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October 20, 1813, London

“Can you credit this, Janey?” In whispered awe, Victoria Hawksley lovingly removed the thin, soft-bound book from Hatchards shelf then gingerly opened its cover. With reverence, she allowed her fingertips to caress the leather before turning a page, which revealed a table cataloguing the orbit of Ceres, a planet discovered a dozen years previously by the Italian priest, Giuseppe Piazzi. Her avid gaze fixed on the German words as if they held the key to unlocking the mysteries of the world; indeed, this star catalogue, Die Monatliche Correspondenz zur Beförderung der Erd- und Himmels-Kunde, was considered an astronomical breakthrough in mankind’s understanding of the cosmos.

Lost in the wonder of mathematical intricacies, Victoria startled to awareness. She glanced around the bookshop, not immediately spying Janey, her maid. A country girl at heart, Janey was also a flirt and tended to disappear at the most inconvenient times. She would eventually re-emerge from hiding, usually flushed and with a grinning young man.

Before Victoria could ride her bubble of enthusiasm any higher, she was abruptly pulled back to earth with a sharp tug. Victoria checked her exuberance as the tender skin at her nape tingled in warning. A sense of impending doom crept over her, causing her to slowly pivot, which brought her face-to-face with her former friend, David Penhaven. The last, shimmering drop of her joyous discovery fled to the skies and disappeared, like nesting doves startled into flight.

The slender blond leaned on his walking cane in an indolent manner, consuming an inordinate amount of space in the narrow, dusty aisles of Hatchards. David’s unyielding resentment roiled off him in heated, palpable waves. 

Victoria’s heart sank upon her seeing him still wrapped in his anger. It had been this way since she sharply terminated their long-standing friendship years ago.  

“Good day to you, Miss Hawksley,” he drawled, acid dripping from what should have been a civil greeting.

It was a cat-and-mouse game that David played—acting cordially while showing disdain. Once Victoria had labeled his perverse nature as eccentric, but now she viewed it as vicious. At the beginning of their breakup, she had spent hours obsessing over how to “fix” David. She would hold imaginary scolds where she castigated her old friend for holding so tightly onto his hatred. Victoria had wanted to reach him, physically, and smack some sense into his head. She had spent months going through a whole list of corrective measures she could mete out to him before it was finally borne into her that she lacked the ability to change David. He was beyond her reach. 

David’s contempt was implacable, and she must have grown inured to it throughout the following years. She no longer cared what David thought. She didn’t care about him at all anymore. If a memory of happier times flitted through her brain, she squashed it like a bug.

Victoria Hawksley was a bright, determined young lady. No one could argue otherwise.

“Mr. Penhaven,” she said, acknowledging his formal greeting with a short nod. Her voice was infused with the coolness of northern climes, a testament to her indifference.

The smile broadened on his face, as though he knew her disinterest was feigned.

“I see you have discovered something that interests you.” He bent at the waist, leaning forward to peer at the booklet she held. “German? I didn’t realize you spoke German.” 

Their lives were no longer entwined, so why would he be privy to her recent studies? She ignored the pleasant warmth radiating from his body and how pleasant his sandalwood cologne smelled.

Her lips tightened for a moment before she crisply replied, “I taught myself.”

He tsked. 

If he were trying to annoy her, he had succeeded. That artificial sound of sympathy grated her nerves. 

“What? You have taught yourself to read German? My, my, but you must be very lonely in that stone tower of yours.”

Victoria clenched her fists, allowing her gaze to dart about the bookshop, searching for her stout maid. She cursed Janey for her annoying absence. Odds were fair that the maid was casting out lures while in Hatchards, in which case she’d never come to Victoria’s rescue.

“I should have thought you would be dandling your niece on your knee. She’s named Isabell, isn’t she? I seem to recall hearing that news around Exminster.” He smiled kindly at the mention of the infant, but Victoria did not trust that smile.

“For that matter, Vikki, you should have a child of your own by now. Why is it that you’ve had three seasons yet still haven’t taken?”

Seeing his eyes gleam with malice was akin to being punched in the stomach. David knew why she had declined several marriage proposals. He’d been the reason for that.

Victoria tried not to hate David, but in the moment, she lost that struggle. Red hot anger boiled in her stomach then sped through her body and exploded from her mouth.

“Leave me be! I want nothing to do with you.” Victoria turned away, intending to leave the bookshop, with or without her derelict maid.

“Wait!” His hand stayed her with a light touch, and that sandalwood scent danced beneath her nose. 

Her gaze traveled from the point of connection to his face. What she saw there shook her.

A beseeching smile, a wistful longing outlining the grooves beside his lips. 

“I beg your pardon, Vikki. I don’t know why I behave so beastly to you.”

His sincerity reverberated in his low words. Their gazes snagged, and the softening she saw in him reminded her they had once meant a great deal to each other. There had been a time she believed they’d spend the rest of their lives together. For a moment, her heart tightened to a painful degree. 

She didn’t ignore the achy loneliness, nor would she discount it. The scientific bent of her brain acknowledged that unrequited love brings physical suffering. There were times Victoria wished their old, easygoing relationship would return. They had been so happy in each other’s company, laughing, joking, discovering. 

By habit, Victoria shuttered those yearnings, recognizing their danger.  

The situation had remained static for years, and Victoria had long ago conceded that David, for all purposes, had left her. To her, that sin surmounted the others he’d committed.

“Even if you’d asked for forgiveness—which you’ve never done—I can’t grant it,” she said flatly. “Not for what you did to me or to Stephen. These past four years have proven our paths are set and diverge.”

His eyelids lowered, erasing that soft gaze. When he reopened them, she shivered at their icy blueness. 

“Why would I ask for forgiveness when your brother was the one who wronged my sister? The whipping he received was warranted, and its effect was short-lasting.” 

“How can you say that?” she gasped. 

Shifting nearer to her, he lowered his voice. “Everything your brother has now—wealth, a happy marriage, family—he stole from my sister.” 

Victoria decided she no longer cared for the scent of sandalwood soap.

“Stephen stole nothing from Priscilla!”

This argument, like their previous ones, always distilled to the same point: David believed Stephen had defiled his sister. 

Priscilla had sought an audience with Aunt Edwina, informing their relative she carried Stephen’s child. Although Aunt Edwina despised the Penhaven family, she demanded her nephew marry the chit so the child would bear his name. Stephen flatly refused, denying he had ever lain with Priscilla. Enraged by his refusal, Aunt Edwina had banished Stephen to Jamaica, but the Penhavens weren’t satisfied. David, his brothers, and stepfather had ambushed then horsewhipped Stephen before tossing him aboard the ship to the Caribbean. 

From Jamaica, Stephen wrote to Victoria that Priscilla’s lover was a married man. He would not name him, saying that was not his secret to tell, but Stephen denied knowing Priscilla in the Biblical sense. 

Victoria understood her brother’s sense of honor and admired him for it. A small part of her, however, resented Stephen’s reticence. It created a wedge between her and David. David refused to believe any version save Priscilla’s of how she came to be with child. 

Regardless of whose sibling was correct, Victoria had lost David, the man she had expected to marry. 

“Miss Victoria?” A troubled Janey tapped her mistress’s shoulder. 

“Returned at last?” Victoria asked, unable to stop the waspish remark. 

Janey bobbed, splaying her skirts in a show of subservience, which turned Victoria’s temper inward. It was not well done of Victoria to take her vexation out on her maid. She muttered an apology to Janey, who accepted it with alacrity, making Victoria feel worse for being snide.

Victoria quickly walked to the counter to purchase Piazzi’s catalogue, ignoring her maid’s nervous glances veering back and forth between her and David. 

Victoria’s earlier delight in discovering Piazzi’s discourse evaporated. She simply wished to be rid of David. Wordlessly, she paid the salesclerk, clutched the catalogue to her breast, then grabbed Janey’s hand and pulled her maid out of Hatchards.

As they left the bookshop, David followed, barking at Victoria to stop.

“We must talk, Vikki.” His voice was so rife with irritation, it failed to persuade her. 

“We have nothing to discuss.”

Janey asked whether Victoria should listen to what David had to say. The girl had a soft spot for handsome boys. 

“No!” Victoria tugged her maid alongside her. “Leave us alone, David.”

David muffled a curse and hurried after them. He grasped Victoria’s arm in a punishing grip.

“Ow! Unhand me!” Victoria wrenched away from him.

She and Janey began to jog; David began to swear, angrily and fluidly. So much so that she and Janey’s pace increased.

Heavens! Anyone might think they were pickpockets, the way he was carrying on! Glancing over her shoulder, Victoria intended to tell him to stop, but when she saw his countenance, the words died in her throat.

In a flash of insight, Victoria recognized this must have been the expression David wore as he horsewhipped her brother. It chilled her soul. 

She and Janey dashed along the pavement of Piccadilly Street, weaving between pedestrians, drawing their ire while mumbling excuses. 

They nimbly rounded the corner of St. James Street, Victoria running along the curb and looking over her shoulder again. 

David was close behind, raising his cane as if to strike her. 

She shrieked. 

Janey gave a strangled shout. She wildly pointed at something and as Victoria swiveled to see what the matter was, she saw a field of midnight blue rush toward her. She was greeted by a coach door swinging open as she ran, full speed, into it. There was a loud thud, an explosion of pain then she fuzzily wondered what had just happened. Her pell mell pace abruptly ended as her body crumpled to the pavement.

Dizzy, Victoria felt Janey unceremoniously shove her into the carriage.

“I say!” exclaimed a young male’s voice from the backward-facing seat. 

“Spring them!” her maid shouted to the coachman as she slammed the door shut.

A staccato rapping sounded against the lacquered coach as David Penhaven shouted for them to halt.  

The coachman ignored him, urging the team onto St. James Street. Victoria knew real relief when the carriage moved into traffic and David’s voice faded in the distance.

Her heart pounded for several long moments before she calmed sufficiently to notice her nose was bleeding.  

She tilted her head back to stop the flow of blood. By doing so, she became aware the coach was occupied by two astonished gentlemen. They were handsome to boot, adding to her embarrassment. 

Janey sprawled next to the younger man, her eyes looming large. Victoria’s maid was pale and shaken. Janey’s gaze fixed upon the corner of the landau which David had struck.

The interior of the landau was uniquely decorated. The squabs were covered in velvet of Prussian blue, and the shades were trimmed in lace.

One man’s astonishment morphed into amusement as he plucked Victoria from the carriage floor and placed her next to him. 

“Hello? What have we here, little raven?” he asked gently.

His voice was warm. It spiraled from the chaos, as soothing as oil spilt over troubled waters. It vibrated near her ear, sending tingles down her spine. If timbre were something edible, his would have been silky chocolate. Dark and rich, his voice brought immediate comfort.  

His irises were toffee-colored, confirming her original impression of sweet decadence, while a hank of thick, brown hair fell over his brow. The man wore his maroon jacket with a natural grace. He had an athletic build, eschewing the need for shoulder padding. His linen cravat was embellished with a garnet stick pin nestled in elaborate folds. To complete his ensemble, he wore black suede shoes adorned with silver buckles. 

The sartorial splendor of her knight errant held her spellbound until Janey’s shrill voice pierced the coach’s interior.

“Oh, Miss Victoria! You’ve broken your nose!” Janey wailed.

“Don’t be a goose. It’s not broken,” she said briskly as a new wave of embarrassment threatened to heat her cheeks. It wasn’t every day that Victoria smashed into a door then was stuffed into a stranger’s carriage. In a million years, she couldn’t have made a worse impression on these gentlemen. 

She wiggled her nose then wished she hadn’t. Ruefully, she said, “Although it is bruised.”

“It’s bleeding.” Janey pointed, trying to be helpful in her bird-witted way. 

The older gentleman removed his linen handkerchief, snapped it open, then gingerly dabbed Victoria’s nose, grasping her chin to still her during his ministrations.

It could have been her nanny taking such sweet care of her; it was something she would have done years ago. His instinctual kindness was a balm, calming the roiling emotions David had stirred.  

As if belatedly becoming aware of the impropriety of his actions, he placed the handkerchief in Victoria’s hand then sat back against the squabs of his coach.  

Gruffly, he said, “Tidy yourself up a bit, lest Will and I be blamed for... your predicament.”

That chocolatey voice had cooled, and she detected an edge of contempt in his tone.  A pang of disappointment speared her. Although the gentleman was a stranger, Victoria regretted the loss of his earlier warmth. He had a gift for putting her at ease.

Feeling foolish, Victoria pressed the linen against her nose. It was nothing to her if the man thought she and Janey were mad terrors roaming through London. Yet, he was so handsome and kind, she regretted losing his good opinion. She inwardly sighed at the lost opportunity. Victoria returned her bonnet to its rightful position and tied the ribbons. Victoria performed these tasks with stiff dignity, anxious to end her poor showing. She needed to convey to these gentlemen that she was a lady. Acting scatterbrained (as Janey did) or appearing disheveled (as she did) would not aid that purpose.

The carriage swayed, gently rocking from side to side, yet no one spoke. 

From the corner of her eye, Victoria saw Janey fidgeting. Her hands fluttered as if they were wings belonging to a newly emerged butterfly. For her part, Victoria gazed out the window, reminding herself she was sister to an earl. Beneath her lashes, she glanced at the handsome, older gentleman, wondering if he’d be impressed by that knowledge. 

His jawline was tightened as he fixed his stare outside the window. 

Somehow, she sensed that knowledge would not impress her rescuer. If anything, a gentleman so austere would expect better behavior from one so exalted.

The thought made her flinch, and the handsome stranger threw her a look of concern. He did not, however, say anything. 

Victoria would have enjoyed listening to his chocolatey voice again.

“We’re nearing Hyde Park,” the maid announced, her color still abnormal. She then knocked on the roof and shouted to the coachman to turn onto Park Lane and let them disembark.

The young man grinned at Janey’s boisterousness, while Victoria cringed, touching her forehead.

The gentleman next to her kept his expression carefully blank.

Victoria was certain their rambunctious behavior disgusted him. She couldn’t blame him for thinking poorly of them, but it re-animated her anger against David for putting her and Janey into such a humiliating position. If only he hadn’t chased them as if they were criminals. If only she hadn’t slammed into his vehicle. If only Janey hadn’t loaded her into the carriage as if she were livestock.

She peered sideways at the man’s handsome profile.

If only... 

The younger man peered out the window then turned about to report, “At least, your pursuer has given up the chase. He seemed rather unpleasant.”

A shaky laugh left Victoria at the understatement. 

“My brother and I have just enjoyed a boxing match. We were about to have an early dinner at White’s when... when our paths crossed.” He, sitting opposite Victoria, made good-natured conversation.

“Forgive us for delaying your dinner,” she said promptly, determined to return his show of good manners in kind.

The landau rolled to a stop, and Janey opened the door before the coachman could. She said, “Thank you,” in a breathless, flirtatious voice. 

Victoria briefly closed her eyes, inwardly bemoaning her maid’s flighty nature.

As for herself, she left the carriage with as much dignity as she could muster, gathering its tattered remains into a desperate grip. She nodded to the younger man in a regal fashion. It was a highly proper nod, which held only a hint of a smile.  

“Thank you for granting us sanctuary,” Victoria said. 

“My brother and I were honored to assist,” he said, bowing at the waist.

The older brother retained a tight-lipped silence, but glared at his sibling.  

Victoria stepped from the carriage, fully cognizant she’d behaved like a looby these past few minutes. It stung because she was normally as far from being a feathered-brained twit as a person could be. She was an academician, an earl’s sister, a dutiful niece, and a practical, level-headed woman. She was neither fast nor an adventuress, yet these men were bound to think otherwise.

Belatedly, she recalled she still possessed the handsome man’s handkerchief. She quickly spun around, offering it to him. 

As if guessing her intention, he shook his head at the crumpled offering.

Tersely, he said, “Keep it.” 

Blushing, Victoria lowered her arm and murmured that she would have it laundered before returning it. 

His gaze met hers, and she sensed a sword unsheathing before he gave his cutting reply.

“If that were the only stupid thing you’d done today, we could all be easier.” 

Then he snapped the door shut. 

The landau rolled away, resplendent with its unique paint and wheels of sky-blue.

Victoria stood immobilized, gaping until the coach disappeared. The stranger’s words left her feeling blue-deviled, for he had been her masculine ideal.

Janey’s tugs on her sleeve penetrated Victoria’s stupor. Together they turned in the direction of Kempner House on Curzon Street. They walked a few paces, neither one speaking, until Victoria pulled herself up short.

“Zeus!”

“What is it?” Janey tensed, holding her body rigidly as her gaze scanned the street in all directions. 

Did she expect David Penhaven would pop out from a bush and whack them with his walking cane?

Victoria touched Janey’s shoulder, to reassure her they were in no immediate danger.

“I left Piazzi’s catalogue in the blasted coach,” she wailed.
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Chapter Two
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The madcap duo moved with the speed of a lightning strike—unpredictable, swift, and scorching the earth. That was the best explanation for the crackling sensation that entered his coach when the maid shoved her black-haired mistress inside. It had jolted him, and Aldrich Steadman was not a man who enjoyed surprises. From his first glimpse of her startling blue eyes, Aldrich felt a searing bolt arrow to his midsection. By its nature, lightning wasn’t friendly. Little wonder Aldrich viewed their hasty departure with as much relief as their intrusion dismayed him.

Worse than having his evening routine shattered—for now he would be late meeting Henrietta—Aldrich did not care to be used. The pair had viewed his carriage as a convenient shelter to escape the consequences of their wrongdoings. As little as he cared for thieves, Aldrich cared less for cowards.

“What a delightful pair!” Will exclaimed, craning his neck so his gaze could follow the women walking down Curzon Street.

Aldrich pinched the bridge of his nose, seeking patience in dealing with his naïve brother. 

“Back to White’s, Toby,” Aldrich instructed his coachman before turning toward Will. “Delightful? I’m afraid your definition of that word varies greatly from mine.” 

“Yes, delightful. That maid was a feisty little thing, wasn’t she? And Miss Victoria quite bowled you over.” Will ignored his brother’s ill-natured ‘harrumph’ and retrieved something from the floor of the coach. “She seems to have forgotten—my stars!” 

“Yes?”

Will flipped through the pages and whistled. “This is in German. And it’s highly scientific. Look.” 

Aldrich delayed his grumbling long enough to take the catalogue from Will. He frowned as he flipped the pages filled with complex mathematics. 

“So, this is what they stole from that angry gentleman. It calculates Ceres’s orbit. Written by that priest—” He scanned the title page. “Piazzi. Grandfather will love this.” 

Aldrich folded the star catalogue in half then tucked it inside his waistcoat, giving it a fond pat. This new discovery compensated for having his landau commandeered by hoydens.

“That ‘delightful pair’ must have mistakenly nicked this, confusing it for a wallet.”

“Seems strange that a lady would steal...” Will said, considering the matter. His eyes lit with good humor. “Yet, here you are, stealing it, as well.”

“I’m not stealing it,” Aldrich patiently explained. “I didn’t see the man who owns this, so how could I possibly return it to its rightful owner? Besides, he’d better damned well hope his identity remains unknown to me. I don’t care for the way he banged the lacquered finish. If he’s put any scratches in it, I’ll find him and throttle the blighter.”

For the second time that evening, the coach pulled up at White’s, a popular gentlemen’s club. After disembarking, their driver Toby and the Steadman brothers inspected the carriage’s exterior. Even in the dim lighting, Aldrich angrily noted marks on the once flawless finish. He and Toby had worked for hours mixing the paint to achieve this color: such a dark blue it appeared nearly black. And now there were scratches in it. 

Botheration.

Toby’s forehead scrunched up as he surveyed the damage. “I don’t know whether I’ll be able to buff those out. See the dent here?”

“That’s a shame,” agreed Will without much concern. 

“It would be, had Mr. Steadman not writ down the formula for the paint,” Toby agreed. “At least it’s just the roof, and not the entire body, that will need to be repaired.” 

Aldrich shook his head, still displeased for the extra work his servant would have to perform and annoyed by his brother’s cavalier attitude. Aldrich provided an allowance for his younger brother, which enabled Will  to stable a fine chestnut stallion, but it did not extend to his owning a conveyance.

Their mother, upon sending her youngest to London to acquire some town bronze, had asked Aldrich to guide her precious baby through the rocky shoals of London, and Aldrich was finding it more inconvenient than he imagined. 

He cast Will a kindling look. “As ever, you are the do-gooder, and I am forced to pay the bill for your generosity.”

“I? A do-gooder?”  

“Yes, you, Will,” Aldrich grumbled, after making arrangements with Toby to collect him later. He took his younger brother by the elbow.

“You rescued the sack of kittens the miller tried to drown, but I was the one who had to place them in homes,” he reminded Will.

He laughingly protested, “It isn’t my fault I’m allergic to cats.”

“Or when you slept through the church bells calls for the fire brigade?” Aldrich lifted a brow as he ushered him inside White’s.

Will took exception to that. “First, there’s no sin in being a sound sleeper, and second, I acquitted myself very nicely by bringing the barrels of ale for the workmen afterward.”

“But it was my ale!”

Will chuckled. “You’re the first to lend help where it’s needed, so spare me your disingenuous complaints. I don’t know why you can’t admit to being gallant.”

“That would place a target on my back.”

Taking his chair with his usual grace, Aldrich beckoned a nearby waiter and requested a scotch. 

Will asked for a glass of red wine then greeted a friend from across the room.

Corny Beddington, a gangly fellow with a twisted tongue, approached. In childhood, the boy had developed a stutter, and now that he was grown, Corny spoke in the sparest of sentences. Listening to him was like deciphering a foreign code, but he always dressed at the height of fashion and came from solid family tree that could boast a duke along its branches. He was welcomed into the Upper Ten Thousand, provided he did not ramble on to people; some audacious elites complained listening to Corny was like being forced to wear a hair shirt.

“Evening,” Corny greeted them before flopping into a chair. 

Ensconced in the comfortable and slightly shabby furnishings of the men’s club, Aldrich relaxed. The traffic noises of the city were muffled through the oaken walls from which thick tapestries hung. Hardly any of the furnishings coordinated, yet the ambience was masculine. A low murmur of deep voices from varying conversations filtered through the background. Their conversations accompanied the sounds of playing cards being shuffled, newspapers rustling, amidst the soft thumps of glasses being set down upon felt-topped tables. Footmen carrying silver trays ferried drinks to gentlemen, depositing or removing such with unhurried movements. It was a restful place, White’s. A sanctuary for men from the pressing troubles of the world, and a respite from the other half of the population who could cut up a man’s peace.

It was here that Aldrich enjoyed intellectual conversations with some of the best minds in Britain. He loved debating ideas, exchanging opinions, and learning others’ perspectives. As a ship owner, Aldrich believed being well-informed on matters outside Britain was the key to running a successful shipping business. Too many captains were sent sailing into hostile territories, losing their crew and cargoes, because the owner had not warned them to sail a different route.

“We’re famished, Corny. Fancy joining us for dinner?” Will asked.

Corny nodded and smiled, pleased with the invitation. 

“Want to see a show? Covent Garden. Care to go after?” Corny asked Will.

“What’s the play?”

“In the Suds. A romp,” Corny assured his friend.

“Very well.”

Corny’s gaze swerved to Aldrich. “You, too, Mr. Steadman.” 

To hear himself thus addressed made Aldrich feel a hundred years old. He was seven and twenty; nineteen hadn’t been that long ago, but Aldrich couldn’t recall ever being so young as Will and Corny. 

“No, thank you. I’ve other plans.”

Corny and Will shared a smirk, then Will cajoled his brother not to play so coy. 

Aldrich lifted a dark brow, a silent warning for his brother to tread lightly.

But discretion was an undeveloped attribute in nineteen-year-olds, and Will didn’t heed it. 

“You needn’t reveal your plans. All the world and his wife knows of your affair with a certain blonde.” He turned to Corny and confided, “Aldrich meets her every night. Grandfather says he’s insatiable.”

Aldrich’s indulgent attitude toward his little brother vanished on the spot. Had they not been in White’s, Aldrich might well have popped Will in the mouth. Perhaps a good swelling would stop his loose lips from flapping.

Sternly, and very much on his dignity, Aldrich informed the clodpoles, “My private affairs are just that—private. I would strongly urge you to avoid discussing them, particularly in a public venue or amongst your bosom bows. That was not well done of you, dear brother.”

“Struck nerve,” Corny said, succinctly adding, “Enjoys Miss Sheffield.”

That was just like Beddington, Aldrich thought with no little exasperation. As careless as Will had been in referring to his mistress as the blonde, at least he had the good sense not to toss her name about in White’s. Although Corny spoke in scant sentences, damned if he hadn’t bantered the woman’s name in public. It was a shoddy practice, and Aldrich felt compelled to educate the ignorant cubs.

“A gentleman does not speak disrespectfully of a woman in public.” 

“Good Lord, Aldrich! You’re taken with the woman. Why else would you defend her? You rarely defend anyone—beside me, of course.” Will flashed a smile, revealing his good-natured ribbing. “Come to think of it, you’re the one from whom I most need defending.”

“Because, brat, you’re so incorrigible,” Aldrich replied. “Someone had to teach you manners.”

“Taken with her?” Corny straightened in his chair, sniffing the air for opportunity. His eyes gleamed as he considered how best to exploit this situation. He rubbed his palms together and before either Steadman sibling could stop him, Corny summoned a footman to bring White’s Betting Book.

“For a wedding,” he informed the man.

Aldrich sent Will a look of fury. Even his younger brother was wise enough to appear appalled. 

The Adam’s apple in Will’s throat moved, anxiously popping above his neckcloth. “No, Corny,” he hissed, waving off his friend.

Once the footman left, Aldrich gripped Corny’s bony knee in a manacle-like grasp and hissed, “You will not wager on my private affairs. I shall inform you, my bacon-brained acquaintances, of two very important facts that have sustained mankind’s dominance over lesser creatures. First, a gentleman only marries a virgin. Second, a gentleman does not reveal his dalliances. The first rule ensures you sire a rightful heir; the second ensures other men don’t covet your mistress. Are we clear?” 

Corny squirmed, trying to loosen Aldrich’s relentless grip. 

“Beg your pardon. Th-thousand apologies. All... all th-that. Just that... that...”

“Yes?” Aldrich asked patiently.

Corny’s words left him in a mad rush.

“You... you wouldn’t be first...”

Aldrich’s temper rose a few notches until Will touched the back of his hand.

“He didn’t mean that,” his brother quickly defended.

The tongue-tangled man shook his head. Seeing Aldrich’s frown grow fiercer, he stammered, “Meant first m-man to m-marry his m-mistress.”

The frown cleared and Aldrich released his hold. He flexed his fingers.

Will watched the scene with rampant curiosity. 

Then, worse of all, he kindly smiled upon Aldrich and said, “Corny was correct, though. You do enjoy her company. There’s nothing wrong with being fond of the woman.”

Uncomfortable with this talk of being fond of Henrietta, Aldrich stood. He no longer had an appetite and chose to forego dinner. Besides, he wished to nip this particular conversation in the bud, and he did not wish Will or Corny to speculate about his affairs any more than they already had.

He bowed stiffly and said, “Goodnight, gentlemen.”

“You don’t wish to dine with us?”

“No, thank you.” Aldrich moved toward the door then halted and wagged his finger at them. “Remember what I said.”

“Mum’s the word,” Will promised, raising his glass in a toast.

“Mum.” Corny rested his thumb and forefinger at the corner of his mouth then turned them as if setting a lock.

Aldrich Steadman left White’s, signaling Toby to ready the landau. He walked across a darkened patch of pavement. The crisp night air striking his cheeks cooled his irritation. Aldrich hitched his shoulders, purposefully shrugging off the episode with Will and Corny. Thinking of Henrietta’s soft, malleable body put a spring in his steps. As he began to anticipate their assignation, a figure launched from the shadows. The dim profile of a blond man registered before Aldrich could evade him. He swung his walking stick across Aldrich’s shins. Aldrich stumbled from the stinging pain and fell to a knee.

“What in damnation?”

“Hey there!” cautioned Toby, scrambling from the perch. 

The stranger spun toward the coachman and raised his cane.

Aldrich punched his assailant in the lower abdomen, causing him to drop his menacing walking stick. Toby dashed forward, picked it up and flung it aside.

With a roar, the blond stranger straightened and grabbed Aldrich by the lapels. His anger propelled him forward until he rammed Aldrich’s back against his landau. 

Aldrich slapped the man’s arms, breaking his grip, then sent him off with a left hook and a quick jab of his right fist. If this blighter wished for a fight, Aldrich would be more than happy to oblige. 

Raising his fist, Aldrich was on the cusp of administering some home-brewed justice when his opponent snarled, “Where is she?” 

His fist froze. “Who?”

“Victoria Hawksley and her maid, Janey,” the man growled.

“Who?” he repeated, afraid he’d lost his wits during the surprise attack.

“The dark-haired girl and her maid,” the man snapped.

This was the pickpocket victim who chased the hoydens into his carriage—all for a paper on a planet’s orbit. The stupid things people will fight about! 

Aldrich lowered his arm and counted to ten. While he waited for his composure to return he straightened his cravat.

Once he felt capable of speaking coolly, he asked, “How the devil should I know? The widgeons are nothing to me. I take it you wish to have the treatise returned to you?”

Aldrich retrieved Piazzi’s catalogue from inside his waistcoat, only to have the stranger knock it from his hand. He then whirled around and left without a word.

Toby picked up the booklet and returned it to Aldrich. Aldrich took it without looking at his coachman. Instead, they stared after the blond figure swallowed by night’s shadows.

After a thoughtful silence, his coachman said, “If you don’t mind my saying, Mr. Steadman, I be thinking the lovely widgeons must be in terrible danger.”

Frowning into the darkness, Aldrich slapped the catalogue against his thigh, silently agreeing with his coachman.

“What can that man want with those women? They apparently didn’t steal this from him, as I supposed.”

“Whatever he wants with them, it has nothing to do with that,” Toby said, pointing to Piazzi’s catalogue.

“Agreed. The man chased the hoydens into my carriage to escape his wrath. At the time, I thought them foolish, but after this—” Aldrich waved an expansive hand in their area.

Toby’s brow raised. “Not so foolish now, eh?” 

Scowling, Aldrich whirled toward his landau and announced, “Take me to Miss Sheffield’s.”

“You aren’t going to warn the hoydens?” Toby asked. 

With some asperity, Aldrich asked, “Without knowing their whereabouts, I can’t very well warn the women, can I?”

Giving his employer a hard look, the coachman observed, “Not without a bit of exertion on your part, no, sir.” 

“I’ll look for them later,” he promised. 

The coachman gave him a dubious look, then re-took his bench.

Aldrich ignored Toby’s disapproval. It wasn’t the first time they had been at odds with each other, but in their long history, Aldrich had never once considered terminating the man. Toby’s solid backbone and strong work ethic more than compensated for his occasional annoyances. 

Inside the coach, he tossed the catalogue onto the backward-facing seat where Will normally sat. The damned thing had created more trouble than it was worth. 

For reasons that were not clear, Aldrich blamed his brother Will for his state of dissatisfaction. It was Will who opened the door and caused the woman to crash into it. It was his brother who had made space for her and her maid in the coach and cheerfully accepted their presence.

As for not knowing their whereabouts—Toby was right. With a little exertion on his part, Aldrich could discover the young woman and warn her. 

Aldrich frowned as his conscience poked him. He wasn’t a knight errant who rescued damsels in distress, nor did he wish to be. 

His life was orderly and predictable. From a young age, he had done just as he ought when he should. He was self-reliant and expected others to be so, too. Aldrich was the ideal son, brother, and despite Toby’s present mood, a fair employer. He had earned a reputation of being an honest businessman who drove a hard bargain. He used his wealth to regularly donate to various charities, and he paid an annual retainer to a solicitor’s firm he rarely used because Aldrich had the good sense to avoid conflict in his placid life.

Not lacking in ambition, Aldrich had increased the wealth created by his grandfather. His grandfather, a vice admiral of His Majesty’s Service, had invested his prize money into purchasing ships, setting the example for his sons and grandsons to follow.
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