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        Lady Sirena Hollister has lost her family, her home, and even her fey abilities, but somehow the fairies have handed her an unexpected chance at a Season in London. From her place on the fringes of high society, she resolves to find the truth about her only brother’s vanishing, and settle her family’s score with the wily English Spy Lord, the Earl of Shaldon. Soon enough, her schemes stir up an unknown enemy…and spark danger of a different sort, in the person of the Earl’s handsome heir, Viscount Bakeley.
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        The impertinent hoyden Bakeley met years earlier was as wild as her Irish roots, and just as unlucky. And she’s still an Irish traitor’s sister! But Lady Sirena has grown into a beauty whose charm and courage intrigue him. When danger threatens, Bakeley comes to her rescue, risking scandal, the ton’s disapproval, his interfering father’s ire…and his own heart.
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      County Donegal, Ireland, 1809

      The whisk-whisk of the curry comb always soothed a girl’s jitters. With Papa on edge, and Mama in one of her sinking spells, the great beasts were the only creatures Sirena Hollister could rely on.

      Last night, Mama said there’d be bad news coming.

      “Ye’ve about taken all the hair off her.” Old Patrick came up alongside and rested a hand on the horse’s swollen belly. “It’ll be soon for this foaling. Mayhap today. Nipped you yet, has she, fiddling about with that comb?”

      “Nay, and you know they never nip me,” Sirena said.

      She had the touch, Jamie had always told her.

      Old Patrick chuckled. “Fey girl.”

      Like Gram, Mama had the sight to know what was what with the people she loved, and Sirena could whisper a horse off the worst sort of snit. Any horse.

      Pity she hadn’t that skill with her papa.

      One of the dogs bayed, and old Patrick’s gaze swung to the open stable doors.

      A rider was coming. Around them, hooves began tapping and the mare’s nostrils flared.

      The bad news was arriving.

      Sirena eased in a quelling breath and let it flow out over the mare, fixing her gaze on the rolling eyes. “Shush then,” she whispered. “There now. There’s a good mama.”

      She followed the gimping Patrick past stalls humming with the sense of a predator, the great beasts drawing the life from inside her, emptying her.

      Death was a predator, wasn’t it?

      Not the sleep that had taken her gram one soft summer day before Jamie left them for good. No, not that death. For all she was no more than a girl, barely bleeding yet, she knew this death coming wasn’t that peaceful sleep.

      Her heart hollowed more and the shell of it crumbled down to her belly. By the time she reached the gate, the rider was circling the house and trotting back down the Earl of Glenmorrow’s lane, his message delivered.

      Sirena hiked her skirts and raced past old Patrick, down the path, through the kitchen garden. She slammed into the kitchens, through them, past the laundry and the still rooms, past the butler’s pantry with its rows and rows of whiskey, up the narrow servants’ stairs and down the hall to the parlor, where she crashed through again, panting, every breath burning her chest and stabbing her side.

      Papa’s hand shook with the weight of a slim parchment packet, a yellowing lump folded over and over upon itself and sealed with a huge purple-red bruise of wax. Something inside rattled.

      In the new world, there was a snake, Jamie had once told her, deadly and venomous, and it shook its tail to warn of its presence. He wanted to sail there and see it. He didn’t want to stay home, here, where she needed him.

      He needed to go, he’d said. Even her father had allowed it, and so it must be. She’d dropped the chain with Gram’s magical Brighid knot round Jamie’s neck—the old magic of Queen Brighid, not that of the upstart saint—and made him promise to bring it back to her.

      Outside the clouds shifted and the room brightened, thickening the air with dust motes that winked like the fairies. Mama stood gripping her chair, the hoop of white cloth in one hand dripping red thread, her cheeks as white as the bit of linen she fingered.

      Papa’s face hardened.

      She’d seen that same rigid cast when he’d put down a horse, her huddling behind a great oak, thanking the tree fairies it had been Papa astride when the horse tripped.

      She clutched the door latch, her breath frozen, watching the wafer snap, the paper unfurl, a length of gold chain dangle.

      “They’ve found a body. They say it’s his.” Papa said the words the fairies had whispered to Mama last night.

      All of her numbed. Time stopped.

      She’d prayed—how she’d prayed, and all for naught. For naught.

      Queen Bridghid, you traitor, carry me away down the hole of your witch’s knot. Fairies, open the floor and let me fall through it.

      Only, it was Papa caught in a knot, one that tied up his throat and turned his face the same purple as that wax seal. And it was Mama who fell through the floor, her head hitting the edge of a table with a sickening thump.

      Her dearest brother, Jamie, was, after all, truly dead, and the twisted gold charm that dropped to the floor noiselessly was the proof of it.

      

      Two Years Later

      

      Sirena patted the dappled patch on Pooka’s nose and slipped the filly a carrot. “They’ll change your name, you know,” she said, blinking back moisture.

      Pooka’s jaws worked and she turned away. Already the two-year-old was ignoring her.

      Pooka had taken to the dark, arrogant lord who’d come calling the day before. Tomorrow, he would ferry the horse away, along with most of the best of their blood stock.

      What could Papa be thinking?

      Angry tears spilled over and she swiped them away with the back of her hand.

      She yanked at the waist of her drooping trousers, picked up a shovel and began mucking the stall, tears streaming. Papa needed money, of course, to buy more spirits.

      A stable door closed and boot heels clacked on the bricks. She turned her head away. Old Patrick didna need to see her so weak.

      “What are you doing in there, boy?” The haughty words filtered through the slats, as if the speaker had got his nose caught in the gate. Or maybe he was pinching it to find the right accent and tone, the ones her last governess had tried to beat into her.

      Her chest burned, and she swallowed her anger. She’d been confined in her room for two days. Papa had bade her stay out of the stables, out of his lordship’s way. The housekeeper said ’twas not against Sirena, ’twas only her papa’s worry about her breasts coming in.

      She couldn’t let Pooka leave without saying goodbye.

      It would be all right. She was just a scruffy stable boy fiddlin’ about with his lordship’s new horses, seein’ to their needs. For all she knew, this lord didn’t know she existed.

      “Muckin’, sir,” she said, deepening her voice.

      Pooka, the disloyal beast, sashayed over and sniffed through the slats.

      “And what is she chewing? You’ll not foist a colicky horse on me tomorrow. I’ve already paid your master too much for the beast.”

      “Too much?” Sirena’s blood rose, and she risked turning to face him. In the dim light, only slivers of white linen and skin showed. All else was blackness, and wasn’t that a sure sign?

      “This beast’s granddam won first at Thurles. She’s good Irish Connemara and the best hotblood lines, as fast as any of your English hacks, I’d b-bet you.” She coughed and went back to her shoveling.

      Shoveling shite. Aye, it was a perfect picture. She’d make her way in the world shoveling shite, she would, with her father drinkin’ away their horses and her dowry.

      And now this man, whose eyes burned her back, let him discover her sex, let him try to take a pinch at her breasts. He’d have this shovel up his arse, he would.

      “If I were to stay longer,” he said. “I’d take that wager.”

      And lose it. She straightened. Perhaps this lord was a great gambling fool like the rest of them. Perhaps he’d wager Pooka. Perhaps they could have at it tomorrow at the crack, like the fools who fought duels.

      Her shoulders sagged again. What did she have to wager? Naught but her valueless person.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “No, my lord,” he said.

      She gritted her teeth. “No, your esteemed English lordship. I’ve naught to wager.”

      “No? Even a stable boy has a ha’ penny tucked away. What is your name, lad?”

      Her name? Papa would bring out the strop again if he thought she’d caught some randy lord’s eye. Her mind raced through the names of their dwindling staff of grooms. Dark, they all were. Though her cap hid her yellow hair, the rest were all older, all shorter. There was naught for it. “Patrick,” she said.

      Old Patrick would cover for her, that much she knew.

      

      James Everly, Viscount Bakeley, heir to the Earl of Shaldon, wished a good night and tromped off, creaking the stable door open and closing it without passing through.

      He found a dark corner and waited. Soon enough, he heard it—quiet sobs, weeping, and a choking voice talking to a horse.

      A girl’s voice.

      The pall of hopelessness dogging him since he’d come through the gates of Glenmorrow descended fully upon him, shame flooding in with it. He was here on his mother’s behest, buying the Earl of Glenmorrow’s prime bloods, no expense to be spared, and even beyond, the only high limit being Glenmorrow’s pride.

      A crooning song started and seeped into his bones, soothing him in just the same way it was settling the whole stable.

      Bloody Ireland. Fairies and gremlins, and a horse named Pooka.

      The Earl of Glenmorrow had been tied up with Father’s schemes somehow, and it was clear from the state of the roads and the linens, the man needed money. This purchase was paying both men’s debts.

      And anything left over, Glenmorrow would drink away.

      Well, why wouldn’t he? The man had lost his son and his wife, and surely that crooning girl in the stall was the daughter who the stable boys whispered had a spooky way with the horses.

      She would need some of this money set aside for a dowry. She would need a keeper when her father drank himself to death.

      He watched as she slid out of the stall, extinguished her light, and left.

      Ye gods, it was true what he’d heard—Glenmorrow’s daughter was as wild as this unlucky country.

      Mother had been hinting about a wife for him. Thank all the stars he’d come for the horses and not the girl. Let her be some other man’s to tame.
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      London, 1821

      “You may meet a young man at this ball, Sirena.” Lady Jane Monthorpe sent a sly look to Barton, her maid, who simply lifted her eyebrows.

      Lady Sirena Hollister cast her own glance at the able-bodied and sadly underpaid lady’s maid and winked. “So, you’ve dragged us from Dublin to London to be rid of me, my lady?” she asked.

      Barton clamped her lips tight on what Sirena knew would be a smile and went back to straightening the pleats on Lady Jane’s bodice.

      Lady Jane pressed the back of her hand to her still smooth forehead. “Ah, fair Sirena, let us get thee to thy ball, the better to bring forth some dashing young seafarer to your siren’s call.”

      Sirena laughed out loud. “’Tis a poetess you are, my lady. You look lovely tonight, and I daresay there will be a host of handsome lords taken with you also.”

      “And will you stop wriggling,” Barton said.

      “Well, I suppose I must if you order it, Barton.” Lady Jane smiled and the final primping was completed. “We have done well in these dresses. And it is all due to your skill, Barton. No one will suspect they were once last year’s fashions.”

      “Indeed not.” Sirena gathered Lady Jane’s wrap. In her own case, there would be no suspecting. The ladies in attendance tonight would know her cerulean blue silk was made over from one of Lady Jane’s three-year-old dresses.

      She smoothed the skirt. No matter. With its tucks and trims it was still the finest dress she’d ever had.

      “I do believe, Barton, you must open up your own shop, right here, in London. Why else should we have made the journey? Lady Sirena will entice all of her wealthy friends to patronize your establishment.”

      Why indeed come to this wretched, expensive, smelly city? All teasing about dress shops aside, her benefactress had insisted they must come to London for the new king’s coronation, though they were having to pinch extra farthings out of every half-pence.

      Barton’s smile was kind, as always. In the short time Sirena had been with both women, she’d heard them speak often of this fairy dream of a dress shop.

      “Then I must truly ignore dashing young sailors and direct my song to someone in commerce,” Sirena said. “I wonder, will there be anyone like that attending tonight?”

      “Most certainly.” Lady Jane nodded. “Lord Cathmore, and he is in trade.”

      Sirena propped her hands on the smooth silk covering her hips. “And he is most certainly taken. Lady Cathmore would object to a strange girl cooing at her husband.”

      Barton chuckled.

      “Barton is laughing at us, Sirena. For shame. Now, Barton, you are not to wait up. Sirena will help me out of my stays. And Sirena, my dear, we are late. We will miss the first dance.”

      

      James Everly, Viscount Bakeley, all but leaned his tall frame against the wall of Hackwell House’s ballroom, wishing he could fade into the damask wallpaper.

      “Here you are, your lordship.” His younger brother, Charles Everly, smiled slyly and handed him a glass.

      Bakeley swirled the dark liquid. “What swill are the ladies serving tonight?”

      “Taste and see, brother. Taste and see.”

      He put his lips to the glass briefly, then tipped it back for a deeper draught.

      Charley chuckled. “Hackwell’s a good chap. Serves a proper punch. I first met him in Brussels, you know, at Lady Devonshire’s infamous ball.”

      Bakeley stifled a sigh. Charley had been at Waterloo, not fighting exactly, but engaged in some scheme of their father’s. Charley had been there, their eldest brother Bink Gibson had been there, as well as their host and any number of his friends in attendance tonight.

      He, Bakeley, had been in London, seeing to the routine business of the Earl of Shaldon.

      It was another reminder of his lot in life.

      He schooled his face into a bored mask. “You failed to appear tonight at dinner, Charley.” He’d been counting on his brother diverting their father.

      “You’re not the only one with another interest. By the way, where is Lady Arbrough tonight?”

      He firmed his mouth to fight the grimace that threatened. “This is not the place to discuss—”

      “Oh, excuse me, I forgot, this ball is too bluestocking for her tastes,” Charley went on. “Not quite as fashionable. I know you have a far better allowance than I, but how ever do you keep her in silks, brother?”

      He didn’t. Her late husband had settled her quite well, and he was not going to discuss it.

      “So gloomy, you are, Bakeley. I take it you had the talk again tonight from Father?”

      “Tonight, this afternoon, this morning, last night, and so on, and so forth.”

      “Father just will not do the noble thing and pass on so you can live the life of a wealthy bachelor earl, gadding about town, fighting with the Commissioner of Sewers about the stench.”

      Charley grimaced. “Though I must agree, if London could conquer the miasma, we could conquer the rest of the world.” He paused for a grin. “And there’s not even a need to beget an heir, since you have me.”

      He fought the urge to sigh. Charley was almost bosky again. “One of us will have to procreate and produce a legitimate male. It might as well be you.”

      “Pity that Bink is a bastard—his boy would do. No, Bakeley. I’ll be like the royal dukes, leaving the business until the very end. And perhaps you, like Bink, will find love and save me the trouble.”

      Not likely. “Cupid’s arrow was surely a woman’s invention.”

      “Hmm?” Charley had been diverted by something across the room. Bakeley followed his gaze.

      Charley snickered. “Perhaps, but Bink is well and truly shackled, and a boy produced. He does look happy.”

      Bink was dancing, of all things, with his wife.

      Bakeley handed Charley his glass. “Cheer me up more by bringing me another one of these, will you?”

      “Do I look like your footman?” Charley took the glass. “Very well, and...I say. There’s a fine piece stepping up with her mother.”

      Bakeley refused to look. Charley spotted fine pieces everywhere. And he doubted any woman attending Lady Hackwell’s bluestocking ball would appreciate being called such.

      His brother perched the glass in a potted plant and meandered across the ballroom, leaving him to steadfastly examine the wainscoting on Hackwell’s restored walls, and wonder who he could send for more refreshments.

      He would not dance tonight. He would not mingle. Not because Lady Arbrough had teased him about attending—she had no say in such matters. No. It was because of the complicated dance with Shaldon. The crafty old man had grumbled about attending this ball given by people who were not good ton, and Bakeley knew it had been one of his many ruses. What game was afoot, he didn’t know.

      He’d been competent and able until Father’s return to England. Now, he never felt quite nimble enough to keep up with the old man’s wanglings. Perhaps there would be rich, titled, women of child-bearing capacity—his father’s three bridal requirements for his heir—in attendance tonight.

      Lady Arbrough might meet those requirements, except that her elderly husband hadn’t been able to get any children on her, all the blame falling upon her of course, and except for the fact that Bakeley would rather harvest the cesspit than marry the temperamental widow.

      And what the devil was Father about tonight? He’d tottered in on a cane and collapsed in a chair. Not complaining of any ailment though. Father didn’t complain. It added to his mystery.

      He must wait the old man out. Shaldon had pretended to die two years earlier in order to catch a traitor, almost getting Bink and his wife killed in the process. One day Shaldon truly would meet St. Peter, and Bakeley would be free to go on as he pleased.

      “Get out there and dance, boy.”

      Bakeley groaned. In his musings he hadn’t heard the tap-tap of the cane. A fine spy he would make.

      “And who would you have me stand up with, Father? Have you spotted a rich, titled, nubile maiden here?”

      His lordship stood very erect, his face void of expression. “No. There is no one here for you to marry. And I am glad to see that your cherie amour did not attend.”

      He bristled inside. If he but allowed it, his father would try to pick his mistresses also.

      “Arbrough was a cagey fellow. Fattened his calf entirely too much while serving in the Ministry.”

      Lady Arbrough had been barely out of leading strings then, Arbrough was gone, and the war was long over.

      “He’s dead. There’s no loose end to tie up there, Father.”

      “No doubt you’re right. No doubt. And...what is your brother up to?”

      “He’s dancing with his wife.”

      “Not that brother.” Shaldon brought his quizzing glass up to his eye and tut-tutted. “Unsuitable. Woefully, unsuitable, even for a younger son.”

      He knew when he was being baited. “Do not rouse an apoplexy, sir. Charles has even less intentions of marrying than I do.”

      “He’s dancing.”

      “He’s had more than one glass of Hackwell’s punch. Shall I bring you one?”

      “No.” Shaldon raised a hand and Perpetua Everly, his youngest child and only daughter, appeared.

      “Perry,” Bakeley said. “Must you wear those spectacles to a ball?”

      Taller than most of the men, with mouse-brown hair and a penchant for wearing eyeglasses she didn’t truly need, Perry’s only hope of marriage was her enormous dowry.

      And whoever hoped to gain it would have to be worthy. Bakeley would see to it.

      She shrugged. “Father, should you not be sitting down?” She pushed her spectacles higher and examined the old man.

      Thump-thump. The cane hit the floor. “Who is that woman?”

      Perry followed his line of sight and pressed her lips on a grin. “I don’t know. She’s not a member of Lady Hackwell’s charity.”

      Perry had found a keen friendship with Lady Hackwell and her circle, all wealthy bluestockings sneering at the foibles of the men in their lives. Father hated it. Or seemed to.

      Perhaps he should pursue one of them, just to rile the old man.

      He discarded the idea immediately. He couldn’t abide the continual managing these ladies could dish out. Since Father’s return from the Continent, his managing had been enough to bear. Plus, though some of the ladies were attractive, most of the single ones were past their prime, and prime was what he was looking for in any woman who shared his bed, even a wife. Where Father wanted rich, titled and fecund, he was looking for plump, obedient, and welcoming in bed.

      If he were to marry.

      The music ended and the orchestra members flipped sheets, preparing for the next dance.

      Thump-thump. “Go and rescue that fool. He’s attempting to stand up with her again.”

      Bakeley sighed.

      “Go. I know you’re in no danger of beguilement.”

      “I’m in no danger of getting another glass of punch either.” He patted Perry’s hand. “Find him a chair.”

      He searched the room for his brother’s tawny hair. Charley was indeed preparing to stand up again with the same partner. Nodding to acquaintances, he wove through the crowd, reached his brother, and moved him aside.

      And his heart launched into a gallop. The beauty that Charley was with—and she was a rare beauty—stared soulfully up at him. The blondest of hair shimmered and gray eyes glowed luminous in the light of many candles.

      “How do you do?” Only manners honed by many years of encounters with the fairer sex kept him from stumbling over his words. He bowed. “Charles, Father commands your appearance. I am Bakeley, miss. I hope you do not mind dancing with an older brother.”

      Charley sighed, and then shrugged, a grin spreading. “My apologies, my lady. This is not a proper introduction, but it will have to do. This is my brother, Lord Bakeley.”

      The lady’s cheeks went unaccountably pink and she ducked her head in a curtsey.

      Drat. She perhaps knew him, but he didn’t recognize her. So she was a lady, and beautiful. Was she also rich?

      They took their place in the line. Damn, but he should have examined her when Charley had picked her out.

      When she moved in a turn around the next gentleman, he looked her over as discreetly as possible. She was a thin little thing in her blue silks, not as plump as he normally liked. What he knew about dresses was almost nothing, but this one seemed to fit with the current fashions, though it had less of the flounces, ribbons, and fluttering pieces.

      Which, in his estimation was good.

      And it was not white, which meant she was not making her first bows.

      A widow, perhaps. She smiled up at him on the next turn. A young widow, and not terribly willing. That smile had been tight and polite.

      They went down the middle together and waited through a set. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. Is your family in town for the Season? Is your husband active in Parliament?”

      She blinked and her eyes widened.

      Not married, then. “I beg your pardon. Your title is from your father?”

      They were interrupted again by the need to turn, and he concentrated momentarily on the dance.

      When they came together again, her lips had curved up and her eyes gleamed with humor. “You are Shaldon’s heir, are you not?”

      “Yes.”

      More infernal turning. Would this dance never end so he could find out who she was?

      They marched down the center together again. Where her hand touched his arm, he felt a delicate heat.

      “And isn’t this always the problem, Lord Bakeley, when a lord and lady dispense with a proper introduction?”

      He heard it then: the slightest lilt, the tiniest burr. They parted to go round the next couple in line and came together again.

      “You are Irish.”

      The dance ended and she curtsied, dipping her chin and rising again with a grin. “It was more than kind for you and your brother to dance with me. Indeed, I’m Sirena, Lady Sirena by birth. But now I’m the paid companion to Lady Jane Monthorpe, so I’ll just take my leave and return to her.”

      She chuckled low in her throat, in a way that sent more heat through him.

      “Thrilled she’ll be at my social success tonight. Thank you for that, and the dance.” She bobbed again.

      “Wait just one moment.” He offered his arm. “You must have some refreshments. And you must tell me all about your home in Ireland.”

      Her gaze slid over his shoulder. “Is that not your father, Lord Shaldon, there? His eyes are all but glowing. I shall free you, my lord, and return to my lady.”

      He took her hand and placed it on his arm. “Then we shall both go and speak to your Lady Jane.”

      

      Sirena drew deep inside searching for the whisper she used when controlling a particularly hotblooded horse. If she could but call it up—and since leaving home, she hadn’t been able—perhaps it would work on the high bred stallion beside her. Lord Bakeley danced a bit less like a dream than his brother Charles, but only a bit less. And while the younger brother had wild fun in his eyes, this heir to Shaldon held a bubbling cauldron that she could sense but not see inside his handsome exterior.

      Yow, but she’d not had a good, close-up look all those years ago when he’d come to buy Pooka. Father had been right to keep her away from this devil. And hadn’t Bakeley turned the wary Pooka into an obedient sop before they’d left Glenmorrow? The man’s looks alone would have horses and women swooning.

      And fancy her, he did. She could feel it in the hot press of his hand over hers, even through the fine gloves. She could see it in the pulse at his neck, just over his ornately tied neck cloth.

      And wouldn’t she like to pull the ends of that neck cloth tighter and make his villainous father squirm?
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      Sirena smiled as Lady Jane rose from her chair and greeted them—a lady through and through, and still quite lovely. No one could question Lady Jane’s character or bearing, and Sirena could tell even Bakeley could see that. He was ever so aristocratically polite as he maneuvered her patron into a proper introduction that, for all his prying and gabbing, did not include any more details about herself than what she’d given him. In fact, Lady Jane included less, omitting that business of Sirena being a paid companion.

      And well, it was not really a true fact, since the lady was sure to be short of funds on Lady Day.

      “It is a lovely soiree tonight, is it not, Lord Bakeley?” Lady Jane asked.

      “Indeed.”

      Gad, but the man was fine-looking. Tall, he was, and dark, of both hair and eye, with a jaw that could crack a bushel of nuts.

      Lady Jane babbled on about the room and the orchestra, the ladies’ gowns and the refreshments. She glowed like the sparkling springs on a moonlit night back home. The poor thing had gone without such splendor for too long.

      Sirena slid Lady Jane a glance. “Are you not acquainted with Lord Bakeley’s father, my lady? Perhaps Lord Bakeley will escort you to greet him.”

      When they’d entered the room, they’d spotted the stately, quite fit-looking man tapping along on a cane he surely didn’t need. Lady Jane had whispered his name right away.

      It might be forward of Sirena to suggest the introduction, but Lady Jane knew Sirena wanted to meet the great Lord Shaldon. Needed to meet him.

      Bakeley’s handsome face went blank, as though a curtain had dropped on the end of a theatrical scene.

      “Oh, good heavens.” Sirena began vigorously fanning her benefactress. “You are quite flushed, my lady.” She winked unobtrusively. “Let us get you to a chair and I’ll fetch you some lemonade.”

      “Yes. Oh, dear.” Lady Jane added a hint of a quiver. “The punch will be more restorative, I believe.” She latched onto Bakeley’s arm and all but dragged him off toward a vacant chair.

      Next to Shaldon. Excellent that the heir was such a finely bred gentleman and followed Lady Jane’s lead.

      Sirena found a footman, ordered a glass of punch, and hurried over to be introduced.

      

      Bakeley settled the lady into the chair next to his father, lifted his shoulder in the shrug the old man hated, and watched Lady Sirena cross the room, a young footman in hand, the man as bedazzled as he’d been.

      She was like a boulder barreling down a mountain.

      But no, that wasn’t apt. Her back was straight, her step light. Perhaps, more like the alpine avalanche he’d read about recently, or a white frothy tidal wave sweeping all in her path.

      A lady. Beautiful, not likely obedient, and certainly not rich. Not for him, but excellent for goading his father.

      He informed his father that the lady seated next to him was Lady Jane Monthorpe. Then he did the unthinkable and introduced the vastly unsuitable Lady Sirena, poor, pushy, and worst of all in his father’s eyes, Irish, and whose family name he still did not know.

      The tight line of Shaldon’s jaw and the grim sag of his lowered eyelids both shouted displeasure. “Good evening,” he said, inclining his head to first the older lady, then the younger.

      Bakeley expelled a breath. No cut direct. That would have been out of bounds even for Father.

      Though, he thought, he’d not truly seen his father in many social settings outside of their country estate, Cransdall. Father had been away on the King’s business for most of Bakeley’s life, and on and off too ill for the last two years to take up his seat in Parliament.

      “We did meet, Lord Shaldon, many years ago,” the older lady said coolly. “I was not much more than a child. But of course you won’t remember.”

      His father’s eyes slitted further, Lady Sirena’s eyes widened, and Perry pushed her glasses up and smiled too sweetly at Bakeley.

      The skin on his neck rippled. Father had been too ill to take up his seat in the Lords, but that hadn’t kept him home every day, nor had it kept his old companions away.

      There was something afoot here, some scheme.

      Monthorpe. Monthorpe.

      Then he remembered. “Lady Jane Monthorpe. Daughter of the Earl of Cheswick.”

      “Daughter of the last earl. Cousin of the current one.” She smiled tightly and looked at the glass of punch. “I believe I don’t want this after all.” She handed the glass to Lady Sirena.

      “I shall find that footman to take it back.”

      “Wait.” Bakeley reached for it, and his fingers covered hers, sending his nerves dancing.

      Now that was interesting. Her eyes flared with a bit of unexpected heat, quickly concealed.

      “May I?” he asked. “I’m parched.”

      She released her grip and even colored slightly. Not easy to fake, that. And she had incited a deep glare in Father’s eyes. Even better.

      Perry came round their father’s chair. “You are in good hands now, Father. I must go and chat with Paulette. Lady Sirena, Lady Jane, it has been a great pleasure to meet both of you. We are hosting a musicale next week. All the best people will be there. I would very much like you to attend.”

      Lady Jane smiled. Lady Sirena glanced at her benefactress, but he saw a hint of tension around her eyes and felt a strong desire to poke at it.

      “What an excellent idea, Perry. Ladies, we would love your company. Are you musical, Lady Sirena?”

      “She sings like a lovebird.” Lady Jane’s gushing was more that of a proud mama than a mistress.

      “Oh, go on with you, your ladyship. She would have you believing I’m better than I am, she would.”

      The thick brogue sent one of his father’s furry eyebrows shooting up. Lady Sirena laughed that deep womanly laugh, the one he wanted to hear again.

      “It is time that we take our leave.” Shaldon got to his feet. “We’ll send the carriage back for you, Perpetua. I will require your assistance, Bakeley.”

      Bakeley made his farewells to the ladies with a mix of relief and regret. Perry would learn their direction. Perhaps she would pay a call and would need an escort to accompany her. He would see the fair Sirena again.

      “I saw the gleam in your eye,” Shaldon said as Bakeley settled across from him in the town coach. “She is off limits. Better the war profiteer’s widow than that one.”

      “Because she’s Irish?”

      And why would that matter? Bink’s mother had been an Irish girl Shaldon had met while posted there. He’d never talked about Ireland, not with Bakeley. He’d shared no more about his time in Ireland than he had anything else.

      And of course that had all been before Bakeley’s time. A few slips by members of Shaldon’s network had given him a picture of how bad things had been. Atrocities and horrors had been carried out on both sides.

      The old man thumped his cane on the roof and the carriage pulled out. “Because she’s unsuitable.” He clipped the words as if they were his final statement on everything.

      And if Shaldon thought they were done talking, he would have to have one of his fake swoons. “Come, Father, tell me why she’s unsuitable. I don’t even know her family name or where she comes from, but apparently you do. Do I have to snoop around to find out? Perhaps I shall ask Denholm when I see him riding in the park tomorrow. He was in Ireland for a bit, as I recall.”

      The coach lights outside lit Shaldon’s sharp profile, but it was too dark to make out his expression.

      “Why will you not just agree to marry Denholm’s daughter? You will unite two of the oldest titles in England, and I hear the girl is not ugly.”

      “I have not yet met her.”

      “You will. She is coming to your sister’s musicale.”

      “Ah, well, perhaps she and Lady Sirena will become friends.”

      His head swiveled in Bakeley’s direction. “She is not coming.”

      “You would make Perry withdraw the invitation? You would humiliate the cousin of the Earl of Cheswick?”

      “I have it on good account they have taken rooms. How they arrived tonight, I do not know.” They passed under a street light, dimly illuminating a scowl. “Though I suppose, Lady Hackwell no doubt persuaded her husband to send his carriage.”

      His father could make many things happen, including sending a carriage to pick up two ladies. He was up to no good.

      “Denholm will remember a daughter of one of the Irish lords named Sirena. He waxes eloquent on all things Ireland. Perhaps I shall seek him out at the club tonight.”

      “You would, wouldn’t you? Forget your rich widow altogether and go nosing about town. And just to spite me. Well then, boy, have at it, but remember you won’t be hurting me so much as the lady. And if you care anything at all about her reputation, you won’t bring that family’s history to any one’s notice.”

      The carriage stopped. Shaldon jumped out, far too spryly, leaving Bakeley to ponder.

      “To St. John’s Wood, sir?” the coachman asked.

      St. John’s Wood was where the dowager Lady Arbrough had settled into a gilded new townhouse. She would greet him with supper, and perhaps a clinging negligee, and after both appetites were quenched she would peck him to death about the Hackwell ball. There would be sly innuendos about gauche country girls and unfashionable bluestockings, and there would be the latest on-dit about someone’s daughter marrying in haste.

      “White’s tonight.”

      “Very well, milord.” The door shut. He settled back, closed his eyes, and conjured a vision of his mistress naked. Nothing.

      Hell. He’d only just turned two and thirty. Was he losing his virility already?

      Outside, a blonde-haired whore stood close by a building, and his mind went directly to a vision of Lady Sirena in her blue dress.

      He smiled. The problem was not with him. It was merely time to part company with Lady Arbrough.

      And pursue Lady Sirena. Though he didn’t pursue virgins. That was a sure way to get leg-shackled, and he wasn’t one of those villains who seduced a girl and abandoned her to her fate. He didn’t even flirt or raise expectations.

      Which meant that Lady Sirena really was unsuitable, though perhaps not in the way his father meant.

      Unless he married her.

      Oh, hell, what was he thinking?

      Brandy was what he needed. Lots of it.

      

      “We have had a social victory, Barton.” Lady Jane handed the faithful maid her wrap. “Lady Sirena danced with five gentlemen, including the heir to the Earl of Shaldon. And we are invited to a musicale at Shaldon House next week.”

      “That is wonderful, my lady.”

      “Yes. He is quite handsome. So many prefer the younger brother with his fairer coloring and carefree nature, but I do believe the older one is more to my taste. What say you, Sirena?”

      “I won’t compare. They’re equally handsome. But Barton, her ladyship spent time in conversation with the handsome men’s father, who I believe very much resembles the son more to Lady Jane’s taste. Sat right next to him, she did, and made him remember that he met her years ago. And he’s still not half bad to look at.”

      Lady Jane’s face grew serious, belying the blush coloring her cheeks.

      “He was great friends with my beau and my brother.”

      Lady Jane had once had a chance to marry a cavalry officer who’d died without ever setting foot into battle, and her brother with him.

      Blast it. She’d stirred a bad memory. She ran her hands over her mistress’s dress, smoothing it, and folding it into the clothes press. “He’s widowed. Perhaps—”

      “Such foolishness.” With Barton’s assistance, Lady Jane slipped on her nightrail, and the maid left. “Old spinsters don’t marry. It wreaks havoc with settlements and inheritances, and even widowed lords want to breed more spares. You, on the other hand, will find a husband this season if it’s the last thing I accomplish on this earth.” She knotted the belt on her robe. “But, Sirena, my dear, you mustn’t set your cap at one of Shaldon’s sons. Especially not the heir. I’m afraid the younger one is wild, and the older is, well, he’s the heir. He’ll be expected to marry...oh, I’m muddling this. You know I esteem you above all of the silly girls we’ll meet this season—”

      If we receive invitations.

      “But you’re lacking a dowry, and Shaldon will insure his son marries great wealth, as he did himself. She was a lovely woman, his wife. I was acquainted with her as well, though I was much younger, of course. Her grandfather had an interest in one of the big banks and settled her well.” She reached for Sirena’s hand. “There now, you don’t have wealth, but you do have great beauty and the pleasantest of demeanors, and you are an earl’s daughter, and that will count for something.”

      Barton returned with a steaming chocolate pot. She poured a cup for each of them and then gathered up Lady Jane’s discarded undergarments. “Is there aught else, my lady?”

      Lady Jane sent Barton off with a goodnight.

      Sirena lifted the cup and sniffed. Celebrating with chocolate was a great indulgence, given Lady Jane’s straitened budget, and Sirena was grateful for it. “Why would I want to give up a cozy talk and fine chocolate for marriage? And anyway, do you think a daughter of Ireland can find a husband here among these English, my lady?”

      “You are a daughter of the United Kingdoms of Great Britain and Ireland.” Lady Jane sounded fierce. “Never forget that.”

      How could she? Her brother had disappeared fighting against that union and the bloody aristocrats who enforced their intolerance on the people of Ireland.

      She fixed a smile on her face. “To be sure. And I am a Protestant to boot, and not one of those Latin-spouting Catholics.”

      They sipped chocolate until Lady Jane broke the companionable silence. “It probably wasn’t his fault, you know.”

      “Whose fault, my lady?”

      “Shaldon’s. He probably didn’t bring about your brother’s demise.”

      Her pulse quickened and raced, the way it had when they’d talked about attending the Hackwell ball. She’d confided her great desire to meet the Earl of Shaldon, else the older lady’s pride would have caused her to turn down Lady Hackwell’s most courteous offer of a carriage.

      And, Sirena was certain Lady Jane was wrong on this point. Shaldon had run the network of spies who had reported her brother as one of the United Ireland men.

      Well, what if he was? There were rebels of all stripes, and she knew, her brother would never have countenanced the kind of violence that had led to wholesale atrocities. In her young eyes, he’d been noble, kind, and so much more level-headed than their horse-mad father.

      Because of Shaldon, her brother had been lost, along with the title. The new Glenmorrow had failed to provide for her. Worse, he’d forced her from her home.

      She shook off the thought. It had been a blessing from God and Brighid that Lady Jane had been a guest at the neighboring estate where she’d sought refuge.

      “Yes, of course not,” Sirena said. “In times of war, there is plenty of blame to spread about.”

      It was a comfortable fiction, this not blaming Shaldon. For now.

      

      Bakeley drove the gray gelding through the morning fog, finally reining up to avoid a group of riders. He did not exchange greetings. He did not wish to converse this morning.

      He’d had a night of sheer boredom, followed by an hour or two of dreams of a blonde siren. Sirena. How aptly she’d been named.

      Charley had met up with him in the wee hours, plaguing him with speculation about whether Sirena could be a prospect for an affair of the heart, wondering where a lady’s companion who was herself a lady fit into the spectrum of eligible women.

      It had taxed Bakeley’s carefully nurtured aplomb until he’d wanted to whack Charley, like they were boys again. He’d reminded Charley that swiving such a woman would move her into the ranks of the demimonde in one fell, well, stroke. He reminded him that a gentleman did not go about seducing the daughters of other gentlemen, and most especially not the daughters of peers.

      Charley had looked at him, stunned, and laughed. And laughed some more. Club rules or no, even under a heavy lid of boredom, he’d come a hair’s breadth from pummeling his younger brother.

      “I’ll yield the field then, brother,” Charley had said.

      Fortunately, two sods who were friends of Charley joined them, eager to discuss horseflesh.

      Unfortunately, failure to discuss the woman in question meant that all of her secrets were still buried.

      Never mind. Perry was paying Lady Jane a formal call today to deliver the musicale invitation. He would accompany her.

      As the sun lifted the layers of fog, Bakeley headed for the park gate.

      On the street outside he spotted a trim woman in the distance, her basket held close. She turned her head at the crossing, and a spray of golden curls peeked out from her bonnet.
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      His pulse buzzed. It might be her. On the other hand, he might be following yet another blonde head through the streets of London. Since leaving Hackwell’s home last night, he’d noticed every wench, every streetwalker, every shop girl.

      He kept pace with this one. A gentleman did not call out to women on the street, and this one walked with the poise of a lady, though her dress was a plain frock in one of those shades of brown that reminded him of horse dung. She moved quickly, the toes of her dark boots poking out with each stride. Her bonnet brim concealed much, at least from this angle. Blast it, afoot he could come abreast of her.

      Abreast. Yes.

      He spotted a boy sweeping, hailed him, and gave him a coin to hold his mount. He plucked a turnip from a stall and flipped the shop man another coin.

      She was fast for a woman, but he caught up. “Miss,” he said, “I believe you dropped this.”

      She increased her pace. “Miss. Miss.” He was alongside her now. He touched her elbow, and she froze.

      Astonishment lit her face, kindling a burn in him.

      “It is you.” He swallowed the schoolboy smile that threatened and said regally, “Here is your turnip.”

      She opened her mouth. Closed it. Took a deep breath. “Good morning, Lord Bakeley. You may have that turnip. ’Tis not mine. And now I must be on my way.”

      She took off walking again.

      He kept pace. “You are out and about alone early, Lady Sirena.” Too early, and too alone. It wasn’t safe, not for a girl as lovely as her.

      Her lips firmed. “I’m on an errand for my lady.” She stopped abruptly and glared, the basket held tightly in front of her. Or perhaps she was preparing to bash him with it.

      He reached for the potential weapon, depositing the turnip. “Allow me to carry your burdens and escort you home.”

      She colored deeply. “At this hour of the morning? You must not. Where is your carriage? Your horse?” She scanned the street behind them and her eyes narrowed, her lips turning down in a frown. “There. That fine gray trying to bite the unfortunate boy. You must return to him for he is thinking about bolting. And we must not be seen like this.”

      “Yes, well. My sister and I will be calling on you later today. With the musicale invitation.”

      “Your sister is all genuine kindness. You, however, are confirming my conviction that we shouldn’t attend.”

      “You must.”

      “We have no carriage.”

      “We will send ours.”

      She sighed. “Lady Jane may go. I shall have a megrim.”

      He so wanted to chuck her under the chin. “You do not have megrims.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I know women, Lady Sirena. You are not the megrim sort.”

      Good heavens. He was bantering like Charley.

      It felt rather good.

      “Now give me that basket.”

      Astonishingly, she complied. He patted the cloth as they started walking. Something plump and warm nestled there.

      “’Tis bread,” she said. “Do not be squeezing it so.”

      “You fetch it?”

      “Lord and Lady Cheswick are the generous sort with everyone. Consequently, Lady Jane has enough to support three retainers, of which I am one.”

      She was letting him know that Lady Jane was poor, and Lady Sirena was poorer, the clever girl. “You keep saying that she is your employer. And you’ve not told me your family name. Are you not related to her in some way? That is the usual thing in these cases.”

      “I am not. The Cheswicks are friends of the family that owns the estate next to my family home.”

      “And where is that?”

      “In Ireland.” She smiled sweetly.

      He decided on a different tack. “So you became acquainted during a house party?”

      “Nay.”

      She turned the corner onto a residential street, lined with smallish dwellings, their elegance fading, and stopped in front of a door needing a fresh coat of paint. “These are our rooms.” She took the basket and heaved in a deep breath, fixing him with a gray glare.

      He should let her go. Father would surely relent and share her story. Or he could ask around about her...but Father had been correct, it would only draw attention, unwanted if he were to pursue her.

      And he wanted to pursue her. “I’m not a gossip,” he said. “My sister has her heart set on yours and Lady Jane’s friendship, and—”

      “As you wish.” She shifted the basket. “If harm comes to my lady, I’ll know who to blame. And so here it is. Lady Jane all but fished me out of the woods where I was preparing to hide and took me back to the neighbor’s house. She shamed them quite unmercifully and insisted they give me refuge until she could find a way to help me.”

      “You were hiding?” His mind had snagged on that point. The wars were long over. Even Ireland was more or less settled, wasn’t it? “From whom? Irish rebels? British soldiers?”

      She laughed ruefully. “Well, he was once a British soldier, I know, but he was, like me, another bad mix of the Irish and English. My cousin, the new earl, arrived to inspect his property. Angry, he was, that the house was in disrepair, but he was keen on the horses.” She looked hard at him, her eyes taking a blue cast, the irises lined with an edging of gray. “Every bit as fine as your mount here were our horses once upon a time.” She pressed her lips together and took in an angry breath. “He said he did love a fine mount.”

      His heart thudded to a stop and then picked up and raced. Fine cattle and a house in disrepair. Perhaps there was more than one such estate in Ireland. Could it be?

      And the rest... If that cousin had harmed her in that way...

      She nodded. “In truth, I was not living any richer there than I am now, except that I was home and I could ride through those woods and shoot game when we were hungry. I could have stayed, but…the cost was too dear. You should know that my family name was ruined long ago.” Her chin jutted forward. “Honor I may not have, but I have my pride.” She gave him another forced laugh. “And my daily bread. Good day, my lord.”

      Her foot hit the first step.

      “Wait.”

      She looked back at him, the curve of her cheek burnished pink in the morning chill, a chill that seeped into him and raced through his veins.

      Brave. Saucy. Proud. This woman stirred him. And terrified him.

      “What?” she asked.

      “We’ve brought some very fine cattle to town. Perhaps you and I and my sister Perry could go riding one day.”

      She turned fully around on the step, her eyes level with his, her face serious. “Plain-spoken, I will be, sir. Lady Jane has a wild idea of me marrying this Season, yet she told me that you in particular are out of my respectable reach. You will be marrying a girl of good family and great wealth, which I am not. And thus I must decline your kind invitation. I wish you all felicitations on your marriage when—”

      Bellowing erupted around the corner, and the pounding of hooves. His mount came dragging the boy.

      “Blast you,” the boy screamed, adding a stream of epithets no lady should hear.

      “There, boy. Easy, boy.” Bakeley rushed over and grabbed for the reins as the horse shook the boy loose.

      And suddenly stilled. Peace swept through the startled beast. Bakeley could almost hear the quiet rush.

      A small hand had settled on the horse’s dappled gray head, the lady’s gaze locked on the beast’s dark eyes, a soft, soothing croon sounding deep in her throat. Before he could speak, her hand dropped and she was up the steps and in the door, the basket clutched under her arm.

      The gelding looked after her with longing in his eyes.

      Bakeley blinked and caught his breath.

      Damn this world. Damn the ton and propriety and earldoms and... Shaldon. What the devil was father up to? And did he himself give a damn about it?

      This beast’s granddam won first at Thurles. She’s good Irish Connemara and the best hotblood lines, as fast as any of your English hacks, I’d b-bet you.

      The gelding snorted, drawing his attention. He was one of a number of dappled grays in their stock, and he had a bit of his dam’s cantankerous spirit. They’d not been able to breed out the worst parts of Pooka and her hobgoblin curse.

      He’d brought her and the other Glenmorrow horses home to Cransdall all those years ago, and then, upon Mother’s horrifying death, promptly forgot the girl in the stall.

      Surely this was the Earl of Glenmorrow’s wild daughter, the one who whispered to horses. The one whose brother, heir to an earldom, had betrayed England.

      He’d paid a high bounty for Glenmorrow’s fine horses, but Mother wouldn’t tell him why. What had his father done to Glenmorrow? Lady Sirena’s plight was all tied up in it, as well as her unsuitability.

      Someone would know, someone who would not run to his father with tales of his snooping.

      His father’s man, Kincaid, who now lodged with his brother Bink knew all the stories, but he was also the surest one to tattle. He could ask Bink, but Bink’s investigating might stir up the kind of troubles his father had warned about.

      There was Lady Hackwell. She seemed to have a finger on the pulse of every distressed damsel in London, and she had seen fit to bring both ladies to her ball. But paying a call on her was sure to pique Hackwell’s curiosity.

      And Father would get wind and cause one sort of trouble or another.

      He turned his horse toward Berkeley Square. Bink, it would be. His brother was close to both of the Hackwells. He’d been the Hackwells’ steward two years earlier. He could get to her ladyship unobtrusively, and Bink had his own past grievances with Father. He was the lowest risk.
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