
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


One Little Indiscretion

Singular Sensation

Book One

Sandra Sookoo

[image: image]

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the author. Likenesses of characters to anyone living or dead is strictly a coincidence.

ONE LITTLE INDISCRETION © 2022 by Sandra Sookoo

Published by New Independence Books

ISBN- 9798201265045

Contact Information:

sandrasookoo@yahoo.com

newindependencebooks@gmail.com

Visit me at www.sandrasookoo.com

Book Cover Design by EDH Professionals

https://www.edhprofessionals.com/

Back cover by: David Sookoo

Publishing History:

First Digital Edition, 2022 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Dear Readers,
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I always try to challenge myself to do something different every three years. It’s how a writer grows, and there is nothing worse than being bored or writing the same book over and over again.

Perish the thought!

So, with the launch of the brand-new Singular Sensation series, I hope you discover that this new crop of heroes and heroines is just as exciting and fresh as you could want, and maybe you’ll find a new favorite book of all time!

Please enjoy Harcourt and Leah. The world I’ve created in this book is rich in details, the emotions will pull at your heartstrings, the situations the characters are placed in will make you think, and it’s my hope you’ll fall in love with the band of brothers in this new series.

We’re going to have fun in this journey together over the next year!

––––––––
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​​Dedication
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To Trish Tiegs. Thanks for your unwavering support and for loving every book I put out. That means the world.
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​​Blurb
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A proper gentleman. A desperate lady. One little indiscretion that will change their lives.

Carew Harcourt Fitzwilliam—Duke of Edenthorpe—is dreadfully dissatisfied with his life. Engaged since childhood to a woman unsuited to him, he feels trapped and hopeless. What he needs is a distraction, which comes in the form of a possible jewelry heist. Too bad it has arrived with his best friend’s sister, now a beauty he can’t banish from his mind.

Miss Leah Haddington, only daughter of Baron Langley, can square with being overlooked by men in the ton due to her auburn hair and freckles, but being left penniless by her father’s gambling is beyond the pale. There’s only one man who can help retrieve a stolen bauble—her deceased brother’s best friend. It matters not that a forbidden attraction is brewing between them. He’s engaged to another, so where is the harm in a partnership?

As they plot and plan their way through ton ballrooms and a practice theft in a bid to snag a missing tiara, that desire ignites. A heated, passionate mistake, to be sure, for he’s to wed someone else in mere days, but the need to belong was too strong to ignore. When the theft goes awry and danger is brought to bear, they must both decide what they want more from life—staid security based in expectation and tradition, or unpredictable scandal born out of unexpected love.
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March 23, 1816

Rogue’s Arcade Club

London, England

Carew Harcourt Fitzwilliam—the fourth Duke of Edenthorpe—sat at his usual table at the club he’d founded called the Rogue’s Arcade. As a footman immediately rushed over with a snifter and a bottle of brandy, Harcourt nodded his thanks and then settled in to survey the activity in the common room beyond the open door to his private parlor.

Every other night since he’d founded the club in 1801 as a young man just out of Oxford—and three years before he took the title—he’d gathered here with his coterie, which was a fancy French word for cronies, friends, associates. The seven of them had gone through life together, bonded together through school, war, death, tragedy, and broken hearts. The purpose of the club was to finally usher in happiness and sinful pleasures so that they might return to the business of enjoying life.

Or at least some of them. Two hadn’t made it out of the war.

Located at 78 St. James Place, just down the road from other popular gentleman’s clubs, the Rogue’s Arcade served as a private place where he and his friends could discuss events of the day as well as commiserate with each other, for the horrors they’d seen in the war didn’t fade the moment they’d stepped back onto English soil. Support was needed now more than ever.

Beyond that, the club featured high-risk gambling on select nights. Only highflyers were allowed. If a man had debts, he wasn’t admitted. If a man couldn’t manage his coin, he wasn’t wanted, and there was no credit extension. They had poached the choicest bits of the demi-monde to add interest and a bit of side income. Additionally, he and the other founders had nabbed one of Prinny’s own chefs to cook for the members of the club. 

Over the years, the Rogue’s Arcade had become a second home, but in recent months, something had felt off. A key component was missing, and damn if he couldn’t identify it.

Harcourt took a sip of the exquisitely fine brandy—it was part of the stock one of the members had smuggled into England from France during the war—and sighed as the burn of the liquor went slowly down his throat. He’d turned seven and thirty a month ago and now he would wed in less than two weeks—twelve days to be exact.

To a woman he had been friends with since childhood but felt nothing romantic toward at all, but the union had been arranged between their fathers years before.

Perhaps that was the cause of his ennui. 

When he went to cross his legs at the knee, the scratch of paper against the leg of his trouser caught his attention. He usually didn’t occupy this chair but had wished for a different perspective tonight. When he scooted back his chair and peered beneath the table, his breath caught. A familiar maroon ticket embossed with gold met his gaze. With a shaking hand, he unsnagged it from a piece of wood that held the table together, and as he brought it to the light, his chest tightened with memories and grief.

“Ah, God.” Just seeing Emanuel’s name even though they’d all referred to him by his title of Langley—he’d just inherited the title of baron months before he’d died—sent Harcourt’s mind reeling back to that damned Peninsular battlefield. The echo of cannon fire in his ears, the stench of sulphur in his nose, the wet feel of blood on his fingers because it had seeped through his gloves...

Langley had died during that battle, all because he’d jumped in front of the enemy and took the ball meant for him—Harcourt.

Never will I forget. Nor would he ever forgive himself for that.

He swallowed the remainder of his drink in one gulp. Then gently, almost reverently, he smoothed his fingertip over the embossed entry ticket to the club with Emanuel’s name upon it. Each member of the club had been issued one in different colors, but Langley claimed he’d lost his shortly before he returned to the infantry.

Perhaps he had since it had become wedged beneath the table.

This especially didn’t help his blue devils. He stared at the ticket with the creased corner on the right-hand side. “I wonder what became of Langley’s sister,” he asked the room at large as he poured another measure of brandy into his glass.

And then was once more lost to memories.
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Spring 1805

Langley House

London, England

Harcourt had been seven and twenty while Miss Leah Haddington had been eighteen. She was entering her Come Out Season, and since he was home on leave for three weeks, his best friend—and her brother—had asked him to drop by to help make the ball a success. Obviously, he wouldn’t think of missing it, and even though he’d come into his title of duke two years before, his estates and responsibilities could hold until his stint in the military was done.

Langley had attained the rank of captain while Harcourt had become a major within days of his friend’s advancement, and though they were in different regiments, they always checked on one another. In larger theaters of war, sometimes they would join forces, but those events were few and far between. The men of the Rogue’s Arcade had been scattered throughout the battlefields, but through letters they had always been in constant contact.

Leah had been their shadow and adoring acolyte during summers in the country when they were growing up. She could ride and shoot and even fight like a boy... until she’d been sent to a finishing school while her brother and Harcourt had bought commissions and were sent to various fronts during the never-ending war with Napoleon.

When she’d returned to London, according to letters from her brother and other friends in Town who knew her, Leah had become a proper young lady, full of etiquette and charm, as well as demure manners and flirting enough that she had young bucks falling at her feet.

Yet she hadn’t taken for reasons unknown.

Though he detested ton events, Harcourt couldn’t miss that Come Out ball. He and Langley thought it a great lark and a huge joke, for she had been their young companion in the country, and they simply couldn’t take her seriously as a society lady, but now that she was grown, and she was determined to make a brilliant match to please her mother, they both had no choice.

So, that’s why he stood in a glittering ballroom watching the crush of people from the sidelines with a glass of watered-down punch in his hand while Langley joked at his side.

“What do you think my prospects are of finding a romance tonight?” his best friend wished to know as he roved his gaze over the gathering. 

There were way too many girls just out of the schoolroom, clad in white gowns with flounces and lace in attendance for Harcourt’s liking. He grunted. “Depends on how you are defining romance.”

Langley chuckled. “Perhaps not romance, then, but a liaison certainly before I return to my regiment.” 

“Then you should look farther afield than here.”

“Indeed.” A heavy sigh escaped him. “Though marriage is needed, and soon. Probably an heiress, for Papa left us in a rather precarious financial situation.”

“Damn. I understand that feeling.” Harcourt shoved his punch glass into a large fern and stepped away. When next he glanced up, he frowned. “Well, bother.” His fiancée approached their location. Though he hadn’t wanted her to attend this event, his leave was short, and they moved in the same circles since she was the daughter of an earl.

“Ah, there you are, Edenthorpe.” Lady Sarah exchanged pleasantries with Langley and then gave Harcourt air kisses. Her wheat-blonde hair gleamed in the candlelight, and her peaches-and-cream complexion bloomed in her gown of robin egg’s blue. Tall and willowy, she was every bit the sought-after look of perfect English womanhood.

“You certainly found me.” He gave her a nod. Though he liked her as a good friend, there was absolutely nothing romantic between them. Lord knew he’d tried for the sake of their families, but nothing had changed.

Of course, over the years since their engagement had been a long and formal one, they had come together carnally a handful of times, but each coupling had been uninspired. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed it; neither had he, but those times had been opportunities for a quick release, so he hadn’t minded.

When he had been inspired to come by an erection, that was.

Perhaps things would improve once they wed.

“Are you enjoying tonight’s event?” He only asked out of politeness while Langley watched with interest.

“Not overly much.” She shrugged and then sent an apologetic look at the new baron. “That is to say as Come Out balls go, it’s lovely, of course, but I have no use for the current crop of young ladies, and all the pastel gowns put me in a dismal mind.”

What an odd thing for her to say, especially since she was only four years older than Miss Haddington. Harcourt frowned. “Yes, well, I do hope you’ll reserve a dance for me later.”

She waved a hand. “Of course. For the moment I’m going to circulate. It’s early in the evening. Perhaps others of note will arrive soon.” Yet she looked as if she were waiting for someone...

Bloody hell. Everyone a person met didn’t need to provide a lift in position or power. Harcourt pinched the bridge of his nose. Why wasn’t he afforded the freedom to choose his own bride? Lady Sarah had the training and the pedigree enough to become his duchess, but what of the rest of it?

Langley nudged him in the ribs with an elbow. “When will you wed her?” His tone of voice suggested it would prove rather a trial.

He wasn’t wrong.

“Not soon if I have my way. I intend to remain involved in the military for as long as it takes to vanquish Napoleon. Then I’ll attend to the reins of my title.” Surely the war wouldn’t drag on much longer.

“What did your parents want?”

“For me to wed as soon as my commission expired.” He snorted. “We’re well past that, and I have no plans to leg-shackle myself for years.” Though he’d been forced back to London earlier that year when he’d been notified that his parents had been killed in a coach accident on a snowy country lane, he wasn’t quite ready to resign himself to the responsibilities of being the duke yet. “Besides, I’m still in mourning. I’m only here tonight out of respect for you.”

“You have my sympathies again, my friend.”

“I appreciate that.” A twinge of grief went through Harcourt’s chest, but he shoved that away. Now was not the time to explore any sort of emotion. “And to you as well. The both of us should have never been in these positions so soon in life.”

“Agreed.” The baron followed Lady Sarah’s progress around the perimeter of the room. “She’s attractive enough.”

“Yes, but I feel nothing for her, and she doesn’t inspire me to passion.” When he looked at his fiancée, there was no overriding need to spirit her off to an unoccupied room to fuck her with abandon.

“Give it time,” his friend said in a low voice. “Perhaps another few years will give you the right motivation.”

“Perhaps.” Or her father would put the pressure on him.

A murmur of appreciation went through the ballroom. Both he and Langley turned their attention to the double doors as Miss Haddington arrived, flanked by another young lady Harcourt assumed was her best friend.

“Ah, finally,” Langley groused. “My sister has apparently decided to make an entrance. Or rather her second one of the evening, for she apparently tore a hem shortly after the ball opened.”

“Indeed.” Shock went through Harcourt’s chest, for this was no longer the hoyden he used to know. “She’s certainly striking.” Her gown of pale yellow set off her auburn hair and laughing blue eyes. Slim and lithe, for her form hadn’t matured quite yet, she carried herself as a proper ton lady should, but there was no mistaking the mischief in her expression.

“Oh, it’s the hair. We’re both cursed with being redheads.”

Harcourt snorted. “Hers is rather more a ruddy color.”

“Go lead her out in a dance. I already did the pretty with her. It’ll give her a boost as she enters society. And God willing, I can manage her until she’s married off.”

It was a pity that women in their world were considered burdens, or worse, pawns in the game of position and wealth, going from one man to another as if they hadn’t minds or wills of their own. Hadn’t he done the same with the engagement that his father had handed him?

“Very well.” Easily, he made his way through the crush of the ballroom. And just as easily he plucked her from the group of young pups that had gathered around her. “I believe Miss Haddington is promised to me for this next set.”

Surprise reflected in her blue eyes, but she simpered up at him, and when her grin turned genuine, he nearly stumbled as he led her onto an open space on the parquet floor. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

God, how he despised the formality of the title. It reminded him of his father, and that wound hadn’t yet had time to heal. “Your brother encouraged me to ask you to dance.” It wasn’t well done of him, but she needed to know he hadn’t singled her out for any other reason lest the chit have stars in her eyes and expectations that couldn’t be met.

“Of course he did.” Her hand in his trembled as they waited for the waltz to begin. “However, I thank you regardless of the motivation. It’s been an age since I last saw you.” She swept her gaze over his chest. “You are rather dashing in your uniform.”

“Thank you.” He’d recently attained the rank of major, but she didn’t need to know that. Though proud of the red tailcoat with its bits of brass and various gold trims that signified rank, he’d rather be anywhere than here. “Are you enjoying your Come Out?”

“Oh, yes.” She giggled, and Harcourt was reminded how very young she was. “Is your brother in attendance as well?”

Another round of bitterness filled him. “No. Cecil has apparently defected and has run from his post. I haven’t seen him for a few months.” It was a sore subject with him still, for turning tail and running from military obligations was akin to being a traitor.

And it besmirched the family name.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“As am I.” He would need to square with that at a later date.

When the opening notes trilled through the air, he led her into the first steps. Thankfully, it was a relatively small ballroom, so circuits about the room went by quickly. “I wish you nothing but success this Season, Miss Haddington. May you make a brilliant match.”

“I’ll be in demand, surely, once everyone sees that you’ve led me out.” She didn’t appear all that thrilled about the prospect, but he refrained from inquiring.

“That is largely the reason Emanuel pushed me into this.” When his gaze met that of Lady Sarah’s, he pasted on a dutiful smile, which she returned with equal politeness. What a damned coil he’d landed in, and not of his making.

“Oh, la.” Miss Haddington shrugged, and then the steps of the dance took her away from him. Once she returned, she resumed talking. “My brother wishes me off his hands. He enjoys the adventure and challenge of being at war instead of staying here at home.” Concern shadowed her expression. “Promise me that you’ll look after him when you can.”

He nodded. “I promise.” At least that was something he had control over. “No harm will come to him if I can help it.” He, Langley, and their five other close friends had become something of a sensation in their respective units. In certain circles, they were referred to as the Fortunate Seven, for in every battle, they all came away without a scratch.

Except his damned coward of a brother.

Perhaps it was only a matter of time, though...

“Good.” Her smile had once again returned, and he remembered that about her from their youth, as well as the splash of freckles over the tops of her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. “Perhaps the next time I see you, you will have married Lady Sarah.”

“Anything is possible.” He refused to commit to that life. Not now. Not yet.

The remainder of the waltz was conducted in companionable silence, and when it ended, Harcourt escorted her through the open double doors to a cozy terrace that looked out into a side garden and at the house next door. The early spring chill immediately cooled his overheated skin.

“Thank you for the honor of a dance, Miss Haddington.” Then, because he wished to further make the night special for her as well as indulge in a bit of a lark, he leaned into her and brushed his lips over hers. A tiny bit of something shot down his spine, but he dismissed it as a product of the evening, of being reckless on leave. “I wish you every happiness, Leah.” He used her Christian name in deference to their childhood history. “May you find a man who will keep you in that state.”

When she gazed up at him, she briefly touched her gloved fingertips to her lips. Emotions flitted over her face that he couldn’t read in the dim illumination from the ballroom. Finally, she nodded. “Thank you and may fortune be with you and my brother when you return to war, and all the best to you and Lady Sarah.” Then she gathered her skirting in her hands and fled back into the house.

For long moments, Harcourt remained on the darkened terrace. What the future held, he didn’t know, but the outlook wasn’t pleasant for him, no matter which way he looked.
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Present day

Now, ten years later, he sat alone at his club, and the pain of losing his friend Langley came rolling back over him and left him cold.

He’d broken his promise to Leah, and as of yet, she had no idea, and that left him even more glum and jaded than he’d been ten years prior.

The clearing of a masculine throat wrenched Harcourt from his maudlin thoughts. “What is it, Hankins?” Serving as a butler or rather a keeper of the keys—and secrets—to the Rogue’s Arcade, there was no better man to head up operations than he.

“The Earl of St. Vincent has arrived and is asking for a private audience with you.” Of indeterminate years, Hankins was the epitome of discretion and protection.

“Show him in.” His spirits rose, for seeing another of his best friends would surely cheer him as well as provide insight.

“Very well, Your Grace.” Hankins nodded. “Do you require tea?”

“No, thank you. Dinner will be served soon.”

“Of course.” The butler glanced at the ivory-handled cane that rested near Harcourt’s chair. “Do you need another dose of laudanum, Your Grace?”

It was pleasant having someone look after him. “Perhaps when I return home. The pain is bearable just now.”

“As you wish, Your Grace.” As soon as the butler departed, the earl strode into the room.

“Ah, Edenthorpe. I’ve finally tracked you to ground.” Without ceremony, the other man seated himself at the table where Harcourt had taken up court.

“Where else would I be, St. Vincent?” If he wasn’t at his townhouse, he was here, and at least at the club he could avoid his fiancée and the looming wedding.

“Don’t come the crab with me.” Older than him by four years, Leopold Bollinger was as close to Harcourt as a brother could be. Then he frowned as he peered into Harcourt’s face. “You look tired.”

“That’s because I am.” He poured out another measure of brandy into his glass. That would make the third serving, and he really needed to call a halt if he wished to take a dose of laudanum later. The damned ball that had gone through his left thigh and shredded a good portion of muscle had done the job all too well. It had left him with unsightly scars and a permanent limp. “Filled with ennui, perhaps.”

Remembering the past did that to a man.

“I can well empathize.”

“Indeed.” 

St. Vincent was never supposed to be the earl. That responsibility had belonged to his older brother Alistair, but that damned fool man had perished a few years before, not in the war but in a drunken duel over the questionable charms of a harlot, leaving the title and scandal of Leopold.

“Does your brown study have to do with your impending nuptials?” The earl nodded his thanks when a footman appeared and set a bottle of red wine as well as a glass before him.

“Perhaps.” Harcourt stared into his glass. What would happen if he were to drown in those amber depths? “I’m not looking forward to it. Never had.” He shook his head.

After ten years, the only love he and Lady Sarah shared was of the platonic sort. Once he’d retired from military life and had returned home to take up the responsibilities of a duke, he and his fiancée had indulged in intercourse when the mood had struck, but there were only so many times he could perform carnally while she remained cold and almost nauseous during intimacy.

How the hell was he to overcome that?

“Does any man look forward to being thrust into parson’s mousetrap?” St. Vincent took a swig of his wine. “Do your duty and beget your heir. Then you can be done with it.”

Harcourt snorted. “If only it were that easy.” If Lady Sarah continued to be reluctant regarding his amorous attentions, begetting an heir would prove a difficult endeavor.

“Surely it’s not that bad. Your future duchess is handsome enough.”

“She is.” And she’d only grown more so in the intervening years. He sipped at his brandy. “That isn’t the problem.”

“Indeed, yet you haven’t taken a mistress.” The earl’s hazel eyes danced with amusement. “She must be phenomenal in the sheets for you to remain so loyal.”

“Bah.” Harcourt tossed his cares to the wind and drained his glass but declined a refill when his friend would have done so. “I am bored, St. Vincent. There is no challenge to living any longer.” When he’d been at war, there was always something to occupy his attention, and the excitement of staying alive had been addicting.

“Ah, and that is the true reason you’re in this state.”

He shrugged and slid the ticket across the table to his friend. “I found this earlier, which led me to thinking about Langley.”

“Oh, God.” The earl’s face blanched. “No wonder you are so maudlin.”

“Haven’t thought of him for a while now, yet I should have.” Harcourt leaned back in his chair. His fingers tightened on the head of his cane. “I should never forget what he did.”

“Nor have you.” St. Vincent lowered his voice, but compassion lingered there. “Yet it has been a long time.”

“Seven years.” That had been the day everything had changed for him—he’d changed when he’d watched the lifeblood drain from his best friend’s body. “Afterward, the memory of Leah’s Come Out ball triggered.”

Surprise etched across the earl’s face, highlighting the jagged scar that marred his left cheek. “Then you are nearly foxed.”

“Hardly.” He shook his head. “I need to remember what is important. Why I’m doing my best to champion returning soldiers with my charity.” It was an endeavor Lady Sarah didn’t particularly care for but had little say in how he spent his time or coin.

Langley had believed in him, had said something good would come from eventual union with his fiancée, had always maintained there was something to be thankful for in each new day.

God, I miss him.

St. Vincent watched him with matching sorrow in his eyes. “Have you heard from Miss Haddington recently?”

“I have not. Last I knew, she was in the country at her father’s crumbling estate as she and her mother sought to hunt down an obscure cousin to take up the title.”

“Did she ever marry?”

Harcourt shrugged. “Who can say? I have been busy with my own affairs.” There was no backing out of his incoming marriage, for he used the substantial dowry to bring some of his holdings out of disrepair. Shaking his head, he put Leah from his mind. “Have you taken new missions from the Home Office?” Years back, the earl had been promoted to a spy.

“No, but I’m itching to. Been an age since I stole anything.”

“And the smuggling? Is it well and truly over?”

“It is.” He lifted his wineglass in a toast. “My life is as boring as yours.”

A grin tugged at the corners of Harcourt’s lips. “You could marry. We can be miserable together.”

“I’d rather not.” Shadows clouded the earl’s eyes. “Romance isn’t a state for me.”

With a sigh, Harcourt raised his empty glass. “To Langley.”

“To Langley and the ones we lost over the years.” Sadness lined the earl’s face. “And may we find our way as well.”

“Hear, hear.” No sooner had he returned his glass to the tabletop than Hankins returned bearing a silver salver.

“This arrived for you just now, Your Grace. It requires an immediate response.”

“Damn.” Knots of worry pulled in his gut as he took the folded missive from the salver. His name had been hastily scrolled across the top section of the paper, and with some shock, he noted the stationery had come from this very club. “I shall summon you in a few minutes when I have a response.”

When the butler left, Harcourt unfolded the note while St. Vincent watched.

“Speak of the devil.” He met the earl’s gaze. “It’s from Langley’s sister.”
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March 23, 1816

Outside the Rogue’s Arcade Club

London, England

Miss Leah Haddington tried to ignore the chill in the air as she sat in the Langley closed carriage. Though the benches had once been well sprung and squabbed, the upholstery and springs had seen better days, and as she attempted to dash off a short letter, one of the broken springs dug into her backside.

Relocating slightly on the bench, she balanced a book on her knees and let the comforting scratch of a pencil against the paper fill the carriage’s interior. Before she’d left the townhouse, she’d rooted around in Emanuel’s study, and by chance she’d happened to find a few sheets of stationery that bore the name of his club. Not having any other paper available, she took one of the sheets. It was perhaps irony or fate, for the Rogue’s Arcade had been her destination anyway.

By the light of the one lamp lit inside, she scribbled out a note that she hoped didn’t make her sound like an escaped resident of Bedlam, for this was her last hope. At eight and twenty, unwanted with no prospects and nearly at the poorhouse door, what else was she to do?


Dear Lord Edenthorpe,



I realize this will come as a shock after all these years since we’ve seen one another—and especially after my brother’s death—but I am at my wit’s end. Circumstances have become quite dire and are worsening as we speak—or rather as I write. The one thing of value I own has been stolen. I need it back in order to fund my future as well as to look after my mother’s health. Please say I can rely on you and your skill, for my brother often spoke fondly of your gift for thievery. Had he lived, I am certain he would have honed his own talents from watching you.



Please meet me between the gate near Buckingham Gardens and the square of Tyburn Gallows in Hyde Park, just after midnight. I am desperate. Do send a reply to this missive so I know you intend to honor this request.



Respectfully,

Miss Haddington



As a way to summon assistance, it wasn’t bad. On the other hand, he might dismiss it entirely. She glanced out the window at the façade of the building where the Rogue’s Arcade was housed. Oh, her brother Emanuel had been overjoyed when he’d received his membership ticket! That had been years ago, shortly before he and his best friends had bought commissions and went away to war, but knowing that his skills in petty thievery were considered good enough to gain him entry into the private gentleman’s club had him walking on clouds for weeks.

Oh, what she wouldn’t give to disguise herself as a man and have a look inside for herself! It was completely unfair men had these private clubs when women weren’t afforded the same privilege. Emanuel had often teased her about that.

With a smile that felt all too sad, Leah folded the letter twice. She dashed the duke’s title across the top and then rolled down the window glass. Her driver stood waiting, so she handed him the note. “Please deliver this inside. Inform whoever answers your knock that this must be delivered to the Duke of Edenthorpe immediately, and that it requires a response.”

The young man glanced at the folded missive in his gloved hand and then back to her face. “Of course, Miss Haddington.”

“Thank you, Sam.” She watched as the driver bounded up the short walkway. As soon as he knocked, the red-painted door swung open, and he was granted admittance.

Now, I wait.

It’s what she’d been doing most of her life, ever since that long-ago night of her Come Out ball. Her father had expired a year before that, which meant her brother had taken up the title, but since he’d been involved with the military, he couldn’t readily make headway in digging the Langley coffers out of dun territory. Though she’d loved her father deeply, he wasn’t a keen gambler and fortune had never been with him. No one had known the terrible state he’d left the family in until Emanuel had inquired to Papa’s man-of-affairs.

All these years later, they were still reeling, and destitution was to be their lot in under six months if something wasn’t done. Already, Mama had had to sell the manor house in Derbyshire. That loss had pained Leah the most, for she rather despised London and all it stood for. She’d hoped to settle down somewhere on that property, in a little cottage just for her where she could keep ducks and chickens, and where she would never have to go down to London if she didn’t wish it.

Now, that dream had been dashed along with all the rest she’d had over the years. Sometimes, that was just how life was. But she refused to let go the hope of a cottage.

After everything, after all the grief and sorrow, after all the unrealized expectations, she wanted that time for herself and let society forget her.

When Sam returned to the carriage, she startled.

“Yes?” She leaned forward on her bench.

“Here is your reply, Miss Haddington.” He offered her a folded note. “What are you orders?”

With shaking hands, Leah unfolded the note, which had been written on the same stationery.


Miss Haddington,




I shall meet you at the specified location.




Respectfully,




Edenthorpe



She frowned. The note contained no nuance, no greeting, no joy at hearing from her, and certainly no extra words. What did that mean? Then she glanced at Sam. “It’s half past eleven. Please drive on to Hyde Park. The gate nearest Tyburn Gallows, please.”

The driver eyed her askance. “At this time of night?”

“Yes.” Stifling the urge to sigh, Leah tucked the note into her reticule. “It’s not an assignation, if that’s what worries you. This is a meeting, an interview of sorts, in the hopes I can hire the services of a gentleman for a bit of... work needing done.” The driver didn’t need to know she wished to steal a bauble from a marquess.

“Very well, but I refuse to leave you alone. Your mother will tear a strip from me if I do.” He left the window and seconds later, the carriage rocked as he climbed into his seat.

Leah shook her head as she rolled up the window glass. Since their circumstance had been drastically reduced over the years, the staff who’d remained loyal to them once the manor had been sold had come to London with them. Once most of her father’s gambling debts had been paid from the proceeds of that sale, there was barely enough to live from, so the salaries of the staff hadn’t been paid for a few weeks.

The loyalty of the people who lingered regardless of the Haddington pockets being to let never failed to send a wad of tears into her throat. What she and her mother had done to deserve such unfailing kindness, Leah surely didn’t know, but she appreciated it nonetheless.

Leaning back against the bench, squirming to try and find one of the squabs that hadn’t been crushed over the passage of time and usage, she let her eyes drift closed. In less than half an hour, she would see the Duke of Edenthorpe again. It had been ten years since she had been in his company, and at the end of it, he had given her a kiss. No matter that it had been brief or that he probably had offered it out of pity, it had been her first.

And she’d never forgotten the way it had made her feel, as if she’d suddenly been lit up inside by a thousand candles, as if the warmth of life had suddenly animated her body and had opened doors that had previously been closed to her. That one tiny brush of his lips over hers had been the day her life had begun anew. It had changed her, showed her what she should focus on and what she wanted to usher in womanhood.

But over the years, though she’d done her best to chase that feeling of exquisite surprise and happiness, those emotions had remained elusive, and had more or less died after Emanuel’s death, after the man she’d given her heart to had perished as well.

Thus, the reason she wished for a cottage with chickens and ducks. That sort of bucolic life wouldn’t break her heart and would never disappoint her.

By the time the carriage rolled through the gate and came to a halt near the specified meeting place, melancholy had settled upon Leah’s shoulders. She missed her brother, missed everyone she’d lost in the last decade or so, missed the way life had been when she had the world at her feet and her future shimmered brightly ahead.

As she took a few quick, deep breaths, she smoothed her gloved hands down the front of her light blue brocade pelisse. It matched the gown beneath, and though both were a touch finer than the occasion called, they were two of her most favorite pieces and gave her confidence, and a tiny, vain part of her hoped the duke would notice her as a woman, even though he was engaged.

When Sam swung open the door, she took his hand and accepted his help as she descended the few steps to the ground.

“The meeting will occur just down the path toward the clearing.” She tied the satin ribbons of her shallow-brimmed bonnet beneath her chin. “Please, let me go alone while you stay here. I shall keep within earshot. I promise.”

He nodded. “Holler loud, Miss Harrington if you are attacked.”

“I will. Thank you, Sam.” With a tight hold on the strings of her reticule, Leah walked through the darkness past the reach of the dim illumination from nearby streetlamps.

Usually, if she could at all help it, she avoided the dark, for it frightened her. Yes, she was a woman grown and well past the age where such things should still affect her, but the dark—complete, thick, total darkness—reminded her of death, of the cessation of life, of the end of everything. How could it not when she’d been forced to mourn for too many people over the course of her life?

When she reached the famed execution grounds where many men were put to death, and acts of free speech had been utilized by many famous orators over the decades, she frowned at the clearing. As of yet, new grass hadn’t come up, but there was the scent of growing things in the air. Hopefully, that meant spring wasn’t far off and that colorful flowers would dot the landscape. Shivering and with her breath visible in the chilly air, Leah paced in the shadows.

Another few minutes passed without anyone stepping forward, and with a sound of annoyance, she wrenched a pocket watch from her reticule. Once she flipped the brass cover open, she peered at the watch face. “Nearly midnight.” Would the duke show, or had he merely been humoring her? Nothing in the dim surroundings gave her the answer, so she slipped the bauble back into her bag. It was her insurance policy of sorts to encourage the duke to cooperate if he proved recalcitrant.

The watch had once belonged to her brother—a gift from the very duke she sought to meet with—in fact. She’d been present the day Edenthorpe had given it to Emanuel, but neither of the men had known that at the time.

As she paced by rote, she let her mind wander back to that time.
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Spring 1807

A year and a half after her Come Out ball, Emanuel, Leopold Bollinger, second son to the Earl of St. Vincent, and Carew—Harcourt he wished everyone called him or Edenthorpe if they were formal—were home on yet another leave. The war had been dragging on and on; it seemed England had been at war with France for an eternity. She’d been reading in the library when the men had entered, and if they saw her, they would have asked for privacy, for that’s how they were.

So, Leah retreated further into the bow window and had pulled the tie that held the curtains back. As soon as the draperies settled into place, all three men came further in the room. She peered between the crack of the curtains and unashamedly spied on them.

The duke spoke first. “Shall we remove to the Rogue’s Arcade, boys?” 

Oh, he was so handsome tonight! Her heartbeat accelerated when he came near to a sconce, and she could see him clearly. Tan breeches hugged his lean legs. His jacket of brown superfine hugged his broad shoulders while a gold brocade waistcoat called attention to his flat abdomen. The high polish on his Hessian boots spoke to his love—or that of his valet’s—of making certain everything about his person was just so.

The rumbling laugh came from Mr. Bollinger, who happened to be a brother to her friend Theresa. He was a few years older than the duke and had dressed in much the same way, but he wasn’t nearly as lovely or mysterious as the duke, and she didn’t care overly much for blond hair on a man. “Must you ask? Our leave is precious. I wish to spend it with copious amounts of brandy and in perfumed arms as much as I can.”
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