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        Love’s Perilous Road

      

        

      
        Travelers, a house party, smugglers, spies–and a mysterious highwayman. Who is the infamous Captain Moonlight? And how many lives will he change–for good or for ill?

      

        

      
        One Good Wager Leads to Another

        by Barbara Monajem

        Thisbe Rose moves into the haunted cottage she inherited. She’s not afraid of ghosts, smugglers, and highwaymen—but she’s not so sure about the oddest housekeeper she’s ever seen.

        Gervaise Transom wagers a friend he can spend months disguised as a housekeeper without being caught. When Thisbe moves into the haunted cottage, he should leave, to protect her reputation—but he also must stay, to keep her safe.

      

        

      
        My Gift to You

        by Mary Lancaster

        The young Marchioness of Corey comes from a family of expensive rakehells. The world knows she married the marquis for his money—a conclusion Corey reached the day after their wedding.

        Only, it was never true…

      

        

      
        Falling Into You

        by Sherry Ewing

        Sometimes a memory is hard to forget… Milton Sutton, Earl of Langley has one regret in life… he left behind a lady who owned his heart. After a year’s absence, is he too late to win Lady Josephine Cranfield back or is she resolved to move on without him?

      

        

      
        Sir Westcott Steals a Heart

        by Alina K. Field

        Sir Westcott Twisden didn’t know he wanted to marry until the tallest lady he’d ever met crossed his path. Curious when a local smuggler shows up to visit her, Wes follows her into trouble. 

        Sybil Dunsford lives to protect her brothers and their home. And so, one night she disguises herself as a boy to help shift contraband. But when the night goes array, Sir Westcott appears, and they’re locked in together. Will romance follow?

      

        

      
        A Duke in Peril

        by Meara Platt

        Lady Florence Swann’s quiet life is upended when she finds a handsome soldier wounded on the side of the road near Swann Hall, the country estate where she and her grandfather reside. Captain James Ryder claims to be the Duke of Wellbourne’s emissary and carries a letter concerning a Foreign Office matter. Is he more than he appears, and perhaps the duke himself? Can Florence trust her heart to him?

      

        

      
        Stolen Kisses

        by Cerise DeLand

        When Lance Winters kissed Emma Tomkins pretending to be a highwayman years ago, she was ruined. Now she has a fortune—and vows to remain a spinster. But Lance, newly retired from the army, wants Emma to laugh again…and love again. So he’ll dress up like a highwayman again. But can he kiss some sense into her?

      

        

      
        Charred Hope

        by Carolyn Warfield

        Major Titus Brannock believes the charred painting that fell into his hands must be valuable to its owner. When he finds her, he finds a true treasure. Tessa Fleming’s first instinct was to burn the miniature her late husband scorned, but the admiration she sees in Titus’s eyes gives her different ideas. Perhaps the little gem will give them both a pearl beyond price.

      

        

      
        Love by Moonlight

        by Elizabeth Ellen Carter

        Captain Robin Somerville lives a double life—naval officer by day, highwayman by night. When Rachel Pendleton begins to suspect his secret, their shared sense of justice draws them closer. Amid moonlit schemes and whispered truths, love blooms quietly between the shadows of propriety and the risk of ruin.

      

        

      
        Forever and Always

        by Rue Allyn

        She loved him then left him. Now he’s desperate to find her before secrets and deceptions can destroy them both. They must unite and defeat their enemies in order to share love forever and always.

      

        

      
        A Bend in the Road

        by Jude Knight

        Justin is not worthy of Lady Felicity Belvoir. He hadn't needed her brother to point it out. Felicity is determined to marry Justin Weatherall, her brother be damned. Now that she has found where he is living, she needs only to convince him.
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        The Office of the Magistrates’ Court, Bow Street, London

        

        It seems that I am off to the seaside. Larcenous Lucy, as some of the wits here at the Office have taken to calling her, is working the London to Brighton road. I’ve been told to look into a highwayman problem while I am there. There’s someone plaguing both the main highway and some of the lesser roads. The local dignitaries have posted a reward, so that would be a nice bonus.

        My colleagues have also been joking that smugglers and ghosts abound in the region, and that I might collect some of those while I am there. I told them, I shall leave the smugglers to the excise officers and ghosts to the duly authorized ministers of the church.
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        One Good Wager Leads to Another

        By Barbara Monajem

      

      

      
        
        Thisbe Rose moves into the haunted cottage she inherited. She’s not afraid of ghosts, smugglers, and highwaymen—but she’s not so sure about the oddest housekeeper she’s ever met.

        Gervaise Transom wagers a friend he can spend months in disguise without being caught. When Thisbe moves into the haunted cottage, he should leave, to protect her reputation—but he also must stay, to keep her safe.

        Not only that, he’s sure he met her once years ago…
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        The estate of Lord Wrapton, near Guildford, Surrey

      

      

      Thisbe Wrapton knew the ability to see ghosts would be her downfall one day.

      One morning, she was a little worried, and since there was a convenient ghost to whom to pour out her troubles, she forgot to take her customary care. Usually, she made a point of speaking to ghosts in privacy. Although such a quirk was considered amusing in a child, it was a definite hindrance to a young lady only a few months from her first London season.

      The ghost of Wrapton House was a cheerful Elizabethan lady with an enormous ruff who looked benignly upon Thisbe, so perhaps she wouldn’t be enraged at her question. The lady had had several children, so she would certainly know the answer, and although she was unable to speak aloud, she could write in the air or perhaps mime her response.

      Thisbe glanced about, making certain she was alone. Bertha, the maid she shared with her aunt, had left the room to fetch some hairpins, but she wouldn’t take long.

      “Dear lady,” Thisbe said softly, “I beg your pardon for being so forward, but I have an urgent question, and there is no one else I dare ask.”

      The ghost poised the needle above her exquisite blackwork embroidery and raised an amused eyebrow.

      “It’s about a man,” Thisbe said, “a handsome young man with whom I behaved shockingly, I’m ashamed to say.”

      The ghost shook her head reprovingly, although amusement still lurked in her eyes.

      “But he’s gone to the Continent, and I don’t think he’ll ever return, and what if—” Oh, dear. Even from this sympathetic ghost, Thisbe hesitated to ask for such information.

      That hesitation led to her downfall. Ten seconds too late, she took a deep breath, plucked up her courage, and asked, “I fear that I may be with child, but how will I know?”

      “Miss Thisbe!” Bertha cried from the doorway.

      Thisbe whirled, cringing.

      “You had carnal knowledge of a man?” Bertha cried.

      Thisbe said nothing to this silly question, for why else would she ask about knowing whether she was with child?

      “You let a man put—put that—that disgusting part of himself inside you?” Bertha gasped.

      Actually, it had been quite pleasant, but Thisbe had a feeling that saying so wouldn’t help matters. Miserably, she nodded.

      Bertha ran from the room, shrieking, “Miss Wrapton! Oh, please come! It’s Miss Thisbe! Whatever shall we do?”

      Aunt Andrea hurtled down the corridor from her own bedchamber, bleating, “What happened? What’s wrong?”

      Bertha clapped a hand to her heaving breast. “Ruined, my lady. Miss Thisbe is ruined!”

      “Ruined?” repeated Aunt Andrea, trembling so much that both her earbobs fell off. “But how? Thisbe is most carefully chaperoned and never left alone in the company of a man…except…” Her hands flew to her cheeks. “Oh, my poor child—it was that frightfully rude young man at the assembly when we were visiting Chichester, wasn’t it? With a funny name, something to do with boats, I think. Oh, woe!”

      His name is Mr. Transom, Thisbe corrected, but not aloud. What a disaster. Meanwhile, the ghost rolled her eyes and shrugged, returning to her embroidery.

      Aunt Andrea moaned. “How is it possible? Granted, you went out on the terrace with him, but we found you quickly…”

      Not quickly enough, though. He’d been so strong, so masculine, so thrilling, so… Aromatic wasn’t quite the right word, but he’d smelled exquisitely pleasurable to Thisbe. And so safe.

      What a fool she’d been.

      “He was a nobody, although he may have been born a gentleman—for how else would he get into the assembly rooms? In any event, he was a dastard unworthy of the daughter of a baron, even a newly minted one.” Aunt Andrea was extremely proud of Papa’s elevation to a barony in recognition of signal services to the Crown.

      By now the ghost had vanished, leaving Thisbe feeling very alone. Not that a ghost could do much but commiserate, but at least she wouldn’t rant and rave. Ghosts, being no longer of this nether world, were somewhat detached from its worries and cares.

      “How could you?” Aunt Andrea wailed, wringing her hands. “Why didn’t you stop him before it was too late?”

      “I couldn’t stop him,” Thisbe said. “He, ah, did what he did. I felt utterly helpless, and—” And blissful, were the truth to be told, but she wasn’t about to say that aloud either, or at least not to any living person. The dead were not so eager to judge. “It all happened so fast.” Far too fast, actually. She would have preferred it to take much longer.

      “Carnal knowledge doesn’t take long,” Bertha said, snapping her fingers. “From kisses to babies, just like that.” As a widow, she knew that sort of thing (and had warned Thisbe more than once).

      Aunt Andrea, who was an innocent spinster, blushed. “Whatever shall we do with you now?” she moaned. “No decent man will wed you!”

      “What the devil is all this bother?” Lord Wrapton—who refused to be addressed in any way but my lord since his elevation to the peerage—stalked into the bedchamber.

      Aunt Andrea burst into tears. “That frightful young man at the assembly has ruined our Thisbe!”

      Papa—beg pardon, Thisbe thought to herself, my lord—turned alarmingly red in the face. A horrid snarling sound issued from his throat. “He what?”

      Thisbe bit her lip and said nothing. Papa wouldn’t want to hear her excuses.

      “Stupid girl!” he bellowed. “No sooner has the House of Wrapton been created by the Crown, than you have destroyed it.”

      “Surely it’s not that bad,” Aunt Andrea said. “All we must do is require him to marry her immediately.”

      “That impudent scoundrel wed the daughter of the House of Wrapton?” Papa shouted. “Never!”

      “He can’t marry me anyway, Auntie,” Thisbe said. “He left the very next day for the Continent.”

      “You got yourself ruined by a common soldier?” thundered Papa.

      Mr. Transom had seemed attractive and fun-loving to Thisbe in a very uncommon way. In fact, he’d kissed her for a wager, which she’d found hilariously funny, for it made no sense. He was supposed to kiss the most beautiful lady at the assembly, which she definitely wasn’t. ‘You are to me,’ he’d said, which was charming and kind.

      And then he was gone, off to the Continent to become, as he put it, ‘a ghost’. On the verge of tears, she’d watched him go. How horrid to be so sure one would never return alive.

      “No one else will wed her, either,” Aunt Andrea said forlornly.

      “Don’t be a fool, Andrea,” Papa scoffed. “We shan’t advertise her shame to the whole world.”

      “But what if she is with child, Harold dear? My lord, that is.” Aunt Andrea asked.

      “Plenty of men will marry a ruined woman, even one with child, given the proper incentive.” Papa narrowed his eyes at Thisbe. “Foolishly enamored of soldiers, are you?”

      Not at all, thought Thisbe, but again didn’t say.

      “Well! If that’s the case,” Papa said, “I know just whom to ask.”
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        * * *

      

      After two days in her bedchamber with only bread, water, the one book they didn’t find because it was under her pillow, and a great deal of time to fret about whom she might be forced to wed, Papa pronounced her punishment. She was to marry her second cousin, Eddie Rose.

      It could have been much worse. Eddie was not unpleasant-looking, not unkind by nature, and by no means a fool. He was army-mad but too poor to purchase a commission. By dangling the carrot of a cornetcy before him, Papa had convinced him to marry Thisbe and accept her child as his.

      At least she didn’t have to run away to join the gypsies. Or traveling players, perhaps; she would have resorted to one of these dubious alternatives if Papa had chosen someone intolerable. She would never see Mr. Transom again, so it was no use pining for him and his intoxicating aroma.

      The wedding took place almost immediately by special license, and Eddie was to leave for the army the following day. Papa had settled a sum on him to provide for the expenses of an officer—which were many—and to give Thisbe a little pin money. She would remain at home, of course, as at only seventeen, even though married, she was too young to live unsupervised.

      Or so Papa decreed. She would have loved to have a little cottage of her own with only one or two servants, but that would make Papa look miserly. Un-baronial. Not only that, he now feared she would share her favors with any man who happened along. It was his duty, he proclaimed, to ensure her fidelity to Eddie.

      That evening, when she and her husband were left together in a chamber with a bed they were to share, Eddie said kindly, “I suppose we should get on with consummating our marriage. Then at least there will be a chance the child is mine.”

      “Very well,” she said. Perhaps he kissed nicely. She would soon find out.

      “Shall I undress you, Thisbe, or do you prefer to disrobe yourself?” he asked.

      “Undress me?” she asked, astonished. “Whatever for?”

      “It’s usual, when it comes to carnal knowledge, but if you’re shy…”

      “I’m not. It’s just that I don’t see why one must disrobe,” she said.

      “Ah,” he said. “I understand, but a quick coupling on a dark terrace is nothing like what goes on between a man and his wife.”

      And he proceeded to show her what carnal knowledge really meant.
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        Four years later, on a lonely stretch of road not far from Brighton

      

      

      The gig carrying Thisbe Rose and her baggage pulled up at the entrance to a cart track, and the groom who drove it waved a hand toward an old stone house nestled back from the road in a sea of weeds. “That there is Lucky Cottage. Don’t know how lucky you are to own it, though, ma’am. You want we should go up the track, or maybe just turn around and leave?”

      Leave? Not the slightest chance of that, when the only alternative was to return home. She now had a house of her own and a little money. Somehow, with thrift and industry, she would get by.

      Despite the evident neglect of the grounds, the house looked to be in tolerable condition. It had three floors—ground, first, and attic dormers, as well as a cellar, and plenty of windows to let in the light.

      “The track seems relatively clear,” she replied, “so please drive up and help me unload my belongings.” As the gig rattled toward the house, she added, “Mr. Dent said there were servants here—a housekeeper and a man of all work.” Mr. Dent was the landlord of the Old Oak Inn on the outskirts of Brighton, where she had spent the night.

      “Aye, ma’am, but they’re not the sort you’re used to, that’s for sure. The housekeeper’s a surly old woman, but no one else would stay, because of the ghost.”

      “As I told Mr. Dent, I’m not afraid of ghosts.” Nor would she allow the innkeeper, the groom, or any other man to frighten her back to her father’s house.

      The groom, a gloomy middle-aged man, tutted. “As for the man of all work…” He indicated the vast expanse of tall grass, unpruned bushes, dense, dark yews, and looming over all a massive, half-dead oak with its remaining leaves already on the turn in this chilly October.

      “He doesn’t seem to have done much lately,” Thisbe admitted, wondering if leaving the place untidy made it useful for smugglers. Not that Mr. Dent had mentioned such a possibility; he almost certainly bought smuggled brandy but was, she suspected, far too shrewd to be so obvious about discouraging her. However, they weren’t far from the coast, so she wouldn’t be surprised if smugglers used her outbuildings. Perhaps it was they who kept the track clear.

      If she were a smuggler, though, she would cultivate a façade of respectability, not neglect.

      “I expect it’s too much for one man to handle,” she said. “I understand there’s an orchard behind the house, as well as a stable and a few sheep as well.”

      “Aye.” The groom nodded glumly and halted before the front door. “I hope Mr. Dent warned you that a highwayman rides this road.”

      “What would he want with me? I have nothing of value to tempt such a person.”

      The groom sighed and helped her down, then strode forward to knock on the heavy oak front door. While they waited, Thisbe had a good, long look at the house. The mullioned windows had lovely diamond panes, but the curtains were closed. Why, on such a beautiful autumn morning?

      A minute passed, and the groom banged his fist hard on the door. A curtain at one of the front windows twitched open, and a long, dour face peered through. “Hold your horses,” came a grumpy voice, followed by the sound of bolts being drawn back. The door opened enough for the same face, under a tattered mobcap and framed by untidy yellow curls, to glance suspiciously at the groom, and then, as if fascinated, at Thisbe.

      “This is Mrs. Rose, the new owner of Lucky Cottage,” the groom said. “Inherited it from her husband, Captain Rose, what died in the war.”

      The housekeeper couldn’t seem to decide whether to glare or…to laugh? A rusty chuckle escaped her mostly black teeth. She dug a pair of spectacles from an apron pocket and put them on, the better to stare at Thisbe, it seemed.

      Thisbe trod firmly forward. “Open the door properly, if you please. We must move my belongings inside so this good man may return to the Old Oak Inn.”

      The housekeeper grudgingly obliged. She was tall for a woman and sturdy, dressed in a round gown with a muddy hem, around which was tied a voluminous apron. She wiped her hands on it, sending puffs of flour into the air.

      Thisbe marched past her into a surprisingly clean entrance hall with a bench for visitors and a table with some candles and a lamp. To one side was the door to what looked to be a drawing room. On the other side was a dining room and ahead was a flight of stairs. From somewhere in the rear wafted the enticing smell of mutton and onions. Seemingly, the woman was able to cook.

      The groom followed with Thisbe’s worldly goods. She hadn’t taken much from home—mostly clothing and books, as well as a few sheets and blankets in case she found nothing useful in the cottage, which supposedly had been all but empty for years.

      “Where shall I put these?” the groom asked. “Upstairs?” He glowered at the housekeeper, who was still staring. “Look lively, woman. This lady is your mistress now.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Thisbe told the groom, pressing a coin into his hand. She turned to the housekeeper. “Mrs. ah⁠—?”

      “Wix,” the woman said in a creaky voice, dipping into a gawky curtsey.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Thisbe said and dismissed the hovering groom. “Mrs. Wix and I shall take it from here.”

      “Right you are, ma’am.” The groom shook his head and took himself off.
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        * * *

      

      Gervaise Hervé Olivier Storm Transom wasn’t often taken aback—one couldn’t afford it while spying for the English in various disguises in France—but the war had been over for two years now. Evidently, he was out of practice.

      Surely—surely he had met this lady before, but where? She didn’t look particularly memorable—petite like many other women, hair scraped back unappealingly like a governess, and wearing a frown which rendered her regular features far less pleasing than they would otherwise be. And yet…

      He shook away the memory, which didn’t matter for now. So…this was Eddie Rose’s widow.

      He shouldn’t be surprised at her sudden arrival. Eddie had confided in him one drunken night in Vienna not long after Napoleon’s escape from Elba. He’d just received his captaincy and looked forward to fighting once again. “We’ll get Boney for good this time, although I have a feeling my luck has run out,” Eddie said in cheerful and correct prediction, “but I fear for my hapless little wife.”

      By what Gervaise understood, she was a cousin who’d been taken advantage of by a dastard and forced into marriage with Eddie for the sake of her reputation. Eddie had left the girl everything he possessed, including Lucky Cottage, in the care of a solicitor until her twenty-first birthday, after which she was free to do what she chose with it.

      If she dared. Her father, apparently, was a brutal old tyrant who would consider it his right to control his daughter and her property now and forever, no matter what.

      Judging by the way she had marched in, she did indeed dare. Good for her, he thought, but inconvenient for him that she’d taken her life into her own hands just at the time when Gervaise needed to remain holed up here in disguise.

      Only for a few more days, though, thank God. He was itching to get back into comfortable men’s clothing again. His own fault, of course. He should have known better than to make another wager with his friend since boyhood, Sir Simon Best.

      In Simon’s study one night, they’d smoked cheroots and spoken about Gervaise’s years as a spy, and avoided the forbidden topic: how unfit he felt for life at home in England, and where he might run to next.

      Simon had got the calculating look that should have warned Gervaise, and said, “You can’t mean to say you disguised yourself successfully as a woman!”

      “Several times,” Gervaise said. “The French were always looking for a young man, not an old woman.”

      “You managed for a few days at most, I assume,” Simon said. “Fifty quid says you can’t do it for longer. Six months, with no one realizing you’re a man.”

      “Done!” Gervaise retorted idiotically. He knew full well that Simon wanted to keep him from vanishing for months again, but he wouldn’t refuse a wager with his oldest friend. They set the terms: Gervaise to occupy Lucky Cottage as its housekeeper. Simon was keeping an eye on the place for the owner’s man of business, and the previous housekeeper had left because of a supposed ghost.

      “My man will have to know,” Gervaise said, having hired one the day before. “No one else.”

      Now, with only a few days to go, he smiled to himself. Inconvenience just made the wager more of a challenge.

      “Tell you what, missus,” he said, slipping into the uncultured speech he used in this role. “The rooms on the first floor are under Holland covers and such.” He champed his teeth, making vulgar sucking noises before adding, “Let’s leave your bags here, shall we? How ‘bout a cuppa tea while I get the pie in the oven, and then I’ll clean them rooms.”

      “I shall only need one room for now,” Mrs. Rose said. “I shall inspect the rooms first and have tea later. Go ahead and prepare your pie, while I choose which bedchamber I prefer.”

      Gervaise muttered under his breath and returned to the kitchen, pondering what to say when she came down and confronted him in righteous indignation.
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        * * *

      

      Thisbe headed up the stairs as the sound of the housekeeper’s heavy gait receded. The woman disappeared into the rear of the house, and Thisbe heaved a sigh of relief at being alone.

      In her very own house. With no one to tell her what to do. Or think. Or say.

      Except for Eddie’s ghost, who waited at the top of the stairs. He grinned at her, indicating his pride in the cottage with a sweep of his spectral arm.

      “Yes, it’s lovely, Eddie,” she said, “just what I have longed for ever since our wedding. Now if only I can prove Papa wrong.” After a pause, she added, “I must say I’m not impressed by the housekeeper. Whatever was the solicitor thinking of to hire such a person? I believe she just cursed under her breath at me.”

      Eddie shook with silent ghostly laughter. He was a happy ghost, as cheerful in the afterlife as he’d been in this earthly existence. He’d appeared at her father’s house on her twenty-first birthday and urged her, with gestures and ghostly writing, to move to Lucky Cottage.

      “Let’s have a look round, shall we?” She found herself in a paneled gallery that ran the length of the house, with tall windows facing the front and at both ends, and four doors on the opposite side. Paintings on the walls were covered with dust sheets.

      She turned left and went to the end of the gallery to look out the window. She ran her gloved finger along the grimy pane and immediately regretted it. Eddie’s ghost seemed mightily amused at her dirty fingertip. The window revealed only a ragged path toward what she assumed was the stable—and also the housekeeper rounding the corner to meet a tall, gaunt man just below.

      They spoke for a while, the man casting uneasy glances at the house. Mrs. Wix gestured towards the stable, then back at the house. She looked up, noticed Thisbe in the window, and said something to the man, who raised his head just enough to see her—and for her to see a scar down one side of his face. He bowed jerkily and hastened away.

      Was this the man of all work? Poor man, was he perhaps a former soldier who had been wounded in the war? The sort Papa would never hire, for he deemed them all feckless and lazy. She felt sure this judgment was, in general, unkind and unfair, but given the condition of the grounds it might not be so in this case. However, she wished to be helpful to those less fortunate, so she must wait and see. Even so, the property required at least two able-bodied men.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford more than one, if that.

      Thisbe made her way along the gallery from room to room. The first bedchamber had two windows, a tester bed with hangings desperately in need of cleaning, and a sofa and chair under Holland covers. The shrubbery below had been maintained just enough that one could discern the paths from above—and to see that one would get a great many scratches if one tried navigating them below.

      The next two chambers were much like the first, although the second was also used as a lumber room. As well as a bed, dressing table, washstand, and chair, it contained a sofa missing two legs, a backgammon table with bits of inlay missing, a cracked stool, and a vase containing cobwebby dried flowers. At this end of the house, the windows gave onto a kitchen garden which seemed reasonably well maintained. Mrs. Wix was below, plucking this and that from beds of evergreen herbs.

      The last bedchamber had been inhabited more recently. In the first place, it smelled faintly of occupation. A male sort of smell? What a strange thought, as she had very little experience of rooms occupied mostly by men, and she had come to dislike her father’s personal odor as well as the scent he used, an unpleasant mixture which permeated the rooms where he spent most of his time.

      After that first impression, she saw that the room was free of dust and the bed neatly made. A book lay on the bedside table—and a man’s coat hung over the chair! It seemed her nose had informed her correctly. She opened the clothes press and found shirts, cravats, and various undergarments that a lady should not inspect.

      Nor did she wish to. Nor could she stay here if a man occupied this room!

      She controlled her indignation—evidently, the solicitor had not overseen the servants properly—and found her way to the kitchen. It was unexpectedly clean and tidy, with pots hanging from the walls and shelves of crockery, and a new-looking cast-iron stove.

      The housekeeper had rolled out the crust, and now glanced up from placing a pie bird in the middle of a pan. That glance was the extent of her acknowledgement of Thisbe’s arrival in the kitchen.

      Obviously, the woman had very little notion of the appropriate behavior of a servant towards her mistress.

      “Mrs. Wix!” Thisbe said. “The room I wish to use—the only clean room up there—contains the clothing and other personal effects of a man.”

      “Aye,” she said in her creaky voice. “They belongs to Mr. Storm, the paying guest.” She spooned meat filling into the pan. “Don’t this smell good, missus?”

      Yes, it was the same mouthwatering aroma of mutton with onions, and also mushrooms, herbs, and something else. Despite the woman’s lack of proper respect, Thisbe couldn’t bring herself to object. Mrs. Wix was clearly proud of her pie. “Yes, it smells wonderful.”

      The housekeeper smirked. “Wait till you see how wonderful it tastes.”

      “I look forward to that, but the thing is, Mrs. Wix, that my husband’s solicitor did not mention anything to me about a paying guest.”

      Mrs. Wix continued to spoon the filling gently around the pie bird. “Did he not, then?”

      “Either he lied, which I doubt, or he didn’t know—in which case you were lining your own pockets.” Thisbe sighed. “For which I cannot blame you.”

      The housekeeper gaped briefly at Thisbe—not surprising, since most employers, such as her father, would deem renting that room without the owner’s knowledge a form of theft. However, it meant the room was cleaned regularly. Perhaps it also explained the tolerable dining and drawing rooms.

      “I know what it is to have very little money, and renting it did no harm,” Thisbe said. “In fact, with several empty bedchambers, paying guests are quite a good idea, but they will have to be female. Mr. Storm must leave immediately.”

      The housekeeper cut an X in the center of the pie crust and lowered it gently over the filling. The bird’s perky head peeked through the hole.

      Finally, she deigned to speak. “He can’t do that, missus.” She patted the crust gently around the bird. “He ain’t here. Can’t say when he’ll be back.”

      “Then why are his belongings in that room?”

      “For when he comes.” She gave a long-suffering sigh. “I’ll pack ’em up, shall I? And send them to the inn?”

      “Kindly do so,” Thisbe said.

      “Aye, missus, but what about his gelding? There ain’t no room for him at the inn, and Sergeant Dolman—that’s the man of all work you saw me a-talking to—he takes good care of him, he does. Wouldn’t want to upset Mr. Storm.”

      “Very well, he may stay for now,” Thisbe said, wondering if she could rent out the stable, too.

      Ladies traveling alone were unlikely, but one with a servant or two might like to stay with her rather than at a noisy hostelry. Not only that, a woman alone often had difficulty securing a room at an inn, due to stupid prejudices about what was proper and what was not. Such nonsense.

      Thisbe approved of independently-minded women. The world needed more of them.

      “I’m sure Sergeant Dolman does his best, but there is work here for three men at least.” She had to ask. “He seemed…uneasy this morning. Is it because of the scar? Does he fear I will dismiss him?”

      “He don’t take well to people,” Mrs. Wix said. “Came back from the war with a scar on his face and a chip on his shoulder. Too many people are afraid of him ’cause of that scar.”

      “Which he got defending England!” Thisbe said indignantly. “You may tell him I’m not afraid of scars. As long as he does his job, we shall do fine.” And as long as you do yours, she thought, but didn’t say.

      Drat! She’d decided to speak her mind from now on, instead of stifling herself as she had in Papa’s house, and here she was hesitating… But she couldn’t make up her mind what to think about Mrs. Wix.

      “I don’t know much about stoves, but that looks to be in excellent condition,” Thisbe said. The stove was better than the old hearth in Wrapton House, for certain—but how had Eddie Rose been able to afford such a thing?

      “She’s a beauty, and I keeps her clean and polished,” Mrs. Wix said. “Safer than cooking over a hearth.”

      This was true, and it might be needed if she had lodgers, but who had authorized such an expense?

      It was too late to do anything about that. Thisbe seated herself at the deal table. “I’ll have tea now.”

      Mrs. Wix frowned. “Here? In the kitchen?”

      “Why not? It’s warm and cozy, and I enjoy watching you cook.”

      “Whatever you say, missus.” The housekeeper spooned tea leaves into a pot and poured water from the kettle that steamed gently on the stove.

      Thisbe’s father had forbidden her to enter the kitchen; it was unladylike to show an interest in cookery, or so he said. If so, she refused to be ladylike. This was her house, and she could spend as much time in the kitchen as she liked.

      Except that she had a feeling Mrs. Wix didn’t want her there. “I’ll have my meals in the dining room, though,” she added placatingly. “Or better, how about a tray in the drawing room for tonight? There’s no sense having a fire in both rooms. I can’t afford to waste fuel.”

      “You’re really planning to live here, missus? All on your own?”

      “With what few servants I can afford.” It was vulgar to discuss money, but this was her house and her money or lack of it. “My resources are limited. The solicitor will do his best to sell my husband’s commission, but with the army so much smaller now, it may take a while. In the meantime, and perhaps even afterwards, I shall have to pinch my pennies.”

      The housekeeper said nothing, perhaps wondering about her own chances of remaining at Lucky Cottage. She placed the teapot, a cup, and a plate with two rock cakes in front of Thisbe.

      The cakes more than lived up to their name, but Thisbe politely refrained from saying so, merely dipping them in the tea to soften them a little. Perhaps she should learn how to bake them herself. She might even learn to cook simple meals. With a maid and a competent man of all work, she would do fine.

      Was there a kind, polite way to get rid of Mrs. Wix? Something about the woman made her uneasy, but she couldn’t quite pin it down. The housekeeper was disrespectful in a rough sort of way, but not disobliging.

      Mrs. Wix opened the oven, waved a hand inside it, muttered, “Hot enough,” and put the pie in to bake.

      “Which herbs did you use in the pie filling?” Thisbe asked. “I smell savory and sweet marjoram, and you surely used parsley, but there’s something else…”

      “You’ve a powerful good sense of smell, missus.” Mrs. Wix sounded surprised.

      Thisbe smiled and inhaled. “Hmm. It’s not one of the savory herbs. Perhaps a spice?”

      “Aye,” Mrs. Wix said. “Take a guess, love.”

      Thisbe closed her eyes and inhaled the delightful aroma. “Not pepper, not exactly nutmeg…I have it! Mace!”

      “Got it in one!” the housekeeper said.
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      What a dazzling smile! It transformed her entire face.

      Gervaise was beginning to like Mrs. Rose. A prickly little thing, but he could hardly blame her. By what Eddie had told him, her father was the domineering sort. No doubt she wanted to be out from under his thumb.

      Nevertheless, she was far too young and pretty to live here on her own. Did she expect to be accepted by local society?

      Not if she meant to make Lucky Cottage into a boarding house. She might no longer be seen as a lady, and that would put her even more at risk. Brighton was full of downright snobs and worse, predatory men.

      Which Gervaise was not, although he shouldn’t have called her love, but her smile, the sheer pleasure on her face had stolen his commonsense. When and where had he met her before?

      Not recently, of that he was sure. It must have been years ago, before he left to play the spy in France. Before she’d been forced to wed Eddie Rose.

      A few days from now, after he’d won the wager of six months without being revealed as a man, he would leave, so as not to risk her reputation.

      Which she was already risking by living alone, but he couldn’t do much about that.

      Or could he?

      He left her with the tea and rock cakes and nipped up to the top floor to remove the signs of recent use there. Then he returned to the first floor, removed the sheets from his bed, put a fresh set on for Mrs. Rose, packed up his belongings, and brought them down to the butler’s pantry for now.

      He would have to sleep in the housekeeper’s room to keep up appearances. He didn’t much like that bed, but needs must. Luckily, he already kept all his women’s clothing there.

      No, it wasn’t luck, just standard practice when playing a role. As a spy, he’d become the person he was pretending to be. It was a matter of life and death.

      Now, it was only a wager, but after years when any slipup could spell disaster, a silly bet with an old friend was a welcome relief.

      Except that even traveling all over England and the Continent for over a year and then six months of solitude here, away from family and society and their expectations of him, he wasn’t ready to return. He wasn’t the same man as four years ago. He never would be. Didn’t want to be. Nor was he comfortable simply being himself. Whoever that was.

      Once she’d finished her tea and cakes, Mrs. Rose went over the whole house from attics to cellar, murmuring softly to herself, detailing everything in a notebook. Perhaps she meant to sell what she could to help make ends meet.

      She shouldn’t have to, damn it all. And if she did, she needed help. This was a lonely stretch of road, a little too far from Brighton for both convenience and safety. The small band of smugglers who passed their goods nearby wouldn’t do her any harm; most were good fellows, family men in need of a little extra money. Nevertheless…

      When he went to the drawing room to fetch her supper tray—she’d polished off her share of the pie, as well as an apple, a wedge of cheese, and another rock cake—he asked, “Did Mr. Dent at the Old Oak warn you about the ghost, missus?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I wondered when you would get around to mentioning it. I’m not afraid of ghosts. They are quite harmless, and in any event, there are no ghosts here except that of my deceased husband.”

      He stifled a laugh. “Captain Rose’s ghost is here?”

      “You needn’t look at me like that. I see ghosts—always have—and the only one I see here is his. He’s over by the mantlepiece, pointing at you and laughing.”

      Gervaise barely stopped himself from turning; instead, he looked himself up and down. “Why would he laugh at me?” If Eddie’s ghost really was there, Gervaise knew the answer. “Well now, that explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “The rattling windows in the attic, even when there’s no wind. Would that be your Captain Rose’s ghost?”

      She chuckled. “Yes, he’s grinning at me, very proud of himself. It’s not easy for ghosts to move physical objects. I assume he was just having fun.”

      That sounded like Eddie Rose. “There’s talk of the ghost of a soldier over by Devil’s Dyke, missus. Seems he frightened the smugglers and excisemen alike.”

      “Eddie is taking credit for that, too,” she said. “Which reminds me, I thought perhaps the ghost stories about this cottage were spread by smugglers, but I saw no sign that such men use this house for hiding contraband.”

      “Far as I know, they don’t, missus,” he said. “The outbuildings neither.”

      “Mr. Dent also mentioned a highwayman, but I fail to see what he would want with me.”

      What any man would want of a pretty woman, but fortunately, Captain Moonlight was a gentleman, a good sort with, Gervaise suspected, a lovely young woman already in possession of his heart. “He’s not a burglar. Stay home after dark, and you’ll be fine.”

      “I have nowhere else to go,” she said.

      He would have to do something about that, too, while ensuring her safety as well.

      Fortunately, she was tired enough to retire early. He hurried her up to bed with a glass of hot milk, changed into his own clothes, cleaned his teeth, tied his overlong hair back in a queue, saddled Strider, his bay gelding, and sent Sergeant Dolman from the stable over to the house.

      “I don’t like her to be all alone in there,” he said. “With any luck she’ll go right to sleep, but if she comes down to the kitchen, have an excuse ready.” He paused at the aghast expression in the man’s eyes. “She’s a pleasant lady, Sergeant. Sympathetic and kind. I’ll be back as quickly as I can, but if I’m late, you’ll have to man the signal light.”

      Dolman gave him a dirty look. “The light, fine, but I ain’t playing no ghost. You may think it’s a lark, sir, but I only tried to rob you out of desperation. I’d rather be an honest man.”

      “I know, Sergeant, and I’m probably too old for larks.” Dolman, destitute and starving, had unsuccessfully tried to hold Gervaise up on the road to Brighton. Gervaise had fed him, hired him as a groom, then made the damned wager and put him to work at Lucky Cottage.

      Gervaise set off at a canter, and before long rode up the long dark drive between ancient yews to the home of Sir Simon Best, JP. He realized, before he even made it halfway up the drive, that something was going on there tonight. Light gleamed from too many windows for latish on an evening in the country.

      He couldn’t have chosen a worse moment to drop in for a quick chat and a cigarillo—and to ask a favor. The last thing he wanted was to do the pretty to Lady Best’s friends, but in order to ask that favor, he had no choice.

      His timing proved even worse when, on riding around to the stable, he recognized one of the coaches in the yard. It belonged to his father. “Who’s here?” he asked Martin, a groom he’d known since boyhood visits. “Surely not my parents?” If so, he would turn around and leave, and send Best a note instead.

      “Nay, Master Ghost, ah, Mr. Transom, I should say,” the groom corrected himself. “Only your sister, Miss Transom, to stay for a while.”

      Not good, but better than having to explain to his parents once again that he wasn’t ready to return to society, or at least not the sort of society they enjoyed.

      “A curate and his daughter came to dine,” Martin added. “Captain Somerville, too.”

      Gervaise squared his shoulders and made his way, like the coward he had become, through the back garden to the French door of Simon’s study. Sure enough, the gentlemen had come here to smoke their cigarillos before joining the ladies in the drawing room.

      “Ghost!” Simon cried. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. What brings you here at this odd hour?” He raised his brows in a silent question: Have I won the bet?

      Gervaise gave an infinitesimal shake of the head in response. “Only the opportunity to blow a cloud.” He shook his friend’s hand, then those of Robin Somerville and the curate. “And to ask a small favor for a friend of mine. But that can wait. I’d hoped not to disturb the ladies—as you can see, I’m not in evening attire—but I hear my sister is here.”

      “She is indeed,” Mr. Pendleton, the curate, said. “She is wishful to attend an assembly in Brighton. These young ladies, you know—always on the lookout for a fine young man to catch unsuspecting on their hook!” He gave a cheerful laugh. “On the subject of fine young fellows, we were just speaking of you, Mr. Transom. Your dear sister was saying how much they miss you. She will be utterly delighted that you are back in England, hopefully for good. She said you were visiting relatives in France?”

      That’s what he’d led everyone to believe. If people thought he was elsewhere, they were less likely to penetrate his disguise. Nor would family members try to find him.

      He didn’t need to answer, for the curate rambled on about how delightful it must be to visit the Continent again. Gervaise shared a glance with Robin Somerville; they’d both been to war in their separate ways. He liked the man, whose eyes always held a touch of mockery.

      “Have you come to stay with us?” Simon asked. “Lily would like that. She misses you.”

      “Not just yet,” Gervaise said, “although I’ve been turfed out of my pied-à-terre at Lucky Cottage. Eddie Rose’s widow arrived to take possession, and the housekeeper promptly packed me up and sent me away. I’ve a room at an inn for tonight. Then I’ll be away again for I don’t know how long.”

      “Why, you fool? You know you’re always welcome here,” Simon retorted, while Robin Somerville’s amused expression deepened. Not for the first time, Gervaise wondered if Robin had penetrated his disguise.

      They’d taken no more than a few puffs of their cigarillos before Lady Best came in, scolding. “Dearest, you really shouldn’t encourage the poor curate to partake of such a ghastly vice—Ghostie! What a delightful surprise!”

      Her shriek brought Lily, his sister, running from the drawing room, a flutter of pale muslin and lace, eyes brimming with happy tears. Gervaise did his best to seem pleased to see her—he loved his sister dearly—but she would tell his parents, and they would expect him to go home and stay there, being made much of and introduced to innumerable young ladies. He had no objection to ladies, but he’d never met one for whom he would make a good husband. No sane woman wants to marry a ghost.

      “Shall you come to the assembly in Brighton?” Lily asked. “Oh, please do, Ghostie darling! But you mustn’t fall in love with any of the ladies there,” she added gaily, “because I have quite made up my mind that you shall marry one of my friends, for if you do, we shall see each other much more often.”

      And so it went, drinking tea and talking nonsense—he couldn’t possibly tell them what France was like after years of revolution and war, and how eaten up he was with self-disgust—until the guests left and the ladies retired, and he finally had a few minutes with Simon Best in the study.

      “Damn it, Ghost,” his friend said, “how many days left? Three? Why risk coming here out of disguise?”

      Gervaise threw himself into a chair in the study. “The arrival of Eddie Rose’s widow changes everything.”

      “Inconvenient,” Simon said. “As I said earlier, you’re welcome to come here, but that would end the wager, I think.”

      “To hell with the wager,” Gervaise said.

      Simon snorted. “I’ve never heard you say that before.”

      “I’m not giving in just yet,” Gervaise said, “nor have I gone to an inn. Staying where I am is more important than winning.”

      “Wonders will never cease. But⁠—"

      “In any event, no one will find me out.” Unless Robin Somerville already had, but he had secrets of his own and would likely never let on, even to Gervaise himself. “As you say, it’s only a few days.”

      “You can’t stay there, Ghost! She’s a young woman, admittedly a widow, but if it’s learned that you were there, it will tarnish her reputation.”

      “I can’t leave her alone there, either.”

      “But, my dear fellow, why didn’t she stay with her parents, as a young widow should? She must be scarcely more than a child.”

      “She’s twenty-one years old. By what Eddie told me, her father, Lord Wrapton, is a brute.”

      Simon grimaced. “I’ve met him once or twice. Estate near Guildford, as I recall. I can’t say I like him much. Fancies himself above everyone. King of all he surveys sort of chap. I don’t blame her for wanting to be out from under his thumb.”

      “Yes, inheriting the house is her chance of escape. She is determined to make a go of living there. She’s short of funds, but I believe she can manage with what little Rose left her, added to the income from the orchard and the sheep.” He paused. “Better than turning it into a boarding house.”

      “Good God,” muttered Simon. “That would never do.”

      “She’s innocent as a lamb and about as helpless, which is why I’m here. You’re right, I can’t stay there for long, but for now, I feel responsible for her.”

      “Why? You hardly knew Rose. Met him on the Continent, didn’t you?”

      “He confided in me about her,” Gervaise said. “Felt sure he wouldn’t make it home alive, which proved to be the case. If she means to make a go of it, she needs friends. Neighbors to give her countenance and an aura of protection.”

      “Ah,” Simon said. “You want my wife to befriend her, introduce her to the locals, and so on?”

      “If she wouldn’t mind.” Gervaise glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel. “Damn, I’m late. I must be off.”

      “Because?”

      “Of something a JP is better off not knowing about,” Gervaise said, and fled.
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        * * *

      

      Thisbe fell asleep almost at once but woke some hours later to the sound of a thump. And then nothing, which made her wonder if the thumping sound was part of a dream—one she didn’t recall. She sat up, turned up the lamp burning low by her bedside, and listened hard.

      Nothing. No thumping except that of her own heart.

      It wasn’t really surprising. She’d fallen asleep only because she’d been too exhausted for uneasiness to keep her awake. She didn’t like being alone in the house with only that strange old woman downstairs.

      Suddenly, Eddie’s ghost appeared, motioning to her to get up.

      Thisbe shook her head at him. “It’s the middle of the night. I have a great deal to do tomorrow.” She couldn’t afford to let a ghost, or a grumpy servant for that matter, prevent her from getting a good sleep. She turned the lamp down and settled under the coverlet, determined to fall asleep again immediately.

      Creak!

      She sat up, heart thumping again, but this time she knew where the sound had come from—the squeaky board in the room directly over her bedchamber. She’d noticed it when inspecting the house that afternoon. Annoyed, she turned up the lamp again, slid out of bed, and donned her robe and slippers. She lit a candle and followed the triumphant ghost to the door.

      The gallery was in darkness, save for a faint light from the windows. She crept toward the staircase. No light showed either below or above. She must have been mistaken. Old houses did creak sometimes in the night, so why was Eddie pestering her?

      The ghost pointed upward and made a shooing motion, as if to urge her to take the stairs.

      She balked. Ghosts didn’t understand human fears, since earthly danger didn’t affect them anymore. Who could possibly be up there? And why? Surely for something underhanded and perhaps dangerous!

      Eddie rolled his spectral eyes—an unpleasant sight—and made an even more urgent motion with his hand, mouthing, “Hurry!”

      She could ignore him, but on the other hand, he might have a good reason for wishing her to investigate that sound. She couldn’t afford to succumb to anxiety. No hesitation, she told herself. This was her house. She had every right to know what was going on.

      She picked up another candlestick—the closest she could find to a weapon—and trod firmly up the stairs. Let the intruder hear her approach and tremble.

      Good advice if the intention was to help her remain determined and unafraid. Unfortunately, there was no response from above, trembling or otherwise. Nothing but a nod and a grin from Eddie.

      It was too late to turn around, so Thisbe trod gamely upward. Just as she expected, a flicker of light showed beneath the door of the garret above her bedchamber.

      She thrust the door open. “What in heaven’s name is⁠—”

      A female figure by the window tossed a brief glance at Thisbe and said, “Hush!” Then she opened her mouth wide and let out a wail that would drown out a banshee.

      It was Mrs. Wix, wrapped in a heavy cloak with a hood obscuring most of her face. She proceeded to open and close the shutters of a lantern several times. Eddie stood next to the housekeeper, looking mighty pleased with himself.

      “How dare you order me to hush!” Thisbe said, but in a softer voice. “This is my house, my garret, and you have no business being up here pretending to be a ghost!”

      “I’ll explain in a minute,” the woman hissed, a finger to her lips, astonishing Thisbe so much that a furious retort died.

      So much for respect for one’s betters. Not that Thisbe really believed that some people were better than others merely because of an accident of birth, but surely an employee should be polite to her employer—especially such an understanding one as herself.

      Mrs. Wix continued opening and closing the lantern in a strange, rhythmic pattern. The air movement of the shutters, combined with the breeze from outdoors, wafted the scents of night and dead leaves, and closer by, horse and dirt. What had she been doing in the stable? The woman surely needed a bath.

      Suddenly, Thisbe knew what was going on. “You’re signaling to smugglers!” she said.

      “I am not.” Mrs. Wix glanced at her again with a wide, mischievous grin. “I’m signaling to the revenue men.”
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      With difficulty, Gervaise refrained from laughing at Mrs. Rose’s appalled expression. It was damned hard to maintain that whispery creak of a voice, and laughter would betray him for certain. So would letting her see him properly. He’d had no time to do more than rub dust all over his face and hope the hood of his cloak would suffice.

      A pity, because she was delectable with her long, dark hair down her back, wispy waves of it framing her face, and a candlestick clutched like a weapon in one hand. He would far rather stare, drinking in her loveliness, her eagerness for enjoyment and life.

      “How could you?” she demanded. “Stop it right now!”

      Fortunately, Gervaise had signaled enough, so he obliged her by shutting the lantern.

      She launched into a rant. “Those poor men, who are only trying to make a few extra shillings, will be torn from their families, hanged or transported! Have you no compassion?”

      “What about the law?” he asked, avoiding her eye, trying not to smirk—unsuccessfully, judging by her expression.

      “It’s a stupid law. If the government would simply lower the tariffs, smuggling would no longer be profitable. The men and their families might suffer from the lower income, but at least they would still be together.”

      “You’re a kindly woman, missus,” he said. “The signal is to fool the revenue men, keep them busy while the goods are transported elsewhere.”

      “Oh,” she said. “How clever.”

      “Won’t work for much longer, if at all,” Gervaise said. “Been four days already. The revenuers will work out that it was a decoy.” He paused. “Your ghost gave us the idea. The house was already known to be haunted, so it fooled them for a while.”

      “Fine, but I can’t allow my house to be used for illegal purposes.” She glowered. “I hope they paid you well.”

      A lady of many contradictions, he thought, turning toward the door to avoid her eye. “Nothing at all, missus. Did it out of the goodness of my heart.” And boredom, if the truth were told.

      Might boredom be a good sign? An indication that he was almost ready to return to society? That it might not be too painful going home again?

      Or just that he was bored. Full stop.

      Except that since Mrs. Rose had arrived that morning, he wasn’t bored at all.

      He held the door open for her. “Shall I warm up more milk for you, Mrs. Rose?”
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        * * *

      

      Thisbe slept late, woke to a bright, chilly day, and hurried down for breakfast. Mrs. Wix had already lit the fire and set the table in the dining room, which put paid to any hope she had of eating in the cozy kitchen.

      She sighed, feeling rather lonely, but that was only to be expected; it was a different sort of loneliness from at home, where she disliked her father and had nothing in common with her aunt, and felt sorry for her stepmother, who wasn’t much older than she was. Her baby half-brother was a darling, and she would miss him. She’d not been close friends with any of the gentlewomen nearby, although she rather liked some of the villagers.

      One shouldn’t impose upon the domain of a servant, or expect more than competent service from such people, and certainly not friendship. And, she asked herself, why would she want friendship from such a grumpy—and lawless—character as Mrs. Wix?

      Although that brief, engaging smile last night had startled her with its astonishing warmth, and had led her to hope.

      Thisbe was on the first floor, wearing a faded round gown and an apron, dusting the paintings and sweeping the gallery, when a coach and pair pulled up before the house. After a brief panic, she realized with relief that it wasn’t her father’s coach. She hoped he wouldn’t come to Lucky Cottage, but instead wait for her to come crawling home. Unfortunately, one never knew what he might decide to do, but she wasn’t yet ready to defy him again.

      A groom leapt down from his perch, opened the door to let down the steps, and hastened up to the house to knock. Two ladies descended from the coach, one very young and sprightly, with fair hair peeping from beneath her bonnet; the other several years older, dark-haired and more composed.

      The groom knocked again, knocked a third time, and the ladies waited. Where was Mrs. Wix? Soon the ladies would assume no one was home, and drive away before Thisbe even knew who had called, and why.

      A lady never answered her own door, but if Mrs. Wix didn’t come, what was she to do?

      Break with custom once again, she told herself, wrenched open the casement, and cried, “I’ll be right down!”

      She stripped off her apron and hurried down the stairs, to find Sergeant Dolman peering out the same window where she’d first seen Mrs. Wix.

      “Open the door, for heaven’s sake!” she cried.

      He turned, glowering defiantly. “I didn’t want to frighten the ladies, ma’am.” Poor man, even at this distance she could smell his fear of people’s reaction to his scar.

      “I understand your hesitation, although they are fools to be frightened by a scar. However, why didn’t Mrs. Wix come?” She flapped a hand. “Don’t fret, Sergeant. I’ll speak to her about it. You’d best get back to work.” She opened the door and put on a welcoming smile.

      “So sorry, ladies, to keep you waiting, but I arrived only yesterday and have no servants to speak of. Well, except that the housekeeper is quite a good cook.” And would shortly hear Thisbe’s opinion of her gross dereliction of duty. “Do please come in!”

      The ladies trod up the steps, apologizing for the intrusion. “I’m Lady Best and this is Lily Transom.”

      Transom? thought Thisbe, startled, but Lady Best kept on talking. “You must be Mrs. Rose. We heard you were here and simply had to drop by to welcome you.”

      “Heard?” Thisbe asked, immediately anxious. “From whom?”

      “My husband told me,” Lady Best said. “He’s the JP, you know—Sir Simon Best. I expect he heard it from a servant. They always have the news before anyone else.”

      “So true,” Thisbe said, a little less uneasy. The solicitor had certainly mentioned Sir Simon as the man to ask for assistance with getting settled in. Which she’d hoped not to have to do, because for all she knew, he would report right back to her father.

      She ushered them indoors. “How very kind of you to come.”

      “Not at all. It was on our way,” Lady Best said. “I knew Eddie Rose as a boy. Such a sweet lad, and a valiant soldier. You must miss him dreadfully.”

      “Yes, he was a wonderful man,” Thisbe said, while Eddie’s ghost swept off his shako and bowed invisibly to her guests.

      “How courageous of you to take on Lucky Cottage all on your own. No servants, you said?”

      Thisbe glanced into the chilly drawing room and said, “Let’s sit in the dining room. There’s already a fire there.” She ushered the ladies in and said, “Two servants were here when I arrived. One is a man of all work with far too much to do, and the housekeeper is an eccentric with little concept of proper respect. Do sit down, and I’ll see if I can persuade her to provide us with tea.”

      “Oh, we mustn’t stay,” Lady Best said. “In fact, we came by to see if you would like to ride into Brighton with us. Just a little shopping trip, you know.”

      Temptation assailed her. She’d only been sweeping for half an hour, and she already had blisters on her thumbs. However did servants manage? And yet, the work must be done.

      But…here was someone named Transom! She had to learn more—although maybe she was a fool to want to. Just because she had relived that astonishing kiss in daydreams, she didn’t seriously expect to meet that man again. He had probably died on the Continent. But what if he were alive? “I’m not dressed for⁠—”

      “Surely that can be remedied,” Lady Best said.

      The lively young lady named Transom added, “Do please come, Mrs. Rose. There will be an assembly on this side of Brighton tomorrow evening. We shall have such fun choosing fresh trim for our gowns. Oh! Would you like to come to the assembly, too, Mrs. Rose?”

      The girl was probably from an entirely different Transom family, and much as Thisbe enjoyed social occasions, she should probably start as she meant to continue. What was the point of attending an assembly? She wasn’t looking for a husband. “I don’t think⁠—”

      “Don’t say no just yet,” Lady Best said. “Think it over; it’s a good way to get to know people in the area. We’ll take you there and bring you home afterwards.”

      Even if Lily Transom were related to that charming man, Thisbe knew better now—that a kiss didn’t get one with child, but kissing could easily lead to what did, and the last thing she wanted was to take that sort of risk. Best to stay away from charming men—not that she expected to meet anyone as wonderful as the Transom who had kissed her. “You’re most kind,” Thisbe said, “but⁠—”

      “A lady alone needs friends,” Lady Best said. “Do at least come with us today.”

      Thisbe gave in. “I should love to,” she said, and hastened away to change her clothes.

      At least I am well-dressed, thought Thisbe as she hurried downstairs in her blue wool walking dress with the matching pelisse and bonnet. She even had an evening gown that might do for an assembly, if she could summon the courage to go.

      She had sufficient fashionable clothing for now, thanks to Lord Wrapton’s obsession with appearances. His daughter, however much he despised her, must be well turned-out or it affected his status. Not that she gave a feather for his status, but being out from under his thumb meant she would not be able to afford anything new for ages. Would people be willing to befriend an impoverished gentlewoman?

      It didn’t matter. It was far better to be alone and poor than obliged to marry one of Lord Wrapton’s friends. The instant her year of mourning was over, he’d begun looking for someone to palm her off onto, with the legacy from Eddie as an inducement.

      And yet, it was the legacy that had saved her, for it belonged to her, not to Papa, and he couldn’t do a thing about that. At least, she hoped not. She feared he would exert whatever authority he could muster to take her back home.

      On the way downstairs, she heard Mrs. Wix’s voice from above. “Sorry, missus, I was up top getting rid of all sign of ghosts and such. Didn’t hear the door.”

      “Nonsense,” Thisbe said, turning to glare up at her. “It was sheer laziness, and as for subjecting Sergeant Dolman to unnecessary embarrassment, you should be ashamed of yourself.” She continued down, then stopped, sniffing. Did the woman never bathe? She always smelled of meat and onions, which was to be expected of a cook, but last night of dirt and horse as well. Those powerful odors still lingered. “By the way, Mrs. Wix, I believe you would benefit from a bath.”

      Soon they were in Lady Best’s well-sprung carriage, rolling along the road to Brighton. “Thank heavens summer is over, for Brighton is ghastly when it’s full of holidaymakers,” Lady Best said.

      “Are you familiar with Brighton?” Miss Transom asked.

      “Not really,” Thisbe said. “I have spent most of my life at my father’s estate in Surrey, but we came here once for a brief holiday. Papa wanted to see the place that had so captured the imagination of the Regent.” He’d praised it to the skies; he always followed the Prince’s lead.

      She was about to enquire into Miss Transom’s family, when Lady Best changed the subject, pointing out landmarks along the way and discussing families in the area, and giving her no chance to ask her burning questions. Which, Thisbe reminded herself, was all for the best.

      The shopping trip proved delightful. They stopped at Lady Best’s modiste, a charming lady with whom Thisbe sympathized—it was frightfully hard for a gentlewoman to be obliged to earn her keep. Next, they visited a millinery, a haberdashery, and a fabric warehouse. All Thisbe could bring herself to buy was some ribbons to change the appearance of a few gowns and a bonnet, as well as pins, needles, thread, and a thimble, none of which she’d thought to bring from her father’s house.

      They encountered two ladies to whom Lady Best introduced her—Lady Josephine Cranfield and her cousin and chaperone, Mrs. Julia Elford. Thisbe’s circle of acquaintances was growing remarkably quickly. If only she could keep up appearances! Perhaps she should start helping Sergeant Dolman. She could wield a pair of shears well enough to clip the hedges.

      All the while, the urge to learn about her handsome Mr. Transom ate away at her.

      Lady Best treated them to tea and cakes at the Old Oak Inn and outlined their plans for the coming weeks. “Lady Somerville’s house party will end with a grand ball—I’ll see if I can get you an invitation, Mrs. Rose—after which Lily will return to her parents’ estate.”

      Thisbe leapt into this opening. “Where is your family home, Miss Transom?”

      “North of Chichester,” Miss Transom said.

      Ah! “I danced some years ago with a Mr. Transom at an assembly in Chichester. A relation of yours?”

      “My brother Gervaise, most likely. Was he very charming?”

      “Exceptionally so,” Thisbe said, unable to prevent herself from smiling. “Handsome, too, fair-haired like you, and an excellent dancer. He said he was about to leave for the Continent. Was he a soldier?”

      “No, he was a diplomatic aide-de-camp,” Lady Best said.

      “Whatever that means,” Miss Transom said. “I believe he was a spy.”

      “Perhaps that is so,” Lady Best said, “but you must not say so aloud.” She cast a glance at Thisbe. “I’m sure Mrs. Rose will not mention it to anyone.”

      “Of course, I shall not,” Thisbe said.

      “Your parents would be mortified if people learned of it, Lily dear,” Lady Best said. “Spying is an ungentlemanly occupation. It does not redound to your family’s credit.”

      “It should do!” Miss Transom said.

      “I agree,” Thisbe said. “It’s an important occupation in wartime, an extremely dangerous one requiring courage and daring.”

      “Dear Gervaise,” Miss Transom said sadly. “He always had plenty of that. I miss him so much!”

      Thisbe’s heart plummeted. “Oh no, did he die?”

      “No, he’s alive,” Miss Transom said, “but he’s not at all well. I don’t mean physically. He’s healthy, but he has become restless and impatient, and he won’t stay at home. Shortly after he returned from the war, he left us again, travelling all over England. He even returned to France. One would think he’d had enough of the place!”

      “But he is in England now?”

      “Yes!” she cried. “Imagine my surprise and—and delight when he came to Best Manor briefly last evening. It was lovely to see him, but…” She bit her lip, and a tear winked in her eye.

      “But he’s not the same Ghostie we knew, and I don’t know that he ever will be,” Lady Best said.

      “Ghostie?” Thisbe asked.

      “His initials spell the world ghost, which I suppose gave him the idea,” Miss Transom said. “He played ghost at school to frighten the masters and wagered he wouldn’t get caught, and he never did!”

      “He’s still my husband’s close friend, which gives me hope. I think they’ve got another of their silly wagers going on.” Lady Best rolled her eyes. “God knows what it is about, but to me it’s a sign that he’s on the mend.”

      Thisbe was too embarrassed to mention that he’d wagered he would steal a kiss from her. Dear heaven, will I meet him again someday?
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      Gervaise doubled over laughing the instant Thisbe left the house. What an archwife—and utterly delectable as she scolded him. He’d reveled in her loose hair about her shoulders last night, and now he appreciated how it framed her sweet face under the bonnet.

      She was right on one count. He’d heard the door but couldn’t risk being recognized by Lily or Lady Best. On the other hand, she was wrong about Dolman. He would have to get over his shyness or live a lonely life. What he needed was a woman, preferably a wife.

      A good loving wife was a lifetime comfort to be wished for—and Gervaise did wish for one for himself as well—but if all he did was make the lady uncomfortable, what was the point? And uncomfortable she would surely be, unable to understand his inability to behave like a man who had never been a spy. If she could forgive his having been a spy in the first place.

      Mrs. Rose was right about his needing a bath, though, with the result that he was clean as a whistle and even wearing a clean if shabby gown by the time she came home.

      He’d been watching for her. Hoping she’d enjoyed herself with Lady Best, and that friendship with her would mean introductions to more ladies of the area. If she had friends, he would no longer feel responsible for her and therefore would be free to leave. The wager was almost over, and he couldn’t remain and risk her reputation. He had to move on to some other disguise, some other persona to keep himself busy and mostly alone.

      She all but pranced down the steps of the carriage, turned for a word of thanks and a cheerful wave goodbye, and then hurried up the stairs and opened the front door. He barely had time to back away and pretend he was just coming from the kitchen.

      She danced in, beaming with happiness. With utter joy.

      Gervaise stood transfixed, for all at once he knew who she was—the most beautiful girl at the ball. It was the last occasion he’d attended before being smuggled to the Continent to spy for England, the country of his ancestors, against France, the country of his other ancestors. Not that this was unusual; the upper classes of the two countries were much interrelated. However, he felt himself to be both patriot and traitor, and it tore him up inside.

      Mrs. Rose halted. “Evening, Mrs. Wix! What have we for dinner? We had tea and cakes at the Old Oak Inn, but I’m sure I shall be ravenous soon.” She paused, blinking, as he simply stood and stared at her flushed cheeks, her rosy lips, her sparkling eyes. “Mrs. Wix?”

      He pulled himself together and cleared his throat. “Yes, missus,” he croaked, hopefully enough to disguise his voice, for he wasn’t as prepared as he should be. “Chicken and the last of the sorrel, and after that a blackberry pie. Shall I take your packages?”

      “No, thank you,” Mrs. Rose said, “it’s only ribbons and needles and such. I’ve been invited to an assembly in Brighton, so I must get to work preparing my evening gown.”

      “Invited? By whom?” Damn, he was making a mull of this. Mrs. Wix never used the word whom. Nonetheless, he couldn’t let her go jaunting off with just anyone.

      “Lady Best. She and Sir Simon will fetch me in their coach and bring me home. Isn’t she the kindest lady ever? And Miss Transom, too. I believe I met her brother once, many years ago, shortly before I married Mr. Rose.”

      Indeed you did, thought Gervaise, but evidently he hadn’t made much of an impression on her, if she’d succumbed all but immediately to some rake or other and been forced to marry Eddie Rose so soon afterwards.

      Not that he could have married anyone at the time. He hadn’t even allowed himself to think in such terms. He was a spy—a ghost—and like Eddie, would likely die. Except that unlike Eddie, he hadn’t.

      “I took a bath, missus,” he said.
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      “Excellent,” Thisbe said. “Doesn’t it feel better to be clean?”

      “Aye, missus, much better. I’ll go finish the supper, shall I?” She returned to the kitchen, and Thisbe hurried upstairs. It would soon be dusk, so she wouldn’t get much done tonight, but at least she could put her purchases away and refresh herself for dinner.

      Five minutes later, a loud, determined knocking sounded on the door.

      Hopefully, Mrs. Wix would answer it, but perhaps not. However obliging she’d been about bathing, she might not answer the door, and nor would Sergeant Dolman. Quickly drying her face, Thisbe went down the stairs. Mrs. Wix, unsurprisingly, was nowhere to be seen.

      She peered out the window and saw three men—a Customs riding officer and two others. The riding officer snapped his crop impatiently against his breeches, and one of his men pounded on the door again.

      How ghastly! They must have realized that someone in league with the smugglers had decoyed them from here. Would they arrest Mrs. Wix? Thisbe couldn’t let that happen. She turned away from the window, meaning to run to warn her, when the door flew open. “Halt!” the officer shouted. “Come back here, woman!”

      Thisbe turned, and Eddie’s ghost marched up beside her, stern and forbidding—which was kind of him but useless, since they couldn’t see him. Well! If she had learned one thing from her father, it was how intimidating haughtiness could be.

      “I beg your pardon!” she exclaimed, nose in the air. “Who do you think you are, bursting into my house without so much as a by-your-leave?"

      The officer stiffened, but amended his tone somewhat. “Your house, miss?” Not nearly respectful enough.

      “Yes, indeed! I am Mrs. Rose, the owner of this house. And who, may I ask, are you?”

      “Lieutenant Miles, Customs’ Land Guard,” he said. “You don’t look old enough to own anything, much less a house. We were told no one lives here.”

      “No one did until yesterday, when I arrived to take possession. How dare you speak to me in such an impolite fashion? I shall report your behavior to Sir Simon Best. His wife is a friend of mine.”

      He frowned at that but didn’t back down. “No one lived here?”

      “Only a few servants, and I fail to see what business it is of yours!”

      “Oy, what’s going on here, missus? Sorry, I was picking rosemary for garnish, like.” It was Mrs. Wix. “What’s this, now? Oh, revenuers.” She made one of her nasty chomping noises. “Nosy sorts.” For a second, Thisbe wondered if Mrs. Wix would spit, which would not help at all. If only she had stayed away!

      “With reason, my good woman.” He turned to Thisbe again. “We believe this house is being used by smugglers.”

      “To store contraband? Nonsense!” Thisbe said. “I went over the entire house yesterday from attics to cellars, and there’s nothing but dust, mildew, and broken furniture.”

      “Aw, missus, it ain’t that bad,” Mrs. Wix whined. “I kept the drawing room nice, didn’t I? And the dining room, too.”

      “Yes, yes, there are a few decent rooms,” Thisbe said, imagining herself in the role of an unsympathetic mistress. “Don’t start weeping on me again. I’m sure you’ve done your best.”

      “Nevertheless, ma’am,” the lieutenant said, “someone was signaling from here last night.”

      “Signaling to whom?”

      “To the smugglers, obviously, and if it wasn’t you, and it wasn’t your cook here, who was it?”

      “You must be mistaken,” she said, thinking furiously. She couldn’t let them arrest Sergeant Dolman, either. “Only Mrs. Wix and I were in the house, both of us fast asleep…” A brilliant notion descended on her. She clapped her hands to her face. “Oh, my heavens—so that’s what it was last night!”

      She sank onto a chair. “It does make more sense than ghosts, doesn’t it, Mrs. Wix?”

      “Mayhap it does,” Mrs. Wix said grumpily, “leastways this time. Mark my words, though, this house is haunted. Everybody knows that.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” the revenue officer snapped. “Tell me what happened, Mrs. Rose.”

      “I was wakened by a horrid shriek in the middle of the night,” Thisbe said.

      One of the other revenuers nodded glumly.

      “Did you hear it too?” Thisbe asked him, infusing sympathy into her voice.

      “Not last night, but a couple of nights ago. Chilled my bones, it did.” He glanced sheepishly at his superior. “To tell the truth, I was right glad we was ordered not to go in alone.”

      “Yes, it was dreadful, wasn’t it?” Thisbe said. “At first, I thought it was only a nightmare—since my husband died in battle, I am subject to simply ghastly dreams—but then I heard a board creak in the attic. I peered out into the gallery, but it was pitch dark, so I thought it must be the house settling, as old houses do at night.”

      “And?” the lieutenant asked eagerly.

      “I was about to shut my door again when I heard footsteps, and I called out, ‘Who’s up there?’ I was frightened, Lieutenant, but this is my house, and no one has the right to be here without my permission. I called for Mrs. Wix and was about to go up and tell the intruder to leave, when a man came positively hurtling down the stairs. He almost knocked me over and kept on down, then shoved poor Mrs. Wix out of the way and disappeared into the night, leaving the door wide open.” She shuddered. “Mrs. Wix made sure all the doors were bolted, but I hardly slept the rest of the night.”

      “Poor lamb,” the housekeeper cooed, putting an arm around her. Mrs. Wix smelled beautifully clean. And…distracting.

      “Did you recognize the man?” Lieutenant Miles asked.

      “Of course not!” Thisbe tried to ignore the strange distraction. “It was pitch dark, Lieutenant, and I don’t know anyone here. It wasn’t one of my servants, though. It was a smallish man, and my man-of-all-work is too big and too old to run down stairs like that. It must have been a smuggler, just as you said. But why would he signal from my house?”

      “Because of rumors the house is haunted. I assume it gave them the idea to decoy our men here instead of where the goods were,” the lieutenant said with a sigh. “From now on, ma’am, make sure your house is locked up tight at night, and that all the windows are bolted, too. You’re lucky you weren’t harmed.”

      “Yes, I see that,” she said faintly, realizing that Mrs. Wix smelled not only male in an attractive sort of way, but headily familiar.

      “It can be dangerous for a woman to live alone,” the revenuer said. “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but you look too young to be on your own. Don’t you have family to take care of you?”

      Mrs. Wix’s arm tightened a fraction. “She has me.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wix. I’m a widow,” she said firmly, “and old enough to manage for myself.” She softened, for he was only trying to be kind. “I appreciate your concern, Lieutenant, but now that I’ve been warned, I’ll hire a footman to guard the house at night.”

      “Aye, but…if any other revenue officers come here, don’t let them in. There are some who won’t hesitate to take advantage.” He sighed again, shaking his head, and they left.

      “It was kind of him to warn me,” she said uneasily.

      “Aye, he’s a good man, and he knows what he’s talking about,” Mrs. Wix said. “There’s a revenuer along the coast who’s a right bastard, begging your pardon, missus, but he’ll get his comeuppance soon, never you fear. For now, as I said, you have me.”
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      Reluctantly, Gervaise removed his arm from around the delectable Mrs. Rose. He bolted the door after the revenue men and chuckled. “You handled them nicely, missus.”

      “I thought so,” she said vaguely, as if her mind were elsewhere. Surely, she wasn’t taken with that riding officer! A decent sort, no doubt, doing a thankless job, but he wasn’t right for her.

      “You did well, too,” she added. “I shall go upstairs and finish, ah, what I was doing.” She headed for the stairs, then turned. “I hope you have informed the smugglers that we shall no longer signal from here?”

      “Aye, missus, I took care of that today.” Why was she frowning at him?

      “I feel sorry for the lieutenant. I didn’t like to deceive him, but nor could I let him arrest you or Sergeant Dolman. By the way, where is he?”

      “In the kitchen, missus. He’ll eat there with me.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t put it past the revenuers to question him.”

      “Right, missus. I’ll keep him safely here.”

      At the foot of the stairs, she turned again, her brows knit. “I apologize for accusing you of weeping, for I’m almost certain that is something you rarely, if ever, do.”

      What the devil did she mean by that? “It was a nice touch, but you’re right, love. All my tears dried up years ago.”
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      She—he?—had called her love again.

      Mrs. Wix was a woman, not a man, so how could she smell like one?

      Specifically, like the one who had kissed her four years ago!

      Thisbe tried to look at it rationally. Surely a man’s scent wasn’t completely unique. She’d caught the personal aromas of various men when dancing with them, but although there was sometimes a similarity, it wasn’t the same. Eddie, for example, had smelled quite pleasant, more so than many others. And of course, too many men wore bottled scent which competed with their own personal odors, often with distressingly unpleasant results.

      But not the man who had kissed her. He’d simply smelled like himself.

      Perhaps her memory was at fault. Surely one didn’t remember aromas, particularly those from years ago, so very exactly. And yet…

      Gervaise Transom had visited Sir Simon Best the previous evening, only a few miles away. He could have ridden back to Lucky Cottage in time to signal in the middle of the night.

      Mrs. Wix was tallish for a woman, but about medium height for a man. So, she recalled, was Mr. Transom, but Thisbe was petite, so she’d gazed up, entranced, at his smiling face.

      Mrs. Wix had a creaky voice, and she kept clearing her throat and making those horrid champing noises… Could that all be Mr. Transom’s way of disguising his voice?

      Something else popped into her mind—a memory of that wide, mischievous grin last night—with completely clean teeth. And a long cloak over…what? A man’s clothing?

      Unbelievable!

      Yes, that was precisely what it was. Unbelievable, and she was foolish to even imagine such a thing, but she couldn’t help doing so. Miss Transom had called him what…Ghostie? He’d tricked the masters at school, so why not trick people now?

      No. She wanted to meet that man again, which was a foolish sort of wish, and she mustn’t let that folly color her perception now. She must consider Mrs. Wix more carefully before reaching such an unlikely conclusion. However, if the housekeeper really were Gervaise Transom…

      Thisbe sat in the chair by her dressing table, flummoxed. No wonder he didn’t want her here, for if anyone found out she was sharing the house with a gentleman, her reputation would indeed be ruined. But why would he dress as a woman and live alone, cooking and cleaning? He certainly knew a great deal about smugglers and revenue officers—far more than a mere housekeeper would know. Was he a fugitive, accused of some dreadful crime, who daren’t risk being unmasked?

      No, she thought suddenly, remembering something Lady Best had said about a wager with Sir Simon, just like when he’d been a boy. Like when he’d kissed her at the ball. What fun! And yet…

      There was also Miss Transom’s concern for her brother, who had come back from the war a different man—restless, impatient, unwilling to return to home and family.

      A man who had cried all his tears.
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      The next morning, Thisbe decided that considering Mrs. Wix more carefully was well-nigh impossible. Staring at the housekeeper would look extremely odd, and sniffing her even odder.

      Not only that, what if Mrs. Wix truly were Mr. Transom, and he realized he had been unmasked? He might feel obliged to leave.

      She wanted him to stay, at least for now. She wasn’t exactly frightened of being alone, but she wasn’t comfortable, either. She felt safer with him—her—there.

      Which was pure selfishness. She should be ashamed of herself. Mr. Transom—if it truly were he—must have his own reasons for remaining in disguise. He wanted to be alone, away from family, perhaps from their expectations. He would doubtless leave as soon as possible, whether or not she saw through his disguise.

      “I’ll have to hire another housekeeper,” she told Eddie’s ghost. He had joined her in the drawing room, which had excellent light for sewing.

      The ghost nodded agreement, grinning widely, cheerfully, and annoyingly.

      “I don’t know what you’re so pleased about,” she retorted. “I like Mrs. Wix very much. I wish she could stay.”

      He nodded and grinned even more widely at that, which made no sense at all.

      She turned her mind to the assembly that very evening. She intended to enjoy herself, meet new people, and hopefully cultivate friendships. She might even dance, if anyone asked, and do a little comparison of scents—although she rather hoped not to garner any admirers just yet. Before considering another marriage, which was the safest way to avoid her father, she must dismiss Mr. Transom—whether or not he was also Mrs. Wix—from her mind and heart.

      She finished adding trim to the flounce and sleeves and gold ribbons to the bodice of her green ball gown. She drank tea and ate more rock cakes—taking care to smile and thank Mrs. Wix while not looking at her too closely—then went upstairs to change.

      Suddenly, she found herself with an awkward problem. She’d made a point of bringing clothing she could don without assistance from a maid. She even had corsets that laced at the front—but for the ball gown, she needed help.

      “What am I to do?” she asked Eddie’s ghost. “I have no choice but to ask Mrs. Wix to do up the buttons at the back.”

      Eddie well-nigh doubled up with silent laughter. She didn’t understand his amusement, but she was rather excited. Mr. Transom would have no choice but to touch her, and she would have another chance to inhale his intoxicating aroma. Thisbe put a shawl around her shoulders and went partway down the stairs.

      “Mrs. Wix!” she called. “I need some help with my gown.”

      “Aye, missus?”

      Thisbe assumed her sweetest voice. “Will you please come up to my chamber? Wash your hands first with plenty of soap. I’d rather not smell of onions.”

      There was a pause, and then a grumbling assent. “In a minute, missus.”

      Thisbe waited on tenterhooks and did her best to do no more than glance up when the housekeeper appeared. “Kindly do up the buttons at the back of my gown.”

      The housekeeper sniffed her fingers. “They seems all right to me. You want to sniff them first, missus?”

      Thisbe suppressed a giggle. “No, thank you. I’m sure you washed them as best you could.” She turned to face the mirror, her back to Mrs. Wix.

      The housekeeper approached. She did smell a little of various herbs, but the intoxicating personal aroma was overwhelmingly there. Thisbe took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she realized she could freely watch Mrs. Wix in the mirror while the housekeeper’s attention was on the row of tiny buttons.

      She shivered a little at the touch of her—his?—hands on her corset, and then on her bare flesh. She—he?—glanced up, and their eyes met. Thisbe felt herself flush but refused to look away.

      It was Mrs. Wix who dropped her gaze, in order to fasten the last few buttons. “You look perfectly lovely, missus,” she said. “You surely will slay some lucky gentleman’s heart tonight.”

      “Oh, dear, I hope not,” Thisbe said.

      “Why? Don’t you wish to marry again? Might help you get rid of the unpleasant dreams.”

      “I don’t really have bad dreams about my husband,” she said, seeing an opening to probe into Mr. Transom’s feelings. “Eddie’s ghost is a happy one, so I know he’s fine where he is. I just said that for…for verisimilitude. I’ve heard that many people who went to war have such dreams.”

      “Aye, so they do,” Mrs. Wix said, without much interest.

      Thisbe tried again. “Or—or much sadness because of what they have seen and done and can never undo. One of the Squire’s sons where I grew up in Surrey is melancholy like that.”

      “Missing your home already, missus?” Which was a clear attempt to change the subject.

      “It’s not really a home.” She picked up her gold locket, one of her few pieces of jewelry, to judge how it would look with the gown. “My father is…unpleasant and unkind. All he cares about is his status. He believes I must be strictly controlled, or I will embarrass him.”

      “Why? Did you embarrass him in the past?”

      “Yes, but it was all nonsense, and now he means to marry me off to one or other of his elderly friends. I am so thankful to Eddie for bequeathing me this house, and I shall manage somehow. I hope Papa will forget about me. Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “The man sounds like a fool,” Mrs. Wix said. “Let me help you with the clasp.” Thisbe shivered at the touch of those capable hands. “So, it’s not marriage you wish to avoid, but marriage to the wrong man.”

      “Yes.” Thisbe shivered. Why was her heart racing? She took a deep breath to calm herself.

      “Did you never meet the right man, missus?”

      Thisbe shrugged, feigning indifference. “I thought I did once, but it was not meant to be, and then I married Eddie, which was pleasant for a night and a day. Then he left for the Continent, and I never saw him alive again.”

      “A night and a day!” Mrs. Wix said. “Let us hope your next marriage lasts much longer.”

      Thisbe didn’t want to talk about marriage. She was almost certain Mrs. Wix was Gervaise Transom—he wasn’t controlling his voice and vocabulary as well as before—but if he didn’t want her, she refused to want him in return. “And let us hope the highwayman doesn’t steal my locket,” she said.

      Mrs. Wix stood back. “He’s no fool. He won’t rob Sir Simon’s coach.”

      “Do you know who the highwayman is?”

      Mrs. Wix shrugged and went to the door. “I’ll get back to my kitchen. Call if you need me, love.”

      Thisbe donned her evening cloak of blue velvet, stowed her slippers in the pocket, and went down to wait for Sir Simon’s coach. She felt a little dreary; wishing and hoping Mr. Transom would confide in her had proven useless. She tried to drum up some enthusiasm for meeting new gentlemen, but none of them would smell as good, as desirable, as safe, as the man who had kissed her so many years before.

      The sound of hooves and carriage wheels roused her from this doleful reverie. Eddie’s ghost appeared, frowning and flapping his arms, silently shouting something, but she couldn’t make out what he said. Perhaps he meant she should wait for a servant to open the door, but judging by the sounds coming from the kitchen, Mrs. Wix was chopping something, so she wasn’t likely to come.

      Thisbe hurried to open the door—and gasped.

      “Oh, no!” She tried to compose herself, she really did, but she was already trembling. What was Papa doing here?

      He clambered down from the coach, and too late she knew what to do—slam the door shut, throw the bolt, and run for the safety of Mrs. Wix.

      “Don’t you dare!” He shoved hard against the door, almost knocking her to the floor. “You’re coming home with me.”

      Eddie’s ghost marched up, drew a sword from nowhere, and brandished it at Papa.

      That helped a little, made her feel stronger. Surer. “This is my home now,” she retorted. “Eddie left it to me, and this is where I shall stay.”

      “This hovel?” he cried, and Eddie dealt him a useless buffet, then vanished. “The grounds are unkempt, and I haven’t a doubt the interior is just as bad.”

      “As a matter of fact,” she said as calmly as she could, “the drawing room is perfectly fine, so is the dining room, and the housekeeper and I are working on the other rooms⁠—”

      “Working? The daughter of a baron doesn’t work. Why are you answering your own door? Can’t afford any decent servants, can you? No daughter of mine will answer her own door, I can tell you that. And where do you think you’re going, all dressed up so fine? Wearing your mother’s locket, too, while you go gallivanting about. How dare you?”

      “I’ve been invited to an assembly in Brighton,” she said.

      “Ha! Escorted by whom? Have you already found a lover, you little trollop? I knew you’d be back to your old ways the minute you were out of my sight. We’re leaving now!”

      “No!” she cried, backing away. “I’m not going with you.”

      Papa grabbed her arm, and she opened her mouth to shriek—but suddenly, Mrs. Wix was there, swathed in an apron, a bloody cleaver in her hand, Eddie right behind, cheering her—him—on.

      “Let her go,” Mrs. Wix said.

      “Who the devil are you?” Papa demanded, towing Thisbe toward the door.

      “The cook. I said, let her go.” Her—his voice was that of a very dangerous male.

      “Go to hell, you stupid woman.” Papa tightened his grip and tugged Thisbe hard.

      “Stop it!” she cried. “You’re hurting me!”

      “It’s nothing to what I’ll do to you when we get home,” Papa snarled.

      Mrs. Wix grabbed hold of Papa’s wrist and squeezed. “I said, let her go.”

      Papa yelped, struggling, released Thisbe, and bellowed for his footman, Jerome, who hurried into the house, spied the bloody cleaver in Mrs. Wix’s hand, and paled.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Wix,” Thisbe said, rubbing her wrist.

      “I’ll show you whom to thank,” Papa said. “Don’t just stand there, Jerome. Move this disgusting female out of the way, and take Miss Thisbe to the coach.”

      “I am not coming with you!” Thisbe retreated behind her rescuer.

      “That’s right, she ain’t,” Mrs. Wix said, brandishing the cleaver. Jerome didn’t move.

      “Fools and cowards, all of you!” Papa glared at Mrs. Wix. “I shall report this attack on my person to the appropriate authorities.”

      Mrs. Wix cackled. “The JP will be here any minute to fetch Mrs. Rose, but I doubt he’ll have time for you now.”

      “She’s tupping a JP?” Papa roared, and suddenly found himself pushed against the wall and held in a relentless grip.

      “Take those foul words back, or I’ll shove them down your throat,” Mrs. Wix said.

      Jerome merely gaped, and Papa croaked, “Do something, you useless fellow!” Eddie’s ghost hovered behind Mrs. Wix, silently urging her on, a sword in one hand and a pistol in the other.

      “Please don’t kill him,” Thisbe whispered.

      Eddie desisted, looking abashed, and Mrs. Wix said, “Never fret, love. I shan’t, or at least not yet.” He let Papa go and grinned at Jerome. “Come work for Miss Thisbe. She’s much more fun.”

      Poor Jerome looked so very tempted. No one liked working for Papa.

      Fortunately, since Papa was rubbing his throat while working himself up to another outburst of venom, a second carriage rolled up outside.

      Thisbe slumped. All anticipation of a pleasurable evening fled. What Mr. Transom must think of her! Yes, he had rescued her, but he would surely tell Sir Simon about Papa’s horrid accusations. The JP would tell his wife and Miss Transom, and they would turn their backs, likely without giving her a chance to explain.

      She needed to tell him all about it, and do it now!

      “Looks like Sir Simon and his ladies are here, Mrs. Rose,” the housekeeper said, sticking her head out the door and giving a piercing whistle. “Off you go. Dance to your heart’s content, and mayhap a handsome stranger will fall in love with you.”

      “Don’t say such things!” she cried. “I need to—I must explain something to you.”

      “Later will do. Trust me, all will be well.” Mrs. Wix gave her a little push towards the door.

      “What the devil?” Papa tried to follow her, but Mrs. Wix held him back, while a very proper gentleman in evening wear descended from the coach.

      “Run along, love. Go enjoy the ball,” Mrs. Wix said. “I’ll have a word with Sir Simon, and he’ll keep you safe.”

      Thisbe scurried out the door past her father and scrambled into Sir Simon’s coach.
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      Simon came into the house—he’d responded to that whistle, bless him—and closed the door behind him. At last, Gervaise let the struggling Lord Wrapton go.

      “What’s going on here?” Simon demanded, at his most magisterial. “This had better be important. I’m on the way to an assembly.”

      “Why, you foul debaucher! How dare you?” Wrapton began, advancing on him.

      Gervaise got in the way again. He still held the bloody cleaver, which helped. He wasn’t quite ready to drop the disguise completely—but by God, maybe he should have. He’d been merrily chopping meat for the next day while avoiding being seen by his sister or Lady Best, when a gust of wind almost blew him out of the kitchen, and suddenly he knew Thisbe was in danger.

      This disguise, and the stupid wager, had almost cost her dearly.

      “Sir Simon, this is Lord Wrapton, Mrs. Rose’s father,” he said. “He should be put in irons. He tried to force Mrs. Rose out of her own house and threatened to beat her if she disobeyed. Now, God knows why, he seems to think you are enamored of her.”

      “What? I’ve not yet met Mrs. Rose. She’s a friend of my wife’s.” He turned an astonished gaze on Wrapton. “Are you quite mad, sir?”

      “Not sir, but my lord,” Wrapton snapped. “I don’t give a tinker’s damn who you are. The proper form of address is your lordship or my lord, and this woman attacked me. She is the one who must be put in irons.”

      “But, my dear sir, you’ll look such a fool.” Simon chuckled. “Surely you could defend yourself against a hysterical female, even one holding a cleaver.” He looked Wrapton up and down. “I see no sign that you’re bleeding.”

      “Been chopping meat,” Gervaise said, wiping the cleaver on his apron. “Steak and kidney pie tomorrow.”

      “My lord,” Wrapton insisted. “Address me properly. She attacked me, damn you!”

      “Good God. I have seldom met such a pompous ass.” Simon sighed. “Get into your carriage, my lord, and go back where you came from. I’m busy this evening, but if you are still here tomorrow, trespassing on private property and assaulting innocent women, you will regret it.”

      “I’ll find a real JP,” Wrapton shouted, “and I’ll take my daughter away, as is my right as her father, and you’ll be the one to regret your impudence!”

      Simon gave Gervaise a look that said clearly, Now it’s up to you. He folded his arms and waited while Lord Wrapton, muttering curses, stomped out to his coach and climbed in. The footman closed the door, but instead of jumping to his perch, he waved to the coachman to leave while he remained behind. The coachman nodded understandingly and drove off.

      Gervaise doubted Lord Wrapton even noticed Jerome’s defection, so caught up was he in his own bitter, prideful thoughts. He must never be allowed near Thisbe again. Not only that, if Gervaise had his way, he would someday find himself pleading to be accepted by his own daughter.

      So what if it meant returning home? His parents couldn’t understand what had driven him to solitude, but it seemed Thisbe could and did…and not only that, Gervaise had had enough of being alone. With Thisbe, he could build an interesting, worthwhile life.

      If she would have him. He was almost certain she had penetrated his disguise, but she had never let on. Why not?

      “Good man,” he said to Jerome, making no attempt to disguise his voice. “You’re hired. You and Sergeant Dolman may guard the house tonight. I’ve other matters to take care of—first of all, getting out of this damned uncomfortable women’s clothing. Do you like oxtail soup?”

      The astonished footman said, “Yes, ah, sir,” and followed Gervaise into Lucky Cottage.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Best hustled Thisbe into the coach and settled her on the far side, where Papa couldn’t reach her if he tried. She didn’t think he would; he wasn’t courageous enough, or fit enough, or possibly even stupid enough to try.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, taking deep shuddering breaths.

      “You poor dear,” Lady Best said. “Whatever happened? No, don’t answer. You need to calm down first.”

      “I’m well,” she said. “My father tried to take me home by force.” She dashed away tears. “I thought—I hoped he would be glad that I was gone. He—he dislikes me. He kept trying to get rid of me by marrying me off to one of his friends. I thought that once I left, he might leave me be.”

      “Heavens, how horrid of him! Well, you’re safe now,” Lady Best said. “In fact, you’d better come home with us after the ball until everything is sorted out.”

      “Oh, no,” Thisbe said. “Surely that’s not necessary. I have a housekeeper and a man of all work. I’ll be fine.”

      “Servants are no use against a peer,” Lady Best said. “But my dear, why would he dislike you?”

      “It’s a long story,” Thisbe said, and she didn’t intend to confess it all now if she could avoid it. “What it boils down to is that he is afraid I will embarrass him.”

      Sir Simon Best climbed into the coach in time to hear this. “The man’s an embarrassment to himself! My apologies, Mrs. Rose—happy to meet you, by the way—but your father is most strange. He kept ordering me to address him as my lord.”

      “I’m so sorry, Sir Simon. He’s been unbearable ever since he was made a peer.”

      “Prinny should know better,” Sir Simon grumbled. “You’ll stay with us until we sort your father out. Get you some proper protection.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he said. “I have a feeling everything will work out very, very soon. In the meantime, enjoy the assembly tonight. You’ll dance with me, I hope?”

      “Thank you, I should like that,” she said, relieved. At least no one was shunning her yet.

      Sir Simon couldn’t possibly know that everything would work out, but it was nevertheless kind of him to reassure her. Perhaps Mr. Transom would say nothing. He’d been protective of her, and he, too, had said all would be well—whatever that meant. That a handsome stranger was sure to fall in love with her?

      But what was the use of meeting some handsome stranger, when Mr. Transom was the only man she wanted and would ever want? Yet couldn’t have.

      Papa might retreat for now, but he would return. She could stay a few days with the Bests, but after that, what would she do? What kind of protection could she afford? No servant would dare resist a nobleman.

      They all chatted of minor matters until they arrived at their destination. The assembly rooms were a dazzling display of light—chandeliers ablaze with candles, and mirrors reflecting them along one wall. Lady Best introduced both her and Lily Transom to a great many ladies and gentlemen. Everyone was cordial; Sir Simon asked her to dance, which soon led to dances with other gentlemen, some of whom had pleasing aromas. Nothing like Mr. Transom’s, alas.

      She shook herself. She mustn’t be foolish. He wasn’t the only man in the world. She’d married Eddie, and it hadn’t been unpleasant. Although her inheritance wasn’t much, it might suffice to make a respectable man willing to offer for her—and if her so-called wanton tendencies came up for discussion, perhaps he would allow her to explain the mistake she’d made so long ago: a simple misunderstanding, not a sin.

      Soon the ball would be over. She had met many new people. So far, so good. She must simply persevere, and take what help and protection she could find, and⁠—

      “Ghostie!” Lily Transom’s shriek startled her out of her reverie.

      Thisbe looked up, heart thumping. There he was, elegant as ever, striding toward them. Lily dashed up to him and hugged him. “Gervaise! You came!”

      “I did, sister dear, in the hope that you would introduce me to some of your friends, as promised.” He winked over Lily’s shoulder. “But I believe this lady and I have met before.”

      Thisbe realized her mouth was hanging open. Hurriedly, she shut it and clapped a hand to her breast. He was here!

      Mr. Transom bowed over Thisbe’s hand. Her heart beat so fast she could almost hear it. “Have we not?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered, “in Chichester, years ago. How—how kind of you to remember me, sir.”

      He grinned. “How could I forget the most beautiful girl at the ball?”

      Lord, could she blush any more than this? The musicians struck up for a waltz, and he asked, “Might I have this dance, Mrs. Rose?”

      And just like that, he swept her into his arms, like so many years ago.
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        * * *

      

      At last, thought Gervaise, twirling Thisbe around the floor. He’d expected to arrive much earlier—it didn’t take long to bathe and shave—but he hadn’t expected to be delayed by Captain Moonlight.

      Not robbing him, of course; this highwayman was known for robbing people who deserved it. As soon as Gervaise heard shots up ahead, followed by frightened horses and Lord Wrapton’s unpleasant bellow, he reined in and waited politely for the robbery to be over. Soon, Captain Moonlight cantered past, raised a hand to Gervaise in the shadows at the roadside, and vanished into the night. A mighty observant sort, that man—one needed to be, to succeed at highway robbery.

      Gervaise chuckled to himself, waited several minutes, then made his way to where Lord Wrapton’s coach still stood. Thisbe’s father was shouting at the hapless coachman, berating him for not shooting the highwayman—which he couldn’t have done while controlling the agitated team, even if he had a gun in his hand and was a crack shot, which coachmen seldom were.

      Gervaise pondered inviting the coachman to work for him instead, thus leaving the old blusterer completely stranded. Much as Wrapton deserved it, Gervaise couldn’t bring himself to put the coachman in such an awkward situation; a decent chap, who cared about his horses, wouldn’t agree to it anyway.

      Instead, Gervaise reined in, doffed his hat, and asked if he might be of any assistance.

      “Such as what?” Lord Wrapton snapped. “The highwayman got my purse, my watch, and my signet ring, thanks to this fool coachman of mine.” He frowned at Gervaise in the dim light of the coach’s lantern. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”

      “Perhaps,” Gervaise said languidly. “I really can’t say. If you have no need of assistance, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Hold on a minute. Did a scoundrel on a big, dark bay—rather like yours, in fact—just pass you on the road?”

      “If you mean the highwayman, no, he did not,” Gervaise said. “If he had, he would have robbed me, don’t you think?”

      The pompous old windbag scowled. “Impudent! If you want to help, find me a magistrate. I’ll see that fellow hanged if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Gervaise doubted that. “It’s late to drag a magistrate out, and for what? The highwayman’s long gone. You’d best wait till morning.”

      “Not on your life. What if he attacks me again? Where is the nearest magistrate?”

      Gervaise sighed. “Ask at the Old Oak Inn. I’ll show you the way.”
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        * * *

      

      If it was possible to be in heaven on earth, Thisbe was there now. Dancing with Mr. Transom was like floating on air.

      “Did you fear I wouldn’t come?” he asked as they circled the ballroom. “I would have arrived sooner, but what with shaving and bathing, and a slight delay along the way, I’m later than I’d hoped.”

      “But—but what about the wager?” she asked.

      “The wager be damned,” he said. “It was time to end it. In any case, your safety matters more.” He raised a brow. “How did you know about the wager?”

      “I guessed from something Lady Best said, and remembered that you kissed me in Chichester because of a wager.”

      “Thanks to a wager. It was the perfect excuse.” He smiled down at her, whirling her around, a devilish gleam in his eyes. “Do I need an excuse to kiss you again?”

      Oh, dear. “I wish you could, but if you knew what trouble that kiss caused me, and is likely to cause me in the future, you wouldn’t dare ask.”

      “What trouble?”

      “I was forced to marry Eddie Rose because of that kiss,” she said. “Not that it was entirely your fault, but…”

      Just as he’d done four years earlier, he danced her onto the terrace, but instead of kissing her, he regarded her with knit brows. “You’d better explain.”
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