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      When Lady Isabella Merriweather dressed as a maid and entered a room, she might as well have been a clock for all the attention paid to her. Which was exactly what she wanted. Anonymity birthed knowledge. Because when you might as well be a clock, people talked.

      And Isabella listened.

      Head down, soapy, sloshing bucket held before her, she knelt beside the gentlemen sitting near the windows of Hotel Hestia’s green sitting room. The spice of the spilt brandy wafted up her nose, and the thick, sweet smoke of a cheroot drifted down onto her small lace cap. The curtains had been thrown wide open, and a hot ray of light drenched her. And as she swept up the broken glass, dodging a brandy-splashed Hessian lifting to cross a knee, gossip poured into her ears.

      “Good as married,” the Earl of Sillsbury said with a slap of his thigh. “My little Mags will soon be a duchess!” Sillsbury likely had the right of it, but he didn’t have to crow. Isabella’s brother, the Duke of Clearford, did seem to prefer the earl’s daughter to all the others who hoped to catch his eye.

      “Blast it all, Sillsbury!” Mr. Haws boomed. The powerful voice belonged to a powerful man, tall and thick like a barrel, his brown hair receding from his brows to create a point some inches above his nose. He stomped his foot much too close to Isabella’s backside for her comfort. She scooched farther away and continued picking up bits of broken glass as Haws pulled words out of an inarticulate growl. “My Bethy has just as much chance as your chit. She’s a prime one. Good teeth. Besides, I have an ace up my sleeve. The duke won’t be able to say no.”

      Isabella swallowed a snort. How many blasted times had she heard these men compare their daughters to horses? If she ever discovered her brother using such language, she’d… she’d… she’d toss this bucket of dirty water right over his head. She reached into the water, shivered, and pulled out the cloth, wrung out the liquid and began to sop up the brandy. She kept her head down, her face tilted away from the conversation happening beside her.

      Sillsbury grunted. “I’d hardly call good teeth and a wanton disposition an ace. Clearford won’t fall for that. You own a cotton mill, after all.”

      “And it makes more money than you’ve inherited!” Mr. Haws’s cheeks were burning up and puffing out.

      Sillsbury waved away the threat of his companion’s potential eruption. “Speaking of teeth, you know who else has ‘em?”

      “Who’s that, then?” Haws did indeed forget his bluster, cheeks shrinking and paling as he leaned forward to hear the earl better.

      “The mare we saw at Tattersalls this morning.”

      Isabella sighed and used all her strength not to sink her head into the bucket and scream. Let the bubbles catch her frustration.

      “Should we see her again?” Haws rocked to his feet. “I’ve got a mind to make her mine.”

      Sillsbury stood, too. “Rather like the duke will do to Margaret.” His laughter hit Isabella like a brick, and she stayed curled over the bucket as the men argued across the room, their guffaws muffled only by the door slamming behind them.

      She fell onto her backside with a groan, propping herself up on her arms behind her and stretching her legs out on the dry side of the bucket. She’d learned nothing new, except perhaps that Samuel was closer to choosing a bride than he let his sisters think. Nothing new there. He’d put an ocean of distance between himself and them since becoming a duke. He acted more like a distant guardian than a brother.

      She missed him. But she refused to accept his silence. If he wouldn’t tell them his mind, she’d discover it in other ways.

      Not like she’d be going out of her way to do so. She already spent every free moment collecting information on the members of the ton. When one flirted with scandal, it helped to know which way the constant current of rumors in London swirled. She learned which way the soap swirled, too. A consequence of her information gathering.

      Isabella rolled her legs beneath her and finished mopping up the spilled brandy. The gentlemen had barely acknowledged their mess, only enough to ring for a maid. When Isabella had seen the girl assigned to clean it up waddling toward the room with a bucket, she’d intercepted her, offered to do the work for her. The girl hadn’t even blinked. Her shoulders had relaxed as she’d handed the bucket over. No one ever questioned Isabella when she offered to do the work for them. In her Hotel Hestia uniform of a green gown and white apron, she fit the part. And young maids were only too quick to release a responsibility or two.

      As she left the parlor, bucket gripped in both hands, she closed the door with her foot. Dump the water, then hunt down young Mr. Lemmings.

      He’d recently moved out of his parents’ townhouse to find lodgings of his own. There were more permanent solutions for a gentleman with deep pockets. He spoke of the Albany but had quickly discovered a banker’s son had no shot at those prestigious lodgings. He’d gotten rather stuck at the Hestia. Good thing. Would be more difficult to eavesdrop on him at the all-bachelor lodgings. And otherwise, he was terribly easy to eavesdrop on. Always had a drink in hand, and the drink always loosened his lips. She’d discovered a ridiculously easy way to get him talking on any topic, too.

      And after she dealt with the dirty water, smoothed her skirts, and pilfered a silver serving tray and bottle of wine, she employed it. She marched down the long hallway through puddles of dusty light. Along one side of the hallway, large glass windows alternated with thick blue curtains. They were always thrown open during the day, brightening the narrow space and revealing the hotel owner’s good taste. Everything—wallpaper, sconces, mirrors, floral arrangements, furniture, and rugs—was ordered to perfection as if it had grown there, a garden of delights one wished to sink into and never leave.

      And guests, as far as she could tell, did stay. Or they returned, paying whatever fee Hotel Hestia demanded to take cover beneath its roof.

      The owner, whoever he was, would be a wealthy man, no doubt. She’d only ever seen glimpses of him, a large form slipping through the shadows. The maids whispered of him—devil, beast, cursed. Silly things. Clearly, he was either a recluse or a man who didn’t bother with his employees. Nothing mythic about him, certainly.

      She climbed a set of hidden stairs reserved for the servants, then slipped into the parlor on the second floor (the Hestia had one on each level). Quiet as could be, she set the tray down. None of the three gentlemen leaning over the card table noticed her entry. They’d not ordered wine, but they would not reject it. She slipped her hand into and out of her pocket, a slim, folded bit of paper tight between her fingertips. She dropped it on the table beside the tray and cleared her voice.

      Mr. Lemmings grunted and remained fixated on his cards. No one else even flinched.

      Isabella rolled her eyes. “Pardon me.” She tried to sound timid even as she raised her voice.

      Slowly, the three gentlemen, Lemmings included, considered her. Annoyed, all of them. She stepped to the side to ensure they saw the wine.

      “Pardon me,” she said again, keeping her face lowered, “but should I post this letter over here?” She glanced behind her shoulder at the paper she’d just dropped on the table there.

      “Letter?” Lemmings scowled at his friends. “Any of you writing letters?”

      The men grumbled and shook their heads.

      Isabella picked up the paper, frowned at it. Now for the trick. “It’s addressed to a Cathy…?”

      Lemmings fell into the back of his chair with a chuckle. “That’s my sister’s name.”

      Yes. Yes, it was. “If it belongs to no one here, I’ll take it to Mrs. Smith.” The Hestia’s head housekeeper. “So, she can find its owner.”

      But the men were ignoring her again, playing, chatting. About Cathy. She didn’t need an answer, anyway. Only invisibility would do. Isabella opened the parlor door and closed it without leaving. No one noticed. She slipped behind a tall folding screen in the corner of the room, sidestepping the chamber pot and wrinkling her nose. How long could she hold her breath? Hopefully, Lemmings got to the point quickly.

      “How is old Cath doing?” one of the men asked.

      “How’m I s’posed to know?” Lemmings answered.

      “She married yet?” A third voice. Interest rolled its tone higher. Good to know. At least one gentleman possessed an interest in Miss Cathy. Mrs. Garrison would like to know about any competition.

      Lemmings grunted, and the sound of cards slapping against the table followed. Cheers, groans, then Lemmings said, “Not yet. But there’s a man who’s interested. So my pa says. He can talk about nuthin’ else. Cath, though… seems like she’d rather run in front of a speeding carriage than let the fellow court her.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Dunno. Some fellow connected to an admiral. Cath says she’s never met him. Any time he’s supposed to call, his mama shows up instead.” Silence, the shhhh of cards being shuffled. “Not his mama, I don’t think. The fellow in question is a ward of the admiral’s. A nobody who’s made a mountain of money for himself. Now the admiral’s wife wants him to wed.”

      “Doesn’t sound like this Midas wants to be wed.”

      “Damn shame he’s avoiding Cathy. She’s not so bad.” Those words muffled. Isabella peeked between a crack where two panels were hinged together. One man at the table slumped and hid behind a fan of cards. No doubt he was the one Mrs. Garrison had to worry about. Or perhaps not. He didn’t seem likely to do more about Cathy than grumble, which was perhaps more than Mrs. Garrison’s ward was doing about the girl.

      “Cathy’s the least annoying of my sisters,” Lemmings said. “I’d take her over Mary any day. But she does like an awful lot of attention. If she’s being ignored, she tends to pout.”

      Oh, Mrs. Garrison, her ward more precisely, was in trouble. If he did not start lavishing the young Cathy with attention, he’d never make her his wife.

      That was enough information. She picked her way carefully around the chamber pot and out the door. She didn’t stop in the hallway and only breathed deeply once in the alley behind the hotel. She grabbed her cloak from where she’d stashed it on a hook in a dark corner of the mews and set her steps for the admiral’s house. Mrs. Garrison would benefit from this information. A bubble of glee grew in her chest. Some might say Isabella crept about for her own amusement, but she gathered gossip for everyone else.

      For the women on the marriage mart, who needed to know if their suitors would make happy husbands. For her older sisters and her twin, who needed to know what rooms the ton had abandoned, so they could hold their secret meetings. For her younger sisters so she would know what families it would be best for them to marry into when the time came. For Samuel because he shared nothing with them. And for Mrs. Garrison because she’d asked, because that older lady wanted to see the young man she called son find happiness and love.

      What was his name? Randal? Gavin? She’d heard it so long ago and never once met the man. Since she had no face to put with the name, it had quite dissipated. And asking Mrs. Garrison now would only offer insult.

      Isabella paused at the corner, the admiral’s strong, tall, gray-faced townhouse just in sight. A man strode with long, powerful legs toward the door. A hat pulled low and a tall coat collar popped high covered his hair. He’d shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets, and he swept inside without knocking, his broad shoulders swallowing the dark space between the frame before disappearing behind the slammed door. A family member? A friend? The nameless son Isabella had never met?

      No matter. She wasn’t here for whomever that had been.

      Isabella scurried toward the house, knocked, kept her cloak when the butler offered to take it, and rushed into her friend’s sitting room.

      Mrs. Garrison rose from a little writing desk, her face a broad smile below red hair streaked liberally with white. She never wore a cap inside and always seemed to peek into mirrors as she passed them, to poke at her hair with the grin of a pleased cat. “Lady Isabella, what a lovely surprise. What brings you to my corner of London?”

      “What else?” Isabella sank into a chair, glad to be off her feet. “Gossip.”

      Mrs. Garrison joined her, rubbing her palms together. “You always do know everyone’s secrets. Now, tell me everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Rowan Trent sneezed. Then sneezed again. Why was the admiral’s study always full of sunlight? Hateful stuff. It got into every nook and cranny, and even though Rowan Trent had mastered the art of hiding in shadows, sunlight banished those. He’d rather be back at his hotel in his study, where the curtains were always pulled tight. But he’d been summoned. And Rowan possessed just enough remaining sailor in his bones to jump when the admiral called.

      “Sit, boy, sit.” Admiral Garrison defied conventional fashion to sport a large and fluffy mustache of a startling steel gray. Facial hair, he always said, was the way of the future. He rubbed his hands together as he rounded his large desk to join Rowan at a group of chairs near a wall lined with books. The wall next to it sported large maps of England, of the world, and in the corner was a sturdy globe. The admiral opened it, revealing that the center of all life was indeed good whisky. The glasses clinked together as he poured a few fingers for them each before handing one to Rowan and settling across from him. “Stop squinting.”

      “Too much sun.”

      “Never too much sun.” When the admiral grinned, his eyes almost entirely disappeared, and he resembled, if Rowan squinted, a fox.

      If only Rowan didn’t find it so endearing. “You called?”

      “Lavinia wants you married.”

      He’d been right. He’d been summoned because he refused to be leg-shackled. “I do not want to be married.”

      “You will be thirty next month. It’s about damn time you choose a wife.”

      “I have a hotel.”

      “You can’t provide grandchildren with a hotel, Rowan.” The admiral slammed back the whisky. “Lavinia wants grandchildren. All her friends have them.”

      “Tell her to go to a shop and buy one.”

      The admiral’s eyes narrowed.

      And Rowan discovered he could still feel fear. He tugged at this cravat. “A joke. I’d never tell Aunt Lavinia anything of the sort.”

      “That’s right you wouldn’t.” The admiral snorted, eyed the amber decanter at the center of the gutted globe. Instead of pouring more into his empty cup, he snapped the crystal down on the table next to him. “At least meet the girls she’s befriending for you. She says you’ve failed to show up every single time she’s arranged a meeting. Every damn time, Rowan. It’s beginning to feel like insubordination. Disrespect. For your aunt.”

      Not his aunt. Not by blood. Though Rowan loved her well enough for one. The admiral had taken him in after his father’s death when he’d had nowhere to go but into the deep, unforgiving sea. He’d been motherless from the age of ten and found himself four years later in the arms of an admiral’s wife who treated him like a son. She had no other, after all.

      “I would never disrespect her.” But he had been stubborn these last months. “Courtship is a distraction.”

      “Then get it over with, get a wife, and get back to work.”

      “I’m in the middle of acquiring several different locations, inns along the Great North Road and along all major roads leading out of London in all directions. I’m too busy to woo anyone but an innkeeper by the name of Barlow who’s proving particularly stubborn about selling.”

      The admiral rose to his feet, chin somehow leading the way as he snapped his jacket edges straight when they’d already been perfect examples of the geometrical precision of a military man. “Find time. Please your aunt. When she’s happy—”

      “We’re all happy.” Rowan stood, too, and didn’t even stiffen when the admiral’s bayonet-straight posture softened, and he wrapped Rowan in a hug.

      Sometimes, the sun didn’t blind him. And sometimes, hugs weren’t preferable only to torture. He slapped the admiral’s back and stepped out of the embrace.

      “I’ll consider it.”

      “You do that. Think of it as one of your tasks to be ticked off a list. Go about it like business, boy, and secure a union. Your aunt will not steer you toward an unpalatable lady. Trust her. She wants love for you, naturally, but… I don’t think it necessary. Yet.” He hunched his shoulders as he fell back into the chair behind his desk. “I know well how easy it is to love Rowan Trent once he lets you.” He pretended to tidy the already pristine desktop.

      And Rowan sped for the door. “I’ll consider it.”

      “Say hello to your aunt before you leave. She’s in her sitting room.”

      Rowan shrugged off the emotion as thick as the sunlight in the admiral’s study and made for Aunt Lavinia’s sitting room. Before he reached the door, he heard the voices. His aunt’s and another woman’s, muffled but rich and sweet like honey.

      Honey was too much like sunshine. He’d visit Aunt Lavinia later. Right now, he needed to return to Hestia. He expected a letter from the owner of the Blue Sheep Inn today. Hopefully, Rowan’s last epistle would prove more convincing than the two before it.

      The letter was waiting for him on his desk when he returned. His study was part of a suite of rooms that spanned the entire top floor of Hestia. Every curtain remained tightly closed, blocking out even the hope of a bright outline around the green velvet. Candles lined the walls, just enough to give off light, not enough to banish the shadows.

      His study boasted the low light of a constant fire in the grate and a single candle on his desk for reading. And the letter he’d been waiting for, stark in the small pool of candlelight, wasn’t alone. Another winked at him from the uncluttered top of his desk. One on the creamiest, thickest parchment, its dark ink elegant and even. The other on thin, rough paper with sharp, scratchy figures and blots in the margins.

      He sat with a small grin, recognizing the seal smudged into the thick parchment first. Aunt Lavinia. He should have stopped to chat with her. Whatever she’d written here would likely pinch at the smallest speck of guilt lodged between his ribs. But he opened, and he read, and he rubbed at his ribs when the guilt pinched before tossing the letter aside and opening the other. Just as he’d thought. From Mr. Barlow, the owner of the Blue Sheep.

      Curiously, and despite their differences, both letters asked the same thing of him.

      Marry.

      The same thing the admiral wanted him to do. Three calls to the same task in a single hour.

      And now he knew accepting that call might well serve a purpose after all. He reread the second letter. Mr. Barlow saw himself in a complicated position. He wished to retire. He wished to sell his inn. He had a buyer willing to pay what he asked and more. In gold. Not in marriage. But marriage was what the man wanted. His inn to go to a family man who would run it as he’d run it the past several decades. There was another potential buyer. Married with children.

      “Why can’t the man take gold? Why must he demand freedom, solitude as payment?” Rowan tossed the letter to the desk and collapsed into his chair, draping his forearm over his eyes. The exposed bit of his wrist between jacket cuff and gloves scratched against the raised skin, a scar curving around his left eye, a thick welt, a reminder.

      No, he’d not marry. What need had he of a wife when he had a hotel, when he had Mrs. Smith and the footmen, and Bartlet his valet, Poppins his secretary, the maids, and…

      Perhaps the admiral was right. He must simply consider this a business venture. He didn’t have to marry the man who provided new linens for the beds. Nor did he have to eternally tie himself to the cook who ran his kitchen. No. He hired them because they were good at what they did and would make his life easier. In exchange, his money would make their lives easier.

      Why not? He had, after all, twenty maids in his employ. Any one of them might need a little extra coin in their pockets in exchange for providing an extra task. Any one of them…

      But the face of only one floated to the surface—wispy golden curls surrounding an impish face, pink lips—the bottom plumper than the top—a tiny turned-up nose, bright, clever blue eyes, too much mischief there. But for a task such as he would need her for… mischief might be just the thing.

      He would not make a rash decision, though. Best to consider all his options.

      He reached for the bell pull behind his desk and gave it a tight, efficient yank. Then he folded his arms on the top of his desk and waited. Mrs. Smith appeared quickly, as she always did, her black hair swallowed by the shadows, her stout figure inspiring confidence in whomever she met, including Rowan.

      After a quick curtsy, she said, “Yes, Mr. Trent?”

      “Assemble all the maids. Here. Now.”

      “Is something amiss? Have any of them performed poorly or—”

      “No. I’ve had no complaints from others or for myself. I merely wish to… assess them. A quick evaluation to… make sure they are tidy.”

      Mrs. Smith sniffed. “They are always tidy. Even after the most strenuous tasks.”

      “I’m sure. Humor me.” He sat back behind his desk, and when she’d gone, he pulled a large ledger from one of the drawers, flipped it to the pages listing all twenty house maids who worked at Hestia. He checked his pocket watch. Noon. They all worked this hour. He’d have his pick.

      Why marry, after all, if he could pay one of his employees to pretend to be a wife? Thank you, Admiral, for the excellent idea. True, it wouldn’t satisfy Aunt Lavinia. But Mr. Barlow…

      The door opened once more, and in streamed a long line of women—all shapes, sizes, and colors, all appearing a bit timid, the green of their gowns black in the dark study, the white of their aprons and caps glowing. Mrs. Smith organized them up shoulder to shoulder in two lines of ten, and Rowan considered them as he rounded the desk to stand before them. Hair color, build—neither mattered. The woman he chose merely needed to be believable, needed to stand next to him without losing courage.

      None of the assembled women would look him in the eye. He twisted to spin the ledger around with the tips of two fingers and a thumb, then read the first name. “Miss Esther Hinks?”

      A small brunette with freckles bobbed a curtsy. “Yes, sir?” She trembled.

      He offered a slight smile, then called out the next and the next, putting each face with a name until all twenty had been identified. Not a one had managed to return his stare.

      “Mrs. Smith?” he asked.

      “Yes?” She scowled. Likely, he was wasting her time, putting the fine-tuned mechanics of the hotel’s day-to-day operations in complete disarray.

      “You’re missing a maid.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yellow hair.” More golden, actually, but saying it out loud might make him sound… odd. “Curl to it. Stands to about here.” He lifted the blade of a flat hand to his shoulder. None of the women here fit the description of the little maid who crept about, face hidden in her shoulder or chin raised high. Whenever he caught her eye, he always thought… sidhe. One of the fairies his mother used to tell him of, a creature of myth and magic.

      “We don’t have a lady like that.”

      “You’ve not recently lost one? Or fired one?”

      “No. We don’t hire young women likely to be let go. Only the best for the Hestia. You know that.”

      He did. But then… who was she?

      The maids were shifting now, sharing glances, biting lips. Miss Hinks stepped forward, bobbed a curtsy. “I think I’ve seen her, Mr. Trent. She rarely talks to anyone. Unless it’s to take one of our tasks.”

      “She… does your work for you?”

      Miss Hinks curtsied again. “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      Another curtsy. “No, sir.”

      He looked out at the crowd. “Do any of you know her name?”

      Heads shook and wisps of hair wafted across confused faces. Twenty maids to match the twenty names in his book in his study. But no yellow-haired sidhe in sight. She didn’t work here. But she did, too. He’d seen her in Hestia’s green and white, carrying trays, mopping up floors. The others had seen her as well, had handed off their tasks to her. Likely, they loved the little ghost. Thought her an angel of mercy. If they did know her name, they wouldn’t give it up easily.

      Why did he want it? Any of these maids would do for his purposes. He flicked a wrist at them. “You’re dismissed.”

      Mrs. Smith held open the door as the women filed out. “Did you find what you were seeking?”

      No, he hadn’t. Inexplicable. “Yes, thank you.”

      The housekeeper nodded and pulled the door as she stepped into the hallway.

      “Mrs. Smith.” She paused, waiting, and Rowan rounded his desk. “If you see her, send her to me.”

      Mrs. Smith curtsied. “Of course, Mr. Trent.”

      No need to say which her he meant. The door clicked shut, and he eyed the letter sitting in the shadows of his desk. He needed a wife to get his inn. Aunt Lavinia wanted him wed. Rowan only wanted his freedom. His solitude. And that damn inn. But he certainly wouldn’t marry to get it. Hiring a pretend wife solved fifty percent of his problems. Aunt Lavinia would survive her disappointment.

      And surely the little fairy maid who completed everyone else’s tasks would help him complete his own.

      If he could find her.
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      Weekly Hyde Park walks always conjured some game. Today, Isabella and her sisters counted. Samuel walked ahead of the twins, Felicity, Gertrude, and June, a lady strolling on either side of him, and Isabella kept meticulous count of how many times Miss Haws flicked her left hand toward Samuel’s hip, arm, and leg, almost but not quite touching him, pulling back at the vital moment.

      “You’re wrong,” Imogen said. She was Isabella’s mirror image—yellow curls and blue eyes, small of stature and, they’d been told, elfin of appearance. The major difference between them, according to others, was the steady blaze of seriousness in Imogen’s eyes and the spark of mischief in Isabella’s. Imogen was indeed serious at the moment, studying the sliver of space between their brother and the lady who very much wanted him to court her. “She’ll not do it again. She’s already attempted to touch him ten times. Ten. That’s an astronomical amount. She won’t be so silly as to try again. What happens if she does touch him?”

      Felicity shivered. “Awkwardness. Can you imagine? Accidentally brushing against a gentleman you hold a tendre for? How humiliating.” Felicity was four years younger than Isabella and Imogen, but at one and twenty, she remained unwed, thanks to their mother, who’d demanded her daughters choose husbands for themselves. Felicity resembled their brother the duke, and their youngest sisters, her dark hair sleek and heavy and her eyes gray as a stormy sky.

      “You clearly hold no tendre for any gentleman,” Imogen said, “or you’d not say that. It would not be awkward unless… unless he did not care for you.” Her face flushed crimson. Like she was embarrassed, like she knew… but how? What was Imogen not telling her?

      Isabella’s ribs cinched her chest like ill-fitting stays. Did Imogen know something she did not? She opened her mouth to ask, but a flash of movement silenced her.

      “Look!” Isabella hissed. “There! Miss Haws has done it again. Ha. I win.”

      “Not yet,” Imogen grumbled. “We clearly haven’t found her upper limit. Let’s take another bet. I say she goes no further than fifteen attempts.”

      Isabella snorted. “You do not wish to pay your debt, that is all. And it is unsportsmanlike. I say she tries at least thirty times. The entire walk without stop.”

      Miss Haws, tall and slender with bouncy brown curls, already reached toward Samuel again. Isabella could taste victory.

      “Thirty!” Imogen’s and Felicity’s combined cries caught the attention of June and Gertrude, who were strolling closer to Samuel but to the side of the group. They cast curious glances over their shoulders.

      So too did Samuel. So too did the two ladies bracketing him.

      Imogen and Isabella waggled their fingers at him, offering bright smiles.

      He scowled and once more gave his attention to Lady Margaret, a short, pretty, plump blonde with a sweet smile.

      “Do you think he notices?” Felicity asked. “Her attempts to brush against him?”

      “Samuel notices most everything,” Imogen said. The most in that sentence being the important bit. He was thankfully unaware of Isabella’s activities, of the sisters’ reading materials, and of various other rather risky enterprises they’d participated in during the last several years. “Would you do it? Try to touch a man like that?”

      Felicity squirmed. “Absolutely not. I’m still having difficulty wrapping my mind around”—she lowered her voice and leaned in close—“how many different ways there are to touch a man. It’s all rather unnerving.”

      Unlike other unmarried ladies of the ton, the Merriweather sisters knew all those ways, unnerving or not. After their mother’s death, they’d discovered her library of erotic books. They’d also discovered she’d loaned them out to a select group of ladies among the ton. And they’d discovered they enjoyed loaning out, and reading, the books themselves. They’d passed the task off to a good friend, Viscountess Norton, several years ago, but they still remained active participants in the scheme.

      “I do not find it unnerving,” Isabella said, “but I would not play Miss Haws’s game, either. The gentleman must make the first advance.”

      “But a gentleman cannot,” Imogen said. “Only a rogue will try his luck with a lady.”

      “Then let a rogue find me if a gentleman will not try his luck. I wish to be chased.”

      Imogen snorted. “This is why you’re on the shelf. You ask too much.”

      “And you do not possess a sturdy, dusty shelf yourself, Sister? We were given choice, and that allows us to take our time. No matter how dusty we get.” At least they would be dusty together. She smiled.

      “I may be closer than you think to diving off the shelf.”

      Isabella’s smile slipped. She grasped her twin’s wrist, her stomach tying a knot that shot into her throat. “Are you keeping secrets?”

      “I’m not,” Felicity said. “I would very much like the Earl of Bransley to set his cap for me.” Her brows pulled together. “He seems unlikely to do so.”

      Isabella whipped in front of her sisters, pressing her palms out. “What is this? The both of you? Infatuated?” Her heart thumped in her ears. This was good. This was the natural order of things for women. Her sisters were merely following the desires of their bodies toward an end that would hopefully benefit their hearts as well.

      But Isabella… Isabella had no one. Had never met a man who roused her curiosity or those parts more southern the books spoke of. Even though her silly little dreams kept her hopes high.

      Princes must exist among men, and one day one would find her. And one day, she would have the love her parents had shared.

      Felicity stopped, biting her lip, nodding.

      But Imogen smoothly strode around Isabella to keep up with the others. “Perhaps I am infatuated.” If Imogen took it into her head to fall in love, she would. Efficiently and with every ounce of her being committed to the goal.

      Felicity and Isabella rushed after her, demanding to know who, and Imogen seemed about to tell them. Really, how could her twin have kept this from her? Isabella told her everything. Every little thought that flitted through her brain, if she had a stuffy nose, if she missed Lottie, when she dreamed of Mother and Father, that time she’d tried pantaloons and one had fallen off as soon as she’d stepped out the front door.

      She told Imogen everything because she understood the importance of knowing every detail. Every strand must be tightly held to keep the world from falling apart.

      “Please,” Isabella said. “Who is it?”

      Imogen stepped between Isabella and Felicity and draped her arms about their waists, pulling them closer together as they stepped back into a stroll behind their brother. “It is less of a passion and more of a plan. I am not infatuated, but—”

      A cry filled the park air, breaking the sisters apart. Ahead of them, Miss Haws spiraled through the air toward the ground, her skirts flying above her knees. And just before she crashed, she was saved. Diving, reaching out, tucking one arm around her hips, Samuel caught her, heaved her upward. She dangled like a reticule from his arm until their brother set her on her feet. Oh dear, his eyebrows promised thunder. And lightning. And perhaps a flood. Miss Haws did not appear capable of reading the weather. She threw herself at him, clutching and crying.

      “Thank you, oh, thank you, Your Grace.”

      Behind Samuel, Lady Margaret now scowled, a tiny thing, barely noticeable except by another woman used to showing the smallest amount of acceptable public emotion. But feeling much more inside. Beneath the hem of her skirt, her toe tapped. Not pleased, clearly, with Miss Haws’s theatrics.

      Samuel was not pleased, either. He stoutly set Miss Haws away from him and smoothed his jacket, his waistcoat, his cravat in gestures that appeared more to wipe away the remains of Miss Haws than temper possible wrinkles. “Are you injured?”

      “Not at all,” Miss Haws said, “because of you.”

      Lady Margaret pursed her lips, and Samuel gave Miss Haws a curt nod before saying, with absolutely no hint of emotion, “Shall I return you both to your mothers?” He faced the way they’d just come, and like recently reprimanded children, his ladies followed. When passing through his crowd of sisters, he offered only a look that said, Do not laugh.

      They would not. Now. But later, alone in their rooms, they’d share a bottle of wine, relive the moment, and make the ceilings shake. Felicity and Imogen gathered June and Gertrude and set off after their brother, but Isabella hung back.

      She waved her sisters away. “I just remembered I promised Prudence I’d visit her at the print shop. Tell Samuel, if he asks, that I ran into Andromeda at the park and decided to walk with her a bit.”

      Imogen raised an eyebrow. “Very well. Be safe, please.”

      Isabella nodded and watched them until they disappeared. Then she set out for Conduit Street. A quarter hour walk brought her to Hotel Hestia, where the Mr. Haws and his daughter kept rooms for the Season. She was taking a risk; she did not wear her maid’s uniform, after all. But after Miss Haws’s performance in the park, Isabella needed more information. Samuel still gave the woman attention, and that meant he’d not yet made up his mind. If she could find something concrete against Miss Haws, she could slip it into Samuel’s ear. Then Lady Margaret would be his choice. And a much more sensible one, too.

      There would be extra green gowns and aprons in the washroom. Maids were not allowed near guests in anything other than spotless attire. She waited until the room was all but empty, then she ducked in, grabbed the nearest gown, apron, and cap off the drying line, and bolted. She had to change behind a screen in an empty parlor, quickly, messily, but soon she pushed wayward strands of hair into the simple coil at her neck, shoved a too-big lace cap onto her head, and stepped into the hallway.

      She headed for the kitchen—the best place to find out where the guests were and what they needed. As always, the kitchen was an explosion of sound and smell. Her belly rumbled, and she fought to keep her face from breaking into a smile. Keeping her face down, she listened as she made her way around the perimeter of the room. Ah—there, the name Haws tossed into the air as if of no importance. She sidled over to the maid who’d thrown it.

      “Says she wants her toast less toasted,” the maid said with a sniff, holding up a triangle of bread. “But look! It’s barely cooked! If I ask Cook to toast it any less, she’ll toss me out the window.”

      “I can help,” Isabella said, keeping her voice low. “I’ll take this same one to her. She’ll never know. And if she does, you won’t get in trouble for it. I will.”

      The two maids stared at her, then as if of one mind, their gazes darted toward the stairs where the head housekeeper Mrs. Smith stood, queen of the domestic domain. Something was off. The maids never wavered. They handed over their unwanted tasks without hesitation.

      Isabella backed away from them. She hid her face behind a palm and headed for the back door. The entire room had gone quiet. Even the boiling water and the sizzling foods—all of it seemed to pause. The only sound was footsteps, easy and unhindered behind Isabella. Pressing her feet more quickly against the floor, she didn’t dare look back. She would stop for nothing.

      Except for the hand on her shoulder, strong and insistent.

      She’d been caught. She was ready. She’d always been ready, and her story, her excuse for being here, settled calmly on her tongue, ready for use.

      “Miss…” Mrs. Smith gently nudged Isabella’s shoulder. “I’m afraid I do not know your name. Apologies.”

      Isabella dropped a deep curtsy. “Miss Crewe. I—”

      “Look at me, please. And remove your cap.”

      Hands shaking, Isabella did so. All over. Her long, clever scheme finally ended. How would she come by information to help Samuel now?

      Mrs. Smith lifted Isabella’s chin, examining her hair, her face, her figure. “I believe you’re her. Fascinating. Mr. Trent would like to see you.”

      “Mr. Trent?” The name a hiccup. “Who is that?”

      “The Hestia’s owner.” Mrs. Smith headed for the stairs. “Follow me.”

      Isabella had no choice. She followed, parting the throng of whispering staff.

      “I heard he’s part wolf. Never speaks. Only barks and howls.”

      “No. That’s not it. He’s a Frenchman. And he plans to turn the Hestia into a gambling hell.”

      “I heard he’s so tall he has to duck to go through doors.”

      “I know that’s true. I’ve seen him.”

      “They say his you-know-what is as big as my arm.”

      “No!”

      No was right. Absurd proportions. Isabella would have corrected the maids, but Mrs. Smith led her upward. They climbed into the dark all the way to the top floor and emerged into a darker hallway, lit only by a few candles. Not a bit of natural light anywhere. No windows, no sun. The man who resided here would clearly be comfortable in the very depths of hell.

      Who was he? Wolf? Frenchman? Absurdly large? She shivered. Why did she know nothing about him? As often as she’d haunted these halls, she should have heard some tiny whisper of truth.

      Another shiver. Curse not knowing. The unknown worse than any other possibility the maids could imagine.

      Mrs. Smith knocked on the first door to her right. “Mr. Trent, I’ve found her.”

      Heaven and Hell, she was to be sacrificed. No, no. She would be lectured and tossed out onto the street. She could survive that.

      But the door… Why did it appear so ominous? Made of some dark wood, almost black, it seemed to soak up the fragile candlelight flickering along the walls. A dark maw. If it opened, there’d be teeth.

      Isabella shook her head. No. Imogen would conjure such shadows out of her spider’s web of an imagination, but Isabella would not. Isabella lived in the real world, knew sunlight banished shadows and always revealed a monster to be a coatrack. Knew true information would present an entirely rational understanding.

      But that door…

      A candle to her left flickered out. Another corner of the hallway surrendered to darkness.

      “Come in,” a deep voice rumbled from beyond. A voice like chocolate, rich and sweet. Yet gruff as well, as if unused. Couldn’t pour sunshine on that voice, melt it into something that made sense.

      No matter. Once she knew the truth of the man, she would know how to handle him. Besides, she didn’t need to brighten that midnight voice. She needed to survive its tongue lashing.

      Mrs. Smith opened that gate to hell, ushered her in, then stepped back into the hallway, leaving Isabella alone with the devil himself.

      This room as dark as the hallway. Only a single candle on the desk against the very back wall, and a low fire in the grate illuminated the objects of the room. There were outlines, shadows, just like the hulking man sitting behind the desk. She could not see him.

      She felt him. He was a tingle up her spine, an itch in her belly, the rapid pulse at her wrist. His shadowed form spoke of bulk—broad shoulders, tall, a frame to swallow all the meager light of the room. She took a step forward, peering into the darkness.

      “Mr. Trent?”

      The shadow roused and rumbled, then—a tapping sound. In the small circle of light cast by the candle on his desk, a large hand moved, a finger lifted and dropped. Such control and precision in the sinewy digit. The blunt fingernail hitting the wood like a shot in the night.

      She did not flinch. She did not blink. “Sir?”

      “Step closer to the fire.”

      She did. Not even thinking. He’d given an order, and her body simply… obeyed.

      Slowly, the shadow lengthened, the hand disappeared from the halo of light as he rose higher and higher, his bulk stepping out from behind the desk, sweeping along the wall to the very edge of the shadows nearest the fireplace.

      She saw him better now. Slightly. He wore no jacket, and the stark white of his shirt sleeves and cravat seemed to glow in the dark.

      “Yes,” he said, his voice another rumble, another shiver up her spine, “you’re the right one.”

      What did that mean? “The right one for… what, sir?”

      “What is your name?”

      “Miss Sarah Crewe.” No need to give him the real one, even if he did know her to be a fake.

      “Sarah.” Something that sounded like a grunt. Or had it been a laugh? “Doesn’t suit you. I suppose that hardly matters, though.”

      “A-and why not?” And here was where he told her everything he knew—her name, her age, her highest aspirations and darkest desires. A devil like him would know. Would he make her pay for poaching gossip on his land? Of course he would. But how?

      The toe of his boot appeared out of the shadows, then the rest of him followed—long legs and thick, muscled thighs encased in dark trousers that cinched around a hard, narrow waist. His waistcoat well fitted over a broad chest. And those shoulders. He’d crossed his arms over his chest, so the linen that encased him strained. He wore no jacket, the rogue, and she could not imagine him fitting into that garment, no matter how well tailored. Too broad, too big. Not bigger than a doorway, but no wolf, either. He spoke in neither howls nor barks but in those chocolate tones she wanted to sip on.

      She wanted, as well, to touch those shoulders, measure their width. She wanted to… sit on them? No, that was odd. Odder still, the desire to see them, the skin of them rolling over what must be well-honed muscle. She had a sprinkling of freckles across her shoulders. Did he? Or a mole perhaps on the wing of his shoulder blade. Or…

      Oh, what had she been thinking? All thought dissipated like fog on a sunny day when she caught sight of the countenance above the perfection of his snowy cravat.

      A face like marble, carved to make women lose their wits. Every bit of him below his slicked-back black hair, sharp and beautiful, from the strong chin and chiseled jaw to his high cheekbones and wide eyes. Green. They flashed in the fire, held her mesmerized. Only the gentle, raised curve of a scar around the outside of one eye softened him, as if whatever experience was stamped upon his face had tried its best to smooth out his hard edges. It had failed. The myth of the mysterious man burned away in the potent, masculine reality of him.

      Andromeda had a curse she liked to apply to impossibly frustrating situations, and it alone bounced on Isabella’s tongue.

      Hell and chaos. Quite.

      The devil stepped forward, his expression unreadable, the corner of his firm lips quirking up, just a bit. “Your true name does not matter, Miss Crew, because where we’re going, you only need call yourself Mrs. Trent.”
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      He’d found her. Found the sidhe who appeared and disappeared as it pleased her. This pleased him, having her alone in his study, only firelight between them. Yes, she would do nicely for the job he intended to offer her. If he must pretend to be married, why not to a woman like this, one who stood tall before him with courage in the set of her chin. More likely for Mr. Barlow to believe the ruse. Because a man like Rowan would marry a woman like her.

      “Pardon me?” Her fairy features collapsed, those golden brows winging toward one another and her pink lips puckering. “Mrs. Trent! What exactly do you mean by that?”

      Demanding. Confident. Curt. Perfect.

      Except for the tiny detail of her current disdain.

      An explanation would fix that.

      “I would offer you a chair,” he said, “but I have only the one at the desk. Will you join me closer to the fire?”

      She moved closer. Then bounced away. “No!”

      “Please. Let me explain.”

      She approached the flames carefully, gaze boring holes into him. Made his scar itch. He clenched his hand into a fist to keep it from reaching up and ruffling his hair until it fell over the semicircle. Better she didn’t have to look at it. He’d ask Coxley to style his hair differently when they traveled as man and wife to visit Mr. Barlow and win Rowan’s inn.

      She wasn’t a maid. He had no Sarah Crewe in his notebook. Not one of his twenty. But she wore the distinctive green and white uniform all the Hestia maids wore. Beneath the brim of her lacy cap, her hair caught the glint of the dying flames in the grate, spun shadows to gold. Small. Delicate. The impishness he’d seen in her face before now hardened into rage. If she feared him, she did not show it. Her tipped-up chin dared the world, dared him, to underestimate her.

      Yes, perfect. “There is a new position within my hotel that needs filling, and I would like you to fill it.”

      “I’m a maid.”

      “No, you’re not. I did not hire you. You do not receive pay from me. But you can.”

      “I don’t need money.” She flinched. She’d not meant to say that.

      “Very well. But you need something. Or you would not return here week after week. What is it you do need, Miss Crewe?”

      “Nothing you can give me.”

      “Brazen chit, aren’t you?”

      She shrugged, as if being brazen were as common as breathing, barely worth a mention.

      “But I know better than to believe you. Now, let us talk details.”

      “Thank heavens. I begin to tire of the dark.”

      “I prefer darkness.”

      “And vagueness.”

      “Will you let me speak?”

      She spread her hands wide. “By all means. You’re the one who detoured from the primary subject of discourse.” How old was she? Surely no more than one and twenty. Rosy cheeks and diamond eyes. Blue. But they sparked. They could cut, too, he had no doubt.

      “What will you do”—he tilted his head to one side—“if I banish you from Hestia?”

      “I would prefer not to be banished. But I will survive.” Beneath the high, ill-fitting bodice of her Hestia gown, her small bosom rose and fell. Irritated?

      “I control something you want, then. Excellent.”

      Rage vibrated in every line of her body. “And what will you do with this power?”

      “I already told you. Make you Mrs. Trent. Do not worry. It is only pretend, and I will pay you well. Or if you truly have no need of money, I will give you freedom to roam Hestia as you please. As long as you do no harm to my guests, my staff, or my hotel.”

      “You want me to pretend to be your wife? Why?” Her eyes wide, her lips razor thin, her cheeks roses of rage. Bloody magnificent.

      “I do not wish for a wife, but it seems I need one to expand Hestia beyond London’s borders. Tomorrow, I travel to Stevenage to convince the current owner of an inn there to sell. To me. He’s a family man and will not sell to a bachelor. Meet me here at half past one, pretend to be my wife all the way to Stevenage and back. Then”—he leaned against the mantel, crossing his arms over his chest—“you may do as you please at Hestia. By the way… what is it you do here? Besides the others maids’ unwanted tasks?”
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