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EMBROILED IN A SCHEME TO CATCH AN ASSASSIN, LADY AMELIA COLVIN WILL SOON LEARN ALL THAT HIS MAJESTY’S SPY LORD JAMES DANFORTH HAS TO HIDE, AND ALL THAT HIS HEART IS DYING TO REVEAL.

At eighteen, Lady Amelia Colvin managed to find, and then lose, her one true love in a matter of days. Lose being a euphemism for “he escaped with undue haste to the Continent at the first opportunity.” After years of suppressing her romantic side and honing her practicality, she’s on the verge of marrying her good friend, for convenience’s sake.

Lord James Danforth, one of His Majesty’s more successful spies, returns to England after three years to capture a home-grown assassin. A man of few words but much passion, he has always regretted his decision not to marry Amelia. While tormented by her recent engagement, James is determined to behave as the proper gentleman is he—until he suddenly finds himself thrown into a triangle of romance, suspicion, and betrayal with Amelia and her fiancé.

As these two fiercely loyal individuals—he to his country, she to her friend—race to save the prime minister’s life, can they also reawaken their once burgeoning love and learn to trust one another?
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Hertfordshire, February 1817

“Will you marry me?”

Lady Amelia Colvin paused in the act of forming a snowball. He wasn’t serious. They might be bosom friends, but there wasn’t anything the least romantic about their relationship.

She peeked around the stout oak she’d taken refuge behind but saw only the long shadows of their two horses and her groom stretching across a carpet of pristine snow. Weak afternoon sun slanted through the trees. An idyllic scene for certain, but where was Stephen? She resumed molding the icy snow between her gloved palms.

“I am in earnest, Amelia.”

He wasn’t using her Christian name just because he’d proposed; they’d fallen into that informal habit months ago. But this was a ruse to get her out into the open where she would be a perfect target. Stephen Caldwell, Viscount Kensworth, loved to win as much as she did. He most certainly would stoop so low as to lure her out with a proposal of marriage.

She set aside her snowball and began shaping another. And another. Best to have an arsenal at the ready.

“Your silence is unnerving. Come, Amelia, a man deserves an answer to an offer of marriage.”

Another glance around the tree showed her Stephen, greatcoat swirling and boots crunching in the snow as he turned in a slow circle searching for her. Without hesitation she gathered up the snowballs and charged while his back was to her.

She threw as she ran, first hitting him on the shoulder. When he turned in surprise, a second blast of cold snow hit him squarely in the face.

“Why, you little—!” he spluttered as Amelia giggled and ran for the cover of the nearest oak tree.

Sagging against the trunk, she paused to catch her breath—a difficult task when she could not stop laughing. Her laughter turned into a squeal of shock when a strong arm wrapped around her waist. Stephen effortlessly hauled her back against his hip and carried her out into the clearing.

As he set her back on her feet he admonished, “Shame on you, taking advantage of a man when he is most vulnerable.”

She felt a moment’s contrition, as he obviously hadn’t been armed with a snowball. But when he reached behind her head and pulled the hood of her cloak up, sending a shower of snow over her hair and face, her guilt vanished in an instant.

“Ohhhh!” She quickly shoved the hood back but couldn’t suppress a grin. “Nicely done, my lord.”

Stephen reached out and brushed the snow from her hair. “You haven’t answered my question.”

Amelia looked up. A smile played around his lips, although his green eyes were serious indeed. “That was a ploy—”

“No, I was perfectly serious.” 

“You aren’t in love with me, nor I with you.” She stated it as truth. This seemed an odd time for him to speak of marriage, for he’d shown no interest in courting her over the past two years. When he was in residence here at his estate, Wakebourne, not a week went by that he and Amelia didn’t see each other. Most of their time was spent discussing Stephen’s true passion: Parliamentary reform. 

Folding his arms across his chest, he stared at the snow-covered ground for a moment then raised his eyes. His expression, usually so open, was oddly shuttered. “We are, however, fond of each other and enjoy one another’s company. That seems to me to be an excellent foundation for wedded bliss.”

His wasn’t a romantic, on-bended-knee proposal. Her first offer of marriage hadn’t been either. Nor her second. That didn’t matter, though, because over the past few years Amelia had ruthlessly suppressed her fanciful notions. Everything had changed. She hadn’t accepted Mr. Dutton’s offer a year ago and she wasn’t inclined to accept Stephen’s. And, her refusals had absolutely nothing to do with a certain gentleman she hadn’t seen in three years. 

She looked up. Stephen was a handsome man, tall and broadly built, with straw-colored hair worn a little longer than usual. Despite that, she’d never thought of him in a passionate way. Well, perhaps once when they’d first met, but that romantic thought passed. There was no spark between them. Stephen was like a brother.

Her eyes drifted shut as she tried to imagine marriage to him, but an intrusive image supplanted Stephen’s face. This man’s black hair fell in disarray around his thin face. Behind his spectacles, his dark blue eyes were serious but kind. If he proposed to her in such a romantic setting as this frosted forest, she would accept in an instant. As she had the first time, even though really she’d had no other choice at the time.

Her eyes flashed open. No, she would not. She hadn’t seen him in forever. She’d had no direct word from him in all that time, and she had determined long ago that whatever she’d felt for him all those years ago, he was most definitely not her True Love. She’d even determined not to speak his name again. So, she pushed aside thoughts of that man and focused on the one in front of her. 

“Stephen, I don’t know what to say.” She fiddled with the ribbons of her cloak. “I have never given a single thought to marrying you.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he burst out laughing. “Well, at least I am assured you are not a fortune hunter at heart.”

“Please say you are not taking pity on me,” she said, hoping her words came out as lightly as she wanted. “Society may consider me on the edge of the shelf, but I would like to think one and twenty is not quite so old.”

He laughed again. “It’s the other way round. I need you to take pity on me. I need a wife. Whig leaders like Lord Stretton are strongly urging me to marry. I’ve made progress within the party, especially for someone with my, er, less than estimable background. But they say I need a wife and hostess, or I’ll not rise to the top. Someone intelligent, politically aware, able to influence Society... You are all those things and more.” He cupped her chin and ran his gloved thumb across her lower lip. “I need a wife, but I want you, Amelia. We’ll make a dynamic pair, don’t you think?”

She was more intrigued than she wanted to be. She loved hearing Stephen’s zealous arguments for reform, arguments which arose from his humble upbringing in poverty, a fact which didn’t matter to her in the least, except that it made his observations that much more insightful. In addition, over the last couple of months she’d even begun debating the merits of said reforms with him, and just last week he’d asked for help in writing a speech he was to give in the House of Lords. She’d been thrilled to help him.

“We would do very well together,” she agreed. “However...”

“Stubborn woman. I knew I would need more to convince you.”

“Very well, then. Convince me.” 

He reached out and looped her arm through his, setting out across the field. “Reason number one: You would become Lady Kensworth and yet would not have to leave the bosom of your family.”

He paused, undoubtedly knowing how much that last would mean to her. Her mother had succumbed to consumption when Amelia was a young girl, and despite some feeble attempts to reform himself after his dastardly behavior toward her sister Tessa, her father had died two and a half years ago estranged from his daughters. Amelia now lived with Tessa and her husband Peyton, whose estate Applewood bordered Stephen’s Wakebourne. Amelia couldn’t bear the thought of moving away from them or their children. 

“A point decidedly in your favor,” she admitted to Stephen. Seeing her family once a year or less was not how she wanted to live her life. She wanted to be there when her niece Phoebe spoke her first full sentence and when she wore her hair up for the first time. She wanted to be there by Tessa’s side now that she was increasing again. Though, a nasty little part of her noted the black-haired man who tormented her dreams would keep her close to her sister’s family as well. 

A groan escaped her lips.

“What was that?” Stephen asked.

“Nothing, nothing.”

They both started when a rabbit cut across their path, his long legs pushing deep into the snow as he made for the wood on the other side.

Amelia stopped and faced Stephen. “Have you any other arguments?”

He sighed. “I thought for certain the nearness to your sister would be enough. Very well. Reason number two: I can keep you in the manner to which you are accustomed, and I promise to be more than generous with your pin money.” He drew her gloved hands into his own, his green eyes sparkling. “But here is my best and final argument: I will not allow my cook to put kippers on your breakfast table.” 

Amelia laughed. She did so detest kippers. “You are persuasive, my lord.”

Stephen was offering her the things she wanted most in the world, a family of her own and the opportunity to remain near her sister. Still, she was not wholly convinced. Her stubborn heart was holding out. As a young girl she’d intended to marry her True Love. And she’d found him, she’d believed: the tall, quiet man who heroically offered to marry her when she’d been endangered by another man. Then their secret trip to Gretna Green came to an abrupt end, she no longer needed the protection of marriage, and her hero jilted her and fled England altogether.

As far as she knew—and well she knew, living with his brother—he had never since set foot on English soil.

She’d taken all those foolish romantic thoughts and channeled them into writing novels, where they belonged. She didn’t need romance and passion in her marriage.

Her silence must have unnerved Stephen. He squeezed her hand and drew her close. “You know I am fond of you. I would rather marry you, my friend, than some girl I don’t know from Eve. We will make a great match.”

He offered her much. Still, she had to ask, “What of love? What if, years from now, you find the woman of your heart and fall head over ears in love with her?”

Stephen stared for a long moment and then shook his head. “Where is my practical Amelia? Save those fanciful notions for your books. Besides, I am certain we’ll grow to love each other. Here.” He pulled her against his chest and lowered his head, taking her mouth in a decidedly non-brotherly manner.

The kiss surprised her—in the unexpected way, not the pleasant way. Not that his kiss was unpleasant. However, his lips were cold, and this was Stephen. Not him.

Amelia broke the kiss. This was ridiculous. She had a fine-looking, dependable, considerate man standing right here offering her marriage. Where was the one she’d thought was her True Love? She had no idea. He had left and wasn’t coming back.

Why was she allowing a small thing like the absence of love to stand between her and a good man? Stephen had to be right. Passion and love would come for them in good time.

More importantly, Stephen wasn’t going anywhere. He’d traveled with the army during the war, but now his feet were firmly planted in England, doing what he could to make the country a better place to live. And she could help him.

He smiled down at her. “Well, Amelia, shall we give marriage a go?”
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Chapter Two
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London, six weeks later

Dashing between the raindrops of a sudden April shower, Lord James Danforth raced up the steps of the ramshackle building on Downing Street that housed the Foreign Office. He had once done so nearly every day, and as he pulled open the heavy oak door the familiar smells of tobacco and ink washed over him. He had enjoyed the time spent working here as a translator but didn’t miss the sedentary nature of the position one whit.

After giving his name to the clerk, he sat down to wait, keeping his lower back well away from the back of the chair. His old burn injury only occasionally caused him pain now, but irritation of the scarred skin was a daily nuisance.

His stomach gave a small, uneasy lurch. Why had his superior, Parker, summoned him from the Continent for the first time in three years? Ordinarily he and Parker, if they met at all, did so in some obscure tavern in the Iberian countryside or a darkened passageway in Vienna. Could this change in procedure signal the end of James’s spying career? God, he hoped not. What would he do with himself? What excuse would he have to stay away from England?

“Lord Castlereagh will see you now,” the junior clerk called.

“Lord Castlereagh?” James rose automatically but adjusted his spectacles and stared at the young man without moving. What could the head of the Foreign Office possibly want with him? Parker hadn’t mentioned any meeting with Castlereagh.

The clerk nodded and pointed at another baby-faced young man who appeared. “Dickson will show you the way.”

James was led down a long, paneled corridor lined with portraits of previous Foreign Secretaries. Dickson chatted amiably, and James realized the man probably wasn’t much younger than his own twenty-five years, but the gulf in their world experience made him feel he could be Dickson’s father. 

Dickson led him into a small anteroom. “If you’ll wait here, my lord.” 

With a nod, James turned and looked around. Rich oak wainscoting covered the lower half of the walls while the upper portion was painted a deep red, offset by gold crown molding. Two brocade sofas stood on opposite sides of the room. The sumptuousness was in stark contrast to the small, dim chamber he had once huddled in to copy out translations.

Dickson had disappeared for a moment but now held an ornately carved door wide open and beckoned James forward. Stepping inside, James noted with surprise that the Foreign Secretary’s office was much more simply decorated than the anteroom.

There was an older man seated off to the side who looked vaguely familiar, but James ignored him and bowed toward the man behind the desk, Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh.

“James Danforth at your service, my lord.” With years of practice, he was able to rise from the bow without visibly wincing in pain. Never let them think you’re weak.

“Thank you for returning to England with all due speed,” Castlereagh said with a restrained smile.

With his light brown hair and smooth features, the Secretary didn’t have the look of a man in his middle years. As he came around the desk, however, his mouth settled into a grim line and James noticed the careworn wrinkles near his eyes. 

While James stood with his hands behind his back, Castlereagh gave him the once-over. “His Majesty’s government requires an agent for a special assignment. Parker recommended you, and after checking into your background I am inclined to agree you are the ideal man for our needs.”

“I will assist you in any way I can, sir.”

Castlereagh nodded. “Let me start by introducing you to Lord Sidmouth.” He gestured behind James, and with surprise James turned to acknowledge Henry Addington, Viscount Sidmouth, the head of the Home Office, with another seamless bow.

“My lord.” 

Sidmouth rose and approached, waving a hand toward James. “You might as well sit so we don’t have to crane our necks to look at you.” 

James sat. Castlereagh leaned against the front of his desk, and Sidmouth slid into the seat next to James, his features pinched as if he perpetually smelled something malodorous.

“Must be a relief to be returning home,” Sidmouth commented.

Home? Amazingly, that didn’t conjure an image of a place but of a person. Silky hair of a walnut color, pretty brown eyes, a figure with perfectly rounded curves. Amelia. James could even remember the way she smelled, but for the life of him he’d never been able to identify precisely what scent she used.

Not that it mattered. She hadn’t wanted him three years ago. Would the steps he’d taken to “improve” himself make her think any differently about him now?

Castlereagh cleared his throat, and James sat up straighter, saying, “Yes, sir,” automatically, even though a return to England might not be quite the godsend Sidmouth envisioned for him. 

“You will be working for Lord Sidmouth as this assignment involves—in so far as we suspect—only British citizens,” Castlereagh said. “I will let him explain.”

Sidmouth’s expression turned, if possible, even more dyspeptic. “Someone is planning to assassinate the prime minister during the month of May.” He stared at James, clearly waiting for a reaction.

“That’s reprehensible,” James said dutifully. But somehow, not surprising. While Spencer Perceval, the previous PM, had indeed been assassinated five years ago, that had been the work of one disgruntled, unbalanced man. James would bet anything this latest threat to the Tory government’s head was more politically motivated, given the rebellious undercurrents running through England at the moment.

“I cannot honestly say I’m shocked, sir. Though I’ve been out of the country, I’ve stayed abreast of domestic events. This cannot be the first time the government has been threatened, can it?” 

“That does not concern you in any way,” Sidmouth said, looking affronted. “You need only worry about this current threat to Lord Liverpool.”

Given his family’s decades of support of the Tories, any threat to the ruling party did concern him. His eldest brother, Taviston, like their father before them, continued fighting for the Tory principles of landed tradition and religious conformity. James had been expected to do the same—until he’d run off to the Continent.

Right now, if he intended to keep his position, he would have to mind what he said to Sidmouth. Mind, but not keep silent.

“It might be helpful, sir, for me to know the nature and the number of threats the government has received. This threat to the prime minister could be the work of any number of foes, including European ones with whom I might be familiar.”

“It’s the work of indolent louts given to violence! First there was the riot at Spa Fields last December. Then in January they attacked the Prince Regent’s carriage.” Sidmouth got up and stalked around the room on his spindly legs. “These damnable Hampden Clubs are sprouting up all over the countryside, inciting the people not only with outrageous Whiggish ideas about parliamentary reform, but also with violence. This country will not descend into anarchy under my watch!”

No, it certainly wouldn’t. Not when Sidmouth, the staunchest of Tories, had clamped down with an club-fist by suspending habeas corpus three months before. The suspension applied only to those arrested for treason, but apparently much of the population wasn’t making the distinction. They thought their fundamental rights were being whittled away.

James glanced at Castlereagh. The man was worried, if his furrowed brow was any indication. However, James couldn’t discern if Castlereagh’s concern lay with the agitation of the populace or the abandonment of law. 

Catching a would-be assassin would certainly advance James’s career. Of course, he would need to work in secret, so perhaps he wouldn’t have to face Amelia and the bitter reminder of her rejection.

“We have got a lead on the bastard,” Sidmouth said, “and you are in a perfect position to hunt him down. No one will suspect the long-missing brother of the Duke of Taviston of being a government agent. Not certain why you ever decided to take up such an ungentlemanly profession, but I hope you’ve learned a thing or two over the years.”

That was near enough to an insult that James couldn’t let it pass. “You wouldn’t have invited me here, sir, if my work for His Majesty’s government had been anything less than satisfactory.”

After all these years, he should know he was never going to be lauded for what he’d done for England. Government ministers, army and navy officers, diplomats and ambassadors all received high praise, honors, even titles for their efforts. No one respected a spy because of the lying, stealing, and burglarizing he did, but they also didn’t refuse the results. James didn’t want the commendation, but neither did he need vilification when he’d been working toward the same goal as any other loyal countrymen. As to why he’d taken up spying...well, that had all started with Amelia and her disparagement. He’d attempted to join the more “respectable” army, but they’d shunted him aside to the intelligence service upon learning how many languages he could speak. 

Sidmouth said nothing. 

Castlereagh spoke into the silence. “We are launching an investigation. There have been rumblings from the Hampden Clubs of the possibility of major uprisings. But more importantly, a letter was turned over to the government which seems to indicate the prime minister will be assassinated in May. The instigator of all this appears to be a peer with reformist ideas.”

A peer? Fascinating. A peer had access to Parliament. Surely working from within the government would be the easiest way to revolutionize it—if one thought it needed revolutionizing, as some Whigs did.

James ignored the growl of anger coming from Sidmouth and with growing dread leaned forward, resting his forearms across his thighs. “What do you wish me to do?”

“Find the bloody traitor! Whether he’s a duke or an earl or a costermonger. No punishment will be too great for the filthy bastard who proposes such treason,” Sidmouth avowed, his jowls quivering.

James looked to Castlereagh, hoping for a more explicit explanation of his role. 

The Foreign Secretary moved to sit beside him, his expression blank. “You will return home, after what you will say was an extended tour of the Continent and resume your life in Society. Amidst the social whirl of the Season, you can covertly investigate the members of the aristocracy who seem to be most implicated by that letter and discover who among us is turning onto such a treacherous path.”

So much for avoiding his family and Amelia. How would she react to his return? Would she be chagrined—or worse, indifferent?

“Damnation, Danforth! Do you always go off into these brown studies?” Sidmouth didn’t wait for an answer. “It is a wonder you’ve come out of your missions unscathed.”

He’d come out alive but not necessarily unmarked. His first mission had definitely got the best of him, thanks to the same spinelessness that had nearly got Amelia killed. But never again since. 

The Home Secretary finally asked with obvious irritation, “Castlereagh, are you certain he’s the right man?”

“Of course I’m the right man,” James interjected. 

Castlereagh nodded in agreement. “Lord James has proved invaluable to the Foreign Office, sir. He’s uncovered enemy spies, provided vital information to our army as well as the armies of our allies, and rescued numerous citizens who were caught behind enemy lines. Obviously, his linguistic skills will be of little use on this mission, but he’s adept at not only acquiring information but analyzing it. Too, he has a keen talent for playing whatever role necessary to fulfill his duties.”

Which he would have to do now for certain. He’d rarely gone about in Society in his younger days, preferring books to balls and being alone to making a cake of himself amongst the ladies of the beau monde. He shuddered at the thought of playing the duke’s carefree younger brother, but over the years he’d learned to do many things he didn’t like, all for the sake of England. 

“My lord,” James said, before Sidmouth thought him an utter idiot. “I will do whatever you think is necessary to stop this assassination.” And he would. He couldn’t turn down an assignment from top government officials and expect to continue his career. Besides, he no more wanted to see the country devolve into chaos or anarchy than Sidmouth did. He hadn’t toiled for England’s security during the war just so she could go up in flames now.

Sidmouth eyed him for a long moment before handing James a file. “The letter Lord Castlereagh mentioned is in here, as well as the rest of what we know. The note should narrow your investigation down. You have one hour to read and memorize this information. You will not speak of it, or this mission, to anyone. After today you will not meet again with either Lord Castlereagh or myself. Your liaison will be in the card room at White’s more often than not, wearing a cravat pin in the shape of a serpent.” He hesitated and then added grudgingly, “If you want to view the file on previous threats, meet me at the Home Office in two hours. Is anything unclear?”

“No, sir. You may be assured I will do my best to prevent this tragedy.”

“See that you do,” Sidmouth replied and then disappeared through a side door.

Castlereagh raised a hand to indicate the exit behind James. “Dickson will show you to a room where you can review those documents. Please know in advance I appreciate your assistance, Lord James.”

James nodded and followed the clerk out, his thoughts churning. If left to his own devices, he probably would have remained on the Continent indefinitely. Now he would see his brothers Taviston and Peyton and their respective families and, most especially, his mother again, a suddenly welcome prospect.

And Amelia.

Seeing her would be awkward. Thoughts of the girl he’d let go still beguiled him. He’d had a few quiet affairs over the years, but these never lasted more than a few months and he never dwelled on them overlong once they ended. But Amelia had burrowed into his soul in a matter of days. Even after all this time, he’d never been able to dislodge her completely. With every letter his family sent he had waited with the dreaded anxiousness of one anticipating bad tidings for news of Amelia’s marriage. It had never come. He was a different man now, different from the weak, hen-hearted youth who disappointed her, and he consoled himself with that. He’d left England with the express intent of making himself better; and he had, except for the irony of his disparaging career. Would Amelia think differently about him now that he’d matured and experienced the world, or would his past failure forever color how she saw him?

There was only one way to find out.
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Working carefully to undo a knot in her sewing, Amelia did not hear Stephen approach the silver salon as she usually did. However, she heard the door click open. Head bent over her task, she murmured, “Good afternoon. Just give me one...moment. Aha. There, I have it.”

She grinned up at him.

Him. Not Stephen, but James.

“Amelia!”

The grin slid from her face. She tried to stand but couldn’t, instead sinking back into her wing chair. Her sewing—needle, knot, and all—slipped to the floor.

She closed her gaping mouth and drew in deep, restorative breaths through her nose. Fainting was unthinkable. Lord James Danforth was not worthy of a fit of the vapors. 

He’d changed considerably. She frowned, though who could be displeased with the lean, bespectacled, in-need-of-a-shave sight of him? He was taller and no longer looked like a slight, almost sickly boy. His drab coat might be rumpled, and his tan breeches wrinkled, but he now exuded the air of a composed yet reserved man.

His expression of surprise transformed to one of...well, she couldn’t say. His blue eyes had shuttered at the sight of her.

Long strides carried him toward her, and Amelia panicked. Would he take her hand? Embrace her? Whichever, she could not allow it. She bolted upright and whipped around behind the chair, clutching the silver-embroidered upholstery as if it were a shield.

“Lady Amelia.” James stopped and bowed, rather stiffly, as if such formality had been his intention all along. 

And perhaps it had been. Lord knew she had played the fool in his presence more often than not, naively believing they had developed a passionate connection on their escape to Gretna Green. Even now her heart pounded furiously. Hmph. She gripped the chaired tighter still. “Why are you here?”

His mouth curved into an almost-smile. “This is my home.” 

Taviston House was his brother’s home. However, she had resided here more often than he in recent years. Why did he have to return now? He’d been gone for three years. Could he not have stayed away for another few months at the least? He hadn’t returned because Taviston or Peyton informed him of her betrothal, had he? 

Of course not. She’d long ago given up on the dream that James would come back for her.

The deep, abiding anger she’d smothered for so many years sprang free in her chest, buoyed by a stinging bitterness. She was to marry Stephen, and now James was home. “I don’t believe you were expected.” 

“No.” He shook his head, rueful. “Though I can’t help but hope my return is welcome.” 

Behind the silver spectacles, his eyes blazed with speculation—and seemingly the hope of which he’d spoken, which made the anger expand inside her chest. Did he wish to rekindle their brief attachment? How ridiculous. He had given up the chance to marry her, run off to the Continent without a word and—

“I am glad to see you. I hoped to see you.”

He skirted the chair and came nearer. Too near. Determined to stay her course, Amelia took a deep breath. As the familiar scent of his almond soap engulfed her, however, she gave up the chair and escaped toward the white-painted fireplace.

From any other man, his words would merely be conversation, the polite thing to say. From quiet James, they were tantamount to flirting. How could he stride through the door and, with nary a word about his disappearance, begin making up to her? 

He didn’t seem to know about her betrothal, either. Although it shouldn’t be necessary to forestall him, she would set him straight. 

“James, much has happened in your absence—”

“I know.” He hurried to her side, looming over her. “I, for one, am a different person than I was. And you, you are even more beautiful.”

His voice was soft, almost sensual, so different than all those years before, though it had been so long perhaps she misremembered. She wanted to lean into him. She wanted him to touch her.

But she could not forget what he had done to her.

And you are engaged, her latent conscience added.

Resolved, she squared her shoulders and looked up into his face.

A mistake.

His eyes darkened and his lips parted as if he intended to kiss her right there in the silver salon, minutes after he had returned home.

Her traitorous lips wished he would.

“Amelia,” he whispered, as if trying to coax her into willingness.

Her wounded heart rose up in defense. She turned away from the temptation he offered and took up her seat once again. In an attempt to maintain some semblance of composure, she retrieved her sewing from the floor and concentrated on redoing a stitch.

James leaned against the mantel. “How have you been?”

He asked the question in such a calm manner Amelia wondered if she had imposed passionate intentions on him where none existed. She had once been known for her romantic fancies, but she’d hidden those away in her writing every day since he left for the Continent. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t hurt to let him know her feelings.

“Very well thank you, considering.”

He straightened, standing tall as if concerned. “Considering what?”

“Considering that you jilted me.”

James stifled his surprise. He’d done no such thing. He strode toward her again, feeling as if he were chasing her around the room. After so long, though, he found it impossible not to be near her. 

“I did not jilt you.”

As much as he wanted to see Amelia, why did she have to be the first person he encountered before he had any chance to think of what to say to her?

On that day three years ago when they’d been escaping that madman Lytham, she had clearly expressed how lacking she found him when his brother showed up to halt their progress. “James was just as frightened as I. He couldn’t move.” Her recitation of his failures had continued in Taviston’s coach on the way back to London as she described every detail of their encounter with the scoundrel meant to capture Amelia. She’d no longer needed a husband, he’d found out the next day, after learning Tessa had solved the problem of Lytham. Amelia especially hadn’t needed a husband like James. He’d done her a favor by leaving her in the safe care of his brothers while he went off to prove himself.

She laughed, a sharp and dismissive sound that cracked through the stillness in the room, recalling him to the present. “It doesn’t matter. We were so young. That is all in the past.”

James shuddered. She had never been in the past for him. He had thought of her often, dreamed of coming home to her. Only, he’d never had the courage. One mission had led to the next and soon his country and honor were all it seemed he had left. Until now.

He studied her profile as she concentrated on her embroidery. Her coffee-colored tresses were piled on top of her head, a few tendrils slipping down the golden skin of her neck to her full, rising breasts. Her dark lashes swept down intermittently, shading those soulful brown eyes. 

At one time, Amelia’s every emotion had seemed to show on her face. James couldn’t read her now. Seeing her again, though, he knew he still wanted her. Wanted her physically, yes, and more than that. He wanted to be part of her life if she’d have him. Wanted to fulfill the promise that had been cut short all those years ago.

He bent at the knees and uttered her name again, wanting her to look at him, wanting her to see how he had never forgotten her, to see what he’d become for her.

She looked away, her brown eyes blazing. “Perhaps I was a little infatuated. Certainly, I was caught up in the danger of the moment, and how could I have been anything but grateful for the heroic assistance you offered in keeping me out of that awful Lytham’s clutches? Thank goodness my maturity and current circumstances now allow me to see that any emotion I felt at the time wasn’t about you but the adventure we were sharing.”

With intense effort James kept from wincing, and before he could even think, Amelia’s gaze refocused over his shoulder. Someone else had entered the room.

A smile broke upon her face.

“I beg your pardon.”

The voice behind James was deep, slightly mistrustful, and did not belong to either of his brothers.

He tore his eyes away from the pretty vision of Amelia and rose to greet the man who sauntered into the room. He was young, blond, and absurdly muscular, like a Viking warlord trapped in a finely-tailored coat, striped waistcoat, and fawn trousers.

“I don’t believe we are acquainted,” the man said.

Amelia sat, speechless, her smile now a bit dazed. The Norse god-like creature sidled nearer to her in a presumptuous sort of way. A chill ran down James’s spine.

“No,” he replied, “I haven’t had the pleasure.” He swept a glance over the man, who was definitely brawnier than James but of the same height, gave a decent bow, and said, “Lord James Danforth.”

The man’s stiffened posture eased as he returned the bow. “Of course. The duke’s mysterious brother. My pleasure.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, James saw Amelia jump up and approach. Her voice shook as she finished the introduction. “Lord James, this is Lord Kensworth.” 

Viscount Kensworth? Impossible. Peyton’s neighbor in Hertfordshire must be seventy if he was a day.

The blond man watched Amelia, who examined the rug. When she said nothing further, he slid a few inches closer to her, but addressed James. “The new Viscount Kensworth, of course. You’ve been gone many years, haven’t you? I must say you have excellent timing, though.”

James balled his fists, not wishing to hear more and yet at the same time wanting his suspicion confirmed. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to ask Kensworth to what he had so excellently timed his arrival. 

Amelia turned away from both of them and returned to her wing chair, answering Kensworth’s question. “He has been away for three years.”

Two years, nine months, and six days.

“His visit is completely unexpected,” Amelia continued, sounding rather more unhappy than he would have hoped.

“Unexpected, yes,” James agreed. “For me as well. It will be a lengthy visit, however.” Which was a lie, but no one else in this room needed to know he would slink back to Europe if Kensworth was about to announce what he feared. 

Amelia blinked rapidly then took a deep breath—lifting her glorious bosom—and raised her chin. “How lovely. I am certain your family will be delighted.” 

Meaning, she was not.

Kensworth circled around the sofa and sat on the arm of Amelia’s chair. “Welcome home!” he said with a smile so wide it had to be false. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about you or where you’ve been, as Amelia rarely mentioned you.”

That statement was a relief rather than an insult. The thought of Amelia discussing him with this man burned his gut. “There isn’t much to say about me.” James rushed his next question, knowing the response would not be to his liking but stupidly craving the truth. “How do you know the family, my lord?”

He had wisely moved across the room, out of range of Amelia’s exhilarating scent. He was never so grateful for the distance as when Amelia aimed her brown gaze at him, slipped her hand into Kensworth’s and said, “Stephen and I are to be married in four weeks.”

Kensworth squeezed her hand but smiled—genuinely this time—at James. “Of course, you’ll come to the wedding.”

The room spun, and James closed his eyes in an attempt to regain his focus. Married in four weeks? She’d had three bloody years to get herself married to her damned True Love. But no. Now he would have to witness her engagement and wedding.

The door swung open even farther, and James was suddenly surrounded by his family, all of them wanting to have their say. The only one missing was his older sister Harriet.

Taviston clapped him on the shoulder. “A little advance notice would have been nice.”

Victoria, blue eyes ablaze with delight, stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m so glad you are here.”

Peyton drew him into a hearty embrace, exclaiming, “It’s about time. I will beat you senseless later for not visiting before now.”

“Welcome home,” said Tessa, blonde and lithe even while with child.

Then they all pulled back and a slim, silver-haired woman with a regal bearing stepped in front of him, her blue eyes surveying the length of him.

“You appear no worse off than when you left.” Her voice started out firm, but by the time she finished the sentence it was trembling, and tears filled her eyes.

James wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. All he could think to say was, “Mother.”

As he let her cry softly against his chest, Amelia and Kensworth slipped past everyone and left the room. 

James sighed and hugged his mother tighter.

Amelia led Stephen from the salon, marching down the stairs to the entrance hall. Finally, she drew in a ragged breath and let it out slowly. 

James was home. God had no mercy at all.

“I wonder why he has returned now,” Stephen mused.

She shrugged, not entirely certain she was capable of speaking to Stephen about James. What if he guessed she had once thought herself in love with James? She and Stephen usually spoke of all manner of things, but Amelia had always kept James and her feelings for him locked away. She couldn’t trust what she would say, and above all she did not want to hurt Stephen. He was her friend.

No, he was her fiancé, she reminded herself as he took her hand and kissed it. As such, she should offer to continue their time together elsewhere.

Smiling a smile she didn’t feel, Amelia said, “The household will be in a jumble all afternoon. Perhaps we should go for a drive in the park.”

Escaping from Taviston House sounded heavenly. 

“No.” Stephen shook his head. “I think you had best spend time with your family on such an important occasion.”

But she didn’t want James’s return to be an “important occasion.” The event should be no more significant than if her aunt had stopped over for tea. She did not want things to change between her and Stephen.

“You will return for dinner as usual?” Taviston had issued an open invitation to Stephen to dine with the family any night he chose.

His eyes searched her face and then a shadow darkened their bottle-green color. “I’m afraid I have to decline. I promised to meet Robert and David at the club.”

She hadn’t known his brothers were in Town, but that was neither here nor there. “We will miss you.” The words came out automatically, but Amelia couldn’t honestly say she wasn’t relieved.

“I will come another day, when the household has recovered from its happy surprise.”

“Very well.” 

Stephen leaned down to kiss her cheek. She closed her eyes, feeling an odd rush of guilt, then his coat sleeve brushed her arm as he moved past her toward the door.

––––––––
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THE REFORMER PUSHED his way through the smelly throng at the door of the Black Falcon tavern, hunching his shoulders so as to appear smaller than he was. Being tall and strapping didn’t make his secret work easy.

He crushed his hat further down on his head and made his way toward the dark corner table where a thin, doleful man sat staring at a pot of ale. The unruly noise of the crowd masked his arrival, and the other man started when he slid onto the bench. 

“Easy there, Bates,” he advised with a grin. “It’s just me.”

“I don’ like meetin’ in public like this!” Bates leaned forward, his straggly brown hair brushing past his shoulders. “Don’ you know the government’s got spies everywhere?”

He laughed and swiped Bates’s untouched tankard, taking a long drink. “They have not, you hen-hearted fool. Why do you think it’s going to be so easy to bring them down? They think nothing of us!” When a serving girl passed by, he snatched another ale, setting it in front of Bates. His friend drank half of it and, as usual, was better fortified for it. 

“They wouldn’t have suspended habeas corpus or passed the Seditious Meetin’ Act if they weren’t afeard of us.”

“Right you are, Bates.” He didn’t believe the same himself, but he had best support whatever thoughts gave Bates courage and use them to his advantage. How many times had he wished for a partner of stouter spirit? He sighed, then, and acknowledged the truth. When it came down to it, Bates was brave; he’d seen proof of it on the battlefield. But when it came to thinking, his fellow soldier did too much, often until he was nearly pissing in his breeches. 

“They are afraid of us, and rightly so. But by the time they realize, the prime minister will be dead.”

Bates’s skittish hazel eyes darted around the room, as if he were looking for a spy. “Shhh! Sometimes you ain’t got much more sense than a pig with a full trough.” He shook his head. “I don’ even know why you’re still a member of the Hampden Club, what with the title and all. You don’ need parliamentary reform.”

“The title was happenstance. It doesn’t change the fact that the privileged few are running this country into the ground. We—you, me, my brothers, and every other soldier—did not triumph over the Frogs in order to better the lives of the aristocracy. We fought to better the lives of all Englishmen. I am set on my course.”

His companion seemed bolstered by this avowal, nodding in affirmation, but was still impatient to be gone from the crowded tavern. “What did you want? I can’t be comin’ up to Town every few days if you want me gettin’ stuff ready. May ain’t that far off.”

The reformer grasped Bates’s arm, garnering his full attention. “I’m changing the plan.”

“What?” Bates squeaked.

Leaning forward, he whispered, “April twenty-third.”

Panic in the form of a sheen of sweat swept over Bates like a red-hot fever. “No! No, we can’t move it up. I can’t be ready! We still need more help. We—”

“Calm down!” the reformer whispered harshly. “I don’t doubt for a minute you’ll be ready. We’ll recruit all the help we need at the next meeting. It’ll be best if we already have our plan in place when we ask for assistance. The less time there is for someone to let slip our plot, the better. I’ve told you before, Bates, I—we—will not be caught. It’s not even a consideration.”

Bates’s jaw dropped. “The twenty-third is only two weeks away. Why?”

The reformer ignored the desperation in his coconspirator’s voice. Bates would rise to the occasion. “Because Liverpool will be attending a production of As You Like It that night, along with Sidmouth.” 

Leaning back, he waited for Bates’s reaction, and Bates did not disappoint him. “Together? But that would be... If we got them both... Oh, my God!”

“Exactly.” He couldn’t help grinning. “You see why the date must be changed.”

“Do I! To be rid of that tyrant along with Liverpool? There won’t be anybody to replace them with but reformers!”

The reformer finished off his ale. Pulling a purse from his pocket, he slipped the serving girl a coin and then withdrew a few others, sliding them across the table to Bates. “This should help you be ready sooner. Do you need anything else?”

Bates shook his head. “I’ll see you on the seventeenth, right?” 

Rising, the reformer turned his back on the other patrons. “Don’t worry; I’ll be at the meeting. We will change things, Bates! You and I will change the course of history. It’s a grand feeling, isn’t it?”

He didn’t wait for a reply but, grinning happily, turned and pushed his way out of the tavern. 
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Chapter Four
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Amelia dawdled long enough so she entered the drawing room mere minutes before the butler would announce that dinner was ready. She fell into conversation with her sister, Tessa and Victoria, the Duchess of Taviston. The duke and duchess had been kind enough to host her for her one and only Season the prior year, since Tessa and Peyton rarely came to London. They were here now only because of her upcoming wedding and once again they were all under one roof. While always grateful for the hospitality of the Tavistons, at the moment she wished she lived anywhere but at Taviston House.

At the call to dinner, she slipped her arm into the dowager duchess’s and couldn’t contain her pride at not even noticing James. Once in the dining room, though, she sat next to the dowager and realized one chair was empty.

James rushed into the room. “Please forgive me.”

Very well. She hadn’t noticed him in the drawing room because he hadn’t been there. But she also hadn’t noticed his absence, which was much the same thing.

He sat down opposite Amelia and explained, “It took longer than expected to find my old clothes.”

Which did not quite fit him anymore, Amelia noted with dismay. When he’d left three years ago, he’d been a couple of inches shorter and much, much thinner. He was still lean, but his shoulders stretched the maroon coat taut, and the black breeches clung indecently to his thighs. 

“Pea soup, my lady?”

Amelia s and nodded at the footman, who ladled the liquid into her bowl. She would have to spend the entire meal facing James. 

She spooned up her soup and listened to the others chatter excitedly with the prodigal son. His inky black hair was ragged, but the longer locks lay nicely tousled about his head. His face had lost the smoothness of youth. It was firmer, more rugged, even though he had now shaved.

Behind his spectacles, his midnight blue gaze found hers and Amelia couldn’t look away. Again, he looked as if he wanted to kiss her. 

She silently groaned at her wild imagination. Pursing her lips she asked, “Where have you been all these years, James?”

The familial conviviality around the table died a sudden death. At her curt tone everyone stared, first at Amelia and then at James.

“Touring the Continent,” he said without even a blink.

“Oh, you’ll have to regale us with stories of the places you’ve visited,” Victoria said cheerfully.

Amelia did not relent so easily. “You toured the Continent during the war? What did you do, sit on a grassy hill and watch the battles unfold?”

James shifted his gaze to his pea soup and set his spoon down carefully. “During the war I went farther afield. But after Waterloo I made the traditional stops in Europe: Paris, Vienna, Barcelona, Rome.” He glanced at Victoria and Tessa. “I brought some trinkets for the children.”

Happy conversation resumed, with a discussion of his brothers’ growing families. Taviston and Victoria had two little boys and a baby girl. Tessa and Peyton had toddler Phoebe and were to be blessed with another baby over the summer. The house never knew much quiet. 

Amelia usually loved to talk about the little ones, but just now she was disconcerted by James’s response. When they had first met, he’d worked in the Foreign Office as a translator. Had he given that position up merely to “tour” the Continent? Had he been so eager to get away from her? 

Footmen in the blue and gold Taviston livery removed the soup dishes. Amelia took a fillet of the main course, salmon, and brought a forkful to her mouth only to find James staring at her again. A shiver raced up her spine.

Dash it! She set her fork on her plate without taking a bite. “I am surprised you did not purchase a commission in the army,” she commented, in what she hoped was a conversational tone and not an accusatory one, though the latter better described her feelings. It rankled that he had gadded about Europe practicing his fancy languages while a war ensued, fought by young men such as Stephen, who’d served with the 52nd Regiment of Foot. Though she didn’t like to admit it, she’d thought more highly of James.

Again, everyone else stopped speaking and eating, the tension hovering like a thick fog. Lord, the month would be long if the entire family continued to behave in such a manner whenever she and James conversed.

This time he didn’t look away from her when he spoke. “I tried to join the army. Though I would like to think I could have proved useful in some manner, they wouldn’t have me.”

Well, then, she had to give him some credit. But why would the army reject him? Because of his eyesight, or was he just considered too weak? She’d never heard of anyone else being rebuffed, especially a man with money for a commission, but then none of the family seemed to have an issue with his answer.

Without any hint of rancor, James moved on, asking Peyton about his beloved Applewood. The conversation turned to farming and Amelia ate her salmon in silence. 

Suddenly her skin prickled. She looked up...into James’s eyes, which burned with an emotion she didn’t recognize. Or didn’t want to recognize.

Then he smiled.

Amelia reached for her goblet and downed the last of her wine, her heart pounding all the while. Oh-so-serious James rarely smiled but when he did his eyes sparkled like the most beautiful sapphires and he looked more like the young, carefree five-and-twenty he was. She could not stop the soft smile that shaped her own lips, nor the small sigh that escaped. At least when he smiled, he didn’t look as if he wanted to kiss her.

Except...his smile lost its cheerfulness, turning more sensual, and now he gazed at her from beneath hooded lids, once again giving her the impression he wanted to whisk her upstairs to a bedchamber and ravish her.

“Halston, dessert!” the duke ordered in a sharp tone that jerked Amelia out of her fanciful reverie.

Footmen swarmed the table, clearing away dishes while Amelia silently chastised herself. Her immature romantic tendencies were sprouting again. She was engaged, and they were sitting at the dinner table with family. Of course James wasn’t making sheep’s eyes at her.

She could not, however, stop herself from taking out her irritation on him. She knew she was being ungracious, if not downright impolite, with her intrusive questions and brusque manner; everyone in the family had to have noticed how strident she was this evening. Nevertheless, an irrational force made her ask, “What do you intend to do now you are returned?”

“I think I will re-enter Society and find an heiress to wed,” he announced without any hesitation.

Nearly everyone laughed or chuckled, clearly thinking he was teasing. Amelia’s dinner turned to lead in her stomach. James merely sat there, his expression perfectly serious, perhaps even a little smug.

“I daresay Victoria will assist you in your endeavor, if you are indeed in earnest,” Taviston offered with mischief in his grey eyes.
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