lords in charge of the Home Office. And from the discussion that had already ensued, her brother wasn’t best pleased.

“Lower your voice, Mr. Fortescue. This matter does not need to be exclaimed to all of London.” A fair amount of sense rang in Lord Chettingham’s voice. When Diana peeked inside the room, the older man stood at one of the open windows with his back to her and Nigel. “Of course the Home Office won’t sit on this information, but we need to handle the situation with a delicate touch. I’m sure you can agree why.”

Diana frowned, for she arrived late for the conversation and didn’t know why the situation required kid gloves. One thing she did know was that when one of the founding members of the Home Office made a personal call, the matter at hand must have serious repercussions. Her brother wasn’t exactly a field agent, but he had completed his fair share of missions. With more of an administrative bent, Nigel had climbed the ranks within the organization until he’d become a manager, or handler of sorts to various agents, which meant he gave out assignments, talked strategy with those men, and had some input on prosecution of criminals. He worked long hours and she hardly saw him, so why were both he and Chettingham here this afternoon instead of at the office?

“Yes, of course. The proceeds from the sale of that piece cannot make their way to Kent.” Never had she heard so much disgust in her brother’s voice. “It’s vile, that’s what it is.”

“Indeed, and I cannot believe we are still combatting such a thing in this day and age.” Chettingham remained at the window with his hands clasped behind his back while Nigel had taken to pacing the space between the two windows behind the other man. “Regardless, while we cannot tackle the problem as a whole, we can do our part and try to dismantle it in pieces.”

“Which is why you want the necklace stolen so the vapid heiress won’t have her head turned and thereby give it into the wrong hands.”

“More or less.” Chettingham released a sigh. “I am told there are a few interested parties, though. Too many men want those diamonds for whatever reason.”

“Well, it is a rather impressive piece.”

From the corridor, Diana bit the tip of her thumb to stave off the urge to sneeze. The air in London was stifling as much as it was full of dust, dirt, and all manner of pollutants that gave her nothing except breathing issues and aching lungs.

And the need to sneeze made it deuced frustrating to listen to these two, especially when she had no idea what they were talking about. What diamonds? What necklace? And who was the heiress? A few times in the past, she had assisted Nigel when a mission required a female element, but ever since their younger brother Timothy had died in a horrific accident that might have been her fault, she hadn’t been utilized by the Home Office.

I’m too much of a liability—and probably a curse—now.

In fact, Nigel reminded her of her dead brother in looks. All three of them were possessed of dark brown hair—both of their parents had had hair that color—but while Nigel was nearly six feet tall, Timothy had been shorter, standing only at five feet eight inches. She was barely of average height, and where she had lake blue eyes, both of her brothers had brown.

“Indeed. Twin ropes of diamonds, each one at least three carats. Thirteen diamonds on each strand. It is rumored to have been made by a popular jeweler here in London for a wealthy American landowner’s wife.”

“How did Miss Reed come into possession of it?”

“Her father knows many people, and there are rumors that the landowner fell on hard times in 1812 with the naval battle. After he lost nearly everything, he needed ready cash and sold the necklace to Mr. Reed, and then he gifted it to his spoiled daughter for her twenty-second birthday, when she was introduced to the king and society.”

Carefully, Diana removed a tiny notebook from a pocket she’d sewn into her skirting. She drew out a pencil nub as well and scribbled down the heiress’ name and information. Her name sounded familiar. Perhaps they’d even attended the same social functions. Was it possible they’d met before? If so, that might give her an advantage.

“Ah, I see. Fine feathers, hmm? Must look the part to attract the bird she wants?”

“Apparently.” Chettingham shrugged. “Collectively, those stones will fetch a king’s ransom, but individually, they could command a fortune, and since the lot is bound for Kent for sale, I would rather keep those stones close.”

“I would too.” When Diana peeked into the room again, her brother was scowling at the empty hearth. “Where are they now?”

“No doubt in a jewelry box in Miss Josephine Reed’s bedroom not far from here.” Chettingham turned about and rested his gaze on Nigel. “She’s a damned heiress with more looks than brains. Father is in importing and has done well for himself even through the war. He wants her to marry a title.”

“Of course.” Her brother shook his head. “The nouveau riche always wish to establish a foothold in the beau monde.”

Diana rolled her eyes. As if that was the be-all end-all of everything. Why not marry a man of integrity and honor? What did it matter if he held a title? She continued to scribble notes onto one of the pages.

“Yes, well, my sources tell me she’s due to attend a ball in the Hertfordshire countryside in two weeks, hosted by the Duke of Winthrop. This is suspect because we are already monitoring the duke’s movements after some contretemps he entered into last autumn with kidnapping his sister-in-law in the Lake District.”

What was this, then? Why did she not pay more attention to Nigel when he brought home gossip from the ton? Because she didn’t care about such things, that was why.

“I assume there is no concrete proof other than her word?”

“Indeed. Otherwise, we would have arrested him. The duchess and her new husband claim the duke was indeed involved, but since he only made veiled threats—that could have been interpreted in a myriad of ways—and he wasn’t the one who actually took the woman, our hands are tied.”

But if this duke person harbored an evil heart? Now that could be worthy poking into. Diana scratched that information down, and when her nose once more tingled in anticipation of sneezing, she was obliged to press a finger to her upper lip in the hopes of quelling it.

Nigel snorted. “And none of his associates could be found?”

“Aren’t they always ghosts?” Chettingham and her brother shared a laugh. “In any event, I need you to infiltrate the ball and clandestinely guard Miss Reed. There is every possibility she will wear the diamond necklace, for she never goes anywhere without it, especially if it’s a society event. If possible, convince her to hand over the piece to you for safe keeping.”

“Easier said than done if she keeps the necklace close.” From his tone, her brother didn’t believe such a thing was possible.

“Unless you were to pay her copious amounts of attention. The young woman is quite vain and quite desperate for connections with a male.” Amusement went through Chettingham’s voice. “And you are unmatched.”

In the corridor, Diana pressed a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. It was no secret everyone had tried—and failed—to match her brother, but he continued to resist them at every turn. Not that there was anything wrong with remaining single. Unless one was a thirty-year-old spinster whose only chance at marriage died when her fiancé perished during the war.

“I have no issue with flirting, but what do I do if she doesn’t plan on returning to London directly following the ball? Perhaps she has other acquaintances to visit. Or worse yet, what if the duke has designs on her?”

“Then we will reassess if such a thing should occur.” Chettingham glanced toward the open door, and Diana immediately sprang back behind the wall so he wouldn’t see her. He’d not forgiven her for the loss of Timothy, who’d had quite the talent for espionage within the organization. As if she wasn’t already devastated. Not a day went by that she didn’t remember—and regret—her part in the death of her brother. To say nothing of the life-changing injury she’d received on that botched mission. “You have your orders, Nigel. I expect those diamonds to be in our office no later than a week following the duke’s ball.”

She quickly wrote out notes regarding the diamonds and then returned the notebook and pencil to her pocket.

“Of course, but you know that won’t stop nefarious men from funding their horrid work. They will simply find other revenue streams.”

“I am aware, but this is the threat we know of at the moment. It is our sworn duty to the Crown to make certain we neutralize threats where we can.”

“Very well. Send the necessary paperwork and reservations to me as soon as you can.” A note of resignation had entered Nigel’s voice. “Let me walk you out.”

Oh, dear. The fear of imminent discovery caused flutters of apprehension to scud through Diana’s belly. As quickly as her limp would allow, she darted down the corridor and temporarily took refuge in the butler’s pantry that rested between the formal dining room and the drawing room. It was where extra dishes, cutlery, table linens, and crystal were stored, and where the butler poured wine, cut cakes, or stored extra portions of food while entertaining so footmen wouldn’t need to go all the way down to the kitchens.

“I will expect a full report, of course, and if you still haven’t managed to secure those diamonds by the time you and Miss Reed return to London, I will have no choice but to assign another agent to the case,” Lord Chettingham said as he and Nigel passed her hiding place on their way to the stairs. She crept out in time to hear him add, “If we need to sacrifice a young lordling from the ton in order to secure the necklace, you will make that happen as well.”

Nigel snickered. “After all, a title is a title. Her father didn’t specify how high up in the aristocracy he wanted his daughter to shoot for.”

“Indeed.” Both men chuckled as they descended the stairs to the first floor.

Well, drat. Why was it that Nigel had all the fun? She sneezed twice in succession, finally able to have it out. Truth be told, she would be the best candidate for the mission, and it would get her out of filthy London besides. Imagine having clean air to breathe into her lungs. Perhaps they would cease to hurt all the time. And far removed from polluted air, she might have a chance to know what it felt like to go through life without constantly sneezing. Well, there were many, many plants, shrubs, and flowers she could possibly be allergic to, but it had to be better than intaking man-made things.

Moving quietly and as quickly as she could with her limp to the banister, she waited and watched for Nigel’s return. Once he came back upstairs and took up the paper in the drawing room as was his wont, she would pitch her idea to him and hope that he would put her on the mission. If not, well, she refused to think about that.

Twenty minutes later, she trailed after Nigel. He hadn’t returned to the drawing room, so she tracked him to earth in his study on the first floor. Her brother must truly be aggrieved in spirit if he’d hidden himself in there, for he used it only for office-related purposes and refused to do such things while relaxing at home.

With nothing for it, Diana knocked on the door then came into the room before he could bid her nay. “What are you doing in here? I assumed you would wish to finish reading your paper upstairs.”

“All the enjoyment has been sucked out of it, and my mind is distracted besides.” He frowned as she settled herself into one of the two leather chairs that faced his desk. “What have I done to warrant you bedeviling me?”
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