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      He wants to bring her to justice, but the secrets she holds may be the end of him. 

      

      Shattered by the death of his cousin, Gideon Wells, the Earl of Flint, is determined to prove his cousin’s widow is the one responsible. When Amelia Montgomery finally returns to town on the arm of her new lover, Gideon vows to bring her to justice. But getting close to her sparks a hunger that he can’t ignore. As he begins to uncover the truth about Amelia, he encounters an evil more sinister than he ever imagined. Can he destroy the threat or will he suffer the same fate as his cousin?
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      The blood spread out like a ruby halo. It was a startling contrast to the white marble floor. It darkened the pink of her skirts, the white lace fringe soaked in a red so dark it was almost black.

      We should never have come home.

      “This is all my fault,” Amelia whispered. “What have I done?” She pulled her husband’s broken body closer until he was cradled in her arms.

      She hadn’t moved from that spot at the foot of the stairs since returning from her round of afternoon calls. That was when she had found him—a nightmare in full daylight.

      It was night now. Dusk had come and gone without her awareness. That was as it should be. Her world would be dark now. Her memory of other locations was faulty. Only this spot was solid earth, this and the grand staircase in front of her—the one she had so admired when they first let this house to be near Viscount Worthing.

      How many stairs were there? She hadn’t counted them before. How could she not know how many stairs were in her home? And did everybody have this much blood? It covered the stones all around her in an endless pool. She was an island in a sea of blood.

      She and Martin should have stayed on the continent, in Italy where they had both been happy. She should have never let him convince her to come home. England was a cursed land, its society full of hypocrites and liars. It had taken her family and her home. And now it had taken Martin, her only solace in a life bereft of love and affection.

      She had nothing now.

      All around her, chaos reigned, but she barely took note of it. Servants ran to and fro, shouting, some weeping openly. Or was that her? She couldn’t tell. Her face was wet and her throat ached, so perhaps she was also crying. The only sensation in her numb body was in her hands, the ones clutching Martin’s shirt.

      Amelia ignored the footman trying to make her let go of his body. Shrugging him off, she tightened her grip on her husband’s thin shoulders.

      If she let go, they would take him away and he’d be gone forever.

      So, she held on. She was still cradling Martin to her when the great shadow passed over them. Blinking, she looked up into the darkness over the stairs and saw the glowing yellow eyes staring back at her. The next second, they were gone. The darkness was empty.
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          A YEAR LATER

        

      

    

    
      “She’s here.”

      Gideon Wells, Earl of Flint, schooled his expression until it had been wiped clean of all emotion. His stomach roiled, but there was no trace of the anger or disdain he felt knowing Amelia Montgomery had re-entered society, her year of mourning at an end.

      It was an event he’d been waiting months for, ever since he had been recalled from the continent.

      Gideon craned his neck, searching for Amelia’s dark curls, but the ballroom was crowded and he hadn’t seen her in years. He wasn’t sure what she looked like now. The last time he’d seen her she had been little more than a child.

      “Lord Worthing is with her,” Clarke whispered.

      In a flash, Gideon’s composure was gone. He fisted his large hands and inhaled sharply.

      “Steady, man,” Clarke said, raising a fine red eyebrow before casually looking away with a placid expression.

      “I’m fine,” Gideon lied, nearly choking on the words.

      He was as good as he was going to get knowing the woman who’d murdered his cousin was in this ballroom on the arm of her lover—the bastard who no doubt had helped her kill Martin.

      His heart ached at the injustice. His cousin had only been three and twenty when he died. Gideon remembered Martin as a slight and sweetly spoken young man.

      Though he had visited the Montgomery estate in Northumberland as a youth, their difference in age had kept them at arm’s length until Martin had gotten older. They had grown close when his younger cousin had attended the Abingdon School, near Gideon’s family home in Oxfordshire. Martin had often come for weekend visits. When he had, he’d spoken warmly of Amelia, his father’s ward. Gideon had liked her on principal. He’d been pleased Martin had a friend at home. Sir Clarence, his uncle, was a dour and cold man, overly concerned with his position in society, the kind who looked down on those beneath him.

      Once upon a time that had included Gideon himself. Sir Clarence hadn’t approved of the match his younger sister Anne had made. But things were different now. A series of accidental and premature deaths on his father’s side of the family had resulted in Gideon inheriting an earldom along with several prize estates. Sir Clarence had been forced to eat his words about his father. In fact, the last time Gideon had seen him, Sir Clarence had even hinted he would like to visit Tarryhall, the Earl of Flint’s family seat in Derbyshire.

      Martin had never seen his new estate. He had married Amelia when Gideon was still abroad in France. By the time Gideon returned, his cousin had already departed for the continent with his bride—something Sir Clarence still spoke of with bitterness.

      Gideon thought the couple’s return would settle some of his uncle’s ruffled feathers, but the old man was still bitter. Clarence complained they had settled too far from home, choosing to divide their time between London and Kent.

      He knew why now of course. Viscount Worthing’s principal estate was in Kent. Somehow, Amelia had manipulated Martin into settling a stone’s throw from her lover’s home. And no doubt his amiable cousin had seen nothing wrong with indulging her.

      Now he was dead.

      His friend shifted his weight, lifting a glass to hide his lips. “She’s there in that cluster straight ahead, in the cerulean gown. Worthing is the tall blond man on her right.”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes, turning to behold his quarry.

      The sight of her hit him like a physical blow. He shouldn’t have been surprised—a peacock like Worthing wouldn’t be involved with a homely woman. Nevertheless, he hadn’t expected this singularly beautiful creature.

      Though passably pretty as a child, Amelia had grown into a diamond of the first water, one who easily eclipsed every other woman in the room. Amelia’s complexion was pure, with rose-tinted cheeks. Her lips were a darker shade of pink, lush and full. A dark crown of jet curls gleamed in the candlelight. He was too far to see the color of her eyes, but her lashes were a thick fringe against her ivory and rose skin.

      Though her birth was low, Amelia Montgomery was captivating, a true siren whose looks and grace could lead a man to his doom. That fact, combined with her immense fortune, and he no longer wondered at the interest society had taken in the young widow.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Clarke muttered in an aside. “I know you feel you need a purpose now that your title prevents you from helping the war office, but is this how you want to spend your time? Chasing after a notorious widow? She’s been barred from the best houses. It’s only Lady Anderson’s interest in salacious gossip that won them entry here tonight.”

      Gideon scowled at his friend. Clarke was exaggerating, and he knew it. A few houses might be snubbing Worthing and his “friend,” but society loved a scandal. Having the season’s most disreputable couple attend one’s ball or soirée would be a feather in the cap of most of the ton’s hostesses.

      “I won’t let this go. Martin was an innocent, too trusting. He deserved better than this.”

      Clarke frowned. “Sending a young woman to the gallows is not the same thing as disarming an enemy agent or intercepting a spy’s intelligence. I know you are restless now, but I don’t believe this will satisfy your craving to serve your country.”

      Gideon took exception at the implication that he was trading one mission for another. “This has nothing to do with being recalled home,” he muttered, his eyes following Amelia’s movement across the room. “My new lands and tenants are my chief concern, which is why I spent the last few months buried with estate agents and stewards, untangling the messes my predecessors have made. But I also have a duty to my family—what’s left of it. I will have justice for my cousin.”

      Clarke sighed. “I just don’t think this is what Phineus had in mind when he asked you to come home.”

      Gideon snorted. “Phineus didn’t ask. It was an order—one I couldn’t disregard.”

      He’d tried to reason with his superior at the war office, but Phineus had been adamant. The Earl of Flint’s holdings were in chaos. Contradictory efforts at improving the lands, combined with the sheer number of times the title had changed hands in so few years, had rendered the old but valuable estates unproductive. Despite how much Phineus valued Gideon’s efforts on behalf of the crown, he had recalled him home to care for his unexpected inheritance. His reasoning had been that a strong economy at home was just as important as one spy’s efforts abroad, even when the country was on the brink of war.

      Deep down, Gideon knew the decision had been the right one, but…Clarke may have been right about the reality of coming home. Gideon now had wealth and position, but also responsibilities he had never expected. Though his work for the war office had played a small but pivotal role in ensuring the safety of the nation, being a landholder meant people depended on him far more directly. His obligation had been transformed from a strong but formless concept of duty to king and country to a tangible demand in the form of his tenants. His burden now had a face, or rather, many faces.

      In some ways, it was true he was chafing under the restraints of his new position, but proving Martin was murdered wasn’t a distraction. He’d worked himself ragged the last few months to get his properties and other holdings back on sound financial footing. Though he hadn’t had time to implement all the agricultural improvements he wanted, he’d at least ensured his tenants wouldn’t starve this winter.

      Now that Amelia was out in society, he had a much better chance of getting close to her than when she was cloistered in the requisite year of mourning society demanded of widows.

      And I’m not the only one who wants to get closer.

      A fop named Binton was bending over Amelia’s hand, presumably asking for a dance. With a charming tilt of her head, she agreed, pairing with him for a Scottish reel while Lord Worthing observed with approving, but watchful, eyes.

      Viscount Worthing’s view of the dance floor must have been obscured momentarily by some other guests. Without appearing too obvious, he stepped a few paces to one side, drawing the woman he was speaking to with him. From his new vantage point, he could see Binton and his partner once more, never breaking off his conversation.

      “He rarely allows her out of his sight,” Clarke observed.

      “So it would seem,” Gideon muttered in agreement.

      “It may be difficult to speak to her alone under these circumstances.”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes at the dancing couple, dismissing Worthing entirely. “Her lover won’t be a problem.”

      “And just how do you plan on speaking to her alone?”

      “The same way I got the French officer’s wife to follow me into the garden that night in Rouen,” he said, signaling for a waiter to bring him some wine.

      Clarke smiled sardonically and appeared ready to say something else, but Gideon forestalled him with a heavy glance. He recognized the last strains of the reel. Moving into position, he got ready to intercept Amelia at the end of the dance before Worthing could reclaim her.

      His plan was to sweep her into the next dance without missing a beat. It was a maneuver that had worked very well with the French officer’s wife, but, in this case, the musicians didn’t oblige him by launching into the next song.

      The music ceased just as Amelia saw him. Her lips parted in surprise as she recognized him. Gideon smiled and inclined his head in her direction. Her answering smile was hesitant. She stepped toward him, pausing as Worthing hurried toward her.

      But Gideon reached her first. With a warm welcoming expression, he took her hand and bowed.

      “Hello, cousin,” he said in a soft tone, turning her slightly so their backs were to Worthing.

      “Gideon,” she breathed.

      Her eyes, a deep blue, caught the candlelight and seemed to shine brighter as she looked up at him. If he didn’t know any better, he would have guessed she was pleased to see him. Something told him that wasn’t going to last.
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      Amelia’s heart was racing as she stared into Gideon’s dark eyes. Pulse pounding in her ears, she bit her lip before taking the arm he offered.

      He was bigger than she remembered. It was strange because he was a giant as a child, an unusually tall youth who dwarfed even her guardian, Sir Clarence. But now, Gideon had the body of a man. He’d filled out, adding layers of muscles to his once-lanky frame. Combined with his height, it made him an imposing figure, even in a ballroom full of blue-blooded nobility.

      His hair was also darker than she remembered. The vivid streaks of gold he had from spending so much time in the sun were gone now. His boyish handsomeness had matured into something harder and darker.

      He almost looked dangerous, but, if anything, his appeal was only heightened.

      Every woman in the room is staring at him—including myself. Her face heated and she started to pull away, but Gideon forestalled her. He pressed his hand over hers, making sure she didn’t let go of his arm. The muscle underneath the fine cloth of his fitted waistcoat was like steel, and she wondered what sport he indulged in to become so fit.

      The hair on the back of her neck lifted. Amelia didn’t know if it was because of the number of eyes trained their way, or because she was with Gideon again, the small touch of her hand on his arm a burning brand.

      Seemingly aware that most of the guests were watching, he led Amelia to the relative privacy of the balcony on the far side of the ballroom. Once on the other side of the doors, she let out a pent-up breath, one she hadn’t even been aware she’d been holding. She laughed self-consciously, about to thank him for rescuing her, when she checked herself.

      How much did he know? Did he blame her for Martin’s death as well? If he did, why was he being so solicitous?

      “I heard you were back in town,” Gideon said, not acknowledging her obvious relief at being away from the crowded ballroom. “I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you before. I was still traveling on the grand tour when Martin…”

      He coughed, his face tightening. For a moment, she imagined some of the weight of her grief had been transferred to him, pressing them both down into the earth.

      Amelia ducked her head, her throat tight. “I know. He—he used to read me your letters.”

      The words were hoarse, revealing the effort she’d made to get them out. She cleared her throat. “It sounded exciting…so much that he decided he wanted to travel himself. Nothing as extensive as your explorations, of course, but we ended up spending most of our marriage abroad. I half expected to stumble upon you one day.”

      Gideon cocked his head to the side. “I did as well, but I was always on the move, trying to make the most of the opportunity before my cousin Matteo changed his mind and decided to stop funding me.”

      He smiled, but his face was still too hard for it to be a happy expression.

      “Oh, I see,” she said. Martin hadn’t mentioned that detail to her. “I like your cousin Matteo very much. We spent some time with him and Isobel our last few months abroad—right after their twin sons were born.”

      Gideon leaned against the terrace balustrade and crossed his arms. “She was your governess, I believe?”

      She nodded, warming to the subject. “Only for a short while. Then Matteo visited. Before you could blink, they were married. But she wrote every month.”

      Those letters had been one of the few bright spots in her bleak childhood. She had treasured every one of them. Isobel was one of her few confidantes, but there were some things Amelia hadn’t told her…not yet.

      Perhaps I need to change that.

      “Amelia?”

      She jerked her gaze up to find Gideon watching her expectantly.

      “Woolgathering?”

      Her shoulders dropped, but she was suddenly too tired to be embarrassed. It wasn’t like she was in the company of some stranger. There was no need to fabricate a delicate excuse. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been sleeping much of late. I have trouble focusing on even simple tasks, conversations included. Please excuse my distraction.”

      His face softened. “There’s no need to apologize. Not on your part anyway. I am the one who needs to make amends. I should have come to see you after I returned from the continent.”

      “I was traveling myself then,” she said, gripping her hands tightly together. After Martin’s death, she couldn’t stay in that house. “I decided the Lake District was more to my liking.”

      Amelia glanced at the ornate glass doors of the terrace. In her imagination, the well-dressed horde was staring at her with their faces pressed against the glass. The reality was not far off. She turned back to Gideon. “I don’t expect I’ll stay in town very long.”

      “That’s disappointing…I had hoped we could renew our acquaintance. I’d like to hear about Martin and your travels.” He uncrossed his arms and put one of them on the railing behind him to brace himself. “I let too much time pass since seeing him last. Tell me, was he happy those last few months?”

      “He was the happiest I’d ever seen him,” she said, not thinking, and then wanted to bite her tongue. She hoped he wouldn’t ask her for more details.

      “Really? Was there something in particular, some change that was responsible for such a state?”

      Her lips parted. Oh, dear.

      Amelia belatedly realized the conversation had ventured into troubling territory. She had been too unguarded with him. But Gideon interpreted her hesitation as embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry if I overstepped. I didn’t mean to imply the marital state alone was not sufficient to achieve bliss. I’m sure he was very happy married to you.”

      “He was,” she assured him with a blush. “But you’re right; there was more. The return home to England for one. I don’t think he realized how much he had missed home until we returned.”

      “But you didn’t return to Northumberland. You settled in Kent.”

      “Err, yes,” she said, looking out the corner of her eye for Crispin.

      He warned you about situations like this.

      “I did not think you had any connections there,” Gideon continued, his relentless questioning as inexorable as the Flood.

      “No family connections to speak of. Only friends. Martin was my only family,” she said, a shaft of lonely longing spearing her.

      “And Uncle Clarence,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, of course. There’s Sir Clarence,” she replied weakly.

      “Have you spoken to him recently? I heard he’s also in town this season, but I’ve not had the occasion to visit with him yet.”

      “Well…”

      As if on cue, Crispin, Lord Worthing, stepped outside at that moment, displaying his impeccable sense of timing. Her relief was short-lived, however, dwindling to nothing when she saw who was on his arm.

      “Amelia, darling, where have you been hiding?” The graceful woman at Crispin’s side was dressed in a fashionable cerise gown paired with a modest string of pearls. Amelia recognized the dress as the work of her own modiste, an exclusive dressmaker whom Crispin had recommended.

      “Mrs. Spencer,” she said, feigning enthusiasm to see her former guardian’s mistress. “How nice to see you again. I wasn’t aware you were here tonight or I would have come to pay my respects.”

      Ellie Spencer laughed, a light tinkling sound. “No need to be so formal, my dear,” she said with a charmingly dismissive wave. “I saw the viscount here and imposed upon him to find you. I wanted to make sure you were attending my little garden party next week. You will attend, won’t you?”

      The look in Mrs. Spencer’s eyes and the surreptitious glance she gave Gideon told Amelia all she needed to know. She had been neatly trapped. Somehow, Ellie Spencer guessed Amelia did not want to appear ill-mannered in front of Gideon.

      “Of course I will attend.”

      “But, my dear, you’ve already agreed to attend the Marston’s country party next week,” Crispin interjected smoothly. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure,” he said, extending a hand to Gideon. “I’m Worthing.”

      Gideon hesitated so long Amelia was afraid he was about to deliver the cut direct, but he eventually accepted the hand and shook it. She suspected his grip was painful because Crispin winced, but her erstwhile protector managed to smile and murmur something polite about being members of the same club.

      “Congratulations on the title, by the way,” Crispin added after a moment. “I have some property near one of your new estates in Cornwall. We are neighbors in fact.”

      “Is that so? Is yours the old Cavendish estate or do you own the bit of land to the east?”

      “It’s the latter. I’m eyeing just the right spot for a snug cottage or country house. It’s a pretty little piece.”

      “That it is,” Gideon agreed, turning back to her. He raised an eyebrow when he saw she had a hand to her mouth.

      Amelia was mortified. “Oh dear, I forgot you’re an earl now!” He must think her a perfect ninny. “At the very least, I should have congratulated you as well.”

      “Think nothing of it.” In a swift economical move, he leaned over. “I remember your father’s views on the nobility—don’t worry. I haven’t let it go to my head.”

      She blushed and ducked her head, hoping that was true. Hazy memories of certain conversations trickled back to her. Her father had choice words about the peerage. Words she had repeated, uncensored, to Gideon as a girl.

      At the time, he had been highly entertained by her knowledge of certain colorful, vulgar expressions. And now he’s an earl.

      “Oh, what a shame you can’t attend,” Mrs. Spencer interjected during the awkward pause, accepting defeat with her trademark good grace. “But perhaps I can impose on the earl to come instead. I know Sir Clarence would love to see him.”

      Gideon turned to Mrs. Spencer as if he’d forgotten she was there. He belatedly introduced himself, bowing over her hand. “Pardon me, how do you know my uncle?”

      The older woman smiled, waving a graceful hand over her bosom. “Oh, Sir Clarence and I are good friends. I often act as hostess for him on those rare occasions when he chooses to entertain.”

      Understanding lit Gideon’s eyes. “Oh, you’re that Mrs. Spencer.” He nodded. “A pleasure. If I’m in town, I will be sure to attend, although I plan on catching up with Sir Clarence at the club this week.”

      “He’ll be delighted to hear it,” Mrs. Spencer said before nudging Crispin. “Darling, I’m parched.”

      “One champagne on the way.” He stepped away to flag down a waiter, asking for two flutes. Then he returned with a regretful expression. “I’m afraid we can’t stay to partake ourselves. Amelia and I are expected at the Turner soiree.”

      With barely time for a civil parting, Crispin ushered her away.

      “That was hardly subtle,” Amelia chided once they were safely ensconced in the dark interior of the viscount’s carriage.

      “Neither was using your uncle’s mistress as a distraction, but you had spent long enough in the earl’s company.”

      “Crispin, he’s a friend. He’s also Martin’s cousin.”

      “And he’s also a dangerous man from what I’ve heard,” Crispin said, inclining his head with a dark expression. “You must take care what you say to him.”

      “Don’t you think you’re exaggerating? I’ve known Gideon since I was a child.” She paused to smooth her skirts. “I admit I was anxious when I first saw him. I didn’t know if he believed the rumors about me.”

      “You mean the rumors about us and whether we were involved in Martin’s death,” Crispin said with his trademark bluntness.

      She shook her head. “If Gideon thought I killed my husband, he would have confronted me or publicly cut me. He’s always been direct. Even as a youth. I don’t think he would have spoken to me at all if he blamed me.”

      Crispin threw her a pitying glance. “Amelia, you must listen to me. That is not the young man you knew. Gideon Wells has changed—and I’m not talking about his new title. There are some disturbing rumors about him and what he was really doing on the continent a few months ago. If what I’ve heard is correct, then there is no chance he’s overlooking the gossip.”

      She frowned at her companion. “What sort of things did he do?”

      He sniffed. “Well, as to that I’m not precisely certain. A well-informed friend with connections to the war office mentioned something but wouldn’t elaborate. Suffice to say it was a warning of sorts. Don’t tangle with the earl. He is to be avoided at all costs.”

      She clasped her hands together, the omnipresent weight on her shoulders growing heavier. “That’s going to be difficult. He’s a family connection. And he wants to hear more about Martin, about our time together.”

      Crispin straightened in his seat. “Even more reason to avoid him.”

      Amelia sighed. “Fine. I will do as you ask, but it will be difficult unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “I’ve been thinking I should leave town. Go back abroad.”

      Crispin passed a hand over his face. “I was afraid you were going to say that. But it’s not safe to leave England at the moment. The rumors say we are on the brink of war with France. Travel is growing more hazardous. Soon, it won’t be possible at all.”

      “Which is why I should leave now.”

      He argued, naturally, and she countered his assertions, but her effort was half-hearted at best. In truth, she suddenly had a reason to stay.

      Leaving would mean not seeing Gideon again.

      And despite her promise to Crispin, she wouldn’t—couldn’t—stay away from Gideon. That had always been beyond her abilities.

      Hours later, finally done with the night’s round of parties, Crispin delivered her home. She had told her butler not to wait up, so she let herself in with her key.

      Amelia had just closed the door behind her, preparing to go upstairs to her bedroom, when she saw it.

      Lying in the middle of a pool of moonlight was a small object. Bending, she took a closer look. It was a dead rose. Puzzled, she bent to pick it up, and it crumbled in her hand. Even the stem fell to pieces.

      She spent a few minutes picking up the fragments. Had one of the maids dropped it when cleaning? She didn’t remember having any fresh-cut roses placed in any of the rooms. Perhaps one of the staff had cut it in the garden and forgotten about it.

      “Damn.” A particularly sharp thorn had pierced her finger. A drop of blood fell to the floor.

      A rushing sound filled her ears. She straightened abruptly, her ears filled with whispers. Turning in circles, she searched the shadows for their source. It was as if she was surrounded by an unseen crowd of people, but there was no one there.

      She tried to calm herself, but her skin broke out into a cold sweat. Covering her ears, she turned on her heel and ran up the stairs, dropping the fragments of the rose in the process. Once she’d reached the second floor, the noise stopped as suddenly as it had started.

      Wiping her hands on her skirt, Amelia hurried to her bedroom, locking the door behind her.
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      Gideon impatiently pushed away his plate and sank deeper into the fine leather chair.

      “Will that be all, Lord Flint?” Ames, the Standard club’s steward bent over him solicitously.

      “Yes, Ames. Just show Mr. Clarke to my table when he comes in.”

      “Of course, my lord.”

      “Thank you,” he murmured, picking up his paper again, turning back to an article about flooding down south as Ames took away his plate.

      Gideon tried to focus on the news sheet, but in his mind, a pair of bright blue eyes burned brightly. Eventually, he threw the sheet aside. Passing a hand over his face, he sighed and examined the minute changes in the familiar surroundings.

      Despite the number of years that had passed, little had altered at the old Standard. Just a few new touches here and there. A new leather chair in the corner, a vase on the table next to it. Though other clubs had invited him to join their rolls—some of which he had—loyalty compelled him to spend most of his time here, despite his membership in other more fashionable and exclusive establishments.

      The Standard had granted him membership when he was a mere mister. Old Ames had even given him extensions when he hadn’t been able to pay his dues on time. As a young man, Gideon had privately teased Ames about his preference for him having more to do with his dislike of his uncle, who was also a member. Old Ames steadfastly denied it, insisting he felt the same way about all their patrons.

      Many members of the Standard were either very young men or part of the old guard. During his time with the war office, he had found both types useful. The younger military types were happy to talk as long as the liquor flowed freely. Something similar could be said for the older set, although in that case, the vintages he’d been required to buy to encourage loose tongues had been substantially more expensive.

      That reminds me. He ordered a fine bottle of port and displayed it prominently on his table. When his quarry appeared, it would be useful. A few minutes later, his uncle walked into the room.

      “Sir Clarence,” he hailed.

      Across the room, his uncle looked up. His face stiffened before breaking into something resembling a grin.

      Close, but not quite right.

      “Gideon, my boy, hello.” He sat down across from him, making sure the others in the room noted his easy familiarity with the wealthy earl. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m well, Uncle, and very glad to see you,” he said, pouring himself a few fingers of port. “Would you like some?”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” his uncle murmured, accepting the glass Gideon offered. He relaxed in his seat, chatting for a few minutes before asking. “So…when did you arrive in town?”

      The unspoken implication that Gideon should have notified him hung in the air.

      “I arrived yesterday. I was planning on calling on you tomorrow if I didn’t find you here.”

      His uncle waved that away. “Don’t be silly. You’re an earl now. It’s my place to call on you,” he said generously, though his tone was a trifle flat.

      “There is no need for us to observe such formalities as rank. We are family,” Gideon assured him smoothly before segueing into a discussion of mutual acquaintances. After his uncle had helped himself to a few more glasses of port, Gideon guided the conversation toward his true aim.

      “I met a friend of yours last night.”

      “Which one?” His uncle wasn’t slurring yet, but his speech was deliberate and careful, a sure sign he had imbibed too much before his arrival at the club.

      “Mrs. Spencer.”

      “Ah yes, Ellie. Met her a few years ago.” Sir Clarence coughed, his florid round face growing a touch redder. He hesitated. “She’s a fine woman…and after a certain age, a man needs companionship.”

      Gideon leaned in. “There’s no need to explain. Aunt Carol has been gone for a long time now. Your new friend is quite charming. Very bright and vivacious.”

      “Yes, she is, isn’t she?” Sir Clarence didn’t smile, however. “She mentioned meeting you…and Amelia.”

      Gideon murmured noncommittally. Instinct told him to keep quiet.

      “That girl never listens,” Sir Clarence hissed before taking a long sip. “Running all around town with that fop Worthing. What an embarrassment.” He polished off his glass in one swallow. “No matter. She won’t be a problem much longer.”

      That last was said without much heat, but it didn’t seem to matter. Gideon’s whole body reacted as if he’d heard a trumpet’s call to arms. He stifled the inexplicable impulse to leap out of his chair and beat his uncle senseless, forcing himself to remain passive and distantly amused. The only thing that betrayed his true feelings was a twitching muscle in his cheek, the side effect of clenching his teeth too hard.

      “Soon, she’ll be someone else’s problem.” Sir Clarence sighed and rolled his eyes.

      Gideon took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. Interesting. “Why do you say that?”

      His uncle poured himself another, substantially fuller glass. “She’ll remarry. I doubt her new husband will allow her to fritter and waste her time about town as she is doing now.”

      Gideon frowned. “Do you mean Lord Worthing? From all accounts, he seems to enjoy town.”

      Clarence laughed shortly. “No, not that sod.”

      “Then who do you mean?”

      His uncle squinted at him, his hand lifted halfway to his mouth. “Never mind, boy, never mind.” He looked around and spotted a pair of his cronies in the corner. “Oh, there they are.”

      Sir Clarence rose, putting down his glass. “Fine vintage, my boy, thank you. I must run along. Promised Southeby and old Tremaine I would luncheon with them.”

      “Of course, Uncle. And please send my regards to your friend Mrs. Spencer. I enjoyed meeting her last night.”

      “Hmm. Oh good, good.” Sir Clarence wandered away without another word, weaving slightly.

      Kyle Clarke slipped into his vacated chair, watching Sir Clarence stumble before joining his party in the corner.

      “Potent stuff, isn’t it?” he said quietly, lifting the bottle of port and examining the label.

      “It’s his favorite,” Gideon muttered, weighing the distance to the nearest men in the room and deciding they were too far to be overheard provided they didn’t shout like his uncle had.

      “Learn anything new?”

      “One or two useful things. For one, he doesn’t share society’s impression of his former daughter-in-law. There’s more, but I believe that’s the most significant because Clarence has always been excessively conscious of popular opinion. He follows the crowds in that regard, but not this time.”

      “Do you suspect he knows more about Martin’s death than he’s saying?”

      Gideon considered that. “If he did, I think he’d be angrier. He was never one to prevaricate or hide his feelings. I suspect he believes it was an accident. He wrote as much in the letters we’ve exchanged since.”

      No, whatever Clarence was hiding had to do with Amelia…

      If Amelia were to remarry, Worthing was the only possible candidate. Her name hadn’t been attached to anyone else—not publicly anyway. Gideon would have to get closer to her to be sure.

      Gideon was still mulling mystery suitors when Clarke waved a hand in his face. “Sorry. I was thinking.”

      Clarke huffed. “That much was obvious.” He paused and tilted his head to one side. “I don’t suppose you’ve reconsidered this quest now that you’ve met and spoken with the girl.”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes at his old friend. “And just why would I do that?”

      “I was watching the two of you last night, in case you’ve forgotten. You two and Worthing. I thought you were going to interrogate her, but from my vantage point, you were…gentle with her.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten the finer points of espionage, making your target feel comfortable is often key to winning their trust.”

      “And you forget I’ve seen you work—often enough to know when you’re dissembling. This was different.”

      Gideon glowered. “Of course it was different. I’ve been acquainted with her since she was in the schoolroom.”

      Clarke raised a brow.

      Gideon set down his glass with a thump. “Fine,” he muttered. “There is a chance—a small one, mind you—she wasn’t directly involved.”

      Clarke looked triumphant, but Gideon forestalled him. “I still think she killed him. All the evidence points toward it…but I’m willing to entertain the idea she brought his death about unintentionally. Perhaps Worthing acted alone. It’s too soon to be sure.”

      “Hmm. You never explained what evidence you had, aside from all the rumors and conjecture.”

      Gideon glanced around to confirm no one was close enough to hear them. “It’s something I got from one of the maids who was there that night. Several of the servants overheard what Amelia said when she found Martin’s body. She blamed herself.”

      “You spoke to her servants? When was this? Weren’t you buried in Derbyshire with your estate managers the past few months?”

      “I was. Did I introduce you to my new footman Jessup?”

      “Ah. I take it this man came to you from your cousin’s household.”

      Gideon nodded in confirmation.

      “And has this new servant proved useful?”

      “Up to a point. He admits to being there in the aftermath, but claims there was at least one man, an old retainer named Willie, who witnessed the deed. Jessup also confirmed Amelia arrived home after Martin had died. It was Willie and one of the maids who found his body and alerted the other servants. Amelia came home from her afternoon calls in the carriage soon after.”

      “So at least you know she didn’t push him down the stairs. Any chance of tracking this Willie down, or at least the maid?”

      “The maid stayed on with Amelia. Most of the servants did. The bulk of them had been hired when they lived abroad, and Amelia didn’t downsize the household. Only the ones hired after their return to England left, Willie included. I have people looking, but they haven’t heard a hint of him yet. According to Jessup, the old man was spooked by the death but wouldn’t say why.”

      “Well, let’s hope he has something useful to add,” Clarke said with a contemplative sip of port. “Is there anything you want me to do?”

      “As a matter of fact, I think it’s time you dug up your cosmetics case from your attic storage.”

      His friend wrinkled his nose. “I take it you want me to resurrect my servant disguise?”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to take a position in Amelia’s household.”

      “Of course you do.”

      Gideon’s lip curled. “All right, if I thought there was a chance she would hire you—but she’s got too much staff as it is. Her townhouse requires a much smaller number than the home she kept in the country, but she didn’t let anyone go. By all accounts, they have to invent tasks to keep busy. Amelia either doesn’t care or hasn’t noticed they’re bleeding her dry.”

      “From what I hear, it would take a legion of servants to make a dent in her fortune. Precisely what is it you wish me to do?”

      “I would like you to befriend the maid, an Italian woman named Carlotta. Charm her with your dismal pronunciation of her native tongue. I’d also like to take a closer look at Worthing’s staff, but the only one who travels with him is his valet, and he’s a loyal man.”

      Clarke’s lip quirked. “How inconvenient. But even the most loyal men need something. I’ll just have to find out what it is.”

      “Make sure your disguise is a good one when you do in case his employer happens to get a look at you.”

      “If I could fool Napoleon…”

      Gideon laughed aloud, the booming sound filling the room. Several heads turned in their direction. “I told you it was not Napoleon, just a short officer,” he said, lowering his voice.

      “You don’t know that. It gets very dark in the French countryside at night.”

      “The dark is the same everywhere.”

      Clarke’s mouth compressed. “Well, considering what we’re investigating—murder in your own family—I wouldn’t bet on that.”
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