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      Miss Isabelle’s Craving is the sequel to Miss Elspeth’s Desire.  It’s been written well over 12 months after the first instalment and concludes the series—which began rather like a bet against myself that I could not just write an Historical romance, but also do it well.

      Having said that, when I sat down to begin I considered what era of time and the countries I loved… India has always intrigued me but China is one of those countries that calls to you on an instinctive level. As a result, it made a lot of sense to base the second book in Shanghai and give Isabelle a totally different backdrop for her book. After all, she’s been patient and deserves to stand out.

      Shanghai during this time was annexed by some countries, those looking for a toehold in China. This is where I began, hence the English settlement I used. There were indeed banks (and yes, The Oriental Bank was based in Shanghai and carried out a lot of business with the English who lived there.) In fact, many of the sites I’ve used did and continue to exist.

      I always feel that the mid to late Victorian times are the forgotten era (particularly the later Victorian 1870+) which is a shame as it was an age of invention and change and dramatic social revolution. It was also a time of unrest with the Boxer Rebellion, politic tension between the Chinese Empire and the British Government and so much more.  It also was truly the time of “Opium Eaters,” who were addicts in the greatest sense of the word.

      I have taken lengths to ensure my facts concerning Shanghai in particular in this title are correct. There was so much to learn! The importation of opium was an issue and used to control the populace, as was ownership of land in the region, the concessions and even the telegraph and railway lines.

      For those who note the spelling of the Yang-tzu Chiang yes it was an earlier name for the Yangtze River. The name is the anglicisation of the name based on the Beijing dialect and was in use until 1906.

      The Shanghai Municipal Council controlled the police (though I may have taken a few liberties so Langdon could take up a role there.) The Shanghai Municipal Police were formed in September of 1854 and were dissolved on 31 July 1943, and their role was the jurisdiction of the Shanghai International Settlement.

      Where there may be inaccuracies, I beg for forgiveness and forbearance of the reader, and I thank you for sharing this journey with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to my family, my readers and most of all, my husband.
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      Isabelle’s hand hovered over her journal page, the fountain pen—a relatively new invention—sitting just above the heavy paper.

      
        
        January 1879

        It’s been difficult since my illness in Calcutta and Bombay. I have had so few opportunities to write openly about the time since we left England. Even though we are now bound for Shanghai, and quite close according to the captain, my excitement is dimmed. I fear my illness returning, and though I have Jacinthe here, the thought of any further debilitation fills me with dread.

        I find the long hours of this voyage taxing—the hours without actual occupation tedious. Without much to do, I read and draw, yet I yearn for something to capture my attention. A way to fill my mind, so I may rest easy.

        In the darkness of night, I also find myself fearing the sounds I sometimes hear emanating from the cabin next to me. The one Aeddan and Elspeth share.

        They do try to be quiet, but sometimes, I cannot help but hear. I am not unaware of the hungers of the flesh.

        The pen rose as Isabelle looked toward the open window. It wasn’t easy to pour out the myriad of fears that filled her mind.

        When I was younger, I’d listen to the housemaids’ chatter. It didn’t seem to be pleasurable then with the talk of heat and fury, but now I hear Elspeth, and I wonder at the glow I see on her face. The joy that radiates from her daily.

        I am genuinely pleased for my sister, but for myself, there is nothing but despair.

        Perhaps it is the knowledge that Louisa is married and expecting her first child and Elspeth is happy with her choice.

        Truly, Aeddan is a perfect foil for Elspeth, and the jealousy I feel sickens me. He is good. Attentive and kind. Resourceful and loving. Everything she deserves.

        In my future, I see nothing similar.

        No possibility of the pleasure I cannot sometimes escape the echoes of. What if that is all that exists? A spinsterhood that stretches into the future? It’s not enough.

        I should learn to be content.

        I will strive tomorrow to be more. To find an inner well of self- containment, but I fear this is not a skill I possess.

        I

      

      

      Scrubbing at her eyes, Isabelle sighed, blew softly on the page then sanded it so the ink wouldn’t bleed, before closing the leather cover of her diary. Jacinthe snored lightly in the bunk on the other side of the cabin as the vessel swayed gently.

      Isabelle reached over and placed the diary on the trunk beside her bed and turned the knob, extinguishing the lamp. She lay down, gaze settled on the horizon, the blanket pulled closer against the cold breeze. Moonlight filtered in through the open window, and she lay there a long time contemplating it before finally giving in to slumber.
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      Aeddan sat at the head of the table, the captain taking the opposite position. “We are perhaps five days from Shanghai, and we shall see some vessels soon.”

      Isabelle sipped her tea. “I have heard that there are two separate townships that make up Shanghai, Captain. Is that correct?”

      The grizzled man glanced at her. “Indeed, there are more than two, Miss Isabelle. The Chinese and Europeans do not inhabit the same areas, but they are called concessions. The territories are English and French to name a few. The Chinese are forbidden from owning property in the concessions, though I’ve heard tell that some have begun leasing properties on the waterfront.”

      “Why is that, Captain?” enquired Elspeth, fanning herself. Her sister did look slightly unwell and ate little. Isabelle also noted the way Aeddan paid extra attention to her sister. Perhaps she’d enquire later if she were unwell, she thought, then turned her attention back to the discussion.

      “Spite in terms of plain talking, Miss Isabelle. Since the Shanghai municipal council has taken over the running of the majority of the European section, the Chinese officials have demanded we curb what we do. Why they even caused issues with both the telegraph and rail line. The result is the rail has since shut and is now removed. A bad business indeed.”

      Isabelle couldn’t hide her interest. “Telegraph? You mean there would be communication? Excellent.” For the first time in a long while, Isabelle looked forward to landfall. Perhaps in this exotic locale, she’d find something to fulfill her in the years ahead.
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      Staring through the window at the rear of the ship, Isabelle savored the sounds and scents of this new land. Unlike their mooring in India, this time she was well, though Elspeth still attempted to mollycoddle her.

      In the last few days, they’d seen all manner of transport ships, carrying exotic items to the many corners of the world, the sails an unusual size and shape, and she’d enquired of the captain as to their efficacy. Now they’d docked, and the time had come to explore a new port. Indeed, she’d already had more than a full day and night to watch the movements from the deck, Aeddan having requested they wait to leave the ship until he could find suitable accommodations.

      “Are you coming, dearest?” Elspeth called to her through the door of the cabin as Isabelle tied the strings of her bonnet.

      “Of course, Elspeth.” She gathered her gloves and reticule, the ivory handle of her parasol swinging from an artfully carved crook which draped over her arm.

      Jacinthe would follow, Elspeth assured her, with a sailor or two to attend to the transportation of their trunks, but they’d go ahead. Their man of business had already secured accommodation for them in the British concession.

      Excitement fizzed in Isabelle’s veins as she climbed up the ladder and crossed the deck. She inhaled deeply, letting the unfamiliar fragrances fill her senses, along with the sounds of voices speaking in a range of lyrical cadences and languages.

      The noise of people milling, animals waiting on the dock, and boxes banging and crashing captured her attention. The din of voices filling the air as she made her way down the gangplank gave her pause for a moment, then she smiled, barely noting the jouncing movement of the gangway beneath her feet.

      “Aeddan said he’d been here before,” Elspeth assured her at the bottom, and Isabelle merely nodded as she gazed at the vista before her.

      “It’s so different.” It truly was. The landscape felt both familiar and yet so alien. The faces of the locals strange to her gaze. Skin tones of burnished copper, some with more yellow tints. Swarthy Mediterranean men and rosy burnt white Englishmen were numerous in the workers before her.

      “Aeddan has arranged a carriage to meet us. He sent Grundy to escort us.”

      Grundy was Aeddan’s valet. A gnarled man in his fourth decade, though he looked older, with lines etched into his face and a spare frame. He and Aeddan had boarded the Zephyr in Bombay during Elspeth and Isabelle’s voyage to India, and he was a trusted member of the household.

      Isabelle almost remonstrated, then caught sight of Elspeth’s face. “There’s some reason we must have an escort?”

      “He feels one cannot be too careful.” They kept a brisk pace and headed to where the man waited for them by a battered conveyance.

      Once handed into the cabin, they settled themselves as best they could, Grundy swinging up the front and giving directions, and they set off.

      The sea of people parted for them, some watching with narrowed gazes and others with wistful looks. “We should send the Jamestown on ahead of us. Fill it with stock. It’ll arrive in England and likely be back before we are ready to leave.”

      Elspeth opened her mouth then closed it again on a wince.

      “Elspeth?”

      Her sister smoothed the gown over her lap. “When we are settled in our accommodation,

      I feel we should talk.” Elspeth’s gaze moved over Isabelle’s then slid away.

      Isabelle narrowed her eyes but kept her counsel. She couldn’t guess at what her sister was hiding, but it discommoded her. She and Elspeth had always been in total agreement over matters relating to Forster Shipping. Surely things weren’t about to change now?

      The commercial buildings they passed wore imposing façades. The white stone monoliths she quickly recognized as features of the colonies. Towering columns of white looking out with high arches, built to catch the breeze, she thought. Children ran along the side of the road, some dressed strangely, pants and top held together with ornate frog closures, their hair a glossy black. Others wore the ragged look of street urchins, with grimy faces. Here and there they passed well- groomed children, accompanied by women in western clothing—probably nannies, thought Isabelle.

      India had indeed been eye-opening, but she’d been too ill in the beginning to take it in properly with malaria sapping her strength. The time she’d spent with Lady Manton had been insightful, socially. She’d been encouraged to participate in social banter and form friendships with other young women, though most had been married and had established families. Isabelle wasn’t unaware that men watched her. Her trim figure, blonde hair, and blue eyes would always intrigue men, but very few sought what she did—a soul-deep connection. The kind she saw between her sister Elspeth and Aeddan.

      Louisa had settled for a simple relationship and the safety of a younger son. She and Jeremy—now wed a year—had taken residence in the family home, and Louisa, the soft female that she was, would forever feel cosseted and safe.

      Elspeth and Aeddan, on the other hand, had sought adventure and passion in India. On their return, the couple would likely set up home in London.

      The sad truth was, Isabelle had made no plans for her future, now that the original ones— those she and Elspeth had made before setting sail aboard the Zephyr for India—were to be set aside.

      Turning forward once more, Isabelle spied a house through the glass. Not some distance away, she noted another settlement, and when she enquired, Isabelle was informed that it was the French section as Grundy called it. Beyond that, he said, lay the Chinese settlement which foreigners weren’t welcomed to visit.

      The conveyance pulled to a halt beside a high-walled property. It was imposing with ornate wrought iron gates. The gates slid inwardly, pulled by two large ropes. The horses neighed as they entered the driveway, the hooves and wheels crunching on the long, full drive before stopping at a portico.

      The carriage swayed as they alighted, and the two women were ushered inside.

      “Madam. Miss. I’m the housekeeper, Mrs. Hargraves.” The female servant, portly but carefully dressed and aged in her fourth or fifth decade, bobbed a tiny curtsey and guided them up the wide staircase. “I’ve taken the liberty of preparing your chambers. Mr. Fitzsimmons was most emphatic that you were both to have time to rest before the dinner hour, and he asked me to tell you he’d be back before then.”

      The woman stopped at a set of magnificent dark wood doors and slid them open to reveal a bedchamber decorated in pale floral tones. “Madam, Mr. Fitzsimmons said this was to be your chamber, and Miss Isabelle is to have one down the hall.”

      With a glance at Elspeth, Isabelle followed the woman down to a chamber at the end. The room was almost as large and decorated in pale greens and gold accents. Pretty enough but the colors not to her taste. I won’t tell anyone that though.

      “I’ll have the girls bring up water for you so you can bathe. Then perhaps a rest?” the woman added hopefully.

      “Once my trunks have arrived, I would appreciate them being unpacked. I have some things to attend to, and Mr. Staindhouse of Forster Shipping will be here shortly to meet with me.” Isabelle tugged off her gloves and smiled at the woman. “If there is a small parlor I might use for private meetings? I’ll require paper and ink and tea.”

      The housekeeper appeared shocked. “You’ll be meeting him alone?”

      Oh dear. This is not like home. The running of Forster Shipping had been shared between the two women for years, ever since their father’s passing, but at home, people understood they were women of business. Here, the rules were changed on them. Even in India, she’d had restrictions placed on her meetings with their man in Calcutta.

      “Jacinthe will attend me when she arrives. She’s my sister’s maid, but for propriety, you understand?”

      Mrs. Hargraves peered at her nervously. “Of course. You’ll be wishing to engage your own maid though?”

      “Perhaps,” Isabelle hedged and entered the room. “Send the water along and Jacinthe after she’s attended my sister. Thank you.”
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      The woman stepped back, and the doors closed behind her.

      Major Langdon Amberton Deveraux knocked back the liquor in his glass, then thudded it down onto the bar. “Well, my friend, it seems I’m at a loose end. Left to attend all those society rounds alone, now that you’ve made your announcement.”

      Justin, his confidante and comrade-in-arms, had just relayed the news of his impending nuptials. “We’ll be heading to England as soon as we’re wed. The family demands to meet her and all.”

      Langdon could take offense at the information, but why would he? It wasn’t that Langdon didn’t like the fiancée. All to the opposite. He’d enjoyed her company very well, long before Justin had laid eyes on her. They’d met at balls and the tea parties he’d not been able to avoid. Not that he’d personally squired her, though for a short while, Langdon had even considered making a play for the young lady in question, but Amelia Watchope—of the correct breeding and social status—was now beyond his grasp. Unsurprisingly, he felt no real remorse at the loss of her presence.

      “But you’ll attend. Stand up for me?” Justin appeared very young in that moment, with a lock of sandy hair obscuring his view. He flopped it out of the way, his earnest blue eyes imploring Langdon.

      Justin had shown immense promise in the realms of diplomacy, and Amelia would enhance that. He had no doubt. “Of course I shall.” Langdon rose and clapped the man on the back. “Congratulations. Now, I must be off. I’m to meet this fellow, Fitzsimmons.”

      He retreated outside and jammed his hat onto his head. Fitzsimmons was ostensibly here with his wife and sister-in-law who were somehow affiliated with Forster Shipping, though why they’d come to Shanghai at this time was strange. The walk back was bracing as his mind turned to the matter at hand.

      His role right now was to work with the municipal council. There were issues, and he’d been directed by the acting consul general to assist as necessary. If he happened to come across dealings which caused concern to the government, well that was lucky indeed.

      He stepped inside the Shanghai municipal council office and had barely filled his seat when the door opened and in strode a forceful-looking man. One he knew slightly. Aeddan Fitzsimmons. A major in the queen’s forces and a distant relative if he remembered his family connections right.

      “Fitzsimmons?”

      “Langdon.” Fitzsimmons nodded and held out his hand. They shook.

      Langdon took a moment to size the other man up. Tall, with a muscular physique. Dark hair and gray eyes. Yes, he looked like many of the Fitzsimmons men of Langdon’s acquaintance.

      Now, Langdon proceeded to the door and shut it. He motioned to Aeddan to take a seat. “Tell me, how can I assist you?”
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      Having taken the time to bathe and dress in a fresh gown, Isabelle made her way to the parlor Mrs. Hargraves had indicated she’d prepared for her use. As she passed the clock in the hall, she took notice of the time. Almost two in the afternoon. Surely Staindhouse would attend her shortly? The Forster women had always appreciated the timeliness of their retainers.

      Her arm shook; the massive ledger she carried contained a list of the items they’d sourced from the region previously, and the weight of it left her arms aching.

      The result of my illness.

      Modern medicine had offered her relief, and she’d be forever grateful to the doctor who’d attended her aboard the Zephyr in Bombay. Without the quinine... The thought nipped at her as it always did.

      Settling herself in the chair she’d chosen, Isabelle opened the tome and perused it. Tea. Jade. Medicinal items.

      The last item left her wondering what exactly that included. Their man at home had declared them to be herbal medications likely, but the answer had never satisfied Isabelle completely. She’d heard of opium and indeed had partaken of laudanum as and when required by her physician, though only ever in minuscule doses. What she couldn’t countenance though was those who partook for recreational reasons. Even the term ‘opium-eater’ made her stomach clench with anger, but she released it to the heavens, more than aware that some people lacked any sort of willpower to overcome such addictions.

      A knock echoed on the door. “Enter,” she called, and a small man entered the room, Mrs. Hargraves hovering in the doorway. “Please bring tea through in twenty minutes. We should be ready by then.”

      Mrs. Hargraves’s eyes strayed to Jacinthe, where she sat in the corner of the room, hands employed stitching a handkerchief. Isabelle watched Mrs. Hargraves until the door closed behind her.

      The man bowed deeply and dropped into the chair she indicated.

      “Staindhouse? You’ve worked for Forster Shipping for three years here in Shanghai, is that correct?”

      He held his hat in nervous, twitching hands. “Yes, Miss Forster.”

      “And before that you were employed by one of the mercantiles in Shanghai for nearly ten years. Correct? You’ve managed to acquire a range of suppliers for tea, jade, and medicinal products. Can you tell me what products they may be?”

      His mouth dropped. “It’s um...herbal substances. Plants and things.”

      “And none of them are enhanced with opium?”

      He shook his head, alarm spreading over his face as he blanched. “No, Miss. Your captains made it clear you’d not allow opium aboard on account of your concerns about opium- eaters and the crew. As you know, the trade is more from India to China, rather than the other way around.”

      The pit which had yawed in her belly subsided. So, the medicinal items, as described, should be acceptable. Of course, there’d need to be further investigation so she knew what the mixture contained, but she could be assured the man sitting opposite her was not involved in smuggling the produce of the poppy. She’d previously received worrying intelligence that from time to time their shipments had been tainted with the product, and she was determined to stamp that out.

      “I’d like to increase our Chinese tea imports in the next year—green and black both. Also, there is an interest in Chinese antiquities—porcelains and so on. I’d like you to investigate those options for me and report back with all due speed. Jade is still popular as are Chinese silks. We’ve already found new suppliers of Indian materials, but I’d like to increase our wares. We are dealing with reputable people, yes?”

      Staindhouse nodded. “Yes, Miss. I’m planning on heading out soon to make an audit of our suppliers.”

      Isabelle cocked her head. “Truly? I’d be interested in joining you.”

      His lips took on a pinched appearance. “If I may be so bold, Miss Forster. That would be unwise. Unaccompanied ladies are considered brazen and loose. Perhaps Mr. Fitzsimmons would be—”

      Isabelle twitched her gloves, unhappy with the answer. “Alas, he is not in a position to undertake such tasks for myself or my sister. I’ll make inquiries concerning a lady to—”

      He shook his head, indicating his worry. “No, Miss. A gentleman is the only one they will deal with.”

      She released a breath. “A gentleman?” Isabelle clenched her fingers. “Then I shall look into this and apprise you of my plans once they are settled.”

      Mrs. Hargraves entered the room, bustling in with a large pot of tea, two cups, lemon, sugar, and milk. “Teatime, Miss Forster.”

      Once their drinks were poured, Isabelle steered the conversation to other, safer topics. Learned about his family, the other staff on her payroll locally, and issues they’d encountered doing business with the Chinese. Once Staindhouse rose and made his exit, Isabelle stood and paced the room. It was irksome that such male-dominated traditions would hamper her work, but alas, even in England some such barriers still existed.

      While she considered the issue of a gentleman to accompany her, the door opened and her sister, Elspeth, slipped inside.

      Fatigue emanated from her, and Isabelle frowned. “Come sit down, Elspeth.”

      Her sister dipped gratefully onto the chaise and faced her. “We should talk, dearest.” Isabelle took up a position on her seat and waited for whatever was to come. Her sister

      appeared wan and unsettled, fingers alternately clenching in her lap or picking at the lace decorating her gown.

      “Isabelle, we cannot remain in Shanghai for long.” The hesitancy in Elspeth’s voice worried Isabelle, and she sat forward in her seat.

      “Why?”

      “Aeddan, as you know, is not just a Major. His role as his father’s heir is undeniable, and the Earl is unwell and has been for some time. He’s requested Aeddan and I to return immediately. He is needed to handle the estate and other family matters.”

      Isabelle frowned. “I understand that, but I could stay here. Take on a companion and—”

      “No, Isabelle. There are other reasons.” Now her sister averted her gaze, but Isabelle caught sight of the way she bit her lower lip. “I’m expecting, Isabelle. We must return to England, and Aeddan has warned me that you shouldn’t be left here alone. He says the political situation—”

      Shock hammered at Isabelle. “Expecting?”

      Her sister turned back and gave a nod while perched on the edge of the seat. The wide- eyed look pleaded with Isabelle to understand, forgive, and accept. “Yes. We need to be in England by the time I give birth, and should his father not recover from his illness, Aeddan needs to be there. We can stay here in Shanghai but a month.”

      “But Shanghai...” The bottom fell out of Isabelle’s world. “We’ve just arrived and—” “I am sorry, Isabelle. It’s not what anyone planned.”
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      Langdon followed Aeddan into the house on the edge of the British concession. It was large enough to be comfortable, with columns raising verandahs following the lines of the house, and cleverly designed to catch the breezes. The French section bounded nearby so there was traffic and movement enough that it was safely in the center of a well-utilized thoroughfare, yet quiet enough to offer serenity in the land area bounded by lush trees, though the winter frost currently denuded them. The area was bustling and well-to-do.

      He and Fitzsimmons entered the hall and were met by a hovering maidservant. “Mrs. Fitzsimmons and Miss Forster are already in the salon, sir. May I take your hat and coat?”

      They both surrendered them to the housekeeper and entered the room to the left of the foyer.

      Langdon noted the furnishings of brocade in reds and gold. A seat facing the door and winged chairs with their backs to the door. The effect was traditional, and English as so many of these lease houses tended to be.

      A woman—beautiful with shining titian locks—rose, her smile giving the appearance of a welcoming goddess, and she approached them. He caught the glint of gold on her hand and smiled, suddenly aware that this was Fitzsimmons’s wife.

      “Aeddan, you’re just in time, and this must be Major Deveraux?” she said.

      Langdon nodded and took the woman’s hand. “Mrs. Fitzsimmons, it’s an honor and a pleasure.”

      Fitzsimmons had explained his wife and sister-in-law would be waiting for them. Having posted ahead, they’d both be joining them for dinner. Langdon was thankful for the welcome. It wasn’t always so with travelers to the region, particularly those engaged in any form of commerce lately. After all, his role with the municipal government was at best polarizing, and at worst, the stick minus a carrot. He was engaged in correcting any form of corruption within the organization as well as investigating other things of interest to the British government.

      He bowed as appropriate, then stepped back.

      A movement to his right caught his attention, and a vision of womanly perfection rose from a wing chair. Her hair silvery—white gold and shorter than fashion dictated—suited the peaches and cream skin tone. Her tresses framed a flawless visage which featured high cheekbones, a soft forehead, and piercing, sapphire blue eyes. Her svelte figure was narrow enough that his hands might span her waist.

      The effect was of an elfin creature. Ethereal yet somehow human.

      She smiled a welcome.

      Mrs. Fitzsimmons nodded to the younger woman. “Major Deveraux, pray meet my sister, Miss Isabelle Forster.”

      The woman slid her fingers over his palm, and a shock of energy sizzled. She eyed him gravely as if expecting something unpleasant or unexpected to happen.

      “Miss Forster. It’s a delight.” Indeed, it’s a pleasure.

      She cocked her head to one side. Their gazes clashed, eyes at the same level, he noted, taking in the height of this woman.

      “The pleasure is mine, Major.” Her manner was precise and correct, yet didn’t invite anything more personal, so he retreated.

      “Come, Mrs. Hargraves has organized refreshments while we await dinner,” Mrs. Fitzsimmons’s urged.

      They each settled into a seat, and Langdon couldn’t help the frisson of awareness as the woman returned to the sizeable winged chair which surrounded her. He accepted a drink, as did the others gathered around, and the chatter held a subdued quality.

      When dinner was served, Fitzsimmons and his wife moved ahead, and Langdon offered his arm to Isabelle. She took it, her hand settling on his with a tiny quiver.

      “You’re very quiet, Miss Forster.”

      “I prefer to observe people first, Major. That allows me to form an opinion of their veracity.”

      He quirked a brow. “Really? That is important to you?” Langdon wondered how she’d answer.

      She didn’t so much as blink. “I have not yet formed a view where you are concerned, Major, though I have no doubt that will come. With time.”

      She marched into the dining room and settled herself at the table, the bronze and figured silver of her gown catching in the lamplight. The shining curl of her hair entranced him, and he made a mental note to learn more about this woman.

      At first glance, she appeared young, but the way she spoke, and her confidence, assured him she was more mature than he’d initially thought. Perhaps two or three and twenty?

      Dinner passed in a companionable fashion, with Fitzsimmons and his wife regaling Langdon with snippets of their journey through India.

      “The elephant made this tremendous noise and startled the horse. I swear, I’ve never heard anything the like before or since,” added Mrs. Fitzsimmons.

      “Miss Forster traveled with you?”

      The woman’s face closed tight before his gaze; any openness she may have displayed earlier now withered away. “No, Major. I remained with Lady Manton and partook of the society instead.” There was a touch of bitterness in her voice that he wondered at but kept his counsel.

      When the ladies retired to the salon, he glanced at Fitzsimmons. “Miss Forster isn’t one to enjoy an adventure?” The question was the only acceptable way he could ask what he wanted to know.

      “She contracted malaria on the voyage to India after their maid perished in a storm. It was taxing for them both. While Isabelle was recovered, her reserves were low, so her sister and I agreed that she wasn’t well enough to undertake the trip to the villages, and she remained behind.”

      Fitzsimmons’s glare cut through him. The other man slid his glass to the table and pierced Langdon with a knowing gaze.

      “She’s my sister in every way that counts, Deveraux. I would hate for someone to trifle with her affections.”

      Langdon lifted his glass. “Point made, cousin.”

      They finished the excellent port then entered the salon, the two women busy at their tasks. Miss Isabelle was poring over a book that he thought looked suspiciously like a ledger, though she flipped it shut as they neared. Mrs. Fitzsimmons worked on an embroidery project, beside her a basket full of skeins in vibrant jeweled colors.

      Miss Forster rose, captured their gaze, so they stilled. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me. The day has been trying—”

      Langdon bowed deeply. “The hour grows late indeed, and you’ve just arrived, so I should bid you adieu.” The party broke up, and he took his leave, retrieving his hat and coat at the door. The air settled around him, cold in the late winter month. He shivered as he climbed into a coach just beyond the gate and gave his direction with a slight smile. “I’ll be back,” he murmured to the night.
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      Isabelle rose early the next morning. If all she had was a month, then she’d need to be filling it with the tasks she’d planned to achieve.

      The gown she slipped into—mint green with dark gray stripes—fit snugly. Maybe a little too much so, she thought. Not for the first time, Isabelle sighed at the folly of ordering new gowns in India after her bout of illness.

      “I’ll need to have them let out,” she grumbled.

      She settled at the small boudoir table to fashion her hair while she waited for assistance. Jacinthe slipped into the room and completed the task of fastening the gown, and she’d just slipped on her pelisse as Elspeth called for the maid.

      “It’s fine. Go to my sister, Jacinthe. I’ll see Mrs. Hargraves about a maid to accompany me.” Indeed, sharing Jacinthe hadn’t been an issue previously, but with Elspeth increasing, maybe it was time to attend to her own needs?

      She slipped the thought away to discuss with Mrs. Hargraves later in the day, and she’d ask about finding a dressmaker too, one able to alter or sew her new gowns. The old ones were sadly stained and ill-fitting since they’d left their home port.

      Hurrying down the staircase, she stopped at the bottom and stared at the man inside the doorway, his arms filled with baskets.

      “Missy want buns?” The man grinned at her, teeth wide as his head bobbed up and down.

      Isabelle blinked and stepped back as Mrs. Hargraves shuffled forward from the kitchen, using the long hallway as her thoroughfare. “What did I tell you, Ah Ching? Out the back now, and don’t bother Miss Forster.” Then Mrs. Hargraves sent her a quick apology.

      Before the woman could bustle off, Isabelle called, “Wait!”

      The older lady turned. “Miss Isabelle?”

      “Is there a maid who would be able to accompany me? I need to go to the office and meet with Mr. Staindhouse.”

      Mrs. Hargraves blinked. “There’s Mei. She’s young but... Just a moment, Miss Isabelle.” The woman disappeared around the corner, arms flapping as she urged the local forward, and Isabelle waited, her gaze dropping to the salver by the door. Already there was a goodly number of cards and invitations. Leave that to Elspeth. No doubt they’d be engaged nightly soon enough.

      Except, Isabelle didn’t want to be ‘engaged’ in social pursuits as her sister now seemed to be.

      It wasn’t so much that Elspeth had foregone her interest in Forster Shipping, but the task of a household, husband, and now impending parenthood seemed to have swept away her time to focus on what needed to be attended to.

      There were tasks to complete, cargo to order, books and ships to inspect. New markets to open. Isabelle was a woman of business and unashamed of that fact. Elspeth now had a titled husband, and Forster Shipping was always going to be secondary to this new existence.

      Unlike her sister, Isabelle would continue her work long after their return to England, while Elspeth would have a family. Children. Even if I did have a family, Forster Shipping is far too important. It’s more than just our heritage. It’s what we’d leave behind for future generations. Not that she’d likely be adding to them, she thought, the bitter note ringing in her mind.

      Isabelle shut down the instinctive ache. No good came from wishful thinking.

      Instead, she considered what she’d learned aboard the Jamestown. Elspeth was now the Viscountess Traughton—not that either Aeddan or Elspeth used their substantive titles. They’d impressed on Isabelle the danger of doing so until they were safely on English soil again, away from those who wished to use the Forster Shipping Line for their own nefarious means.

      If Isabelle could ferret out who was behind the threats, then perhaps she’d be able to return later on to Shanghai? Aeddan wouldn’t appreciate the steps she’d take, but if she wanted freedom, there was no other choice. As much as she liked her new brother-in-law, she wouldn’t allow him to investigate on her behalf. Forster Shipping was now her responsibility, and ignoring the danger was utterly incomprehensible.

      “I’m a resourceful woman of means,” Isabelle reminded herself as Mrs. Hargraves bustled back into the hallway, tugging a young woman of maybe eighteen behind her.

      “This is Mei. I can spare her to you if you like.”

      The girl shot her an anxious look, and Isabelle sized her up. “She’ll be perfect,” she answered and beckoned the girl forward and out the door.

      Mei’s face took on an apprehensive slant. “Missy should not travel alone,” she said quietly, and Isabelle glanced at the girl.

      “Why not?”

      The girl bowed her head, and her hands burrowed deep in her sleeves. “Only women of loose morals go in public without an escort.”

      Isabelle considered her words, the cadence of them, the shape of her eyes, and the color of her skin, and frowned. “You’re not fully Chinese, are you?”

      The girl shook her head, the black braids whipping to and fro. “My father is English. My mother was a concubine he kept.”

      Isabelle’s breath exhaled. “What?” The word exploded at an almost shriek.

      Mei blanched. “Come, Miss. We should find a carriage.” The girl moved forward on rapid feet as if it were safer to hail a cab than to answer questions. After flagging one down, she assisted Isabelle in and climbed in after her. “Where do we go?”

      Isabelle gave the direction, which Mei promptly repeated to the driver, and with a jerk, they clattered off down the road.

      In silence, Isabelle scanned the girl’s face. An Englishman keeping concubines? How could that even happen? She knew exactly what they were, having spied more than one harem while in India. Several princes had regularly joined the society of the English and brought multiple senior wives with them. She’d met many with more than one foot in each world.

      Concluding that remaining quiet was the best option for now, they traveled in silence, the rock of the carriage soothing her a little.
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