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London, 1820

Jocelyn Fairley strode toward the drawing room, determined to ensure tonight’s ball would be a triumph for her father, and would launch him toward his destiny as the next Prime Minister of England. She had seen to every detail—chosen flowers and food, hired musicians and chalk artists, and invited all the right people, including a few respectable widows who might catch her father’s eye. After all, Mama had been gone three years, and Papa needed a wife at his side.

A single distant violin note sang clear and sweet. Others joined in and then split off, creating the odd cacophony of musical instruments tuning prior to performance. Underneath it all, a harp trilled. Soon, guests would arrive, launching Jocelyn’s role as hostess.

As Jocelyn passed her father’s study, light glimmering from underneath the door caught her gaze. She checked her steps. She had left Papa in his room with his valet perfecting the folds of his cravat. Who would be in the study?

Perhaps Papa had left a lamp lit. As she entered, the door hinges squeaked. The light extinguished instantly, plunging the room into darkness. Only faint streetlight outlined the windows, one of which, oddly, hung open. Pale fog floated by like wraiths. In the hearth, glowing coals stared, conjuring images of soulless eyes.

Chills ran down her spine. “J-Jonathan?” Her voice quivered like a frightened child’s. She took a few cautious steps inside.

Voices and approaching footsteps echoed in the corridor outside Papa’s study, growing closer and louder. Inside the room, the faint rustle of fabric provided a second’s warning before the door behind her closed. A large hand clamped over her mouth. An unyielding force pushed her back against the wall, while a second hand closed over her throat. Shock waves raced through her.

“Quiet!” The harsh whisper vibrated to her knees.

She struggled against her captor, writhing and clawing at his hands. No effect. The hand muffled her attempts to scream. The grip on her throat tightened, not enough to hurt, in clear warning. Her assailant could squeeze the life out of her.

Another whisper puffed in her ear. “Be still. I’ll snap your neck if you give me away.”

Oh, heavens above, would this villain kill her? Ravish her? A spasm of fear tore through her. She gulped in tiny, ragged bursts of air. 

Her captor’s hot breath fanned her cheek. She pushed against a male chest that might have been made of stone. His coat’s coarse fabric declared him a member of the lower classes, but he smelled faintly of mint and something citrusy, like bergamot. The increasing pressure on her throat demanded that she make no further moves. Trapped by the assailant, she stood helpless, her heart clanging against her ribs.

The voices outside the study grew louder. From underneath the door, shadows moved across the floor They passed by, and all fell silent.

Her captor eased back, but his hands remained fixed on her throat and mouth. Again, the incisive whisper cut through her senses, “If you say a word of this to anyone, I will return and silence you.”

The pressure lifted. Jocelyn’s only thoughts centered on gasping for air. A shadow moved to the window, and a streetlight silhouetted a male form. The dark figure sat on the windowsill, swung his legs over, and disappeared.

Jocelyn’s knees gave way, and she sank to the floor. Death had paid her a visit. Death had held her in its grip. Death, inexplicably, left her alive and unharmed. A sob caught in her throat. Shaking, she sat and focused on trying to breathe normally. Her own mortality loomed large.

She had faced the prospect of mortality when the news reached them of her oldest brother’s death in defense of his country, and again when Mama passed. Jocelyn had realized then how fragile and short life could be. Until now, she had never faced her own imminent extinction.

She took several more steadying breaths and fought to pull herself together. She refused to fall apart like some swooning little flower who needed smelling salts to revive.

Cool night air crept through the window. Fog drifted around the streetlamps transforming the light into a spectral glow. Horse hooves clopped on cobblestones, and voices drifted in from the street. Faint strains of music called to her from inside the house and the hall clock gonged. The party. Their guests. Papa counted on her. She would not fail him. She must be at his side to greet their guests.

With Herculean effort, she pushed herself to her feet. She took another breath and let it out slowly. Her heartbeat returned to normal and her shaking ceased. The opened window loomed large and threatening, but she forced herself to cross the room and lean out. She peered up and down the streets, but no form belonging to her attacker lurked nearby. Reassured, she pulled the window closed and flipped the lock.

After picking up a candle, Jocelyn set it to the dying coals and waited for its wick to spring to life. She shielded the sputtering flame with her hand and cast an urgent glance around. Nothing seemed amiss or noticeably absent. What had the thief hoped to find? They kept little of value in this room. Perhaps his goal had been another part of the house, and Jocelyn had arrived before any real damage could be done.

The front door knocker clanged. Guests had arrived. Drawing on all her inner fortitude, she set down the candle and opened the door. She resisted the urge to look back at the window through which the intruder had fled. Her father awaited.

In the great hall, she paused at the gilded mirror. Wide eyes and a pallid face stared back at her. Combined with the pale blond of her hair and her snowy gown, she appeared ghostly. She pinched her cheeks and bit her lips to force color into them. Though her throat still burned from the attacker’s hand, no marks marred her skin. Only her single strand of pearls lay against the ivory of her neck. She froze. The intruder left her pearls. 

Then she had not surprised a common burglar, after all. What had he wanted? His threat to harm her if she revealed his presence still rang in her ears.

Now was not the time to dwell on her ordeal. Tonight belonged to Papa. She smoothed back a wayward strand of hair and took a final look. Unfortunately, her gown, however expertly fashioned, failed to transform her figure, which leaned toward plump, into one of slender grace. Wishing would not change it. And she had a task at hand. 

She filled her thoughts with visions of her father’s happiness at winning the election, she summoned a smile and strode forward with all the dignity she possessed.

Her glance fell on a portrait of the loveliest lady she had ever known. Pausing in front of the painting, Jocelyn smiled sadly. “I miss you, Mama.” She kissed her own finger and pressed it to her mother’s cheek in the painting. “I promise to make you proud.”

By all rights, her Mama should be serving as tonight’s hostess, but Jocelyn vowed to act in that capacity with her whole heart. The burden to help Papa’s rise to fame and glory rested in Jocelyn’s hands.

She drew a breath, squared her shoulders, and marched to face the beau monde whose public opinion could be so easily swayed for ill, and so rarely swayed for good.

Elegant in his black superfine suit, Papa smiled as she reached his side in the drawing room. Only a hint of silver touched his golden hair, as if to declare him a man of experience and wisdom. An answering smile sprang to her lips.

“You look so pretty, dear one.” He put an arm around her and gave her a sideways hug. His scent of bay rum enfolded her along with the tang of mint his valet put in his clothes press to keep away moths.

She smiled, quickly casting off the disturbing memory of her assailant and his minty scent. “And you look handsome as ever.”

He sobered as his gaze passed over her face. “Does something trouble you?”

Calling on all her courage, she brightened her smile. Tonight, she must be at her best. Later she would decide what, if anything, to inform her father about the intruder. She pushed the last fragments of her fright into a room in her mind and locked the door.

She linked her arm through his. “A bit nervous, I suppose. I know how much this Season means to you.”

He kissed her forehead. “The weight of my future does not rest on your skills as a hostess, dear one.”

“I know. But I’m willing to do whatever I can. I am persuaded you would be a wise and strong prime minister.”

She glanced around, seeking her brother. After all, the ball had been his purpose in coming home from college for a visit.

“Where is Jonathan?” she asked.

“I have not seen him in hours.” A mild frown wrinkled her father’s brow, but the first guests arrived, and he smoothed his expression.

The majordomo announced the Earl and Countess of Tarrington. Emitting understated elegance and so darkly handsome that the sight of him had once turned Jocelyn into a tongue-tied ninny, the earl arrived with his lovely wife.

The Earl of Tarrington bowed to Father “Mr. Fairley, I fear we are unfashionably early.”

“Nonsense,” Papa said heartily. “You aren’t early, only prompt. We rely on your presence to begin the evening.” He bowed to the countess. “Lady Tarrington, a pleasure as always.”

“The fault for our ‘promptness’ is ours,” the countess replied. “I wanted to see the chalk drawing before dancers mussed it.” She gestured to the wood floor where a chalk artist had been hard at work for two days recreating an enormous Fairley coat of arms.

Papa put a hand on Jocelyn’s back. “I believe you know my daughter, Jocelyn.”

Jocelyn sank into a practiced curtsy. “My lord, my lady.”

The countess bathed her in the warmth of her smile. Though she had recently delivered a baby, her figure had already returned to its former slender grace. “How lovely you look, my dear. I hope there will be an opportunity for you to perform the pianoforte this season. You do play so beautifully.”

“It would be my honor, my lady. How is your baby? I understand you were delivered of a son.”

Equal pride shone from both faces. The earl spoke. “Indeed. Nicholas Richard Amesbury the Fourth. Lots of dark hair and a lusty cry.”

“Lusty, indeed,” Lady Tarrington said. “Especially in the wee hours of the morning.”

A countess who tended to her son at night rather than simply turning his care over to a wet nurse. How admirably maternal.

The countess and earl exchanged loving glances. Longing smote Jocelyn’s heart. Few suitors had courted her during her past four Seasons, and none had gazed at her with such open affection. Most viewed her as a mildly interesting diversion—or as the bearer of a healthy dowry. The joy and adventure of loving a man who loved her, and children of her own, became more a tantalizing dream and less a future for her.

Perhaps if she were prettier, or smarter, or more accomplished...No matter. Jocelyn had her father and Aunt Ruby. Their love sustained her well enough.

This Season, she vowed to throw herself into enjoying the satisfaction of helping Papa reach his heart’s desire. She might even match him with a respectable lady to aid him in his career as well as ease the lingering grief she glimpsed in him when he thought her unaware.

“...lend my support as always,” the earl was saying. 

“I appreciate that, my lord.” Her father inclined his head.

Jocelyn flushed. She ought not to have been woolgathering while greeting her guests.

As others arrived, a line formed behind the earl and his countess, so they moved on. Jocelyn focused on each guest she greeted, calling them by name and asking after their families.

At Lady Everett’s arrival, Jocelyn brightened. The titled widow, a brunette about ten years her father’s junior, curtsied to Papa with just the right amount of respect and grace but with a friendly smile. Attractive enough to be admired, but not so beautiful as to inspire petty envy, Lady Everett bore herself with all the dignity of a queen. She wore a tastefully simple, elegant ballgown of lilac with blond lace that enhanced her creamy skin.

Papa bowed. “Lady Everett, I’m so pleased you have come.”

Jocelyn searched Papa’s face for an indication that he viewed Lady Everett with any interest as a man rather than merely a host. Alas, his features only revealed friendly pleasure.

Lady Everett held out both hands to him. “Mr. Fairley. It’s been far too long.”

Papa smiled gently. “It has only been since last Season, my lady.”

“Yes, as I said; far too long. I was disappointed that you were unable to attend my house party last summer.”

“As was I. Unfortunately, it took place at an inconvenient time.”

Jocelyn winced at the reminder that Lady Everett’s house party had fallen on the anniversary of Mama’s death. 

“Of course.” Lady Everett put a hand on his arm briefly, but her expression remained devoid of any coquettishness, only compassion and affection. “How thoughtless of me to have scheduled it at such a time. You were both missed.” Her gaze included Jocelyn.

“I hope we shall have the opportunity to visit in the near future,” Jocelyn put in.

“Indeed.” Lady Everett inclined her head. “I would be delighted if you both joined me for tea tomorrow.”

Papa offered a slight bow. “Tea it is. Thank you.”

As Lady Everett stepped away, Jocelyn smiled up at Papa. “She’s lovely, do you not agree?”

“Indeed she is.” His impassive voice and mien revealed nothing of his thoughts.

She offered a rueful smile. “Am I meddling?”

His face softened. “No, dear one. I know your heart is in the right place. We shall speak of this later.”

Papa’s much younger sister, Aunt Ruby, arrived next. Though it had been over a year since Ruby’s husband had died, it still surprised Jocelyn to see her aunt without Uncle Arthur at her side. People often mistook her aunt, only ten years her senior, for Jocelyn’s sister due to Ruby’s youthful face and figure. Her hair even remained a lovely brunette with no touches of gray.

“You’ve done a lovely job with the decorations, sweeting.” Aunt Ruby beamed and her eyes twinkled. “I could not have done it better. And I am persuaded your guests are enjoying themselves.”

Jocelyn basked in the glow of her dear aunt’s encouragement even after she moved down the line. Lady Hennessey, sister of the Earl of Tarrington, greeted them. Though she stood close enough to her husband to touch, they seemed miles apart.

Lord Hennessey greeted Papa. “Moving speech today, Fairley.”

“Oh?” Papa raised a brow. “Did you enjoy it?”

“I found it entertaining, at the least. I wonder at your radical ideals, Fairley. Next, you’ll have the poor leading the country.”

Though Papa stiffened, he kept his voice mild. “I hope, at least, to aid the poor in finding opportunities to pull themselves out of starvation and obscurity while still observing time-honored traditions.”

“Your dangerous views will pull us into a revolution as bloody as the French’s.”

Lady Hennessey sniffed. “I doubt very much a public educational system will throw us into the embrace of Madame Guillotine.”

Her husband turned a sneer on her. “Exactly why women aren’t in politics.”

“Exactly why they ought to be,” she shot back with a lift to her chin. Without missing a beat, she focused her piercing gaze on Jocelyn. “Lovely as always, Miss Fairley. Ivory favors your complexion much better than the unflattering yellow you wore at the Jenison’s musical last week. I’d wager blue would bring out the color of your eyes.”

Jocelyn managed not to recoil at the backhanded compliment and dredged up a pained smile. “Blue is my favorite color.”

“Follow your instincts, Miss Fairley. I always regret it when I don’t.” Lady Hennessey cast a weighted glance at her husband.

Jocelyn cringed at the obvious disharmony between the Hennesseys, the perfect foil to the love the Tarringtons exhibited. It served as a good reminder not to accept just any proposal of marriage simply to assuage her loneliness. 

She must take her time to ensure her best chances at a union, like Lord and Lady Tarrington.

Yet the closest she had been to a man in over a year was the one who had attacked her in her father’s study. A shiver raced down her backbone, and her mouth and neck burned where the intruder had touched her.

Again, she pushed away the memory. Papa. Guests. The evening.

Once she saw her father firmly placed as prime minister, Jocelyn could give further thought to her own future.

That familiar edge of loneliness sliced through her, reminding her of her lack of prospects. 

If wedded bliss remained out of reach, even after another Season or two, she would focus her energies on helping manage her father’s estates and caring for his tenants. Surely it would suffice.
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Chapter Two
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Grant Amesbury landed lightly on the sidewalk and flattened his body against the brick building. Keeping to the shadows, he crept away. At the end of the block, he trained his gaze on the window through which he had made his escape. No face appeared and no cry of alarm sounded. He must have effectively threatened the girl to prevent her from alerting anyone to his intrusion.

In one capacity or another, he had committed enough deplorable acts in his life to earn him a place of honor at the right hand of the devil, but had never, in all his seven and twenty years, threatened an innocent woman. Not that every female was entirely innocent. Feminine wiles came naturally to some, from her first coquettish smile to her final act of betrayal.

The scar along the side of his face itched but Grant refused to indulge in memory.

However, to his knowledge, the girl he had attacked moments ago had committed no crime. Her subtle perfume and the softness of her skin lingered in his senses. Who was she? No maid smelled so tantalizing. Her clothing made a soft whisper as only silk did. 

A lady. He had assaulted a lady. 

He swore again. Never in all his twisted life had he attacked a woman. He pictured her lying in a swoon on the floor. Guilt twisted his gut. 

He shook it off. A servant would likely attend to the wench and she could raise all the theatrics she desired. As a member of the shallow, spoiled beau monde, she would likely revel in her drama for days, taking to her bed and demanding smelling salts and a bevy of mourners.

Grant tugged his coat more tightly around him against the penetrating London fog and strolled as if he had no cares in the world. Later, he must return to Fairley’s house to make a more thorough search if he hoped to discover any real proof—beyond informants’ words—that Fairley truly embroiled himself in a conspiracy.

Tack jingled and hooves clopped on the cobbled streets. The scent of horses mingled with the stench of the Thames and the overruling odor of burning coal in a uniquely London blend. Several carriages clattered past him to the Fairley’s house.  The occupants emerged wearing their finery and ascended the front steps. During the party, Grant had counted on no one being in the study. A serious miscalculation. 

“Evenin’, Mr. Smith.” Maggie’s smooth alto greeted him in an accent he placed somewhere just outside of London.

Maggie struck a provocative pose on the sidewalk next to her friend and fellow light-skirt. A nearby streetlamp illuminated their tattered clothing, exposed cleavage, and legs thrust suggestively out slits in their skirts.

“Evening, girls.” He nodded. “Business slow tonight?”

“Oh, the night is young.” Maggie tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear and eyed him hungrily. “Are ye lookin’ for womanly company this even’?”

Briefly, the memory of pressing his body against the soft, voluptuous curves of the girl in Mr. Fairley’s study flashed into his mind. She had been soft and had smelled of violets and something comforting like vanilla. 

She had trembled in fear. His right hand burned where he had silenced her mouth, and the texture of her soft throat created an accusing imprint on his left. Regret wormed through him. 

He hadn’t hurt her, nor would he have even if she had raised an alarm. So why did that annoying guilt remain?

“Come now, it’s a cold night, it ‘tis.” Maggie persisted in a teasing tone. “Let me warm ye tonight.” She smiled, revealing remarkably good teeth. She must have bathed recently—she smelled better than usual and none of the usual street grime marred her pretty face.

Grant gave her his customary answer. “The reform house would be warm. Come on, girls, I’ll hail a cab and take you to Goodfellow’s.”

The strumpets giggled and shook their heads. Maggie’s companion, a girl barely out of childhood with ginger hair said, “Not warm enough for us.”

Shaking his head, Grant strode away. Disreputable they might be, at least they were not fainting females who flirted in drawing rooms or mysterious beauties who told pretty lies designed to ensnare.

Behind him, Maggie called, “One of these nights, Mr. Smith, you’ll show me what you keep all wrapped up inside that coat of yours.”

Grant could not imagine being desperate enough to share even a moment in the intimate embrace of a prostitute. Although if he did, he would have no need to guard his battered, neglected heart. No. Loneliness was better than risking the alternative.

As Grant strode in the direction of the Bow Street office, a carriage clattered past him and pulled to a stop. He glanced back. Maggie stood next to the carriage, speaking to the rider, her seductive laugh ringing out in the stillness. The door swung open, and she stepped inside.

Grant gritted his teeth and kept moving. At the rate they were going, those girls would be dead of some awful disease that ate them up from the inside before they saw another year, likely before they were old enough to be “out” had they been born to genteel families. 

A month ago, he had thrown Maggie over his shoulder and carried her to Mrs. Goodfellow’s Institution for the Reformed to learn skills for an honest vocation. Maggie refused to stay there. She had returned to the streets in two days. He didn’t care. Not his problem.

By the time Grant reached the Bow Street Office, the dampness had sunk into his skin. Lamplight through the window guided him like a beacon to the door. Inside, Grant nodded to the clerks cleaning off their desks for the evening. He strode to the magistrate’s private corner office.

Bow Street’s Magistrate, Richard Barnes, sat behind his desk surrounded by stacks of papers and stared at a dying fire. A lamp sputtered, casting shadows flitting in the corners like phantoms. Barnes, a man about ten years Grant’s senior, sat in a chair, his head bowed over paperwork, his cravat rumpled.

At Grant’s entrance, Barnes brightened and set down his pen. “Amesbury. What news?”

“Nothing,” Grant said in self-loathing. “I found nothing incriminating in Fairley’s study—I had to cut off my search early.”

Barnes waved off Grant’s failure. “No matter. I doubted Fairley would leave evidence lying around his London house, anyway. I daresay he is too clever for that.”

Grant threw himself into a worn leather armchair, as disgusted with his failure as much as his means of escape. “I’ll try again another time.”

“My brother said Fairley made an impassioned speech today.” Barnes leaned back and folded his arms. “Won some supporters in the House of Commons. He’s certainly making himself memorable.” He punched the final word with a dark frown.

“Does the prime minister see Fairley as a viable contender?” Grant asked.

“Difficult to say. It would take a majority vote of no confidence to get Lord Liverpool removed, and for the majority of the House to suggest a replacement. So far, most do not seem inclined to take such a strong stand against Liverpool. If they did, Fairley seems to be their choice.”

This led the investigation right back to Fairley. Still, it made no sense that a gentleman of Fairley’s wealth and power would stoop to murder, not even to achieve the position of prime minister. However, people often had hidden motives, as Grant well knew.

If Richard Barnes thought Fairley guilty, then he was. And the word of two separate informants at two separate times could not be ignored. The magistrate was one of the few people Grant trusted implicitly—and not just because Barnes defied his orders to rescue him, like an avenging angel, from the Corsican Monster’s best torturer. More than that, Grant respected the man’s unwavering sense of right and wrong, as well as his instincts.

Barnes continued, “Fairley is ambitious and has shown ungentlemanly conduct in the past. His wife’s death might have pushed him into a state of ruthlessness— enough to murder to achieve his goal.”

“We won’t let that happen.”

Leaning forward, Barnes laced his fingers together on his desk. “We have to handle this delicately. We cannot accuse a man with Fairley’s standing of plotting such a serious crime without irrefutable proof. Even if we find such proof, we must wait, watch, and learn who else is involved.” Barnes picked up his pen and absently sharpened the tip.

“I understand.” Grant watched his long-time friend and visualized the gears turning in his head.

Barnes set down the pen and leaned forward. “I need you to go deeper—get yourself invited to the conspirators’ secret meetings. The Secret Service is guarding the prime minister day and night, and working to learn exactly when the assassins plan to strike. But if we can discover all the conspirators, we can eradicate them and end the threat.”

Grant grimaced. This called for Grant to make some new ‘friends.’

Barnes chuckled softly. “What? You look like I’ve proposed something distasteful.”

“‘Going deeper’ means I must rub shoulders with a bunch of nobs and dress like a fop and act like I care about politics.”

Barnes cocked a brow. “Might I point out that you are the son of a nob?”

“Don’t remind me.” Grant slumped down in his chair.

Amusement twinkled in Barnes’s eyes. “Far be it from me to suggest you spend time with people who are literate and bathe once in a while.”

“That’s something in their favor. But if I suddenly show up at respectable establishments, everyone will view it as suspicious.”

“I’m confident you’ll think of something.” A smile hovered around his mouth.

Grant resisted the urge to let out a long-suffering sigh. Very well, he would do the pretty with those who enjoyed worthless pastimes like parties and balls. Few outside his family knew of his involvement with Bow Street, so no one would suspect him of working on a case. If he played the game right, the conspirators would approach him with the suggestion that something ought to be done about the prime minister—something quick and incisive. And Grant would drag the conspirators to justice, one way or another. Those involved would feel the full force of the law.

He took a hackney home. With the aid of his street- urchin-turned-valet, Clark, Grant shaved and changed into something fashionably uncomfortable. After completing the unpleasant task, Grant took another hackney to a gaming establishment respectable enough to attract wealthy customers. Grant strode in as if he frequented places that attracted the idle, bored rich who sought pleasures away from balls, soirees, and other inane social gatherings of the London Season.

Bright enough to appear honest, yet softly lit to create an ambiance of intimacy, the room hosted a number of tables filled with gamblers throwing away their money on everything from whist to faro. Dark paneling and woodwork from a bygone era adorned the walls, and scarlet velvet decorated the furniture. Grant reminded himself of his role tonight as the son of an earl and relaxed his expression into one of savoir-faire.

Out of habit, he noted the row of windows along the street-side wall, and the back door on the far side of the adjoining room, which likely led to an alley. A young man nearest Grant leaned against the wall, too drunk to be a threat. Two men next to him shouted at each other and guffawed. Bully boys stood by to throw out any trouble makers. Seasoned players mingled with cocky innocents unaware of how badly they were getting fleeced.

Almost afraid to move his head lest he muss the awkward perfection of his cravat, Grant ambled to a green baize table to observe a high stakes game of faro. Dice rolled to a stop, and cries of triumph and woe exploded as players won and lost money in a vain hope to tempt Lady Luck to smile on them.

Fools. Grant kept his money closely guarded. Even his investments sat with only the most trusted ventures. Lady Luck was an unfaithful lover, and Grant would trust her no more than he would trust a woman again.

Moments later, he wandered to a group playing vingt- et-un. Gentlemen at the table sat with guarded faces and rumpled neck cloths, most of them he recognized as younger sons of aristocracy or nobility, no doubt desperate to add to their allowances. The game ended amid groans. A victor crowed his triumph while one of the losers vacated his spot.

“Too much for me tonight,” the gentleman grumbled as he stood and abandoned the game.


A gentleman approached and Grant went on alert.



Then he relaxed at the sight of the familiar face.

That face from the past grinned. “No, it cannot be...Grant Amesbury?”

Grant allowed himself enough of a smile to appear friendly. “James Ingle. I thought you’d have debauched enough maidens to have been chased out of the country by now—or put a period to the end of your life on a dueling field.”

James gave a start and drew his brows together, genuinely offended. “I’ve never debauched a maiden.”

“Oh, really?” Grant drawled.

“In truth. And I never touched your sister, I swear.” “I know. I would have killed you if you had. But you broke her heart. For that I should have at least maimed you.”

Ingle gave a huff of laughter but sobered at what must have been a deadly gleam in Grant’s eye. Shifting from foot to foot, Ingle tugged at his collar and cleared his throat. “Any games catch your interest tonight?”


“I just arrived.”

“Ah. I prefer Loo, myself.”



“I hear that is Prinny’s choice of games these days, as well.” Grant deliberately avoiding calling the former Prince Regent “King.” The new monarch title didn’t sit any better on the indolent womanizer than his previous one had. Besides, he had not yet been coroneted.

Ingle tapped his chin thoughtfully. “I believe you’re thinking of the prime minister; I hear he favors Loo.”

Grant shrugged. “Perhaps. They’re both a couple of wastrels, if you ask me. They gamble with the state of the country, as well.”


“I cannot say I completely disagree.”



“I’d like to throw the lot of them into the sea and put a real leader in charge.”

Maybe we should.” Ingle eyed him as if trying to decipher his meaning. “You do not strike me as one of those calling for Parliamentary reform.”

“I’m not, really. Just disillusioned.” Grant glanced casually around but no one appeared to take any interest in their conversation.


Ingle peered at him. “A disillusioned war hero...” Grant let out a scoff that went all the way to his feet.



“I’m no hero.”


“You served king and country.”



Images of war and death crowded Grant’s mind— black powder burning his nose, cries of agony echoing in his ears, and soldiers he shot crumpling to lie in their own blood.

He sucked in his breath and raced past memories back to the smoke-filled gaming establishment. “I served.”

“Which makes you a hero.” Compassion edged into Ingle’s expression and his gaze settled on the scar running down Grant’s face that forever branded him.


Grant scowled. “I need a drink.”



He moved away from Ingle’s pity. After securing a glass of brandy, he sipped , careful to keep his head clear. At the far side of the room, an argument broke out. Grant ambled toward them to be on hand if the argument turned violent. However, the bully boys already took up protective positions.

“How dare you, sirrah!” shouted a fair-haired escapee from college.

The towhead swung a fist at his red-faced companion, but too much drink slowed his movements. The other youth dodged. The blond missed, but the swing threw him off balance.

Grant grabbed the tottering lad before he fell. “You’ve had enough merriment for tonight, boy. Time to go.” Fisting his hands in the boy’s coat, Grant hustled him toward the door.


“M’ mothah wash a lady,” the boy slurred.



Grant held his breath at the stench of liquor emanating from the sot and glanced at the other youth. If Grant had known the altercation was over an insult to a mother, he would have helped the blond get in a few good blows. No one insulted mothers and got away with it, if Grant could help it. But now was not the time to start a brawl.

To the blond, Grant said, “Most certainly, she was. A very fine lady. Come, I’ll hail a cab. Where do you live?”

“Mayfair.” Then he giggled. “Oxford. But Mayfair for a few daysh till I go back to shschool.”

“Of course.” Grant hailed an approaching hackney cab.

“I’m not a snot-nosed whelp, either.” The young man continued to slur his words mercilessly. He cast an accusing glare over his shoulder at the door of the building, but the motion threw him off balance. He staggered and fell against Grant.

He put a steadying hand on the boy’s shoulder and adopted a soothing, albeit condescending tone used for a stupid child. “No, indeed, and you hold your liquor just fine.”

His sarcasm was apparently lost on the boy who grinned at him. “Just so.” He stuck out a hand. “Jonathan Fairley, at your service.”

The son of the man Grant had been sent to investigate. Grant recovered his surprise enough to regain the role, however unfamiliar, of a gentleman.

Grant replied without missing a beat, “Grant Amesbury, at yours.”

The boy tried to bow but lost his balance again. Grant grabbed the scruff of his neck and held the tottering drunk until the hackney drew up alongside.

Grant called up to the jarvey the address of the Fairleys’ residence. Young Mr. Fairley collapsed into a dead weight. Grant swore and considered his options. He could load the pup into the cab like so much baggage and leave it to the driver to deposit him into the care of his relatives. 

However, Grant could use this situation to his advantage. This may be the key to securing the notice, and perhaps even gratitude, of his prime suspect in the assassination plot. Such gratitude might bring him close enough inside the family circle to earn the confidence of the plotters, or at least give him more opportunities to investigate Fairley.

Grant gathered up the gangly lad, loaded him into the hackney, and swung into the seat. The drunk snored as they clattered over the cobbled streets. When they arrived in front of the Fairleys’ townhouse, Grant collected his drooling companion, got out with the boy draped over his shoulders, and paid the jarvey. Glancing in every direction to ensure no one lay in wait, Grant carried his snoring burden toward the front of the house.

He paused in front of the steps. If the family were in the midst of hosting a soiree, sans one errant son, they might not appreciate a stranger showing up with said errant son, senseless and slobbering for their guests to view. Grant smirked. It might be amusing to see stuffed shirts in an uproar over the public return of their wastrel son. 

No, such entertainment would not further his purposes.

Grant shifted his burden more comfortably on his shoulders and carried him down to the servants’ entrance. A brief rap on the door brought the silhouette of a man holding a spoon in one hand. 

Grant blinked in the light coming from behind the figure. “Good evening, my good man,” Grant said politely, still immersed in his role. “I have a special delivery.” He turned enough to show the face of the lad draped over his shoulder.

The kitchen servant let out a gasp. “It’s the young master.” He called over his shoulder, “Elwood, fetch Mr. Owen at once, and inform Miss Fairley. Mae, show this gentleman the way to Master Jonathan’s chambers.” He waved Grant in.

A scullery maid dressed in a plain frock too short for her thin legs bobbed a curtsy. “This way, sir.”

Grant followed the small girl up a narrow, steep flight of stairs not unlike the back stairs in his family’s estate that he had used as a boy to sneak into the kitchen and steal sweets. 

He maneuvered carefully so as not to bump the unconscious youth’s head, though the pup likely deserved a good head-thumping. Most nobility did at his age. Grant let out his breath in disgust. Useless, bored aristocrats lived for the next pleasure, while Grant and other loyal Englishmen spent their youth answering the call to serve king and country. A fat lot of good it did him. But for all he knew, perhaps he helped tip the scales toward victory before he was captured. He resisted the urge to let out a healthy snort at the overly optimistic thought.

As he ascended to the family wing behind the maid, a diminutive middle-aged man with the clothes and air of a butler met him in the corridor. “Upon my word, Master Fairley!” His gaze landed on Grant, taking a swift appraisal of his clothes. “Where did you find him, sir?”

“At a gaming...er...establishment trying to start a brawl. I hailed him a cab, but he passed out so I thought I ought to bring him home myself before he came to harm.” He almost laughed at the overly concerned tones he adopted for the butler’s benefit.

“How very kind.” The butler bestowed a rather fatherly and affectionate smile. “I am Owens, sir. If you would be so good as to bring him in here?”

Owens nodded to the scullery maid in dismissal. She scurried away. The butler led the way to a Georgian-style bedroom with an abundance of red and gilt.

He gestured to the bed. “Lay him there, if you please. His valet will put him to bed.”

As Grant unburdened himself of the snoring youth, the butler said, “My master will wish to thank you, sir. May I give him your name?”

“Amesbury. Grant Amesbury.” He retrieved a calling card that Clark had tucked in his pocket since no gentleman of good ton would be without one.

Footsteps neared, mingled with the whisper of silk. Grant glanced at a young woman wearing a white lace ballgown standing in the doorway. Her yellow-gold hair hung in curls around her face and swept up to the kind of ridiculously elaborate style all the husband-seeking females of her class wore. Pearls hung from her ears and neck. Fairley’s daughter, no doubt—most likely as vain and empty-headed as most of high society chits he had the misfortune of encountering.

“What has happened?” Concern wove through the girl’s husky contralto. 

He blinked at her surprisingly warm voice. Most chits spoke in thin, high-pitched tones like children about to burst into giggles and tittered behind their fans. 

“Is Jonathan injured?” she asked. 

Grant tempered the first words that entered his head about how foxed her Jonathan had gotten and reminded himself of his goal—to ingratiate himself into the family, not to offend the sensibilities of a member of it. 

“No, not injured—merely intoxicated,” Grant said. “I caught him before he hit the ground when he passed out.”

The chit glared at the slumbering sot. When she returned her gaze to Grant, she smiled with mingled curiosity and gratitude. “How noble of you, sir. I hope you did not go to a great deal of trouble.”

Grant wanted to smirk at the understatement. “Not at all. It was my pleasure.” He almost choked on the words. But if bringing home the drunk and earning the appreciation of a villain’s daughter led to exposing the murder plot, then it was worth it. Time would tell.

“We are in your debt, sir,” she added.

A sudden thought struck Grant. Fairley had but one daughter. Had this been the lady he had attacked in Fairley’s study? She, too, had worn pearls around her neck, below where he had pressed his hand. Grant gave her a quick once-over, searching for signs of trauma, but she stood composed and clear-eyed. Either she had not been his victim, or the lure of a soirée had the power to pull her from hysterics. 

He edged a bit closer to her and drew in a deep breath. Sure enough. Violets and vanilla. The scent revived the sensation of her soft body pressed against his. Grant tugged on his waistcoat and redirected his thoughts.

A valet set about removing the drunk’s boots. “I’ll see to him, Miss Fairley.”

The butler, Owens, and Grant headed toward the door where Miss Fairley lingered.

As they reached her, Owens gestured to Grant, and addressed the girls. “The honorable Grant Amesbury, miss.” Then turning to Grant, he indicated the chit. “Miss Jocelyn Fairley.”

Amused that the butler took on the role of introducing them, Grant inclined his head in an aristocratic bow.

She offered a proper curtsy. “I’m the exceedingly grateful sister to the young man you were kind enough to aid.”

She smiled so brightly that Grant almost shielded his eyes from its sheer brilliance. No doubt, hers was a perfectly rehearsed maneuver designed to ensnare some poor, unsuspecting male in the parson’s noose. 

She eyed him expectantly. Of course. The social niceties. 

“Er, happy to be of service.”

The butler discreetly left. Grant stepped around her into the corridor. 

She followed him. “Mr. Amesbury,” she said thoughtfully. “Brother to the Earl of Tarrington, then?”


“The same.”



The chit knew her book of peerage. Of course, she did. All gently bred ladies expected to marry must memorize those facts so they and their mothers could customize their attack plan when they met a man of significance—not that Grant cared to place himself in such a category.

As they stood in the corridor, the wench’s smile deepened, and her eyes sparkled. “I cannot express to you how grateful I am to you, Mr. Amesbury for bringing home my brother. My father will share my gratitude. I was growing concerned when Jonathan failed to appear. I’d asked him to come home from Oxford specifically for this night.” Her cheer faded as she cast another frown in the direction of Jonathan’s bedchambers before returning her attention to Grant’s face.

She looked up at him, her head not quite level with his shoulder. For a society lady, she had a remarkably direct gaze, remarkably bright blue eyes as if lit from within, and an uncommonly sunny smile. And she expected something. Conversation.

Grant seized on the first thing that came to mind. “Jocelyn is an unusual Christian name for a girl.”

An amused smile curved her lips. “My grandmother’s maiden name was Jocelyn, and she named my mother Marie Jocelyn. When I was born, my parents gave Mama’s names to me in reverse: Jocelyn Marie.” She ended with a bouncy sort of grin.


He blinked. “That explains it.”



Some inner joy, or a calculating thought, widened her smile. “We are about to have dinner. Do join us, I pray you, and allow us to thank you properly?”

Grant could hardly resist rubbing his hands together at the thought of so quickly earning entrance into the household where he could continue his investigation. He called upon all his lessons in good breeding, dusty as they were. “You’re too kind, but I would not wish to intrude.”

“It would be our honor.” She hesitated. “Unless you have a previous engagement?”

“Nothing I cannot miss. In fact, I should be pleased to make your father’s acquaintance. I understand he has announced his intent to become the next prime minister?”

A blast of joy shone his way. “Yes, indeed. This way, if you please. She gestured toward the opposite end of the corridor, and they began walking.

Grant threw out some verbal bait. “I’m confident he’ll do a better job than the buffoon in office now.”

“I wouldn’t call Lord Liverpool a buffoon, but I am persuaded my father will be a brilliant leader if given the opportunity.”

As she kept pace with him, she glanced at his arm. Then he remembered his role as nobleman’s son in the presence of a lady and offered his elbow. She wound her arm through his. Her perfume tickled his nose. Shocked by the long-absent experience of a woman voluntarily touching him, he barely managed to keep moving. She led him to a grand curving staircase overlooking the main foyer with black and white marble tiles. 

Grant arranged his expression into one of mild pleasure. His threats repeated in his mind, the threats he had whispered into her ear as he had muscled her against the wall and silenced her. Not to mention his grip on her throat. He refused to cringe. Obviously, she had suffered no harm.

He returned his focus to his mission. “Do you believe Lord Liverpool will be replaced as prime minister?”

“Perhaps. There’s talk of casting a vote of no- confidence, which will force the House to choose a successor to bring before the king. His will be the final decision, of course.” She shrugged delicately. “We shall see.”

Grant studied her but saw nothing beyond guileless cheer in her countenance. Perhaps not all females could be without guile.

The girl left him for a moment to whisper lengthy instructions to a passing footman wearing expensive livery. The lad nodded and instantly dashed away. 

Returning to Grant’s side, the Fairley chit led him to a drawing room almost as elaborate as the grand ballroom at Tarrington Castle.

She glanced up at Grant and gestured to the couples waltzing. “We’re about to begin the dinner set, so we’ll dine shortly. I’ve seated you next to my father. I hope that meets with your approval.”

“Perfectly.” His gaze darted about the room, taking note of every door and window, and recognizing many of the nearby guests. He absently noted the intricate woodwork and the paintings on the soaring ceiling illuminated by hundreds of candles.

The finest stuffed shirts, including his brother Cole, the illustrious Lord Tarrington, had graced the Fairleys’ with their presence. His youngest brother, the perfectly perfect Christian, and his new wife, Genevieve, whirled by. Even his brother Jared, who had recently escaped both piracy and death, waltzed with his wife, Elise. Jared normally despised social gatherings as much as Grant but had started making more and more social appearances since his marriage to the young widow who had proved she possessed more than met the eye.

Several other powerful families gathered in the room. Tonight, no lack of pedigree danced at the Fairleys’ auspicious gathering of nobs.

Grant glanced at the Fairley girl with raised brows. “I see you have a plethora of Amesburys this evening.”

She grinned. “You are an unexpected, and might I add, most welcome addition.”

Smooth. One corner of his mouth tugged upward. Hopefully, she would interpret it as friendly and not mocking. And must she smile so much? It wasn’t natural. No one was that happy. Either she was a desperate and meticulously trained husband hunter, or she had perfected the role of a politician’s daughter coached to garner goodwill toward her father.

While Grant entertained and rejected every reply that came to mind as being too rude or cutting to fit the part he played tonight, the wench tugged on his arm. “I’ll introduce you to my father.”

As they wound through the guests, a few turned curious gazes on Grant. Some stared at the scar running the length of his cheek while other vaguely familiar faces gazed at him in surprise—most likely speculating about the arrival of a man reputed to shun polite society. Grant’s only appearances at social gatherings since his return home from the war had been his brothers’ weddings, events he had attended out of duty. He had actually grown to like the ladies his brothers married. Wonders never ceased.

The Fairley chit led Grant to a tall, fit man with gray fading his blond hair standing in a circle talking to two known members of Parliament, and a man whose face Grant could not place.

Miss Fairley touched the blond man on the arm. “Papa, forgive me for interrupting, but may I introduce Mr. Grant Amesbury, brother to the Earl of Tarrington.”
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