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      To Mum & Dad,

      For all the nights at the library and for all the holidays spent reading. School might have taught me my letters, but you taught me to love books. I wish you were here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          In Which Miss Davenport is Most Improperly Pursued. Reading, Berkshire, 1810

        

      

    

    
      Daphne Davenport stepped into Henderson’s Perfume Emporium and quietly closed the door behind her. The pale morning sunlight streamed through the stained-glass window above the door, leaving a watery mosaic on the hardwood floor like a benediction.

      If ever she needed one, it was today.

      The shop was narrow and deep with a wooden bench running down the left hand side. Behind the bench, shelves to the ceiling were filled with vials and bottles of perfume and oils. Cakes of soap were stacked on porcelain platters like the finest macarons. Layers of musk, civet, and orange blossom filled the air, but they barely teased her nose as they drifted through her heavy veil. It was difficult to see through it, but it did have its benefits—nobody would know the Davenports had been reduced to selling. Finding a noble suitor for her beautiful sister would never happen if anyone discovered that little secret.

      Father had been born a gentleman and was the grandson of a viscount. What he’d done after that should be irrelevant.

      She inhaled deeply, using the fragrance to embolden her. She only came to Reading once a month on market day, when she could ride with Mr. Mulloway in his cart. Today’s trip held more urgency than usual though, as the quarterly rent was due. If she didn’t sell her whole basket, their situation would be dire indeed. The thought came with a frisson of alarm.

      Daphne waited for the proprietress to notice her, but she was at the back of the emporium,  immersed in arranging her dark glass bottles into neat rows. Daphne softly cleared her throat.

      Mrs. Henderson let out a girlish shriek and spun, one hand clasped to her breast. “My, you give a body a fright, especially garbed in all that grim black.”

      Not a wonderful start. Daphne forced a smile, though it was unlikely Mrs Henderson would notice given the veil’s thickness. “What is Lady Spellwater without some mystery?”

      Daphne lifted her basket onto the counter and then adjusted her bonnet, keeping her veil firmly in place. “In any case, you will forgive me when you smell my newest creation. This puts By a Lady in the shade.” Though she personally still loved her first perfume, as she had composed it especially for Celeste.

      “Do show me, my dear.”

      Though Mrs Henderson walked across to the counter in a friendly enough manner, Daphne couldn’t help but notice that she seemed ill at ease. She pulled the linen from over the basket to reveal rows of small round snuff tins.

      “Snuff?” Mrs. Henderson raised a brow, her expression filled with doubt.

      “No,” Daphne replied. “A solid perfume set in a tin. The fragrance is so exotic, it had to be imprisoned in beeswax to preserve its beauty. I call it Scandal. I have been working on it for months.” She had the notebooks full of failed versions to prove it. The current blend of rose, neroli, basil, and patchouli was number seventy-five.

      Though her expression was still doubtful, Mrs. Henderson leaned forward to peer into the basket. “A solid, you say?”

      Daphne nodded, trying to stop her shoulders sagging with relief. Perhaps her luck would hold, and she’d sell another basket full. “It’s unbreakable. Ladies can take it anywhere without fear of spillage.”

      It was hard to keep the excitement from her voice and maintain the aloofness Mrs. Henderson expected from someone of the gentry. Nothing about this perfume made Daphne feel aloof. It was the most exciting perfume she’d ever created. To think she’d found the rare ingredient stored in the barn with all of Father’s mundane spices. It still made her shake her head in disbelief.

      She picked out a tin and offered it to the older woman. If Mrs. Henderson purchased every tin, maybe she could afford to do more than pay the rent or buy food for the table. A trip to London, perhaps. An image of her sister dancing at a ball in a new gown had a smile tugging at her lips.

      Mrs. Henderson sighed regretfully and pressed the tin back into Daphne’s hand. “It’s lovely, but I’m afraid I can no longer sell your goods.”

      Daphne wrapped her fingers around the tin, gripping it tightly. “Cannot sell them? Why ever not? Don’t your customers see how superior, how complex, my fragrances are?”

      Mrs. Henderson’s eyes darted over Daphne’s shoulder toward Broad Street. Then she wrung her hands and strode over to close the shade. “No, no, they still like it. That’s not the problem. It is the gentleman who paid me a visit.”

      Her ominous tone made the hairs on Daphne’s arms prickle. “Surely many gentlemen pay you a visit. After all, it endears them to their wives.” Laugh, Mrs. Henderson. Please. Tell me this is all nothing but a bad jest.

      Mrs. Henderson folded her arms over her ample bosom. “I’m sorry, Lady Spellwater,” she said, using Daphne’s business persona. “The gentleman who called was looking for you, and he was not the sort of man to whom one said no.”

      Fear bloomed in Daphne’s stomach, and she gripped the basket handle to stop a shudder. “Did he say why he sought me? Perhaps he meant to pass on his compliments. Gentlemen do strange things when a scent catches their imagination.”

      “I think not, madam. He asked me ever so nicely if I would cease stocking your products. The words ‘criminal’ and ‘fraudulent’ were bandied about. He said the ingredients you used were new and uniquely imported by his family’s enterprise.”

      Alarm jolted through Daphne, right down to her toes. “I have never—and would never—steal my essences, Mrs Henderson.” She paused. “Did he say which ingredient he was referring to?”

      The shopkeeper frowned. “It started with P...”

      “Persian Essence,” Daphne murmured, feeling sick.

      “Precisely!” Mrs. Henderson looked at Daphne through narrowed eyes. “He said their entire stock had been stolen before they could even distribute them.”

      Dear Lord. She’d been using the various oils Father stored in their barn for almost two years now, and had only recently found the Persian Essence buried deep in a mountain of boxes. Though it was rare, she’d presumed it was simply old stock, just like all the other oils. It had seemed like a waste not to make it into perfume.

      Of course, had Father been around, she would have simply asked him about it. But he had not visited them for months. He was too busy flitting between London and India, trying to find investors to fund a new cargo shipment, and had all but forgotten his daughters. The short letters they received with a small amount of money enclosed was barely enough to pay the rent.

      It had been that way ever since his release from debtor’s prison. No matter how desperately he tried to regain the business he had lost, every attempt failed. And with each setback, the length between visits was longer. She loved him and wanted him home, but she now also couldn’t help wondering if, perhaps, in his desperation to avoid further time in debtor’s prison, he’d done the unthinkable.

      “I’ve done nothing criminal,” Daphne said calmly, yanking the linen back over the top of the basket. “This gentleman cannot be the only supplier of Persian Essence.”

      “Of course, my lady,” Mrs. Henderson said formally, clearly not believing a word. Daphne could explain that her father had been a spice and fragrance merchant too—but then Mrs. Henderson might tell the gentleman and lead him straight to her door. There weren’t that many spice merchants in England.

      The store suddenly seemed very small, and the mixture of musk, civet, and orange blossom that had been so alluring when she arrived now made her stomach turn.

      Someone sought to uncover her secret. Or worse still, lay the blame for her father’s supposed crimes at her door.

      She unfurled her vice-like grip on the basket handles.

      No.

      “What did you tell him, Mrs. Henderson?” Why did she keep staring at the door?

      “Nothing, although what do I have to say?” She sounded thoughtful. “You’ve been careful not to disclose your true identity or direction. After almost two years, it’s slightly suspect, isn’t it?”

      Daphne briefly closed her eyes. This was the beginning of the end. A man tracking her, and her best customer looking at her like she was the worst kind of scoundrel. She swung her basket around and made for the door. She had to escape this cloying little shop.

      “No, it is not suspect,” Daphne said, lifting her chin. “It is merely the protection of my family’s reputation.”

      Mrs. Henderson sighed. “Whatever your reasons, perhaps you should use the back exit. I have a bad feeling about the front door, and that’s all I can say to help you.”

      Cold dread overcame her. Daphne rushed to the shop window and peeked through the shade. As she did, a coach stopped across the road, its black door swinging open. A tall gentleman leaped to the ground without waiting for the steps to lower. He turned, his face darkly handsome. Daphne inhaled sharply.

      Hugh Mandeville?

      The memories that came flooding back at the sight of him were from a very different time and place. Memories of the Maharajah’s garden and sweltering monsoon days. Of Hugh smiling at her as he handed her mango from a platter, or lying under a banyan tree together, looking up at the glossy green canopy. Her almost psychic ability of knowing the moment he entered the room. Even a crowded ballroom. Her heart still ached from the intensity of how she’d loved him, surrounded by the kaleidoscope of scent and color that was her beloved India.

      Her mind whirled. Did Hugh think she was stealing his product?

      One thing was certain: the son of her father’s ex-business partner would not stop until he found her and ruined her family all over again. That was just what a Mandeville did, no matter how desperately one fell in love with them. And if the theft from the Mandevilles was on such a large scale that Hugh himself was involved, someone was going to pay dearly, but dashed if it would be her.

      She snapped the shade shut and turned to Mrs. Henderson. “The back suddenly looks vastly appealing.” She almost laughed at the level of understatement as she swept past the counter and out the back door, slamming it so hard the locks rattled.

      Damnation. Ladies did not slam doors. Daphne sighed. They also did not say damnation or scurry around selling their wares. And most assuredly, ladies did not have gentlemen making polite enquiries about them for thievery and fraud. But then, the longer she had to labor for her family’s survival, the more her gentility felt like a facade. A lady is as a lady does, after all.
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      Hugh, Lord Mandeville, threw open the front door of the shop, only to hear the back door slam.

      “My thanks for the signal, Mrs. Henderson,” he said to the shopkeeper who had closed the blind as they agreed she would if Lady Spellwater arrived. He took chase, reaching the alley only to see a swirl of black already halfway down.

      “Going so soon?” he said under his breath. “What a surprise.”

      The faint hope she was innocent of using stolen goods faded. But at least he had done what Bow Street failed to do—find Lady Spellwater. Now he just had to catch her, and, by Jove, she was fast.

      He ran, battling to keep his balance on the slippery, uneven flagstones. Blood pounded in his ears, silencing the sounds of the nearby marketplace. He paused briefly at the busy crossroad, looking right and left before catching sight of her walking swiftly toward the market. “Lose me among the potatoes, will you? I think not.”

      He ran on. She must have heard him behind her, for her pace picked up. But he was gaining on her. Ten steps, five, then one. He reached out to grab her, then stopped mid-stretch, not wanting her to scream. Instead, he fell into step with her, each of his long strides measuring two of hers.

      “Madam, if I could…”

      She only came up to his chin but somehow increased her speed to outstrip him. In her wake, the basket she carried left the sweetest smell the decrepit alley had ever held. He slowed involuntarily, hoping to keep himself in the ribbon of beauty she trailed behind her.

      “Madam,” he repeated, a little more firmly. “Lady Spellwater.” He felt like a fool uttering her self-proclaimed title.

      She kept walking, lifting her basket high like a wicker shield. “I am not acquainted with you, sir. Please stop accosting me.”

      Her voice was honey, pure, rich, and smooth. It pulled at his memory, but he couldn’t place who she was. The breathless quality of it might have been naturally hers or due to running. But it was unmistakably the voice of a lady, and unintentionally answered his first question about her identity. How he wished he could draw back her heavy veil and have all his answers.

      “Come now, I mean you no harm. Just to ask a few simple questions.”

      She stopped abruptly. “You mean me no harm?” She turned to look at him. Two long awkward moments passed in which she seemed to search his face through her veil, then shook her head, as if to clear it. “You have already harmed me. Mrs. Henderson was my best customer.”

      They were spirited words, but they wavered, showing her fright. He took a deep breath, trying to look less intimidating. He knew the effect his stern features had on females—fear, trepidation, flight. All the things normally reserved for a monster rather than an expensively dressed earl.

      “I could repair the damage if you answer my questions.” He offered her his arm to continue the walk down the alley. “In fact, I’ll buy your whole basket for the answer to just one.”

      She stopped short again, ignoring the proffered arm. “All of it?”

      He smiled reassuringly, although he had no idea how much she could see through that veil. It was worth the wad of bills he had in his pocket to get this answer. “One question, and not only will you sell all your perfume, but our paths need never cross again.” It caused a slight pang to know he would never see what was beneath the veil, the face to match the voice.

      She seemed to consider it and tilted her head to one side. He got a fleeting glimpse of an elfin chin under the black netting. “Very well. Ask your question.” She loosened her grip on the basket, letting it sway at her knees. He’d won. Elation stabbed through him.

      “Where did you source the Persian Essence?” He steadied his voice, to sound more calm and rational than he actually was. Crossing swords with the woman he’d searched months for was a heady thing.

      She sighed, but it was shaky. They were so close he felt the air stir with her breath. “I did not buy it. It has been in my family for years. May I have my payment? Mrs. Henderson pays ten shillings.”

      He ignored her request. “Then I think you have received stolen goods.” He picked a tin out of her basket, turning it over in his hand. He opened it, lifted it to his nose and with one inhale, knew her to be a master perfumer.

      It was fruity and rich, like a hothouse garden, but the image it raised was not of flowers, but of the bedroom on a sultry summer afternoon. Of silk sheets warmed on a woman’s skin. Of a lazy smile and lazier love, languorous waves of pleasure…or something equally ridiculous. He rolled his eyes at his own folly.

      Her knuckles had turned white from clenching the basket, and he could hear her breath coming in tiny, angry bursts. “As I said, the oils are old and belong to us. Not to you.”

      He put the tin back in its neat hole beside the others. “So you say, but there is no way you could have had this perfume in your family for years. The process by which the jasmine is extracted has only recently been perfected.”

      She pulled a piece of material over the tins with impatience. “Piffle. The Indians and Chinese have been doing this for centuries.”

      “Not like this, they haven’t. This is India’s answer to France’s Jasmine de Grasse. A new variety, bigger, fruitier and picked only from midnight to dawn. I met the developer. He extracts the aroma using chemicals. It’s revolutionary. We are the first to import it.”

      “‘We’ being who, sir?” She tapped her foot on the cobblestones, and he imagined her eyebrow rose in disdain. “You are not the only importer of oils in England.”

      She clearly believed what she was saying, but that didn’t mean she was right. “Can I see your stock, then? If you have nothing to hide, it shouldn’t be a problem.” He shrugged.

      “But I do have something to hide. My identity. We both know ladies cannot be in trade, and I most certainly am. I will not embarrass my family.”

      So, she had siblings she felt responsible for. Young enough not to have her own children, then.

      She backed away from him so he tried to hold on to her arm. “Listen—”

      She jerked away, but he held on. Her arm was so slight his hand encompassed it. Too thin.

      He heard a small ladylike gulp, and her whole body shuddered in fright. “I can tell you no more and beg you not to ask.”

      What had this situation turned him into? He loosened his grip. “I’m not trying to hurt you or expose you. Just to warn you.”

      It was impossible to see her expression or gauge what she was thinking, so he pushed on. “You are at risk in the worst possible way. If society would be severe on a genteel lady dabbling in trade, how do you think a lady with criminal connections would fare?”

      “You would say that about me?” Her voice wavered with what might have been either anger or fear.

      He shook his head. “Of course not. I’ve already promised not to expose you. But I will expose this thief and have justice done. You could easily be caught up in it.”

      It was hard to say what convinced him she had nothing to do with the actual thefts. Probably the last remnant of hope that beneath all her deception she was an honest woman, and he didn’t have to continue stalking her. And her voice. Outrage like that was difficult to feign.

      “I’m aware of the risks,” she said primly.

      “I don’t think you are. What would happen to your family if you’re taken into custody by the Magistrate? It’s not worth ten shillings. Lay low for a while.”

      She scoffed. “And what would you have me do? Rely on the charity of others? All the things I’ve been taught to do are useless in providing for my family. All except this.” She motioned to her basket.

      “Would finding a husband be intolerable?” he said softly, to see what she would say.

      “The worst possible outcome,” she bit off.

      “How so?” He must have looked astonished because she chuckled.

      “You assume I dislike plying my trade like this, but I love making perfume. I love smelling it on the wind as I walk in the park. Nothing could make me give this up.”

      “Not even true love?” An innocent question, but it would tell him if she were married and had a partner in her industry.

      She drew her shoulders back, but a hunch told him it was more pride than actual defiance. “This is my true love.”

      The passion in her voice moved him. How lucky she was to have that love and be free to follow it. His days before the thefts seemed to consist of the same things. Club, dinner, ball, Club, dinner, ball. And the future would be more of the same.

      His maternal grandfather had been a trade mogul, building up Oriental Spice and Fragrance to the heights of him buying his daughter into the Ton. But now, he was supposed to give all that up when it ran in his veins like liquid fire. But if he had to give it up, so did she.

      Although she might be brave, he didn’t think she was stupid. “Can I convince you to stop making perfumes, even for a few weeks while I find my thief?”

      She shook her head. Apparently, she was also reckless.

      “No. I will continue. There are no stolen goods in my perfumes. I have nothing to fear.” She broke away from him. “You promised to let me go if I answered your question. I have answered far more than one.”

      That voice. So deep and alluring. If he met Lady Spellwater on the dance floor, he’d know just by the strange spark that flashed between them. It was enough to make him look forward to going to balls again.

      “So I did.” She was a lady and had his word as a gentleman. If that point of honor didn’t mean anything, then he was more lost than he thought.

      He stepped back and swung his arm to motion her down the alley. “But I also promised to buy your stock.” He fished into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. “For your basket.”

      She gave a throaty chuckle. “Oh, no, sir. Ten shillings buys you one tin, not the entire basket.” She did the calculation in her head. “Simple. Twenty tins by ten shillings. That will be ten pounds.” She held out her hand.

      He laughed, the sound reverberating off the surrounding buildings. It sounded harsh and foreign, but maybe that was because he hadn’t done it in so long. The three years since Father’s death had been one long trial.

      He pushed the coins into her outstretched hand. “I think not, Madam. You see, I have a strong feeling these belong to me, anyway. You’d best take what you can.”

      He curled her gloved fingers over the coins, enclosing her small fist in his much bigger one. She drew in a ragged breath and pulled her hand away, dropping the coins into the basket and pulling out a tin.

      “One tin is all you get,” she said defiantly. “Owning the ingredients doesn’t mean you can make them into perfume.” Without a curtsey, she took off like someone had lit a cracker beneath her skirts.

      “Where can I find you?” he shouted after her. He could follow her, but did not want to cause her any more anguish than he already had.

      “Glittering balls in London,” she replied airily.

      He bowed. “Until next time, my lady,” he whispered, the tin like a hot coal in his hand.

      She turned, lifting her hand in farewell, and he swore he saw the flash of a smile beneath the veil. Then she continued her glide down the alley, black cloak billowing out behind her.

      It was funny, but by the end, he could swear she wasn’t afraid of him at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          In Which a Dog Enjoys the Trappings of a Lady

        

      

    

    
      Daphne returned to their cottage on the outskirts of Reading. It was set back from the noise of the Bath Road and had once been part of a large farm, but the owner had built a new farmhouse nearby. The roof may have the sway back of an old horse, and the stonewalled interior might be icy in winter, but it was set in the midst of a large wild garden that more than made up for it.

      She trudged up to her attic bedroom, changed out of her disguise, then went in search of Celeste. She found her in her usual spot by the window, surrounded by a mountain of sewing. It was a cozy scene, her sister’s head bent in concentration, the sunlight streaming through the window turning her hair into a golden halo.

      Celeste’s future was the reason Daphne worked. She looked every bit a nobleman’s great granddaughter, and she deserved the future Father had denied her by moving into trade.

      Sir Barkley, their yellow-haired retriever, lay curled in a comfortable circle by the fire, but let out a small woof of greeting when Daphne entered the room. Celeste looked up, but her welcoming smile quickly faded as she searched Daphne’s face.

      “Oh dear,” Celeste said. “Did it go badly?”

      Sometimes it would be nice if Celeste couldn’t read her expression so well. “The worst you can imagine. I’m not looking forward to telling Ayah.”

      The only blessing of returning to England had been that their childhood nurse and her family had returned with them. They lived in a cottage a short walk away.

      Celeste lowered her stitching and clasped her hands in her lap so tightly her knuckles turned white. “You sold none? Dear Lord, what are we to do?”

      This was where it got hard. Daphne drew her shawl closer. “Evade Mr. Slough until I sell more.”

      A difficult thing to do when collecting the rent was their landlord’s favorite pastime.

      “Did you sell any?”

      “One. But guess to whom?”

      Celeste pulled a face. “Just tell me. You know I hate guessing games.”

      “Hugh Mandeville.” Saying his name out loud did not make the situation any less surreal.

      Celeste drew in a shocked breath. “How very typical of a Mandeville to spoil your sale. They live just to ruin us.”

      Daphne nodded. “Apparently so.”

      The tragedy was compounded by her wickedly thick veil stopping her from fully drinking in the sight of Hugh.

      But that voice.

      She would have known it anywhere, even though the passing years had changed its timbre. It was darker, deeper, richer, but still did strange things to her nerves. Or perhaps that was the terror of being cornered. Beautiful and dangerous, Hugh Mandeville. Asking her about true love. As if she could ever hope for true love when she’d all but ruined herself. The perfume truly was all she had.

      And how ironic that the one person who had always encouraged her to be reckless when she was a girl should be the one to stop her making perfume. Because the more she thought about it, the more she realized she must stop. He was right, the risk of being caught was too high while he looked for his thief.

      Instead, it was time she tracked Father down to own his responsibilities. No more letters where he told diverting stories of news he’d gathered at the coffeehouse and implored her to keep faith with him. No more waiting for their fortunes to reverse. If he wanted her to trust in him, he would have to be more forthcoming.

      “Devil it,” Celeste said, with a frown. “Every time we make headway, something bad happens. What did he want?”

      There was genuine fear behind that question—a fear they both knew but rarely voiced. The fear that they’d never escape this situation. That Father’s business would never take off, and they’d be poor forever.

      “He’s looking for Lady Spellwater because he thinks she’s using stolen ingredients in her perfumes, including Persian Essence.”

      Celeste’s eyes widened. “I told you not to use it! I knew there was something wrong about that box.”

      Daphne closed her eyes briefly. “I know, I know. But we have no proof that it was stolen, either then or now.”

      “Do you remember when it arrived?”

      “I think it was with Father’s last visit, when he brought the wagon load. I’d never seen it before then. But Celeste, if he is importing, he would have things like Persian Essence.”

      “We’re sunk.” She closed her eyes and leaned back into the chair, shoulders slumped.

      “Maybe, but I intend to find Father and make him explain.” No need to admit how very scared she was.

      The silence that fell between them had nothing comfortable about it. The worst part was suspecting that maybe Hugh was right. She loved Father, but he greatly enjoyed a bargain. He might have purchased stolen goods. It was a horrible thing to think, but not outside the realm of possibility.

      Celeste’s thoughts were obviously taking the same path. “Do you think they are one of Papa’s bargains? That last letter said he thought things were looking up. Maybe…”

      “That’s what I intend to find out.” Father could overlook all manner of things if the price was right. It was the reason he and the rest of the noble Davenport clan were not on speaking terms.

      Daphne collapsed onto the sofa and pulled her rug onto her lap. The fire might be burning but the small room was draughty and far from warm. “We must find him and bring him to heel. But not right this minute. I need to recover my nerves.”

      It was best to let the proverbial dust settle before she decided her next move. She lifted her wrist to her nose to see how her latest experiment fared after a few hours. The lime top-note was perfect, uplifting and energizing. Just what she needed. That, and a change in conversation topic.

      “What are you working on today? Looks like yet another re-trimming of Mrs. Allen’s bonnet.”

      Celeste gave a small nod, lifted the bonnet, and shook out the ribbons. “She’s had this bonnet for six years. I can still see where I sewed the cherries on it. Heaven forbid she buys a new one with all that pin money.”

      “Maybe she can’t find another that becomes her so well.” It was hard to find a good bonnet in the village, no matter how much pin money one had. “As long as she pays you this time, I can forgive her.”

      “I vow, if she doesn’t pay I’m giving this bonnet to the dog.” Celeste glanced over to the fire and smiled mischievously.  “Sir Barkley, come.”

      “He’s resting. Leave him be.”

      The dog unfurled and stood, slowly stretched out his back legs, then padded over to her, tail wagging. He sniffed the bonnet, then sat obediently, lifting a paw onto Celeste’s knee.

      “The cleverest dog in England,” Daphne said, smiling despite herself.

      Celeste settled the bonnet gently on his shaggy head and snugly tied the pink ribbons. Barkley’s soft floppy ears poked out from under the woven straw.

      Laughter bubbled up, making the day seem brighter. “Pretty, Sir Barkley,” she said. The dog thumped the floor with his tail, causing slight puffs of dust to rise from the rug.

      “At least we have found someone the bonnet truly becomes,” Celeste said, scratching him under the muzzle. “When I am rich, I will have a portrait of him done wearing his bonnet.”

      “And we could put it in the family gallery. He wouldn’t look out of place with those blond locks.” Sometimes it seemed God had saved everything fair and sweet for Celeste and Barkley, while tossing Daphne the dark unruly looks that were never in fashion. The years that separated them sometimes felt like centuries. At eighteen, Celeste was blooming into womanhood, and at twenty-six, Daphne felt as though she’d entirely missed her spring.

      They both sat staring at the dog in mute admiration. It was a common pastime. But the crunching of wheels on gravel brought women and dog alike to attention.

      With an odd sense of doom, Daphne jumped from her chair and ran to the window. The same well-sprung coach with golden lamps and glossy black paint came to a halt in front of the house. Two tigers in tricorn hats jumped off the back, the silver buckles on their shoes glinting in the sunlight. The carriage was fine enough for a king, and if it had splashes of mud up its side, they did nothing to detract from the aura of excessive wealth.

      “Mandeville?” Celeste whispered.

      Daphne couldn’t answer because her stomach had dropped somewhere around her ankles. He’d found her. Had he followed? No, she would have seen him from the back of Mr. Mulloway’s cart.

      She closed her eyes, praying it wasn’t him so he wouldn’t see their faded sofa and smell the sourness of their tallow candles. Melting the last box of beeswax candles for the new perfume now seemed a little rash.

      There was no veil to hide behind.

      Thank heaven, she didn’t make the perfumes here. The smell would give them away instantly. Once again, her caution paid dividends. She pulled her sleeve down, to cover the scent on her wrist.

      Celeste sprang out of the chair and pushed her way to a good vantage point. “What beautiful equipage he has. Do you think he’s still looking for Lady Spellwater?”

      Daphne put a hand on her arm, hoping Celeste wouldn’t notice how badly her own hand shook. “No. I’ll lay you odds he’s looking for Father. He didn’t recognize me, but he heard me speak, so if you can help me with the conversation, I would appreciate it.”

      Celeste paused, then straightened her shoulders and took another peek out the window. She threw Daphne a wicked smile. “I’ll distract him.”

      Considering she had been distracting every young buck in the neighborhood since she turned sixteen, Daphne could well believe it.

      When a liveried servant pulled the door of his carriage open, Daphne let the drape close and peered through a tiny crack. It was him, and everything she missed through her veil came into sharp focus.

      Manhood had seen him grow tall and muscular in a way that spoke of vigorous exercise. It was easy to imagine him boxing or fencing, or shooting pistols at Manton’s as she read about in the circulars their neighbors loaned them. His hair was inky and sat in poetic waves almost to his shoulders. The strong jaw she had been transfixed by as a girl held a hint of shadow and brooked no nonsense.

      She closed the drape completely because his keen eye would never miss her standing in the window.

      “I can’t see,” Celeste said.

      Daphne slapped her hand away. “Sit. Unless you want him to spot you gawking.” She led the way, rushing back to her armchair, grabbing a book off the pile on the floor.

      The rap at their front door was so loud it sounded as if he was pummeling it with his cane.

      “And remember, no talk of perfumes. Calm, controlled, ladylike,” Daphne said.

      “Amazed, scared, and excited,” Celeste countered, her eyes flashing up to the door as Mrs. Pike entered the room. “Don’t worry. He can’t know we make perfumes because everything is at Ayah’s house.”

      The cottage their old nurse lived in was far enough away not to raise any suspicions.

      The housekeeper entered the room, ran her hands down her apron, and then held out a heavy rectangular card. Daphne tried to take it from her, but the job was made more difficult by Mrs. Pike’s shaking hand. The card was thick and finely crafted, the black print of his name bold and strong.

      Lord Mandeville. He was not Lord Hugh anymore, since his father died some years back. Not that any Davenport attended his funeral. Dancing on graves was definitely bad manners.

      “He’s ever so fine. Ever so tall.” Mrs. Pike’s cheeks were pink. “Wanting your father, he is. I told him he was out of luck, what with Mr. Davenport being in London and all. Shall I organize a tea tray? Mr. Pike offered to help take care of his horses before he makes the journey back.”

      “Tea would be lovely, Mrs. Pike.” There went the last inch of tea she was saving for Celeste’s birthday. “Please send him in directly.”

      Mrs. Pike bobbed and left the room.

      The sound of twittering small talk echoed down the hall as Mrs. Pike led their guest toward the sitting room. Daphne looked down at her oldest morning dress, re-cut from an even older dress of her mother’s. The fabric was woefully thin, and the pattern shrieked of the last century. She pinched her cheeks to get some color into her face.

      Sir Barkley, who had settled by the hearth again in his bonnet, pricked his ears and growled at the foreign male voice.

      “Hush, Barkley.” She looked down at him. Dear Lord. He was still wearing the bonnet, now at a very jaunty angle and with drool on the ribbons. The footsteps drew closer. Daphne raced to the hearth but didn’t make it in time before Mrs. Pike entered the room, Lord Mandeville towering behind her.

      As she announced him, Daphne turned her back to the fire, shielding Barkley in her skirts.

      There was a moment of frozen silence after Daphne and Celeste made their most elegant curtsies and Mrs. Pike departed to fetch the tea.

      Their little sitting room, with its golden drapes and well-mended sofas, had never seen anything like him. He somehow filled the room and looked ridiculously out of place.

      Athletic and potently male, his skin held a hint of bronze that suggested he still travelled to faraway places. It made his eyes look very blue. Eyes that looked at her searchingly. He was probably trying to match the Daphne he remembered in India with the one that stood before him. There was precious little to match. England had wrung the color out of her. Every cold dark winter, she lost a little more of herself, until now she could only find hints of it inside a perfume bottle.

      He smiled at her, and she shook her head to clear the sudden fog. She felt herself smiling back, unable to resist. Daphne, come to your senses. He’s the enemy.

      He strode forward and took both her hands in his. “Miss Davenport,” he said warmly. Too warmly. “How do you do? Lovely to see you after all these years.”

      So much for having Celeste lead the conversation. Lord Mandeville seemed to only have eyes for her. She took a deep breath and schooled her voice to something lighter than the one she’d used for Lady Spellwater.

      “And you. I think I was sixteen and hanging from a tree last time I saw you.” She giggled nervously. Keep that voice high and light. He’ll never recognize you.

      “If memory serves, it was a woven vine of jasmine that promptly broke, landing you on your backside.”

      He smiled at the memory and she smiled along with him. Was that how he remembered her? A hoyden hanging from a vine? Considering she only climbed things to get a better look at him, it was quite ironic.

      She glanced at Celeste. Say something.

      “Daphne still likes to climb trees,” Celeste finally gushed, then lowered herself onto the sofa with an audible sigh.

      Brilliant.

      Daphne grimaced. “I’m sure you will also remember my sister, Celeste.”

      He inclined his head. “I am as enchanted by the lady she is now as I was the precocious child back then.”

      Daphne snorted and Celeste beamed.

      “How on earth did you find us?” Daphne asked.

      “Your father left this address at the post office near your old house in Half Moon Street for any mail. They gave it to me quite readily.”

      “I suppose having a title does that for one.” Some people were just born lucky. “Won’t you take a seat?” She sounded calm and matter-of-fact, as though having a man like Lord Mandeville in the house was an ordinary occurrence.

      “That would be most welcome,” he said.

      This would necessitate her sitting, too, away from the hearth and the bonnet-ridden Barkley. She bent to undo the dog’s bonnet, hoping she wasn’t drawing attention to herself, but the knot was stuck, so she gave up. Thankfully Lord Mandeville was occupied taking in the baskets of darning by the sofa, or maybe it was the sofa itself, in all its threadbare glory.

      Celeste finally found her voice. “To…to what do we owe this pleasure? Our father is in town, I’m afraid.”

      Mrs. Pike chose that moment to return with a tea tray and the last of the oat cakes. Daphne had hoped to sell enough perfume today to buy more supplies, but alas. She poured the tea and handed the cup and saucer to Lord Mandeville, happy her hands were steady.

      Hugh took the tea, and settled more comfortably into the sofa. “Indeed?”

      “Indeed,” Daphne replied firmly. “He has been there these past four months between trips to India. He is still attempting to rebuild his business after your father put him in debtor’s prison. You understand.” You have no idea.

      He stiffened and his expression shuttered. “What I understand is that my father is dead, and I am left picking up the pieces.” He looked around the room. “Much the same as it seems you are.”

      Never were truer words spoken, even if it felt wrong to be in sympathy with him.

      Both she and Celeste missed Father, but the brunt of responsibility had landed firmly on Daphne’s shoulders. How she wished he were here to take this interview and run the household.

      Sometimes it felt like he didn’t want to return. Not now that mother was gone.

      Lord Mandeville’s gaze returned to Daphne, and energy jolted between them. Her heart skipped a beat and her breath hitched. Or perhaps she imagined it, because he broke the gaze easily. He crossed one long leg over the other, heightening the impression he was too big for the delicate sofa.

      The sheer masculinity of him was dizzying. And his clothes looked more expensive than all of their belongings put together. His coat fitted his shoulders to perfection, so unlike the open linen shirts he used to wear in India.

      Perhaps she could withstand all that male perfection if it weren’t for the alluring smell that came with it. And even that might be bearable if she hadn’t been so close to him mere hours ago, breathing him in, trying to identify the many layers of scent he exuded and only identifying one—Hugh.

      It teased her again, and made her wish she could bottle it.

      She looked at Celeste, who cleared her throat but said nothing, looking dumbstruck. It was understandable. Lord Mandeville was unlike her young beaus. He was a proper man.

      He leaned back into the sofa, looking relaxed and yet oddly predatory. “Herein lies my quandary. In town, they tell me your father is here in the country, and when I visit the country, you tell me he has been in town these past four months. Which should I believe?”

      Daphne straightened. “I suppose you should believe the young ladies who have received correspondence in his handwriting. Although what business you can have with Father after all these years eludes me.”

      Thanks to Hugh’s accusations, she now suspected what business he had, but did he come here looking for thieves, or just for information? With his exquisite blue coat and ruby twinkling from a snowy white cravat, Hugh looked more likely to ask you if you’d like a ride in the park than take you to the nearest magistrate. But looks could be deceiving.

      He leaned forward, his deep blue eyes pinning her with such intensity that she held her breath. There was a hardness in those eyes now that hadn’t been there before, and when combined with the fierce straight brows above, it made him look dangerous. Made her pause.

      He had changed.

      “I have a small problem,” he said, his deep voice vibrating with a tension that suggested there was much feeling behind the words. “There are anomalies in the stock of Oriental Spice and Fragrance. Large anomalies of the kind that only happen when criminals are at work. In fact, entire shiploads are missing. My investors have given me a small fortune and now I have no goods to show for it.”

      “Not exactly a small problem,” Daphne said faintly. Her hands started to shake so she pressed them together. If Father was involved, it would be a hanging offense.

      He nodded. “They only steal the most expensive items. Neroli, ylang ylang, rose, frankincense, Indian sandalwood and, worst of all, Persian Essence. Whoever stole them knew exactly what they were stealing.”

      She used all those oils in her perfumes. It must have been the connection that sent him after Lady Spellwater.

      Lady Spellwater had to disappear—and fast.

      “I would assume most thieves do,” she said.

      Hugh steepled his fingers and stared at the fire, his eyes narrowed. “I have two leads. Firstly, an anonymous lady could be making perfumes using the stolen goods. She calls herself Lady Spellwater. I found her this morning but am unconvinced of her involvement.”

      Daphne’s heart beat so fast she was sure the entire room could hear it. Now would be the perfect time to tell him she was Lady Spellwater, but until she found out what Father was up to, talking could condemn him to a hangman’s noose. It was better to hold her tongue, at least for now.

      “Is that the perfume called By a Lady?” Celeste interrupted with convincing naivety. “We purchased a small vial at our local haberdasher! Would you like to sample it?”

      Daphne barely knew where to look so as not to give them away.

      “No, thank you,” Hugh said, somewhat dismissively. It seemed he was the first man in England not to be enchanted by Celeste.

      Celeste lifted her chin; a clear sign she’d taken his lack of adoration as a challenge.

      “The other lead is your father. He worked closely with us for so many years—”

      “Before you set your lawyers on him.”

      “He owed us a debt, I believe? A debt he could not pay?” Hugh shrugged.

      Daphne clenched her fingers against the sudden urge to reach out and throttle him. How dare he dismiss their plight so easily when his family was the cause of it? “He could not pay the debt because your father took his customers, leaving him with no income. Your father stole our business and many more.”

      She had wanted to say none of that, but the words tumbled out.

      His expression froze, and his body stilled. “As to that, I was not involved. But your father may know things about the business my father took to his grave. I’d like to ask him.”

      “But you said my father was a lead. That suggests you suspect him.”

      “A lead to more information only.” He looked around. “Anyone thieving our stock would be living a little more affluently.”

      The very thing she was loath for him to see made him less suspicious. Thank goodness for small mercies.

      “As long as you don’t think Father had anything to do with it,” Celeste said, smiling. “Everyone knows he can’t even buckle his shoes without falling over.”

      Thank goodness for young, beautiful sisters who said precisely the right thing at the right time. Especially when their elder sister wasn’t quite so convinced.

      

      Hugh tried to keep the anger out of his voice. “That I can well believe.”

      Seeing their genteel poverty, it was hard to fathom why he’d thought Edward was the thief. No one stealing the vast quantities that had gone missing would leave his daughters alone in the countryside with no relatives, no chaperone, and dare he say it, no funds in evidence.

      And not a whiff of perfume on the air at all, just a faint smell from the dog lying in front of the hearth, for some reason wearing a bonnet. He’d tried to make sense of why, but gave up.

      The idea that Daphne herself could be Lady Spellwater was gone. When oils were mixed consistently over a period of time, nothing could hide the layers of fragrance. The house would be filled with it. Even the air outside in the courtyard would smell of it faintly. It would be ever present, even if she locked herself in the attic to do it.

      And, if he was at all honest, there was no way the run-down young lady in front of him could have spat the fire that Lady Spellwater had in the lane.

      He must look elsewhere.

      But these girls were also his childhood friends, and they were moldering away in a freezing house with bare walls and threadbare rugs, warming themselves with a tiny fire built with twigs that smoked.

      And to see how they savored their oatcakes as if they were the finest macarons...well, it made him feel ill.

      Edward Davenport had been prosperous before the Mandevilles had decided, in so brutal a manner, they no longer needed him as a middleman. He must help.

      Though born a gentleman, Daphne’s father had decided his family’s welfare was more important than their position in society. His business purchased all Mandeville stock once the cargo arrived in London and then sold it around the British Empire. It kept the Mandevilles one step removed from trade, which had suited Hugh’s father perfectly. That was, until his father realized how much money Davenport was making and cut him from the loop to plow the money into his peerage ambitions.

      Would the Davenports be in this situation if it weren’t for his father’s greed?

      Within two years, Lord Alfred Mandeville, Baron Tintern, was Earl Mandeville and Edward Davenport was in debtor’s prison. Who would blame Daphne for hating him? She didn’t know that Hugh was working his way down the list of people they had stood on. He just hadn’t reached the Davenports yet.

      Well. He was here now.

      He kept himself calm with great difficulty. “How long did you say Mr. Davenport has been in London?”

      Daphne’s expression became uneasy. It was as though she didn’t want to confirm how long they had been left alone, knowing how neglectful it made her father look. But Celeste had no such qualms.

      “Almost four months,” she said.

      “He corresponds regularly,” Daphne said evenly.

      “I’m sure he will be home soon,” he found himself saying, as if he were the person to comfort them.

      She shook her head. “It’s unlikely, I’m afraid. Starting an enterprise from scratch with no funds is difficult. His visits are stretching further and further apart. But we don’t blame him. He misses Mama terribly.”

      The hollows under her cheekbones and wary expression spoke of a woman who’d endured hardship far beyond her years. What a tragedy. The Daphne he knew in India had been annoying and mischievous, trying every way she could to goad him. She’d been full of life. In fact, he’d often thought she would grow to be lovely. This Daphne had curbed her tongue but had lost so much along the way that it was hard to recognize her. Perhaps that was within his power to fix. Or more precisely, make amends for.

      He rose and walked to the fire, being careful not to stand on the dog’s tail. Or its bonnet ribbons. “I know we treated your family badly; my father was a man of small scruples and inflated ambition.”

      Daphne’s only response was to lift both eyebrows as if to say ‘is that all you offer by way of an apology?’

      He raised a hand. “It’s not enough. I know. But I can try to make it up to you.”

      He would still like to question Davenport, even if it was clear that he wasn’t the culprit.

      “You don’t owe us anything,” Daphne said primly.

      But he did owe them. All the years he’d turned a blind eye to his family’s ruthless ways, all the years of saying things would be different when he inherited their business dealings, didn’t mean anything when the product of those years sat before him as incontrovertible proof of Mandeville wrongdoing.

      He would do something, damned if he wouldn’t. The responding surge of satisfaction at the thought was all the convincing he needed.

      He turned to Celeste. “Come with me to London. You’d like some time in town during the Season, wouldn’t you?” And if he were honest, the chance to find Edward Davenport through his daughters may have come into his reasoning.

      But a girl like Celeste could surely secure a suitable match. The Davenport name had to be worth something. Her great-grandfather had been a viscount, for heaven’s sake. The fact her father was in trade now would be difficult to overcome, but perhaps with his mother’s entrée it was possible.

      Celeste closed her mouth, which had been shaped into a small o, and nodded.

      “You can stay with us at Curzon Street.” The more he thought about it, the better the idea sounded. Daphne and Celeste could live in luxury for the Season, perhaps both forming an attachment, while he kept them in his house, ensuring Edward Davenport’s help with his inquiries.

      Daphne drew in a sharp breath but he forestalled her comment by swiftly adding,  “It’s not much, but if my mother can see you both settled, I know it will go a good way toward making amends for your shabby treatment by my family.”

      “Why we’d love to!” Celeste said and then looked at Daphne, whose expression was that of someone offered an stay with the devil himself. “At least, I think we would. Whatever is the matter?”

      “It’s just, my love, we aren’t equipped for a trip to town.” She motioned to her dress, a hideous thing of brown and yellow pattern that looked like a congealed curry.

      She was so far away from the girl who dressed up in bright saris, pretending she was an Indian princess. But everyone had to grow up. Heaven knew he’d had to. And sometimes life didn’t give one the fairy tale.

      “Think nothing of it. My sister purchased an entirely new wardrobe after her recent marriage and left all else behind. I’m sure they could be made to fit. Mother loves nothing more than to launch young ladies into society. With Lily married and living in the country, she’s woefully underemployed.”

      Daphne shook her head. “We couldn’t. Really. Your mother would never agree.” And the wary look in Daphne’s eye suggested she didn’t trust him.

      He could have sworn he heard a slight groan coming from Celeste’s direction, and the look that passed between the sisters was all pain on Daphne’s side and all pleading on Celeste’s.

      “My mother would feel exactly the way I do,” he said, wondering briefly if it were true.

      He was sure Daphne needed only the tiniest push to succumb. Could she have changed so much not to want this adventure? In India, she’d been daring and mischievous. Surely that girl was in there somewhere still?
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