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Chapter One
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Lucy Galloway pushed her tired legs up the steep incline of the hillock, not daring to look over her shoulder. He was there. Right behind her. She could sense him. At the summit of the hill, she doubled over to catch her breath. Her brown hair fell in her eyes. She pushed it away, along with the line of perspiration on her brow, and forced herself to keep running.

Down the hill, through the woods, and into the open. Not far now. Straightening, she raced down the hill, thankful for gravity’s assistance, and entered the woods. She couldn’t stop a quick look over her shoulder.

Damn! There he was. She could see his auburn hair against the yellow and greens of the hill as he crested it just as easy as you please. The dratted man didn’t even look winded!

She might be winded, but she wasn’t giving up. She couldn’t.

Lucy dove into the thick line of bushes and trees, stumbling over roots and dodging tree limbs until she found a rough path. She began to run again, her hair flying out behind her. It was cooler in the shade of the woods, and the earlier drizzle had left her clothing damp. She shivered now but pushed on.

Another glance over her shoulder.

She didn’t see him, but the distraction cost her. The toe of her boot caught on a root and her body flung forward while her foot stayed put. She hit the ground hard, knocking her breath from her lungs and hitting her head on another root.

For a moment, she lay on the ground, confused and disoriented. Her ears rang, and she couldn’t catch her breath. Then strong arms grabbed her in a tight grip.

“Lucy? Are you hurt?”

She wanted to scream. She rolled over and looked up into the face of Duncan Slorach—her enemy, her competition, her fellow agent-in-training.

“I’m fine,” she said. At least she tried to say the words. Her breath hadn’t quite returned. She waved at him instead, indicating he should go on and leave her here. Why was he helping her? They were competitors.

Another agent appeared and slowed. “Galloway, Slorach! Are you hurt?”

“We’re fine,” Mr. Slorach answered. “Miss Galloway just took a tumble. I have her.”

No, you don’t! Lucy wanted to scream.

The other agent nodded and raced off. Lucy pushed herself to her feet and slapped Slorach’s hands away. Then she pushed him. Her meaning couldn’t have been clearer—go on without me. He hesitated and finally started away, barely jogging and glancing at her over his shoulder. What was wrong with him?

He would win. Again. He always won. Just once she wanted to beat him at something. Lucy and Slorach had arrived at the Farm, the training ground for agents of the Crown, at the same time eighteen months ago. In that time, Slorach had beaten her at nearly every challenge the instructors had set for the prospective agents. She’d swore she would beat him on the obstacle course today.

She would beat all the agents.

She took a breath and started running again. This wasn’t over yet. She raced past trees and markers. This time she didn’t look over her shoulder. In mere moments, she’d caught up with Mr. Slorach, who was still jogging. He saw her coming and sped up. They passed the other agent and exited the woods together. Then he sprinted ahead and toward the round clumps of hay set uniform distances apart in the field. Mr. Pistol, their instructor for this part of the test, was waiting. He indicated one hay target for Lucy and one for Slorach. Lucy raced past hers to the set of knives laid out fifty paces away. She lifted a knife, turned, and threw it.

And missed the center.

Damn it!

Slorach threw his first knife. She wouldn’t look. She would not look! She lifted her second knife and stared at the clump of hay. A red target had been painted in the center, but with the perspiration stinging her eyes and her blow to the head, the red paint had gone a bit blurry. She gripped a knife in her left hand, her dominant hand, and lifted it slowly, positioning as she had been taught. Not too high. Not too low. Arm steady. Shoulder relaxed.

A warm breeze lifted the loose strands of hair off the back of her neck. It might be June, but in northern England, the day was still cool enough that she needed a coat. She’d removed it an hour ago when the race had begun. No matter. She didn’t feel the breeze or the chill. She felt the weight of the knife in her hand and the smoothness of the hilt beneath where she gripped it. She could even hear the faint metallic ring as the wind blew around the sharp blade.

Lucy let out a measured breath. She would hit the center of the target this time. The red target was hers.

Failure was not an option.

She heard a thwack, and the red target slipped out of focus. She couldn’t stop her gaze from sliding to her right where, at the end of the line of agents in training, Slorach had just thrown his second knife. Lucy’s eyes cut to his target.

His knife vibrated in the exact center.

Infuriating man! In that moment, he reminded her of her brother, Willoughby, who she always said was perfect from the day he was born. Like Willoughby, it seemed there was nothing Duncan Slorach couldn’t do.

But Lucy reminded herself she too had skills. She could still make a good showing today and prove her prowess. She drew herself up, adjusted her stance, and repositioned the knife. She was aware all eyes were on her, and she didn’t mind. She liked being the center of attention. She drew back and—

“Miss Galloway!”

Lucy’s arm jerked, and she threw the knife, sending it far to the left so it lodged in a tree a good two yards from her target. Several birds nesting in the tree took flight, calling down their disapproval. Lucy wanted to scowl but instead pasted a smile on her face and turned to the man approaching.

“Uncle Winn,” she said, forcing cheer into her voice.

Uncle Winn was the leader of the Royal Saboteurs, better known by his codename Baron. He was walking slowly but unaided. In the cold weather an old injury bothered him, forcing him to use a cane. His hair was mostly gray with only patches of the brown from his youth showing through. He had assessing green eyes on a handsome face. Those eyes looked pointedly at the tree trunk where her knife still vibrated. He paused, and Lucy pushed her shoulders back and went to meet him. He was a tall man with broad shoulders, which made her feel even smaller than her five-foot-two and three quarters inches.

“Hullo, Uncle Winn.”

He glanced at the weapons teacher. “Mr. Pistol, might I borrow Miss Galloway for a moment?”

“Of course, sir.” The instructor was a thin, agile man of perhaps forty. He turned back to his pupils.

Uncle Winn looked down at Lucy. “Walk with me a moment, won’t you?”

Lucy fell into step beside him, slowing her naturally quick stride to meet his slower measured one. The dry brown grass of the winter had turned green and grown rather long where the agents didn’t trample it. She was no farmer, but the multitude of rocks in the soil would have made the land difficult to till. The difficult land was excellent for growing, so to speak, agents for the Crown.

Once they were out of earshot of the other agents, Lucy said, “If this is about my progress with knives, what you saw just now wasn’t my fault. You distracted me. I would have hit the target.”

“Mmm-hmm. As there are never any distractions in the field, I find that very reassuring.”

Lucy felt her cheeks color. “Uncle Winn—”

“I didn’t come to speak to you about your skill with weapons. I had a letter from your brother.”

Lucy stilled. She didn’t mean to. Her feet simply stopped moving. “Is Will hurt? Is he dead? Just tell me quickly. Oh, no! He’s lost his arm, hasn’t he?”

“Lucy, calm down.”

“His leg?”

“Lucy, he hasn’t lost any appendages.”

“His ear?”

“Lucy, Willoughby is fine. He is well, at least he was three days ago when he wrote the letter.”

“Oh.” Lucy took a breath. “Good. He annoys me to no end, but I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”

“Of course not. And if something did happen to him on my watch, I would have to go into hiding because your father and mother would hunt me down.”

Lucy gave him a sideling look. “Do you really think there’s anywhere you could hide if Saint and Wolf wanted to find you?” she asked, using her parents’ codenames.

He chuckled. “No.”

They began walking again, and Lucy forced herself not to ask Uncle Winn any further questions, no matter how many bubbled up in her head. She had to remember that Uncle Winn was also her superior. Uncle Winn had been an agent with her parents in the now disbanded Barbican group. She’d known him and Aunt Elinor all of her life. But here at the Farm, the training ground for the Royal Saboteurs, he was the indisputable leader, and she a lowly agent. 

“I only mention the letter from your brother because its contents necessitate a change in my plans. Your brother is forced to stay in the field a bit longer. I can’t tell you anything about his mission, but he and Mr. Arundel are at a critical point in their work. I can’t pull either of them to come back at present.” Lucy knew her brother and another agent, Arundel, were on a mission. They’d been away for several weeks now.

“Why would you need them to come back?”

He glanced at her. “Because I have a mission for you.”

Lucy gasped and only barely restrained herself from jumping up and down with glee. Finally! A mission! She had been waiting for so long, almost eighteen months since she’d begun her training at the Farm. Before coming here she’d been an agent with the Home Office and had an exemplary record, else she wouldn’t have been invited to join the Royal Saboteurs. She’d expected her training here to last three months at most. Instead, she’d been forced to be patient—never her forte—as she saw other agents, even some who had arrived after her, go on missions, while she stayed behind. The waiting ended today. She had a mission.

Or did she? Uncle Winn said Willoughby’s mission changed things. “How does Will’s mission intersect with mine?” she asked.

“I had planned to send you out together.”

“Uncle Winn! I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I don’t need a male, especially my brother, to take care of me.”

Uncle Winn glanced at the targets behind them, and Lucy sighed. “Won’t you even give me a chance?”

“I will do more than that. I am sending you out, but I didn’t want your brother to accompany you because I thought you needed a protector. It’s because the prime minister has requested two agents.”

“The prime minister?”

“Yes, I’ll explain more inside with your partner.”

“My partner. Who will that be? Mr. Stimple? Miss Vaughn?”

“Mr. Slorach.”

Lucy stumbled back as though she’d been punched hard in the stomach.

“Don’t look like that, Lucy. He’s a very good agent.”

“Uncle Winn, no! Not him. Anyone but him.”

“This is why I wanted to speak to you privately. I don’t know why, but you seem to have an aversion to Mr. Slorach.”

“Because he—”

Uncle Winn, very much Baron now and not Uncle Winn, held up a hand. “I don’t want to hear it. Mr. Slorach is perfect for this mission. He is excellent with knives and pistols. He excels at breaking codes, and while he isn’t your equal at interrogation or languages, he gets top marks in evasive maneuvers. Your skill sets are quite complementary. Mr. Slorach is part of this mission. Now, do you want in or no?”

Lucy wanted to say no, but she knew that though Uncle Winn had a soft spot for her, if she was not willing to obey orders and do the work assigned to her, she would not ever be a Royal Saboteur. And for years all Lucy had wanted was to serve and protect the Crown from enemies, foreign and domestic. For eighteen months she’d learned every method possible to sabotage any effort to harm her queen or her country. Now she was being given the chance to put all that training into practice. If she said no, Uncle Winn would be kind, out of respect for his longtime friendship with her parents, but he would assume, and rightly so, that she cared more about having her own way than the good of the country.

“I want in,” Lucy said, swallowing the bile that rose in her throat.

“And I can trust you to work with Mr. Slorach?”

“Absolutely.” She looked Uncle Winn directly in the eyes, and she meant what she said. She might not particularly care for Duncan Slorach. He might think he was God’s gift to the Crown and be annoyingly good at just about everything. Worst of all, he was annoyingly handsome and seemed to know it. But all of that aside, she could not deny he was a good agent. If he wasn’t the best, she wouldn’t have wanted to beat him.

“Now, what’s this mission?”

“Come inside with me, and we’ll talk.”

Lucy started for the farmhouse that held Uncle Winn’s office as well as the room she shared with Margaret Vaughn.

“Lucy, aren’t you forgetting someone?” Uncle Winn said.

Lucy paused and raised her brows.

“Please go tell Mr. Slorach I need to speak to him.”

Lucy opened her mouth to protest then realized this was a test. Oh, Uncle Winn was good. Very good. But so was she.

“Of course, Uncle Winn.” Smiling, Lucy marched back across the rocky field dotted with windswept trees until she reached the line of men throwing knives at targets. When she didn’t arrow for her own place, the instructor turned to her. “Baron wants to speak with Mr. Slorach and me at the farmhouse,” she said.

“Very well. Slorach!”

Duncan was just about to throw his knife, and Lucy bit her lip, hoping the distraction would cause him to miss. But he threw the knife with perfect form. It landed right beside his other knives, in the exact center of the hay target. Lucy gritted her teeth.

“Yes, sir?” Mr. Slorach asked, turning now that he’d completed his throw.

“Baron wants you at the farmhouse. You and Miss Galloway are excused.”

Without waiting for Duncan, Lucy turned and began marching up the slight rise to the farmhouse, hoping to catch up with Uncle Winn, who had somehow managed to walk quite quickly and leave her behind.
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Chapter Two
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Duncan could not believe his good fortune. He immediately set down his next knife and followed Lucy up the slight hillock. She was walking quickly and seemed unhurt after her earlier fall. His heart had leapt into his throat when he’d seen her go down. But here she was, ignoring the mud on her cheek and the leaves in her hair and walking as quickly as always. Sometimes he let her think she was faster than he, but the truth was he had longer legs and could easily catch up to her.

He told himself to take a breath, not to make too much out of this meeting with Baron. Yes, the meeting could mean he’d finally be given a mission. Yes, this could mean the mission was with Lucy. And, yes, at one time he might have been accused of looking for a reason, any reason, to speak with Lucy every single day. Not so the past few months. He’d been trying to focus on his skills and his lessons and think of her less. He was not an idiot, and he knew she didn’t like him. He didn’t know why, but her dislike had seemed to grow, gradually forcing Duncan to admit his fantasies of her falling in love with him were not to be.

The irony that he was in love with a woman who couldn’t care less about him was not lost on Duncan.

“Baron wants to see us?” he asked Lucy when he was walking in step with her.

“As you heard,” she said, keeping her gaze on the farmhouse.

“Any idea why?” Duncan asked. “Or did he not say?”

“He has a mission for us.”

Duncan almost missed a step. A mission? He’d hoped but not believed. He’d been waiting for over a year for a mission. But wait...Lucy said a mission for us.

“What do you mean a mission for us? We’re to be partners?”

“That’s right,” she said curtly.

Now Duncan did miss a step, almost pitching forward as his boot caught on a rock. This really was the best news of his life, but if he broke his arm on the way to accept, he’d ruin it all. Lucy looked back at him and shook her head. Clearly, she thought he was a big, ungraceful lout. He had to pull himself together. Duncan righted himself and fell in step beside her again. “I see,” he said in a tone he might have used if he was studying botany. “Do you have any other details of the mission?”

She stepped onto the porch of the farmhouse and whirled to face him. Duncan was still on the first step and had to look up at her for a change. Her glossy brown hair was in a simple tail down her back, but it swung around to fall over her shoulder in chocolate waves. Her brown eyes were the clear of a topaz he had once seen in an expensive jewelry set, and they seemed to spark at him like a jewel when the sunlight hit it just right. He knew she had dimples, but she wasn’t smiling now, and he’d have to imagine them. It wasn’t difficult as she smiled all the time—at everyone but him.

“Listen, do not make more of this than there is,” she told him.

Duncan blinked at the sharpness in her voice, realizing he had been staring at her like a lovestruck boy. That description wasn’t farfetched. She was so beautiful; it was easy to get lost in looking at her. Over the year and a half that he’d known her, he’d tried to forget about her. He’d focus on work or ask Mr. Qwill for challenging codes to decipher at night so he wouldn’t think of her. He often succeeded in putting her out of his mind, sometimes for days or even a week or more. But then she’d say something witty or clever or dazzle him with her quick grasp of a language, and he’d fall in love with her all over again. It was a repeating cycle, and Duncan didn’t know how to break it except to play her games.

Lucy’s games seemed to involve trying to best him at each and every turn. At first, Duncan had thought it was entertaining to see who could decode a message faster or make it through evasive maneuvers with the best time. Competing against her took his mind off the other things he’d like to do with her, but now he wondered if she hadn’t taken the game too seriously.

“I don’t know enough about the mission to make much of it yet,” he said carefully.

“That’s not what I meant.” She leaned down, and he forced himself not to inhale what he knew would be a sweet, feminine fragrance. “I meant, you and me working together. I know you think you are better than I am at...well, everything. But I don’t need a protector, and I won’t be your subordinate in this.”

Duncan blinked in surprise. “I would never—”

“Good. Then we are equal partners. Agreed?” She held out her hand, and Duncan stared at it stupidly for a moment before he realized she wanted him to shake it. He did so, looking at her small, ungloved hand in his.

“Agreed,” he said, hardly knowing what he agreed to.

She turned and walked into the farmhouse, and Duncan stood on the steps looking down at his hand. Hers had been warm and soft, though not the silky texture of a lady’s hand. She was a lady in that she was the daughter of a viscount, but she wasn’t the sort to sit about playing piano and doing needlepoint. Her hands had calluses, her day dresses had grass stains and muddy hems. He liked her more because she worked hard.

“Mr. Slorach!” Lucy peered outside again, and Duncan started up the steps. He really must stop behaving like a lovestruck idiot and focus on this mission.

Whatever it was.

He followed Lucy into Baron’s office and found the leader seated behind his desk. This was not the first time Duncan had been here, but he could count on one hand the number of times he’d been summoned here. Before it had always been because he’d been given a good report by one of the instructors at the training camp, and Baron wanted to congratulate him. But Duncan had often imagined what it would be like to be called for an assignment.

And now here he was.

Baron stood when Lucy entered, and then sat when she did. Duncan took the chair beside her, across the desk from Baron. The leader looked like a country gentleman in his brown frock coat and check brown trousers. No one who met him like this would take him for an agent of the Crown, who, by all accounts, had saved the country from chaos and ruin more than once. Duncan supposed that was what made Baron such a good agent.

“Is this what it feels like to be called to your office for good news?” Lucy said, her voice light. “Usually, I’m here to be scolded.”

“Usually, you have blown up a building or narrowly missed shooting one of the groundskeepers in the head,” Baron answered. “But yes”—he looked at Duncan—"as I’m sure Miss Galloway informed you, I have a mission for you both.”

“Yes, sir. I’m ready to serve.”

Beside him, Lucy gave a sigh of annoyance. Duncan might have tried to work out what he’d done to irritate her now, but this was not the time to give into distractions.

“Then let’s not waste any time,” Baron said. “You two will leave on the first train in the morning. That means you must wake early, Lucy.”

“I can wake early.”

Duncan said nothing, but he and Baron exchanged a look. Lucy was not pleasant in the morning, especially early in the morning.

“You will travel to Richmond Park, where you will be met by carriage and taken to Pembroke Lodge, the country house of the prime minister. There you, Mr. Slorach, will be met by the butler, who will provide you with the livery of a footman. Miss Galloway, you will meet with the prime minister’s wife, Lady John Russell, so she might introduce you to her two young sons. You will be nanny to the older boy who is...” He rifled through some papers on his desk. “Ah, here it is. John Russell, also known as Johnny. Age six. George Russell is approximately three months old. He will be in the care of a nurse.”

“Uncle Winn, do you mean to say Mr. Slorach and I will be in the employ of the prime minister? I am to be a glorified nanny?”

Baron gave her a steely look that would have made Duncan cringe. Lucy just glared at him.

“If I say you are to work in the prime minister’s kitchens, then that is what you will do, yes. And yes, you will serve as the Russells’ nanny, but moreover, you will be protecting Master John as he is the target of an assassination plot.”

“Someone wishes to harm the little boy?” Duncan asked. “Who and why?”

“Now those are pertinent questions. A few days ago, I was contacted by one of our agents in the field. He was on assignment in Liverpool and had managed to infiltrate a workers’ rights organization. This group was organizing toward better conditions in their factories.”

“Why should an agent need to infiltrate such a group?” Lucy asked. “Surely you know how wretched the conditions in those factories can be. One can hardly blame them for damaging equipment or striking for better conditions or higher wages. They’re not a threat to the Crown.”

Baron steepled his hands. “True, on the whole. But our agent heard rumblings of a darker plot by some of the members, and that was when he acted. There was talk and even plans being made to assassinate the prime minister’s heir.” He handed a letter to Duncan, who quickly read it then passed it to Lucy.

“As you see,” Baron continued, “this seems to be in retribution for the loss of the child of one of the workers as well as a ploy to capture the prime minister’s attention and force him to pass legislation that would go against the wishes of the factory owners.”

“That letter is over two months old,” Duncan said. “Has the plan progressed?”

“I couldn’t say,” Baron answered. “It seems our agent has disappeared. However, there was an incident just a fortnight ago that caused the prime minister some alarm. The household had gone to bed. In the middle of the night Master George awoke. The nurse tended him, but his cries also woke Master John’s nanny. She was assisting the nurse and went to the kitchens to fetch a warm compress as the boy was thought to have a stomach ailment, and the nanny came face to face with a man climbing into a window of the lodge. She screamed and scared the man away, but the shock was enough for the prime minister to take the threats seriously. He has asked for our help.”

“I assume,” Duncan said, “the household staff will know nothing of our true identities. Who will be privy to them?”

“Just Lord and Lady John. Everyone else will assume you are the nanny’s replacement—she gave her notice after the incident—and a new footman. We can’t be certain there aren’t members of the staff involved in the plot, so you must suspect everyone except the earl and countess, of course.”

Lucy handed the letter she’d been holding back to Baron. “So we are to protect the children and sabotage any efforts to harm the family. If the opportunity arises, do we set a trap for the would-be assailants?”

“I’ll leave that to you. I have plans to send another agent to Liverpool in order to ascertain what has happened to our agent there. If we find him and he has pertinent information, I will pass it along. One would hope you’ll have a quiet summer without incident. But you should be on guard and at the ready.

“Now, if there are no questions, you two are dismissed to begin packing.”

Duncan rose as Lucy said, “There is just one problem.”

Baron looked up from the papers he had already begun to peruse. “What’s that?”

“I have no idea how to be a nanny.”
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Chapter Three
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Baron waved away Lucy’s words as though they were gnats buzzing before his face. “There’s nothing to it. Play with the lad, read him stories, teach him his letters and numbers. Lord John says he is a sweet, well-behaved boy. I’m certain he is the least of your worries.”

Lucy would have objected further. The boy was certainly her main worry, but Uncle Winn’s clerk came in with a stack of missives, and she and Duncan Slorach were summarily dismissed. Her rooms were upstairs, but she didn’t start up right away. Instead, she paused outside Uncle Winn’s office and looked at Slorach. “As usual, you have all the luck,” she said without any rancor. “Would that I could be the footman.”

“I assure you, I know no more about being a footman than you do of being a nanny.”

“What is there to know? You carry items on trays and dress in smart livery. You ought to be good at that.” Her gaze slid over him. It seemed no matter where he was or what his assignment for the day, his clothing was always neat and clean. He was the son of a gentleman, and she could only assume his father was a man of some means, considering Slorach’s clothing was always fashionable and expensively tailored. He had the height and the style of a footman. If he had good calves, he’d be perfect.

She hadn’t looked at his calves, but she assumed they were just as faultless as the rest of him.

“And I have no doubt, you will be a good nanny. A boy of six is old enough to go for rambles and play at make-believe. I imagine you can invent any number of stories featuring knights and dragons.”

Lucy considered this. She did have a good imagination—sometimes too good—and she did enjoy walking outdoors and playing at knights. Still, what was she to do if the boy cried or couldn’t fall asleep? She’d never spent much time around children. She’d always been more interested in reading about poisons or learning French than playing dolls with her nanny or toy soldiers with Will. She remembered her brother would play with his little army men for hours, arranging them in various formations and reenacting tedious historical battles he'd studied. Would she have to set up miniature cannon and horses for hours on end? Was that what she had spent the last eighteen months training for?

“I should start packing,” Slorach said. “I’ll choose carefully. I’ll need a few things for the mission but otherwise, a footman wouldn’t have much.” He gave her one of his assessing looks. “Neither would a nanny. Bring your knives, though. You’ll want to have them close in case you have need of them.”

Ah, yes. Her knives. One of which was currently stuck in a tree trunk. “You just had to mention knives, didn’t you?” She whirled and stomped up the stairs, leaving Duncan staring up at her shaking his head.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING MARGARET had to shake Lucy awake. Lucy grunted and pulled the pillow over her head. “Go away before I shoot you,” she grumbled.

“Lucy, you told me last night to make sure you woke on time. This is the third time I’ve shaken you awake and now Baron is bellowing for you.”

As if on cue, she heard Uncle Winn call, “Lucy, five minutes or you’ll miss the train!”

Lucy shot up. “Oh, no! I only wanted five more minutes.”

“You said that thirty minutes ago. Don’t worry. I have everything laid out.”

Lucy jumped up and ran to the door. “Coming, Uncle Winn!” she called then ran across the hall to the water closet. She scrubbed her face, brushed her teeth, and stuck some pins in her hair then raced back to the chamber she shared with Margaret. Margaret held out clean underthings, and Lucy stripped and allowed Margaret to help her pull on all of the requisite undergarments. By the time Uncle Winn called again, Lucy was pulling on her gloves and Margaret was working her boots with a buttonhook.

“Good enough,” Lucy said, even though one boot was only buttoned partway. “Where are my bags?”

“Beside the door. Off you go.”

Lucy ran to the door then turned and ran back, pulling Margaret into an embrace. Margaret, who was never one for grand shows of emotion, tolerated the affection and even returned it with a squeeze. “Go be brilliant.”

“I’ll write to you.”

And then Lucy had her bag in hand and was tripping down the stairs—literally almost tripping as her boot was loose. She stumbled unceremoniously to the landing on the ground floor then looked up at Uncle Winn and Duncan, who were both standing about as though they’d been waiting for hours. Had they been waiting for hours? Uncle Winn was fully dressed and holding a cup of tea. Duncan was also fully dressed, his auburn hair styled so it flowed back from his forehead and his neckcloth tied perfectly. Beside the men, Lucy felt like something the cat dragged in.

“Let’s hope no one decides to attack the Crown in the early morning hours,” Uncle Winn said. “All will be lost.”

Lucy scowled at him and bent to pick up her valise, which she’d dropped at the base of the stairs. Slorach beat her to it and lifted her bag and his own, carrying them out to the waiting carriage. He didn’t speak to her or attempt morning pleasantries, which she appreciated. Instead, he assisted her into the carriage and took the rear-facing seat. Uncle Winn handed them both letters of introduction. “I expect thrice weekly reports and immediate notice if there is an incident.”

“Yes, sir,” Duncan said, tucking his letter into his frock coat.

Lucy stifled a yawn.

Uncle Winn closed the door, and the carriage started away. Lucy stifled another yawn and wished she’d managed to wake early enough to have a cup of tea. Even as she thought it, Duncan reached into his pocket, withdrew a flask, and handed it to her. “Bit early, isn’t it?” she said, eyeing the flask.

“It’s only tea,” he said. “I thought you might need it.”

Lucy took the flask, opened the lid, and sniffed. Darjeeling. She closed her eyes. “Thank God.”

“There’s bread and cheese in that basket.”

Lucy opened her eyes and glanced at the basket he indicated on the floor. 

“I know you don’t like to eat when you’re riding in a coach, but perhaps on the train you might partake.”

“How do you know riding in carriages makes me queasy?” Lucy asked as she sipped her tea.

He shrugged. “You must have mentioned it once or twice.”

Lucy might have wondered more, but then Duncan was an agent, like herself. He was supposed to be observant. The tea and the sun coming up over the horizon was beginning to have an effect, and she remembered her boot was still partially unfastened. She set the flask aside and bent to lift the hem of her gown. Margaret had fastened her into a tight corset, as was the fashion, and Lucy couldn’t bend over very much. While training, Lucy and Margaret wore their hems high and pantaloons to their ankles under their gowns. They also wore loose corsets they could fasten and unfasten themselves. But Lucy was supposed to be a nanny now, not an agent. Her skirts were long and full, and her corset dug into her ribs. Still, she made a valiant effort to grasp hold of the boot without her skirts flying up and revealing her bare legs. She tried to secure the next button on the boot, but her gloved fingers couldn’t find purchase.

“Do you need help?” Duncan asked.

“I can fasten my own boots,” she retorted. He didn’t speak again, and she continued to struggle. Why hadn’t she taken the buttonhook with her? She removed her gloves and managed to get one button fastened, but her fingers were clumsy and cold, and she finally sat back in defeat. “I blame you for this.”

Duncan had been looking out the window, and now he gave her an uncomprehending look.

“Well, not you but men. Men design these boots and make them impossible to fasten. It’s almost as though men want women helpless and unable to even dress themselves.”

“I’m not here to defend my gender or female fashions, but I will fasten your boot, if you like.”

Lucy crossed her arms. “You think you can do it? I don’t have a buttonhook, and your hands are bigger than mine.”

Duncan merely raised his brows in challenge. “May I?” He indicated the boot.

Lucy lifted it and watched as he took it in his lap. She hadn’t thought he would do that. She didn’t know how she thought he might fasten it—perhaps sink to his knees and work on it from that position. But of course, this made more sense. It was just that she could feel the heat of his body through the leather, and she was uncomfortably aware of how intimate this position seemed.

She was tempted to withdraw her foot, but she was a woman of seven and twenty and worldly enough not to blush when a man touched her foot. Except her face hadn’t received that message because she could feel the heat in her cheeks.

She watched as Duncan removed his gloves and turned her foot slightly so he had access to the buttons. Then, with great dexterity, he fastened the remaining buttons. Lucy’s mouth dropped open. His fingers had to be quite strong to manage the feat so quickly. Strong and agile. She’d never realized before how long and slender his fingers were. Aristocratic hands, she thought as she gazed at them. Why hadn’t she noticed how fine his hands were? No wonder he could throw knives so well.

Duncan looked up at her, and Lucy quickly looked away, pretending she had been staring out the window and not at his hands. Lord, but she did not need him catching her staring at him. He would think she carried a tendre for him, tell her brother and their friend Hew Arundel, and next thing she knew all the men would be teasing her.

“All done,” Duncan said.

“Thank you.” Lucy continued looking out the window.

“You might, er, take your foot back now,” he said.

Oh! How mortifying. She withdrew her foot and pretended to look in her reticule for something until she felt her cheeks return to their normal temperature. Her boot felt much more secure now. Of course, Duncan Slorach had saved the day with his tea flask and his dexterous fingers. He was perfect, and she was so very...not. It was immature and childish of her to dislike him because he was everything an agent should be, but at times like this, she really wanted to hit him.

“There’s the station,” Duncan said. Lucy looked out the window and saw a small group of people gathered on the platform. How on earth had they all managed to wake and arrive on time?

The coachman pulled near the platform and an outrider jumped down to open the door. Duncan exited first, holding out his now gloved hand for Lucy’s. She took it then insisted on taking her bag from the outrider. “I don’t need help,” she said and marched toward the train.

“Er, Miss Galloway,” Duncan called.

She sighed and turned back with raised brows.

He waved the tickets. “We’re in third class.”

She opened her mouth to protest. She always rode first-class, but then she remembered she was a nanny. And so she followed him without a word to the back of the train and shoved on board with the farmers and shopkeepers. Duncan placed his bag on the shelf over the seat and offered to do the same for Lucy. She shook her head and tried to heave it up herself. This was when being short was to her detriment. If she hadn’t had to act like a lady, she would have stood on the seat, but she couldn’t very well do that with so many people around. She tried to toss the bag into place, but it fell back and would have hit her in the face if Duncan hadn’t caught it just in time. Without even stretching, he placed the bag on the shelf and took his seat. Lucy expected him to demand her thanks, but he looked out the window and not at her, even when she sat across from him.

“Thank you,” she said, grudgingly.

“No need to thank me,” he said. “We’re partners. We help each other.”

The train whistle blew, and a moment later the wheels began to turn. Lucy watched the station rush by and the scenery outside the window turn to fields and stretches of wood. Duncan was right, of course. He was never wrong. They were partners, and she had to stop seeing him as her competition and more as her ally. He was supposed to help her on this mission and she him. How she would ever be of any use to him, Lucy didn’t know. Regardless, they were supposed to work together.

“You’re right,” she said after a long silence.

Duncan’s head turned sharply. Clearly, he hadn’t expected her to say as much.

“Am I?”

“Yes. You know you are. I can be a bit hesitant to ask for help.”

“A bit?”

“Yes, sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

She glowered at him. “Mr. Slorach, I am trying to apologize.”

“Sorry, do go on.”

She didn’t feel like going on now. “There’s not much else to say. I’ll do better from now on.”

“As will I.”

She rolled her eyes. If he did any better, he’d probably ascend to heaven in a ray of light accompanied by an angel chorus.

***

[image: image]


DUNCAN WAITED ANOTHER half hour, until the lines of annoyance left Lucy’s forehead. She was always grumpy in the mornings, but once she had some tea and was awake, she was generally all smiles. Well, to everyone but him.

Now he reached into his waistcoat pocket and withdrew the paper Baron had given him that morning. No other passengers sat near them, either by coincidence or design, but he kept his voice low. “Baron gave me this to open when we were together. It has the details of our backgrounds.”

He expected Lucy to take it and open it. Instead, she rose and took the seat beside him, so they might study it together. Duncan had to grit his teeth for a full ten seconds and force himself not to notice how lovely she smelled or how warm her arm was as it pressed against his. He had told himself at least fifty times as he packed the night before that he would ignore his attraction to her. He would put his feelings out of his mind. She was his partner, his fellow agent. She was no different than any of the male agents he worked with.

She just looked better. And smelled better. And made his heart beat faster.

Duncan edged away from her slightly so they were not touching then opened the letter so they might read it together. The first paragraph detailed his name and background. He was to be Duncan Smith, a footman who had served in the household of the Duke of Argyll in Edinburgh before seeking other employment to be closer to his family, a sister.

She was to be Lucy Smith, recently returned from France, where she had been nanny to a wealthy family whose children had simply outgrown her services.

Duncan could admire the simplicity of their backgrounds and Baron’s canniness in constructing them. By placing Lucy in France and his character in Scotland, the other servants wouldn’t wonder at not having come across them in London or Bath or any of the other locations where the wealthy might congregate, bringing their staff along. Duncan and Lucy could simply embellish their stories as they liked with few constraints.

And then he read the last line of the letter.

Duncan and Lucy are siblings.

“Siblings?” Lucy said, obviously having just read the same line. “We do not look anything alike.”

“People will see resemblance where they choose. You and Will do not resemble each other greatly either, but this will explain why we are traveling together.”

“Will looks like my father, and I look more like my mother,” Lucy said. “We both have the Galloway nose and brow, though.”

And they had both inherited their parents’ skill at covert operations.

“I suppose we must pretend to like each other,” Lucy said. “As we are siblings, and you left your post to spend more time with me. Shall we say our parents have died and we are all the family the other has left? I think that has a dramatic feel to it, which will surely endear us to the other members of the staff.”

“More importantly,” he interrupted before she embellished the story further, “no one will question why we meet together for a walk or to take tea. I will work primarily with the lower staff while you will work with the upper staff and be near the family a great deal. We should plan to meet regularly to discuss our observations and any suspicions or concerns we have.”

“Good idea. Perhaps we could meet after my charge has gone to bed.”

“Yes. If we need to speak privately, we can walk the grounds or take tea in your room. I am unlikely to have my own chamber.”

“I may have to share with the nurse.” Lucy sat back. “I think it best if we have a sister,” she said.

“Why?”

“So we might pretend any letters we receive from Baron are from her.”

Duncan nodded. Lucy was certainly clever. He should focus on her mind, not how pretty her cheeks looked now that she was awake and animated, and her face had some color in it. He had known she would be late to wake this morning. He might have taken his time in walking to the farmhouse, but he anticipated she would do something amusing, and she had not disappointed. She’d been adorably tousled and clumsy coming down the stairs and attempting to leave the farmhouse. Her hair had been, and still was, an untamed riot of curls. He supposed he’d have to remind her that no servant would present herself to a new employer in such a state, but they had time yet and he liked seeing her in disarray. He particularly liked having to assist her with her boot this morning. The buttons had not been easy to secure. He was inclined to agree with her about the male conspiracy to keep women dependent after struggling with them. His own boots only needed to be pulled on.

And yet, he had enjoyed holding her foot in his lap and having a peek at her slim ankle as he secured the boot over it. Her brother would probably punch him if he knew he’d been lusting after Lucy’s ankle. Duncan had sisters of his own—real sisters, not those fabricated by Baron—and he would think any man aroused by buttoning one of his sisters’ shoes somewhat depraved.

Thank God Lucy thought he was as intent on competing with her as she was with him. She didn’t question his attentions. But the staff at Pembroke Lodge might if Duncan were not careful to hide his feelings. It would certainly not do for the staff to watch them together and conclude he liked Lucy—his supposed sister—just a bit too much.

“What do you think of Katherine?” Lucy asked, and Duncan realized she’d been speaking for some time. He’d been looking at her but not listening.

“Katherine?”

“As a name for our sister. Or would you rather Mary?”

“Katherine is perfect. We will say she lives in the north of England.”

“And we can say she is married, and her husband and she have two children. No, three. One girl and two boys. Or do you think two boys and one girl?”

Duncan knew from experience that Lucy could go on like this for hours. Normally, he loved to listen to her and would relish the opportunity to converse with her as long as she would have him. Except he had a mission and the life of the son of the prime minister to consider now. If anything happened to the boy, it could set off a panic in the country, not to mention affect the health and happiness of the most important political figure in all of England, the prime minister. Duncan couldn’t allow his feelings for Lucy to interfere with his duty. And so as much as it pained him, he did what he knew he must.

“Miss Galloway,” he interrupted.

“You should get in the habit of referring to me as Miss Smith or Dear Sister.”

“Dear Sister,” he said, testing it out, “I am exhausted. Might I have an hour or two to close my eyes?”

“Oh, of course. I suppose we might discuss the Smith family later.”

He nodded and then gave her vacant seat a pointed look.

She glanced at it. “Oh. I shall just return to my seat. Might I have the letter from Baron?”

He handed it to her and watched her return to her place across from him. He wished, fervently, she was still beside him. But this was for the best. He had to quash his feelings for her once and for all.
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Chapter Four
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Lucy fell asleep. First on the train and then on a coach and then on another coach until finally Duncan shook her awake as a footman opened the door to the latest conveyance and said, “Welcome to Pembroke Lodge.”

Lucy immediately sat up, hoping for a look at her temporary home, but it was quite dark, and she saw little more than the face of the footman who held the lamp.
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