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Chapter One
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“Lady Averley, are you attending?”

Emily Blythe-Coston, Countess of Averley, turned to see the queen gazing at her with an expectant look on her face. The queen was young and pretty, the roundness of her circular face accentuated by her middle part and the sleek sweep of her dark hair fastened into a low bun at her nape and embellished with a froth of lace.

The queen and her ladies-in-waiting were seated side-by-side in an open carriage currently moving slowly through Hyde Park. Across from her, the Duchess of Charlemont, an older woman with gray hair covered by an old-fashioned cap, frowned at Emily in disapproval. Lady Jocelyn, closer to Emily’s age of thirty-one, gave Emily a look of concern. Emily could only imagine how long the queen had been talking to her with no response. She’d been thinking about her husband.

Her dead husband.

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” Emily managed. “The day is so lovely that I was distracted.”

The Duchess of Charlemont snorted, and Queen Victoria raised her brows. She gazed about her and, belatedly, Emily realized the day was cold and gloomy, not a day to compliment at all.

“Are you feeling quite well?” the queen asked. “Perhaps we should return home.” She raised a hand and Prince Albert, her young and dashing husband, was immediately beside her on his regal mount. He was an attentive husband and a good father. Seeing the way he cared for his wife had made Emily’s heart ache for her own husband at times.

“Are you cold, darling?”

“We are quite well, but I fear Lady Averley is unwell.”

Emily shook her head. This was mortifying. She had been the one to suggest a ride in the park. She’d felt so cooped up in the palace the last few days and had longed to go out and breathe fresh air. The other ladies-in-waiting had argued against such a venture as it was cold even for spring. But after days of rain, the queen must have also wanted an outing. She’d ordered the older children be taken for a walk around the grounds of the palace and quite easily agreed to Emily’s proposal of a ride in the park. 

Emily felt somewhat guilty, as she’d known the queen would agree to her plan. Victoria was young and inquisitive and liked to see her subjects whenever possible. Despite the rain, dozens of people stood on the sides of the carriage path and waved to the queen.

“I assure Your Highness, I am quite well,” Emily protested meekly.

The prince, presented with this female disagreement, allowed his horse to fall back so the ladies might discuss in private.

The queen sat back, looking small and quite young in her voluminous wrap. She was small, a petite woman who made Emily feel tall, even though she was on the shorter side herself. “Then we suppose our conversation was not to your liking,” Victoria said.

“Not at all, Your Highness. The fault is mine entirely. I was distracted by my own—”

A loud explosion of sound followed by a rush of hot air so shocked Emily that she did not finish her words. The guards surrounding the carriage erupted into a frenzy, and she heard someone yell, “Pistol!”

Emily didn’t think. She threw herself over the queen, covering the monarch with her own body. Lady Jocelyn threw herself on the queen’s other side, and the two ladies gently lowered the queen to the floor of the carriage. Victoria protested loudly, but Emily ignored her, keeping her own head down and her body over the queen’s as a shield.

Her heart pounded, and she couldn’t manage a breath. Her lungs burned, and she feared she had been struck. Emily prayed it was just her terror and not a pistol ball.

Emily couldn’t see anything, but the sound of men’s voices yelling in panic and the jolt of the carriage as the coachman spurred the horses into a gallop made her already racing heart pound so hard it too hurt her chest.

Someone was shooting at the queen.

Again.

Emily bit her lip to keep from crying. She had to be strong and calm. She could not allow the panic threatening to well up inside her to escape. This wasn’t the first time one of her subjects had tried to assassinate Victoria, but the Guard had been certain the threat was over. The last attempt had been years ago and the lad who had shot at the queen—quite mad, poor fellow—had been apprehended. Now someone else was shooting at the monarch and the rest of her entourage as well. Bursting into tears would help no one.

“Let me up!” The queen’s demands became strenuous enough that Emily and Lady Jocelyn could no longer ignore them. Emily raised her head and tried to make sense of the blur of colors and shapes. The coachman had steered the queen’s carriage into the trees just off the driving path in the park. Several guards surrounded the conveyance, while others could be heard shouting in the distance. No doubt they were pursuing the would-be assailant. “I cannot breathe down here.”

Emily and Lady Jocelyn assisted the queen back onto the carriage seat, and she gulped in air. Emily needed air as well. Her lungs were still constricted and her breaths short and rapid. Damn her corset. It dug into her abdomen and made taking a deep breath impossible at the moment.

“You are quite safe now.” The captain of the guard rode up on horseback. He was a man of middle years but still fit and sure on a horse. He gave the ladies a smile that was probably supposed to be reassuring but was so obviously forced, it only made Emily more concerned. “We will have you back at the palace in a few minutes.”

The duchess harrumphed loudly on the other side of the vehicle. Emily had quite forgotten about her, but now she glanced at the duchess and noticed she didn’t even appear ruffled. She sat, her face quite placid, as though being shot at and subjected to a mad dash through the woods were everyday activities. “You wanted excitement, Lady Averley.” She narrowed her eyes at Emily. “Now you have it.”

Emily blinked for a moment as she sought to make sense of the woman’s words. “I did not want excitement, Your Grace,” she argued, though such behavior was most unbecoming in a lady, especially one of the queen’s ladies. “I merely wanted fresh air.”

“It was you who cajoled the queen to leave the palace. I wanted to stay in,” Lady Jocelyn said with a note of accusation in her voice. “And now the day is ruined, and we are returning without the prince.” Her voice was tremulous, perilously close to tears. Emily’s patience was at the breaking point, and she bit her lip to keep from retorting.

Lady Jocelyn’s wavering voice caused the queen to sit up quickly, even as the carriage began to move, making them all lurch back. “Albert?” she called. When he didn’t reply, she addressed her guards. “Where is the prince?”

“He is pursuing the gunman, Your Majesty.”

“What?” Victoria looked at Emily, eyes wide. “That is not safe. We cannot return without him.”

Emily opened her mouth but did not know what reply to give. Why had the prince acted so rashly? Did he not know that if anything happened to him the queen would be devastated?

Emily knew the pain of that kind of loss intimately.

“Stop the carriage!” the queen commanded. “We will not return to Buckingham Palace until Prince Albert is at our side.”

The carriage slowed to a stop at the queen’s command. The duchess was the first to speak up. “Your Majesty, I do not think we should sit here. We are a target. You would be safer inside.”

The queen ignored her. “Captain, go look for the prince. Tell him we have need of him.”

“Your Highness, I would beg to stay at your side. I will send the lieutenant.”

“Very well.” She waved a hand.

Emily watched the man ride back toward the carriage path. She had the urge to slink down into her seat. At any moment she expected another shot to explode in the silence and to feel the hot sear of a pistol ball in her flesh. But the queen sat straight and tall, and Emily could hardly think of her own well-being when her monarch was in danger.

“Your Majesty, I do hope next time Lady Averley attempts to persuade you to go out, you will listen to wiser counsel,” the duchess said.

Emily bristled. “You would have us virtual prisoners at the palace, Your Grace. The queen should be able to go out when she chooses.”

Victoria was still staring in the direction of the path, seeming not to hear the squabbling ladies.

“Surely Emily did not know of the danger today,” Lady Jocelyn said.

“I’m not so certain of that,” the duchess said, looking down her nose at Emily. “It is difficult to know whom to trust in these tumultuous times.”

Emily’s jaw dropped. Was she being accused of plotting to have the queen shot?

“How can you think that of me?” she sputtered.

“What else am I to think when you beg to go out on a day like this? It makes no sense unless one has an ulterior motive.”

“Your Majesty,” Emily looked imploringly at the queen who still seemed unaware of the argument. “Please know that I would never be part of anything that would harm you or anyone.”

“Difficult to believe considering her late husband,” the duchess muttered.

“Why you vicious, old—”

“There he is,” the queen said, interrupting words Emily would probably have regretted later. Much later. At the moment she didn’t feel that she would regret anything she said to the duchess.

“Darling, are you hurt?” the Prince asked as he neared.

“I’m quite well. You?”

“Fine. We didn’t catch him.”

The statement shocked Emily. The would-be assassin was still at large? Again, the urge to shrink down threatened to take over, but instead of giving in, she willed anyone wanting to shoot at the carriage again to aim for the Duchess of Charlemont.

“The royal guard are still searching the area,” Prince Albert continued. “I think the best thing is for all of us to return home. This excitement is tiring the queen.”

Emily glanced at the queen, who looked fine if a little weary. She assisted Lady Jocelyn in tucking the blanket back around the queen and then sat back as the carriage returned to the palace. The next hour was spent settling the queen into bed. Prince Albert had persuaded her to nap for an hour, and though Emily suspected the queen did not like the idea of a nap, she was shaken enough to agree without much argument.

The duchess stayed with the queen, and Emily and Lady Jocelyn were free for a time. Usually, Emily relished these brief hours of freedom, but today she did not wish to go to her room to read or catch up on correspondence or even walk in the palace gardens. She was restless and agitated.

Emily had not been present the last time the queen’s life had been threatened. She had not been a Lady of the Bedchamber then. She had found the accounts of the danger quite exciting and had secretly wished she’d been at the queen’s side so she might have experienced it for herself. Now she knew how completely ridiculous her thinking had been. She was still shaking from the events of almost two hours ago. She feared she would startle every time she heard a loud sound. It was terrifying to think that someone might injure or kill the queen. It was equally terrifying to think that she might be in the way of a pistol ball and be killed herself.

Since Jack had died, Emily had learned that life was fragile. A man or woman might be hale and hearty and laughing with you one day and gone the next.

Emily wandered rather aimlessly in one of the palace corridors, ostensibly admiring the paintings, though seeing nothing but her memories of earlier. Finally, she turned with the purpose of finding her lady’s maid and asking for a cup of tea. Emily was cold and the tea would warm and perhaps soothe her as well. She could hint that Pratt might spill a few drops of brandy in the tea and no one would be the wiser.

Her new route took her past the prince’s study, and she heard male voices rumbling through the partially open door. Emily did not slow. She had no intention of eavesdropping, but when she heard her own name it was impossible not to listen.

“I believe Lady Averley suggested the outing,” the prince was saying.

“That’s Lord Averley’s widow?” another man asked. It sounded like the prime minister.

“Yes.” The prince spoke again. “She suggested a ride in the park. After the recent rains, we had all been craving an outing.”

“But it was Lady Averley who suggested the park?” the prime minister asked.

“It was. You cannot possibly suspect Lady Averley of having a part in this, though.”

Emily closed her eyes, thankful that the prince at least was on her side.

“I am not accusing her of anything.” The prime minister must have been moving about the room because she caught a glimpse of him as he passed the doorway. “I am suspicious of everyone.”

“And you must admit”—this was a new voice, one Emily did not know—“her late husband was not the most loyal of the queen’s subjects.”

“What are you saying?” the prince asked. “The Earl of Averley may have been a vocal opponent of some of the queen’s policies, but he was not a traitor, and neither is she.”

“Someone betrayed the queen.” The prime minister passed by the door again, but this time he happened to look out, and his gaze met Emily’s. He moved toward the door and grasped the handle. “And we must be vigilant.” His eyes never left Emily’s as he closed the door with a final thud.

***
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“LADY AVERLEY, MIGHT I introduce my good friend Mr. Willoughby Galloway?”

Emily had been staring at her fan, turning it this way and that in her hand so the gold scalloped edges might glint in the light from the drawing room chandeliers. She’d been dreading this dinner for the past ten days, ever since the incident in the park. The prime minister would be in attendance, and she could still hear Lord John Russell’s words ringing in her ears—we must be vigilant.

As though she had anything to do with the shots fired in the park.

The queen was now saying it had probably been poachers who had fled when they realized their stray pistol ball had endangered the queen. Everyone had agreed with the queen publicly. Privately, Emily received more than her share of dark looks.

Emily looked up from her fan into the kind eyes of the prince. She did not think Albert suspected her, but she had not expected him to approach her. He generally took little interest in the queen’s ladies. The prince nodded at the man at his side and Emily offered a mild greeting, holding out her limp hand so the man might take it.

“Lady Averley, Mr. Galloway is the son of Viscount Smythe.”

She did not know the viscount, so she smiled at Galloway wanly. But the expression froze on her face as his eyes met hers. He had the most stunning eyes. They were a beautiful light brown with flecks of gold and dark gold lashes. He took her hand, and she almost gasped aloud. Something akin to lightning passed between them. She felt the zing of...connection even through her glove. Emily had the urge to tear her hand from his, to examine it, but she gritted her teeth and held still through the pleasantries.

“Lady Averley,” Galloway said, lowering his head to brush his lips over her gloved hand. Emily’s eyes widened. The gesture was completely unnecessary. Most men simply bowed and released her. But Galloway seemed to have no intention of releasing her, and her hand burned where his lips had touched the white leather. He looked up from the kiss, his light brown eyes sparkling with mischief as though he knew she was burning from his touch.

“Mr. Galloway,” she murmured. “How lovely to meet you.” Now he would release her. Now she could pull her hand back and break this—this—she did not know what it was, but it unnerved her.

“The pleasure is all mine.” He straightened but did not release her. Emily cast a quick glance at the prince, but he did not seem to notice the impropriety. “I have been wanting to meet you for some time.”

“Oh?” She tugged her hand, attempting to release it, but Galloway held firmly and smiled. She couldn’t say what it was about that smile, but her breath caught at the sight of it. It wasn’t even a full smile, more of a crooking of his lips—his soft, full lips—in an upward motion.

“I’m pleased to report the rumors are not rumors at all.”

Emily stiffened, the heat from his touch and smile turning to ice. Now she did jerk her hand from his, though he pretended not to notice. She had a spotless reputation, so any rumors he mentioned must be concerning her being an accomplice to the shooting in the park.

“You are as beautiful as they say. More beautiful, if you do not mind me saying so.”

It took several seconds for Emily to comprehend him. She’d expected him to say something of the attempt on the queen’s life, to indirectly accuse her of complicity, but to compliment her—this she had not expected. When she did finally comprehend him, she was no less confused. She was no great beauty. Her hair was so blond as to be almost white and her eyes so pale a blue as to be almost translucent. More than one person had found her appearance unnerving. Jack had said she looked like an ice queen, and that had been as close to a compliment as she had ever received. It wasn’t that her features were unattractive. Her nose was small and unremarkable. Her lips were quite adequate, her brow high but not too high, her chin round but not too round, her eyes spaced well, her skin clear if not just a little too pale. But somehow the overall effect was not a pleasant one.

Knowing all of this from her earliest looks in the mirror, Emily concluded in less than a second that Willoughby Galloway was one of those men who set about charming women with lies and false flattery for their own nefarious purposes.

And she had been ensnared. Only for a moment, but her heart had definitely beat more quickly at the sight of such a handsome man smiling down at her.

Now she gave him an icy smile. “Thank you.” She glanced at the prince, but he did not seem inclined to move away and introduce his companion to another unsuspecting lady. Emily was forced to make more conversation.

“How is it you know the prince?”

“We’re old friends,” Galloway said, slapping the prince on the shoulder. Albert stepped forward at the force of it then managed a smile.

“Yes, old friends,” he agreed.

“How did you meet?” she asked, genuinely curious. The prince had grown up in Saxony, and as the son of a viscount, Emily had to assume Galloway had been raised and educated in England.

“Mr. Galloway and I met in Saxony years ago,” Albert said, returning the slap on Galloway’s shoulder, though not as forcefully.

“I was on the Grand Tour,” Galloway said. “Albert and I spent several years traveling and exploring the duchy and beyond.”

“Several years?” Emily raised her brow. “I was under the impression a gentleman’s Grand Tour is but a year.”

The scamp winked at her. “For some of us it lasts a bit longer.”

The prince coughed, and Emily thought she heard him say, “Quite a bit longer.”

Galloway was obviously one of those debauched libertines who spent his life overindulging in drink, cards, and loose women. Though Albert did not strike her as such a man, his brother Ernest had a similar reputation. Emily looked about, hoping for some escape from the conversation. Seeing the queen still engaged with the prime minister, she despaired of ever being called to dinner and escaping Galloway and the confusing emotions she felt in his presence.

“I am surprised I have not seen you at the palace before,” she said, glancing at Galloway but avoiding looking into his eyes too long. She wanted to catch sight of those gold flecks in the brown of his eyes, and she wanted to look more deeply.

“I’ve only just arrived back in London,” Galloway said.

“Surely not from your Grand Tour.”

“No. I’ve been in France the past few years on business.”

She smiled with genuine interest. Perhaps there might be some conversation to be had after all. She could converse at length about French fashions, wine, and furnishings. “And what kind of business took you to France?”

“The business of making new friends, of course.” He gave her another half-smile and she had to stop herself from sighing in disgust. He meant women, of course. Paris was notorious for its courtesans. She told herself she was unaffected by his smile, but it wasn’t quite true. For some reason, his closeness, his smile, the look in his eyes made her flesh warm and her heart beat faster. She couldn’t understand it. She did not like rakes. One of the reasons Victoria had asked her to come to court was because Emily’s reputation was untarnished. During her marriage there had never been even a whisper of infidelity, not even a harmless flirtation. The other reason for the queen’s kindness, of course, was that Emily was a distant cousin of Victoria and had no close relatives still living. No doubt the queen felt it her duty to take Emily under her wing after Jack died. But she had asked Emily to come to Court even before Jack’s death. It had often been a topic of conversation between Emily and Jack. Emily had wanted to serve the queen and experience life in Buckingham Palace, and Jack had said that the queen only wanted her because she’d been advised to keep her friends close and her enemies closer.

But Emily had never been the queen’s enemy, even if Jack had seen himself as such.

“And how do you find life at court?” Galloway asked.

“I’m very fortunate to be asked to serve the queen,” she replied as she always did.

“Ah, excuse me,” the prince said. He moved toward his wife, and Emily felt a flicker of hope that dinner would begin soon.

And this conversation would end.

Galloway folded his arms over his dark blue coat paired with a robin’s egg blue waistcoat, which seemed much too bright a garment to be proper. “Life at the palace sounds quite tedious.”

Now that the prince had moved away, Emily did not feel compelled to hold her tongue. “Perhaps to some.”

Galloway leaned closer. “Perhaps to you,” he murmured. “It’s a good thing I’m here to liven things up a bit.”

“And what makes you think I want anything livened up, as you say? I am quite content with the status quo.”

He gave her a long perusal, starting from her face down her body, clad in gray half mourning, then back up again. He looked so long and so thoroughly that she felt her cheeks warm. 

“Are you quite through, sir?”

He gave her a mischievous smile. “I haven’t even begun. And to answer your question, I can look at you and see you want livening up. I’d say I am just the man to give it to you.” And with another wink—really, the gall of the man—he bowed and moved away.

Emily sputtered, trying to think of a reply to call after him, but nothing came to her. She would probably think of the perfect rejoinder tonight when she was half asleep and then kick herself for the next few days for not conjuring it earlier.

Lady Jocelyn moved to stand beside her. “Who was that man?”

Emily blew out a breath. “The most horrid creature. A friend of the prince, if you can believe that. I do hope I never have to see him again.”

“Really?” Lady Jocelyn fanned herself. “I think he’s quite handsome.”

Emily shook her head, unable to outright deny the observation. Galloway was handsome. “If you like that type,” she said.

“I dare say every woman likes his type.”

They were summoned to dinner, and Emily used the short walk to the dining room to compose herself. She spotted her place card easily enough and moved toward her seat, but just as she did so, she saw Mr. Galloway lift his place card and trade it with the card of the man whom she had been seated beside. Emily’s jaw dropped open. He could not do that! The queen had spent quite a lot of time and effort on the seating chart.

But if she pointed out Galloway’s effrontery, surely she would make a spectacle of herself, not to mention draw attention to the fact that he had moved cards to seat himself beside her. Then tongues would wag as to why he had wanted to sit beside her.

Emily met Galloway’s eyes and he raised his brows as if in challenge. He knew she knew, and he dared her to call him out.

Gritting her teeth, Emily said not a word and instead allowed Galloway to pull her chair out and seat her himself. Determined not to look at him, she turned her head to the man on her opposite side.

It was the prime minister.

Galloway sat down, and Emily was surrounded.
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Chapter Two
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Will knew Lady Averley didn’t like him. He’d misjudged her. He’d thought a widow living under the thumb of the queen would want excitement.

He still thought she wanted excitement. But not the sort he had offered just now.

If his instincts were correct, she wanted another sort all together. And though her role in the recent assassination attempt was still just a suspicion, Will was here to find the proof. She may not like him. Not yet. But he would persuade her to like him. That’s why Baron had sent him. Everyone liked Willoughby Galloway, and it would take a man of considerable charm and patience to uncover and sabotage the effort to kill the queen.

Will looked about the table at the ladies-in-waiting, the prince, the prime minister, and various other lords and secretaries. He didn’t suspect a single person at the table tonight would harm the queen directly. Lady Averley wouldn’t stab Her Majesty or poison her, but someone was helping the Irish assassins who wanted the queen dead, and at this point all evidence pointed to the blond woman on his left. Lady Averley had suggested a ride in the park that day. The excursion had not been planned. How would the would-be assassins know of such an occurrence if they hadn’t an accomplice inside Buckingham Palace?

The first course was served, and Will went about making himself agreeable to everyone at the table. He made easy conversation with the lady on his other side and those seated across from him. He attempted to speak to Lady Averley several times, but she was either in conversation with the prime minister, seated on her other side, or the queen.

Finally, the queen addressed him directly. “Mr. Galloway, you have a sister, if we recall correctly.”

“I do, Ma’am.” He gave her an engaging smile, and she smiled back, looking almost like a girl again when her cheeks turned pink. Take that, Lady Averley. I can be charming.

“Do you know Miss Galloway, Lady Averley?” the queen inquired. 

Will wanted to groan. Obviously, the queen had noticed the frostiness at this end of the table and decided to intervene.

Lady Averley set down her spoon. “I’m afraid I do not know Miss Galloway, Ma’am. I only had one Season before I was married.”

“That’s right. Lady Jocelyn?”

“I met Miss Galloway a time or two,” Lady Jocelyn answered. “She was quite a lovely, vivacious woman, if I remember correctly.”

Vivacious was putting it mildly.

“Galloway, why do we not recall news of her marriage?” the queen asked, piercing him again with her shrewd eyes. Will was certain she knew the answer to her own question, but he obliged, nonetheless.

“She is not yet wed, Ma’am.”

“Not yet wed? But she must be five and twenty.”

“Six and twenty,” Will said, sipping his wine. He didn’t often feel sympathy for Lucy. The two siblings were rather competitive, but he did understand how tiresome it must be for her to always be asked when she would wed. He was one and thirty, and no one ever asked him.

“Your mother must be quite beside herself,” the queen remarked.

Sophia Galloway was hardly beside herself. She had plenty to keep herself occupied. But she had remarked, a time or two, that she would like to meet her grandchildren before she was dead.

“Lord and Lady Smythe patiently await the happy day,” Will said diplomatically.

“Where is your sister now?” the prince asked. “Perhaps she can come to Court for a week or so while you are here visiting. We could host a ball.”

“Oh, yes!” Lady Jocelyn cried. “A costume ball would be divine.”

For a moment the voices at the table rose with excitement, and Will couldn’t have been heard even had he tried. Lucy definitely could not come to the palace. The prince didn’t know Lucy was part of the Royal Saboteurs. The less known about the members, the better. That’s what Baron believed. The prince only knew that Will had been sent to uncover any plots against the queen. Albert had thought it prudent to keep this information from his wife. The queen did not like to be managed, and she would see Will as a bodyguard, intent upon keeping her locked away. She’d evade him, rather than invite him into her inner circle, which was precisely the sort of access Will needed. Thus, Will and Prince Albert had concocted a story explaining how they’d met and become friends on the Continent before the prince had wed Queen Victoria. This same story had failed to impress Lady Averley, but Will could hardly tell her he’d never met the prince until a week ago. She too needed to believe the story and his rakish persona.

Finally, the voices lowered enough that Will could be heard. “I’m afraid Miss Galloway is currently rusticating in the country with friends. She would not ignore a summons from her queen, but she would sorely miss the company of her friends.”

The queen pursed her lips and turned the conversation to the second course as the footmen were even now clearing away the dishes from the first. Will breathed a sigh of relief. He’d spoken the truth—Lucy would have come if she’d been commanded, but as she was currently training as a Royal Saboteur at the secret facility they all called The Farm, she would not be pleased. She was probably crawling under fences right now or practicing her bomb-making skills. She would hate to have to sit and embroider with the likes of Lady Jocelyn and the Duchess of Charlemont.

“It seems as though you’ve saved your sister for the time being,” Lady Averley said as her plate was whisked away by one of the footmen.

Will looked over at her, surprised she had spoken to him voluntarily. But he didn’t waste any time. This was the moment he’d been waiting for. “I do hope you will mention my gallantry to her if you ever meet. She won’t believe me if I tell her myself.”

Lady Averley smiled slightly. She looked pretty when she smiled. Her light blue eyes warmed slightly, and she looked less regal and more human. “I imagine you teased and tormented her enough when she was a child that she has little reason to trust you now.”

“You have an older brother then?” Will asked.

“Two of them, and I cannot count the number of times they put a frog in my apron pocket or jumped out from behind a door to scare me.”

Will laughed. “If I’d put a frog in Lucy’s apron, she would have retaliated by placing a snake in my bed. She’s not one to let anyone best her.”

Lady Averley’s eyes widened with, if he was not mistaken, admiration. “She sounds quite fearless.”

“I can’t think of a single thing she fears, except”—he leaned close—“being leg-shackled.”

Lady Averley didn’t lean away from him. “But why should she not want to marry?”

Will couldn’t tell her the truth—that Lucy would rather chase after spies and assassins than toddlers. “I think she will marry one day, when she finds the right man. She hasn’t met him yet.”

“Then I hope she does meet him, and I wish her a long, happy union.”

It was exactly the sort of thing a well-bred lady would say. Will could play the part of a well-bred gentleman, but that wouldn’t help his mission.

The footmen set down Lady Averley’s plate, and she might have ended the conversation there, if Will had allowed it. “I was sorry to hear that your own union ended prematurely,” he said. “You honor your late husband by still wearing mourning clothes.”

Lady Averley looked down at her gray dress, which was fashionable but still modest and suitably somber. “He has been dead two years,” she said, poking at the fish on her plate. “But it seems like only a few days to me. Lady Jocelyn has encouraged me to put away my mourning clothes, but I haven’t felt quite ready.”

“You must have loved him a great deal.” Two years was far longer than required for a young widow to mourn a husband.

She glanced up, her pale blue eyes seeming to look right through him. “I did, yes.”

Will was startled by the honesty and naked emotion in her eyes. Neither was something he often found among the upper classes.

Finally, she looked away, and Will allowed himself to be drawn into another conversation. That conversation centered on the food and the way each dish was prepared and didn’t require Will’s full attention. His mind wandered back to his mission. This might be his first mission with the Royal Saboteurs, but covert work was in his blood. His parents had been operatives for the Barbican, a secret group formed in the time of the Napoleonic Wars. Their missions had been varied—to protect the country from French plots as well as investigate more domestic matters of public safety. Now the French were not as much a threat, and the police force could deal with murders and other incidents. Will had worked with the Foreign and Home Offices to follow suspected spies. He’d even done some spying himself. But the Royal Saboteurs was the position he’d wanted. Not only was Baron, one of the original members of the Barbican, at its head, but the Royal Saboteurs were not just following suspected spies and reporting on them. The Saboteurs were protecting Queen and Country.

Will had jumped at this chance to come to Court and ferret out the traitor helping those who wished to assassinate the queen. All suspicion was on Lady Averley. Will had thought he would come in; charm the pretty, young widow; gain her trust; and find the incriminating evidence.

Now he realized it wouldn’t be so easy. She might be a pretty, young widow, but that did not mean she was bored. He’d found a quiet young woman still in mourning. She had obviously loved her late husband and was not looking for a handsome young man to take the earl’s place by her side or in her bed.

By no means did any of these qualities remove her from suspicion. In fact, she was even more of a suspect now than before. Everyone knew the Earl of Averley had been an opponent of the queen and her policies. Unlike most peers, the earl had been in favor of reform and limiting the power of the upper classes. That included limiting the power of the queen. There was no proof the earl wanted the queen dead, but he had been involved in several Parliamentary schemes that would have made Victoria little more than a body on a throne and the House of Lords little more than a social club.

If Averley’s countess shared his views, then might she be ripe to support a group who sought to remove the queen altogether?

“Have you been to Lyme Regis, Mr. Galloway?” Lady Jocelyn asked.

Will had been smiling and nodding at the conversation but paying it very little mind. Now he paused to sip his wine and pull his mind back to the conversation at hand. He nodded to the lady seated across from him. “I have, my lady. In fact, when I was young, my family visited the seaside there several times.”

“And how did you find it?” Lady Jocelyn asked.

Will noted that Lady Averley had ended her conversation with the prime minister and was looking at him expectantly.

“I confess I enjoyed my time there very much. I would spend all day on the beach and after several weeks, when we returned to London, I’d have tanned skin and my hair gone almost blond.”

“That hardly sounds suitable for a lady,” Lady Jocelyn said. She nodded at Lady Averley. “The countess has been trying to persuade me to accompany her for a few weeks to Lyme Regis this summer, when Her Majesty is in Scotland.”

“We needn’t spend all day on the beach,” Lady Averley said. “Although it’s quite refreshing to walk there. With a sturdy parasol, you needn’t worry about your complexion. I’m fairer than you and manage to avoid sunburn.”

“Oh, but it’s the freckles I worry about. One touch of sun, and spots pop out all over my face,” Lady Jocelyn said.

“I think you should look quite fetching with a sprinkle of freckles,” Will said.

Lady Jocelyn gave him a coy smile. “Thank you, sir, but my husband does not agree.”

“There is more to do in Lyme Regis than walk on the beach. Pleasant as it is.” Will nodded to Lady Averley. “The area is also known for its fossils.”

“Fossils?” the prince asked, interested as ever in anything remotely scientific. “What sort of fossils?”

“Fascinating creatures who no longer walk the Earth, at least not anywhere in England,” Lady Averley replied, her eyes shining. Will knew an opportunity when he saw one, and he pounced on the topic that might be a bridge to gaining her affection.

“Have you ever found any fossils there, my lady?” Will asked.

“I have.” Her cheeks were pink now, and Will found the change in her quite mesmerizing. “Unfortunately, not any finds of particular interest. Mostly just sea creatures, and all of those I could identify. What about you, Mr. Galloway?”

“I confess I have also gone fossil-hunting, Lady Averley. I too found several specimens, but like you, nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Is fossil-hunting a common pastime in this place?” the prince asked.

“Oh, yes, Your Majesty,” Will answered. “Hunters trek out along the sea and among the cliffs. A few years ago there was a phenomenon known as a landslip that occurred at Bindon Manor, which is not far from Lyme Regis. The area had been covered with turnip fields, but those were dislodged when an enormous chasm opened up.”

“I have not seen it,” Lady Averley said. “How large is the chasm?”

“I have not seen it either,” Will admitted, “but my sister went with my parents to view it. My father wrote that it was about 300 feet across and 150 or more feet deep. It ran for almost a mile. Quite a number of fossils were discovered in that chasm.”

“Fascinating,” the prince commented.

“Have you heard of Mary Anning?” Lady Averley asked.

Will thanked God that he hadn’t spent all his time barefoot and splashing in the waves at Lyme Regis. “The lady geologist? I have heard of her and seen a few of her finds. They fetch quite a high price.”

“And what did you think of them?” Lady Averley inquired. “Do you believe they are the remains of ancient sea dragons and other mythical creatures?”

“If you are asking if I believe her finds are frauds, then no. I believe they are real, and I believe she has made several extraordinary finds. As to what to make of them, I know not. They certainly do seem to be the preserved remains of creatures the likes of which I have never seen. Perhaps one day we will find one of the creatures alive or come to learn what happened to them.”

“And you say a woman made these discoveries?” the duchess asked, her voice high and shrill. “How unseemly, to be digging about in the dirt.”

Will knew a dozen women like the Duchess of Charlemont. He could handle her in his sleep. “You are not alone in thinking so,” Will said. “Miss Anning has not been accepted into The Geological Society of London. Her finds have been written about by others, doubtless many who do not even credit her.” He glanced at Lady Averley when he said this, wondering which side she would take.

“Why should she want credit for such an activity?” the duchess observed, taking the side he’d known she would. “If she must dig about in the dirt then I am sure she would not want it known.”

“On the contrary,” Lady Averley said, “I think she would like very much to be credited for her discoveries. It’s only the men in the scientific community who will not allow it.”

Interesting, Will thought, though considering her husband’s beliefs, he should not be surprised she had progressive views about women.

“They’re threatened by her, no doubt,” Will said. He meant it too. He’d seen men threatened by the strong women in his family many times. But he’d been raised to appreciate and value a woman for her talents and to believe they could be equal to and even surpass a man’s. “It’s a foolish attitude, as such prejudice only slows their own study.”
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