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“It’s exquisite, isn’t it?” Hew Arundel turned this way then that, admiring the wool superfine coat. The blue was the color Navy men wore. He’d chosen it because he had blue eyes, and blue was his favorite color.

“Exquisite,” the tailor at Schweitzer and Davidson’s echoed. But Hew was paying the tailor to admire the coat—not that Schweitzer and Davidson would ever create an item of clothing of inferior quality. Hew’s gaze met Randall’s in the mirror. Randall raised a brow.

“Surely you don’t need my approval.”

Hew shrugged, liking the way the material of the coat flexed with his movement. “It’s been so long since I’ve worn anything remotely fashionable, I’ve stooped to relying on your opinion.”

Randall snorted good naturedly. “It’s exquisite, though for that price, you could buy three coats.”

“Not exquisite coats.” Hew waved the tailor’s hands away when he tried to assist in removing the coat. “I’ll wear it,” he told the man. “Have this coat”—he gestured to the not-Navy blue coat he’d worn in—“sent to the Mivart’s.”

“Very good, sir. Might I interest you in—”

Hew waved him away.

“Mivart’s?” Randall asked as Hew stepped away from the cheval mirror where he’d been admiring the coat. “I assumed you were staying with your parents.” Randall rose from one of the dark leather chairs set against the wall of the private dressing room. Schweitzer and Davidson’s was an old and respected tailor and catered to the wealthy and privileged. That sort appreciated the dark wood paneling, the sedate lighting, and the comfortable chairs with a decanter of port or sherry within reach. Some of his friends would have said Schweitzer and Davidson’s was too traditional and patronized Henry Poole & Co. But after nine months crawling through mud at the training ground he and the other agents called the Farm, Hew wanted his little comforts.

“They’re not in Town,” Hew said. “They’ve gone to the country.” Most of his friends and all of his family were in the country now that fall had descended. The Season was over, and there was no reason to stay in London. But Hew wasn’t looking for dinner parties and balls. This was his first leave since joining the Royal Saboteurs, and he wanted a large slice of civilization.

“You should have said something,” Randall said, following Hew out of the curtained dressing room and into Schweitzer and Davidson’s showroom. Like the dressing room, it was dark and quiet, smelling of tobacco and cedar. “You might have stayed with Lydia and me.”

Hew gave his friend a narrow look as he stepped past the man who held the door open for him and emerged onto Savile Row, which was teeming with people despite the chill in the air. “Your wife, lovely as she is, does not need a houseguest at the moment.”

“You’re just afraid she’ll give birth while you’re trying to sleep. But the doctor says she has several weeks yet.”

Hew didn’t believe that for a moment. He had intended to stay with Randall and his wife. Randall was an old friend from Oxford, who had disgraced his family by choosing a life in trade. Randall had a knack for finance and kept the bankers in Threadneedle Street busy managing his investments. But when Hew had stepped off the train and spotted Randall in the station, he’d also spotted his wife. Mrs. Lydia Randall looked ready to burst. Of course, Randall had written to Hew that his wife was expecting. Hew just hadn’t thought she would be expecting any moment. He’d allowed the couple to assume he was staying with family as Randall had been correct that he hadn’t wanted to be wakened in the middle of the night with the screams of a woman in labor. God knew he was awakened in the wee hours of the morning enough at the Farm.

Now that he’d completed his first mission—a successful mission at that—he wanted rest and relaxation. “I don’t want to impose on your marital bliss,” Hew said. “Besides, at Mivart’s I can sleep until noon and no one accuses me of sloth.”

“No one would dare accuse you of sloth. From the little you’ve told me of your training, it sounds as though you work as hard as three laborers.”

Hew doubted the laborers would agree. It was true he spent his days at the Farm crawling through muddy fields, practicing evasive maneuvers; learning how to diffuse explosives; and shooting at targets until his fingers were numb. But there were servants there to cook and clean for him and the other agents, as well as doctors to tend any injuries. Not that training to be a Royal Saboteur had been easy by any stretch of the imagination. 

Before he’d been accepted as a Saboteur, Hew had been a diplomatic aide on the Continent. The job, from his experience, involved mingling at dinner parties and collecting state secrets, which he’d passed on to the Foreign Office. He’d been good enough to be considered for the Royal Saboteurs, an elite group, which he had only heard whispered about before he’d been offered a chance to join.

“It is too bad that your family is not in Town,” Randall said. “They’d want to celebrate the successful completion of your first mission. Though I don’t suppose you could tell them any more about it than you told me.”

“I’ll go see them at Christmas.” That was assuming he didn’t have another mission that kept him away.

“Will you dine with us tonight?” Randall asked.

“If your wife doesn’t mind.”

“She was the one who suggested it. Let’s stop at my club for a drink, and I’ll send word.”

The two spent an hour in the members’ only gentlemen’s club to which Randall belonged then made their way through the streets of Mayfair to the Randall town house. Randall owned the house, unlike Hew’s family, who leased theirs every Season. The lack of a permanent London residence was another reason he’d reserved rooms at Mivart’s.

Lydia Randall, tall and lovely, waddled toward them when they arrived just before the dinner hour. “There you are,” she said, taking her husband’s arm and smiling up at him. Hew was almost jealous of the look the couple exchanged—until he remembered not every woman was as faithful as Lydia. Some could look at you with adoring eyes while stabbing you in the heart. Lydia smiled at Hew, her expression turning friendly. “Mr. Arundel, I hoped you would join us for dinner. I told the butler to set another place. Darling”—she gazed back at her husband—“shall we go into dinner or do you want a drink first?”

“Arundel and I just had a drink at my club.” He was frowning down at his wife. “Are you well? You look tired.”

Lydia swatted his shoulder. “Just what every woman wants to hear.” She patted his arm. “I’m fine.”

The three went into dinner. It was a simple meal, but the food was very good. “What have they been feeding you at this farm?” Lydia asked the third time Hew complimented the fare. “Gruel?”

Hew forced himself to set down his fork. “Not at all. The food is quite decent. Not that I generally care as I’m usually so tired at the end of the day I’m likely to fall asleep with my face in the plate.”

“Oh, my. What do you do all day?”

Hew realized he had begun a conversation he probably shouldn’t have. Randall must have seen the hesitant look on his face because he chimed in. “I believe that information is top secret, darling.”

“Surely you can tell us something,” she said. Then, with a glance at the footmen who had cleared the table, she tried to push up. “But I’ve stayed too long. I should leave you to your port.”

“Stay,” Randall and Hew said at the same time.

She hadn’t yet been able to push out of her chair, and she ceased struggling. “Are you certain?”

“Yes,” Hew said. “Have your tea in here. In fact, if you don’t mind, I’ll have a cup myself.”

“You won’t regret it,” Randall said. His smile stretched from ear to ear. Clearly, he was thrilled to stay at his wife’s side. “Lydia’s brother married the daughter of a prosperous tea merchant. It’s the best I’ve ever tasted.”

“It’s almost good enough to make my parents forgive him for lowering himself,” Lydia said.

Hew smiled. Neither Randall nor Lydia’s family was titled, but they were both children of gentlemen who owned property and lived a life of leisure. To marry into a family involved in trade was quite frowned upon. Hew had often been told any labor at all was beneath him. He’d joined the Foreign Office anyway and with only a bit of muttering from his parents. Diplomatic work was an acceptable pursuit, even if they did remind Hew at every turn that he did not need the salary. He had no idea what his parents thought he did at present. They certainly would not approve of the Royal Saboteurs.

“You were asking about my work at the Farm,” Hew said when the footmen had left to fetch the tea service.

“Is there anything you could tell us?” Mrs. Randall leaned forward, her gaze riveted on him. Randall was right. She did look tired. She had dark smudges under her light blue eyes, and she hadn’t eaten more than a few bites of the excellent dinner. “Charles says you are a member of the Royal Saboteurs.” She lowered her voice on the last two words.

“Darling!” Her husband shot her a quelling look.

Hew waved a hand. “It’s fine. I am a member.” With the completion of his first mission, he had been asked, formally, to join. He’d been told that six short months as a probationary member was quite impressive, but it had felt like years to Hew. “I’m not allowed to give any details about my mission, but I can tell you a bit about the group in general.”

“Please do. I assume since the group has the word royal in it, you work for the queen?”

“I suppose that’s true, but I’ve never met her. It’s more that our mission is to protect Queen and Country. We’re called saboteurs because we sabotage efforts—both foreign and domestic—to harm either the queen or the country.”

“Are there people that wish harm to Her Majesty?”

“Of course. There are many individuals and foreign governments who would benefit from the chaos that would result if something were to happen to the queen or if widespread violence or disruption were to befall England. Our task is to sabotage groups and individuals trying to cause harm or disruption, whether that be an assassination attempt or a riot over grain prices.”

“Oh, my. I fear asking you questions has only piqued my curiosity and raised many more. I remember last spring reading about the queen being shot at in the park. Were you involved in protecting her?”

Hew touched a spoon on the table, straightening it. “I was not, no.” But Hew knew who had been called to the palace to infiltrate the Court and ferret out the assassin. The fact that Willoughby Galloway was able to apprehend the would-be assassin and keep the subsequent attempts on the queen’s life from becoming public knowledge spoke of his unsurpassed abilities.

“But I’ve no doubt the Royal Saboteurs kept her safe,” Randall said.

“We’re not bodyguards,” Hew said, avoiding the topic. “But we are trained in both firearms and hand-to-hand combat.”

“And that’s what you do at the Farm?” Lydia asked. “Train?”

The conversation ceased as the tea service was brought in and tea poured for all three of them. Hew spoke as he allowed his tea to cool. “We do train in the skills I’ve mentioned as well as explosives, evasive maneuvers, languages, cyphering...” He sipped his tea then paused and lifted it to his nose to inhale the fragrance.

Lydia was watching him. “I told you the tea was exquisite.”

“Quite,” he said. “Well worth the scandal of a mesalliance.”

“You’re making me envious,” Randall said, “with all your talk of explosives and evasive maneuvers.”

“I promise you there is nothing to envy. Evasive maneuvers involves crawling through mud and brush in the cold hours of the early morning while an instructor yells at you and tells you to crawl faster. And this is before any tea or coffee or a bite to eat.”

“Barbaric,” Randall said. “And you say there is a waiting list of men wanting to join?”

“Women too,” Hew said.

“Women!” Lydia set down her cup. “Really?”

“Absolutely. We have two ladies in training at the moment, as well as one who completed a mission last winter.”

“And they crawl about in the mud?”

“They do.” He thought of Margaret Vaughn and Lucy Galloway. Neither had been faster than he on the obstacle course, but Margaret could decode anything, speak a dozen languages, and she was a wonder with a knife. Lucy, on the other hand, had no fear and had a love-hate relationship with explosives. She might not be the quickest through the obstacle course, but she could move like a phantom and be at your side before you ever knew she was in the same room. “There’s not a man or woman in the Saboteurs who doesn’t deserve to be there,” Hew said, and he meant it.

“Must you return to the Farm or do you wait in London for your next assignment?” Lydia asked. “I do hope you will stay a few more weeks so you might meet the baby.”

Hew smiled. “Unfortunately, I must return north by the end of the week, but Randall knows where to send word. Once the child is born, I will return posthaste.” He finished his tea. He considered staying for another cup, but Lydia Randall did look tired and Hew felt a bit melancholy now that he’d mentioned his fellow agents. He wondered what Duncan, Cal, and Will were up to. For all he knew, Cal and Will might be in London at this very moment.

“Now I shall take my leave,” Hew said.

“It’s still early,” Lydia protested, but Randall gave him a grateful look. Clearly, he was concerned about his wife and wanted to put her to bed.

Randall rose. “Mr. Arundel doesn’t leave for a few days yet. We’ll see him again.”

Hew motioned for Mrs. Randall to stay seated and crossed to her, kissing her hand and thanking her again for the exceptional tea. “I’ll send a tin of it back with you,” she said.

“I’ll be the most popular agent at the Farm,” he said, then walked out of the dining room with Randall. But instead of seeing him to the door, Randall accompanied him outside.

“Will you walk?” Randall asked.

Hew looked up at the sky, from which a steady drizzle fell. “I think I will hail a hackney. Knowing my luck, the heavens will open up halfway to the hotel.”

Randall motioned to a footman, who moved to the corner to hail any approaching conveyances for hire. “Is it just my imagination,” Randall said quietly, “or does she look tired?”

Hew did not have to ask who she referred to. “Your wife does look a bit pale and weary, but no more so than any other woman in her condition.”

“She ate almost nothing.”

Hew wasn’t sure what to say. He didn’t have any experience with breeding women, and he didn’t know what Lydia Randall’s lack of appetite might portend. Surely, he could not go wrong by reassuring the father-to-be. “I’m certain it’s nothing a night of sleep won’t cure.”

“I hope so.” Randall looked over Hew’s shoulder at the sound of an approaching conveyance. “That one is occupied,” he said, his tone irritated.

“You needn’t wait in the rain with me,” Hew said. “Go inside to your—” 

He felt the prickle of something off—something wrong—and because he was not expecting it, reacted just a second too late. He turned, swinging his arm up to ward off an attack, but the attacker had already struck. Hew felt the blade of the knife sink into his ribs. Surprisingly, after the initial pain that took his breath away, he felt nothing. He swung out, catching the attacker on the jaw and sending him stumbling away.

“Get him!” Hew yelled. At least he’d tried to yell. His voice came out as little more than a wheeze. But Randall jumped into action, sprinting after the attacker who was now running into the street. Hew watched with annoyance as the approaching hackney slowed, the door opened, and the attacker jumped inside. Randall had to jump out of the way to avoid being trampled by the horses.

“Nicely done,” Hew muttered as he sank to his knees. Whoever had planned this attack—and there was no doubt it had been planned—had timed it perfectly. If Hew hadn’t turned the second he did, the knife would have plunged straight through his back and punctured his lungs. As it was, the knife had slid into his side, just below his lungs. He tried to rise, found his legs would not cooperate, and then put his hand where pain had begun to radiate. The knife was still there.

“Bloody hell!”

Hew wasn’t certain where the voice came from. The streetlights had gone out and the night was closing in.

“Call for a doctor. Hurry!” Someone caught him just as Hew fell over.

“Call for a doctor. He’s been stabbed.” It was Randall. Hew knew that voice.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” Randall argued. “You have a knife sticking out of your side.” Randall stiffened. “Lydia, darling, go inside. It’s not safe out here.”

“But Randall!” Her voice was high and sounded terrified. Hew’s vision cleared for long enough to see her coming toward them. The front of her dress was wet as though she’d spilled water in her lap. Except Hew did not think that was water.

“The baby. He’s coming!”

“What?”

“I told you it wouldn’t be several weeks,” Hew croaked. “Go to her.”

“Where is that bloody doctor?” Randall demanded, his voice bordering on panic. Lydia made a sound of pain and Hew felt himself lowered to the ground. He reached over to find the hilt of the knife again, and his hand brushed the wetness on his coat. His new coat.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered. “Not the coat.”

The streetlights dimmed again, and the world went black.
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Chapter Two
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Belle Howard loved this time of the evening. The shop was closed, and the streets were all but empty. Her father had gone upstairs to sit by the fire and read, leaving her alone to close the shop and tidy all for the next day. She straightened and swept all day, so there was very little tidying to do, which meant she had time to indulge in her true passion—tea.

She walked the shelves, her hand reaching out to touch the cakes of oolong, wrapped carefully in paper and tied with twine. Next came the high quality, lighter teas, preferred by the upper classes. These were the Assam and the Ceylon, the Darjeeling and the Earl Grey. There were blends upon blends of each variety, and she knew and loved them all. Belle passed the green teas and the expensive white teas, displayed near the counter where her father and she could keep an eye on them, then moved to the herbal teas. She’d sent her father upstairs with a lavender tea to help with the headache she could see behind his eyes.

Finally, she stood on the side of the door with the darker, less expensive black teas. These were preferred by those who could not afford the lighter teas. It was common to add milk and sugar to these to make them less bitter. But Belle could appreciate the bitterness of a black tea, and rarely added anything to a cup.

She had dusted the teapots, cups, and saucers they sold as well as the tins of biscuits, but she ran a finger over them just to be sure they were free of dust. Having made her rounds, she returned to the counter and opened the lock box with the key she always kept tied at her waist. She emptied it of coins and bills—mostly coins—and placed all but what she would need for change the following day in a cloth bag. Then she locked the box again and carried the bag to the storeroom.

Like the front of the store, the back was ruthlessly organized and clean. Various teas lined the shelves, ready to be placed in the front of the shop should supplies run low. She unlocked a cabinet with another key at her waist then unlocked the padlock of the safe housed in the cabinet. She placed the bag of money next to the proceeds from the day before. Tomorrow she would take a chunk of those profits and pay the landlord as well as go to the docks and visit the warehouses owned by the importers from China and India. Her father said she had a nose like a bloodhound, only she could sniff out the best teas. She had the palate for it too and was able to identify over fifty blends and varieties of teas even with a blindfold. Or at least she had been able to when she’d been younger and her sister and she played what they called the “tasting game.”

The days when she visited the warehouse to choose the teas for the shop were her favorite. Most of the time, she found nothing unusual and purchased the usual Darjeeling, Ceylon, and Assam. But occasionally she found something extraordinary.

Her gaze fell on the small package of green tea from China. Howard’s Teas & Treats carried Pan Long Yin Hao. It was pricey, as the tea leaves were hand rolled and the tea was very smooth and came all the way from the Zhejiang Province. But never had she tasted a variety of Pan Long Yin Hao like this. The man she had bought it from insisted it was the blend preferred by the Emperor, and that the small quantity he sold her had come straight from the Emperor’s Court. He called the tea Curled Dragon Silver Tips, and when she poured the tea leaves into a bowl, she could see why. They did look like tiny sleeping dragons with whitish tails that might look silver in the candlelight. The handful of tea had cost her as much as fifty cakes of oolong, but she had bought it. The scent alone had been hard to resist, but when the merchant brewed her a small cup and she tasted it, she had known she would probably never again taste any tea as smooth and flavorful. Belle could well believe the Emperor drank this tea.

Naturally, her father had been dismayed when he’d seen the tea and the price, but he understood her too well to be angry. He simply remarked that they would need to sell this before purchasing more. That was over a month ago, and Belle had been looking for the perfect buyer ever since. It was unfortunate that most of the ton had left London for the country. On occasion a viscountess or baroness came into the shop. More regularly, the cook or housekeeper for a marquess or a duke came in. Those were her targets, but she would have to wait.

In the meantime, the tea tempted her every day. During slow afternoons, she would often stand at the counter and dream of brewing a cup—just a cup—of the Curled Dragon Tips. She was sorely tempted now. What would it hurt? One little cup?

But if she gave in now, what was to stop her from giving in tomorrow or the next night? Soon she’d have none of the Emperor’s Pan Long Yin Hao left to sell. She’d instead treat herself to a cup of white tea—perhaps the Pai Mu Tan or the SowMee White, as she had the taste for something sweet tonight.

Belle placed the Pan Long Yin Hao back in its pouch, but before she could replace it in the safe, a loud pounding startled her. She almost dropped the tea, but fumbled and caught it just in time.

“Miss Howard! Mr. Howard!” came a voice and more pounding. Belle’s heart had jumped in her throat. She frowned as she replaced the tea in the safe, locked it, closed the cupboard door, and locked it.

The pounding continued. No customer would come this late and demand entrance. Perhaps her sister or a neighbor had come to some harm?

Belle stepped out of the back just as her father descended the steps from their private residence upstairs. “Belle!” he said, out of breath. His hair was disheveled, and his face creased, indicating he had probably fallen asleep in front of the fire. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. I was in the back.”

The pounding continued, and her father went to the door, pulled back the shade, and said, “Just a moment then.”

He patted his coat for his keys, found them, and unlocked the door, saying over his shoulder, “It’s one of the Randalls’ footmen.”

The Randalls? Why on earth would the Randalls send a footman with an urgent message to Belle and her father? They knew the Randalls, of course, but the acquaintance was only that—an acquaintance. Belle’s younger sister, Maggie, had married Lydia’s brother, a substantial step up in the world. The Randalls had been welcoming to Maggie, but they had never indicated they wished their association with the Howards to deepen any further. In fact, Belle thought of Lydia Randall as more of a customer than a relation. She sent one of her footmen to purchase tea every month. As Belle recalled, Lydia preferred an expensive blend of English Evening tea.

The door swung open, and the footman, dripping wet from the rain, stepped forward. “I am sorry to intrude, Mr. Howard. There’s an emergency at Mr. and Mrs. Randall’s residence.”

“Has something happened to Maggie—er, Mrs. Dormer?”

The footman peered at Belle, his gaze lingering just a little too long, and Belle felt her face flush. She had forgotten that she’d pulled the curls she wore about her face up and away with a ribbon. The footman looked away, seeming embarrassed, as though he had seen something he was not meant to see. “Not Mr. or Mrs. Dormer, no. To my knowledge, they are still in the country. But the doctor has been summoned to the Randalls’ residence, and Mr. Randall has called for you, Mr. Howard.”

“Is it the baby?” Belle asked. She couldn’t think why Charles or Lydia would want her father at the birth of their first child, but who could understand the minds of the upper classes? In any case, if the baby was coming, she would bring tea—perhaps chamomile or hibiscus?

“I’m not at liberty to say, miss,” the footman said, this time not looking at her. “But Mr. Randall did say it was urgent.” The footman indicated the Randalls’ coach, which was waiting just down the street. Belle hadn’t even noticed it until now, though the horses were blowing and stamping impatiently, probably unhappy to be pulled from their warm stalls and their dinner.

“I’ll get my coat,” her father said. “And your cloak, Belle.”

“Thank you. If you could give us a moment?” she said to the footman.

He nodded and stepped away. Belle closed the door to the shop, gave it a last look to make sure all the shades were drawn and all was secure, then she hurried behind the counter and pulled the ribbon out of her hair so the limp ringlets fell about her face. She did not have time to use the curling tongs on it, so this would have to do. By then her father had come down from the upper floor and closed the door to the stairs, locking it as he did so. “Are the profits from today in the safe?” he asked as he held the cloak for Belle.

“Yes. And I locked the safe and the cupboard before coming out to see about the knocking.”

“Good girl.”

Belle pulled the hood of the cloak up around her face, liking the way it shielded her from view. “We can’t be too careful,” Belle said. In London there were always thefts and burglaries. A tea shop did not hold as much interest as a jewelry store, grocer, or tobacco shop for a thief or his gang, but the Howards did not like to tempt fate.

A few moments later, Belle and her father were settled in the coach and watching as the shop and Fenchurch Street faded into the distance. The coach traveled west, toward Mayfair, at what seemed to Belle an alarming speed, but then she was not used to traveling by coach. Her usual mode of transport was to walk, but when she needed to accompany a large purchase of tea, she had ridden in a cart or wagon. Those were large and cumbersome, though, not at all like the light, quick conveyance she occupied now.

“Why do you think the Randalls summoned us?” Belle asked. Summoned seemed the right word considering the class difference between the families and the way the footman had appeared unexpectedly and all but demanded they accompany him.

“I suppose we’ll find out,” her father said, sounding tired. And well he should be. They had both been up since dawn and then working in the shop for hours. Belle was suddenly quite angry at the Randalls for asking her father to leave his comfortable chair and fire to come out in the middle of the night. It was one thing for Lydia Randall, who could sleep until noon tomorrow, to go out at all hours, but the Howards had a full day of labor on the morrow.

Her father put his hand over Belle’s, ostensibly reading her thoughts. “I’m sure they would not have called for us if it was not important.”

“It does rankle a bit,” she answered, “to be treated like servants at their beck and call.”

“Or perhaps we are more like family, and they must lean on us in a time of need.”

What could she say to that? Belle took her father’s hand and squeezed it, determining it was best if she kept silent the rest of the way. As they neared Mayfair, the coach slowed as it encountered other carriages. Finally, they were delivered to the Randalls’ residence—not to the door, Belle noted—but that might be because a gig was blocking the walk.

Her father nodded to it as they followed the footman to the front door. “That must be the doctor.”

The butler must have been watching and waiting for them because the door opened before they had even reached the porch. A great rectangle of light illuminated them, and Belle squinted at the brightly lit foyer. It seemed every light in the house burned.

“Good evening, Mr. Howard. Miss Howard.” The butler—Belle had forgotten his name or never known it—nodded to them. “Please wait here a moment.”

The butler motioned to three chairs set against a wall then started up the wide staircase. Her father took one of the chairs, but Belle did not feel like sitting. “I would have thought the house was on fire and now he asks us to sit as though there’s no emergency at all,” she said, looking about her. She’d only been to this house once, and that was for a small family party to celebrate Maggie’s engagement. It had been one of about six engagement celebrations. Belle had asked her sister, more than once, if she was certain she wanted to go through with the marriage. All those parties and people were quite intimidating. But the affair at the Randalls’ house had been small and intimate, and that’s when she had seen how warm the Dormer family was and how much John seemed to love Maggie. She hadn’t said another word after that.

A sound from above caught her attention, and Belle looked away from a painting on the wall to see Charles Randall racing down the stairs. He did indeed look like a man in the throes of calamity. His normally perfectly styled brown hair was tousled, his neckcloth askew, and he wore no coat. Spots of red—was that blood?—stained his limp white shirt.

Charles Randall was usually quite a handsome man, if one liked thick side whiskers and a ramrod straight posture. “I’m so glad you came,” Randall said, going straight to her father and taking his hand in a firm handshake. “I am so sorry for the inconvenience.”

“No inconvenience,” her father said. Belle went to stand beside her father and Randall gave her an absent nod.

“We’ve had quite a scare tonight.”

“Is it the baby?” Belle asked.

Randall swallowed. “Yes. The baby is coming, and the doctor and midwife are with Mrs. Randall right now. The doctor says she is doing well. That’s not why I called for you.”

Belle and her father exchanged glances.

“We’ve had an...incident. A friend of mine from school dined with us tonight. As we stood outside waiting for a hackney to take him to his hotel, a man passed by and stabbed him.”

“Oh, my!” Belle put a hand to her heart. “Is he badly hurt? Was it a robbery?”

Randall opened his mouth then closed it again. “We don’t know the motive, and yes, he is badly injured.” He held up a hand. “The doctor says he has a good chance of recovery if...”

He trailed off and neither Belle nor her father pressed him. It was not difficult to imagine all that might go wrong and lead the man to die—fever, infection, bleeding internally.

“He’s treated the wound and given Hew—Mr. Arundel, that is—some laudanum for the pain. He’s resting, and the doctor says he must continue to rest if he is to recover. He must have quiet and dedicated care.”

A scream echoed from above and startled all three of them. Good Lord, Belle thought, was that Lydia Randall?

Randall looked at the stairs, clearly wanting to go to his wife, but he did not move. “As you can see, he will not get much rest here. Once the babe is come, all attention will be directed to him.”

“And babies are not known for their peace and quiet,” her father said, his voice sounding like one who knew of what he spoke. “This is no time for Mrs. Randall to attempt and nurse an injured man.”

Randall looked relieved and grasped her father’s hand. “Exactly, sir. And Mr. Arundel is a good friend. I cannot trust him to the care of servants.”

“You want family.”

“Exactly.” Randall smiled and Belle could have sworn there were tears in his eyes. “I would not have called for you save everyone else is out of Town. I will send a letter to Mr. Arundel’s family, of course, but would you—could you—until they arrive—”

“Of course. We would be honored,” her father said.

Randall let out a relieved sigh. “Thank you. I will have Farnsworth ready everything. If you will excuse me? I know it is rude to leave you as such—”

Another scream from above, and Randall looked almost panicked.

“Go. We will be fine. Leave everything to me.”

Randall did not wait for another word. He took the stairs two at a time and was gone. Belle looked up at her father. “Did you just agree to care for a stranger who has a mortal knife wound?”

Her father smiled down at her. “It appears I did. And we do not know if the wound is mortal.”

“What if he dies? We could be blamed.”

“We will simply have to make sure he doesn’t die.”

“I’m not a nurse,” Belle objected. “I know nothing about knife wounds.”

“We will figure it out together. Did you bring the tea?”

Belle had almost forgotten about the hibiscus tea she had tucked in her reticule. She withdrew it now and placed it on the table in the foyer. “Do you think that was blood on Mr. Randall’s shirt?” she asked with a shudder.

“Better not to think about it,” her father said.

The next half hour was a blur of activity. The housekeeper appeared with an armful of clean linen and a piece of paper with instructions from the doctor. Belle took the linen, her father took the instructions, and the housekeeper took the tea. Belle flinched every time Mrs. Randall screamed. The screams came at regular intervals, which, fortunately were not close together yet. Finally, just as Belle was certain her nerves could not take any more, four footmen came down the stairs with a man on a pallet.

Her first view of Mr. Arundel was not impressive. He was a limp, pale form whose limbs dangled off the pallet. She caught a glimpse of dark hair and a long face and then he was being carried out the door and to the waiting carriage. Belle looked at her father. “I suppose we follow?”

“One moment!” An older man in black came down the stairs. His spectacles were askew and his neckcloth loosened. Belle could only assume this was the doctor at last. “You are Mr. and Miss Howard, yes?” He had an upper-class accent and a stiff way of walking.

“We are,” Belle’s father said, coming forward to shake the doctor’s hand at the base of the stairs. “We have received your instructions.”

“Good. You can read?”

Belle bristled, but her father just smiled. “Both my daughter and I read and write.” He unfurled one of the hands clasped behind his back and made a gesture for her to hold her tongue. Not that she had anything to say to this doctor. He’d obviously judged them right away by their dress and speech.

“Follow my instructions to the letter. I will call on you tomorrow—God willing.” His gaze lifted to the ceiling and the upper floors where Mrs. Randall labored. “I’ve bandaged and stitched the wound, but it’s impossible to tell if there’s irreparable internal injury. For now we try to keep him comfortable and stave off infection. When he develops a fever, and he most certainly will, you will need to keep him cool. An ice bath is best.”

Belle covered her mouth to keep from laughing. An ice bath! As though they were made of money and could purchase enough ice at this time of year to put in a bathtub!

The doctor stepped closer to her father, ostensibly so Belle would not hear his next words. He murmured something and her father nodded gravely. “We will do our best, sir.”

Another scream sounded, followed by a curse, and the doctor looked up. “I had better go back. I think we’ve some time before the babe comes, but I can provide comfort with my presence.” He started back up the stairs without a by-your-leave.

Belle snorted. “As though he would be any comfort.” She took her father’s proffered arm. “Poor Mrs. Randall. She may be screaming for hours to come.”

“Your own mother had mercifully brief labors,” he told her as they left the house and walked through the steady rain to the waiting carriage. “And yet it seemed as though she was in pain for days. Those were the best and worst two days of my life,” he said, giving her a smile.

He didn’t speak of her mother often, but when he did it always made Belle’s heart clench. It was so obvious he had loved Isabelle Howard, her mother and namesake. Belle wished she had known her mother more. She’d been seven when her mother had died, and now, eighteen years later, her memories were vague and fuzzy.

A footman held the door to the carriage open. The pallet had been laid vertically so that the man’s head was on one seat and his feet on the other. He was a tall man, and his legs were bent to accommodate his length on the pallet. Belle climbed in and took the empty spot on one side of the coach, and her father took that across from her.

“John Coachman will drive slowly,” the footman said. “Good night, Miss. Sir.” He closed the door and the coach started away slowly, as promised. Even with the slow, careful pace, the carriage bumped over the streets, jouncing the pallet. The man seemed to be unconscious, but he made small sounds of pain, his brow furrowing. Belle told herself not to care. His care had been thrust upon them and would certainly interfere with the daily work of running the shop. She hadn’t bothered to point out the inconvenience taking this injured man on would be because she knew her father would hear none of it and insist it was their Christian and familial duty. As far as Belle was concerned, she didn’t owe anything to Lydia or Charles Randall, but she supposed she would be truly heartless if she refused to take an injured man in for a couple of days. Surely, his family would ride hell for leather to reach London and take over his care.

She just couldn’t let him die before they arrived.

The man moaned in pain, and Belle reached over and took his hand in hers. She had only thought to offer him some comfort, but she heard her father clear his throat. “Do not become attached to him, Belle,” he said.

Ha! As though she would ever become attached to some man unceremoniously thrust into her care. Of course, her father had said the same thing when she’d been about nine and brought home a sickly kitten. That kitten had not lived, and she’d cried so much her father had given her another, a healthy kitten, a few weeks later. But if this man died, he would not be so easy to replace. Belle narrowed her eyes. “What was it the doctor said to you before we left?”

Her father sighed. “I was afraid you’d ask about that.”

“Go on then.”

Her father glanced at Mr. Arundel and lowered his voice. “He said the man would be fortunate to live through the week. He gave him a fifty percent chance of survival.”

Belle glanced at Mr. Arundel. Squeezing his hand, she said, “I hope you’re a fighter.”
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Chapter Three
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Arundel did prove to be something of a fighter as he made it through the trip across London in the coach and through being carried upstairs by the footmen. Unfortunately, the Howards’ stairs were narrow and steep, and the footmen had to dispense with the pallet and carry the man bodily. Belle thought it was fortunate he was unconscious because with his injury, the jostling could not have been comfortable.

Finally, they had the man upstairs, in the tiny flat. The stairs led to a small living area and the bed chambers opened off opposite sides. “This way,” her father said, gesturing to the footmen to bring Mr. Arundel into his chamber.

“Absolutely not,” Belle said, jumping to block their path. “Put him in my chamber.”

“That hardly seems appropriate, my dear.”

“You are not giving up your bed. I can sleep in the chair in the parlor.”

“You need your privacy,” her father objected.

“And you need your rest.”

The footmen were looking from one to the other, the injured man suspended between them. “This way,” Belle said, using the voice she employed when negotiating at St. Katharine Docks with the tea sellers. “Follow me.”

The footmen followed, and Belle stripped back the bedclothes then instructed them to lay Arundel on her bed. She removed his shoes, wondered if she should remove any other garments, but decided to cover him instead. The fire in the parlor had gone out, and she hadn’t been upstairs to start a fire in her chamber, so she did that now. Just as she had it going, her father came in with a chair from the dining table.

“Good idea,” Belle said, replacing the fire poker. “I can sit here and watch over him tonight.”

“You have been on your feet all day. I will watch over him.”

Belle shook her head, but she stopped short of flatly telling him no. He was still her father, and if he insisted on sitting up with Arundel, she would not be able to dissuade him. She tried another tactic. “Why don’t we take shifts? All of this excitement has me wide awake, but I’m sure in an hour or so I will not be able to keep my eyes open. I’ll take the first watch and wake you when I tire.”

“Oh, no. I know you, Belle. You won’t wake me to relieve you.” He did know her too well.

“I will. Don’t forget I have a shop to manage in the morning. We both do, and we must rest if we are to muddle through. I’ll wake you.”

He gave her a dubious look.

“I promise,” she said. Wonderful. Now she would have to wake him...but she hadn’t promised when she’d wake him.

“Very well,” her father said. He pulled the slip of instructions from his pocket. “This says we must keep the wound clean. I’ll need to remove his shirt as he was stabbed on the side of his chest.”

“I’ll help,” Belle said.

“I suppose you must,” her father said, clearly not liking the idea of his maiden daughter undressing a strange man. For her part, Belle was rather intrigued. Not that she would ogle an injured, unconscious man, but she was curious about the male body. She had only ever seen it in books with illustrations of art from the British Museum.

“I’ll unfasten his cuffs. You deal with the fastenings at his neck.”

Belle did as she was instructed. The man’s neckcloth had been removed already and the buttons at his throat loosed, but she undid the remaining ones so that his shirt was open halfway down his chest. He had a smattering of dark hair on his chest and that was as much as she dared look.

“How should we do this?” her father mused aloud. “The best way is probably for me to push him up from behind and for you to pull his arms out of the shirt and the garment over his head. Carefully, yes?”

“Very well.”

Her father went to the head of the bed and propped Arundel up slightly. He groaned in pain, but he didn’t open his eyes. Belle concentrated on extracting his hands from the sleeve and then tugged the shirt up. Whoever had dressed him after the doctor had tended him had not tucked the shirt into the waistband of his trousers, so at least she needn’t deal with those. She pushed the shirt up his abdomen, trying not to notice that that part of his body was flat and muscled. Though he was wealthy and upper class—he must be if he and Randall went to school together—he obviously did some sort of physical labor. Her mouth went dry at the sight of those muscles and the broad expanse of his chest. Belle swallowed and tried to avert her eyes as she maneuvered the shirt higher. But then there was a new obstacle. With her gaze averted, she had to feel her way up his body, up the smooth, taut, warm skin of his chest. It was lightly furred with hair that tickled and intrigued. She bit her lip, scolding herself for drooling over an injured man in her care, and attempted to focus. Finally, the shirt was over his head and away, and her father had laid him back down.

Belle’s gaze strayed to her patient’s chest again, and she hissed in a breath. “The bandage is soaked with blood.”

“Not surprising considering how much he’s been moved about. I’ll fetch the clean linen, and we will change it.”

Changing a bloody bandage was about the last thing Belle wanted to do at midnight after she’d been up at six that morning and would need to be awake again in six hours. Her father left to fetch the linen the housekeeper had sent, and Belle set about unknotting the linen wrapped around the man’s upper chest, which held the bandage in place. She tugged the wrapping off so she would not have to move him, then held the bloody bandage in place, waiting for her father to return. She told herself her actions were completely necessary, but it felt strangely intimate to lean across the man’s body this way, even if it was only to hold a bandage to his wound. He was half naked, and the warmth of his flesh made her belly tighten and her breath come quicker.

Her sleeves were three-quarter length so as not to interfere with her work or become dusty with tea. It was sweet torture to feel the heat and smoothness of his chest against her wrists and the tender flesh of her inner forearms. She tried not to react to her forced proximity, tried to slow her breathing, tried to think of tea or chores or anything but the man she touched. It was impossible, though, and as her father still did not return, Belle gave in and turned her head to study her patient’s face.

He was closely shaven, only the barest hint of dark stubble having grown back since his last encounter with a razor. His jaw was square, as was his face. He had a nice nose, not too long or short. It was crooked, though, and she assumed that meant it had been broken at some point. His eyes were closed, so she could not see their color. He had dark lashes and brows that matched the dark hair on his head. That hair, still damp from the drizzle outside, had a bit of curl and wave to it, though she would never have said it was unruly. Still, she felt another shiver of attraction flit up her spine. She had to find a way to quash that attraction. She was supposed to be a chaste, proper woman, not a panting wanton.

The world—her world of Fenchurch Street—saw her as a virtuous spinster, but little did her neighbors know her virtue was not by choice. She had desires and urges like any other woman. She’d learned to disguise them, knowing she would only be pitied for wanting what she could not have. But now, alone with a flesh-and-blood man who was undeniably attractive, she was finding it very hard to control her body’s feelings of desire.

What would Mr. Arundel think if he knew the direction of her thoughts? If he knew she imagined him recovered so she could run her fingers over his muscles and kiss that flat abdomen. Perhaps he would wake up and repay the favor...

Or would he?

Except for the crooked nose, the man looked like the perfect gentleman. Most likely he was a gentleman. Why else would he be dining in the Randalls’ home? And Randall had said the two had gone to school together. When he woke—if he woke—he would probably be appalled to find himself in a flat above a tea shop on Fenchurch Street. He would be disgusted by the pockmarked woman tending him. The last thing he would want to do was touch her. She could only pray his family would arrive and take him home before he awoke. If their country estate was not far, they might arrive tomorrow afternoon or evening.

“Here we are,” her father said as he pushed open her bed chamber door. Belle let out a breath of relief. He carried the linen and a tray with a teapot.

“Spearmint?” she asked.

“I thought it might help with the excitement of the evening.”

Belle nodded, though she would have preferred a black tea that would help her stay awake. Her father set down the tea tray and handed her an empty bowl. She removed the bloodied bandage while he fetched her washbasin and ewer. He poured water in the washbasin, and she dipped clean linen in the cool water, cleaned the bloody wound, and, trying not to look at the blood, held out a hand for a fresh bandage.

“Oh, dear,” her father said. He stood over her and looked down at the wound.

Belle looked at him instead of the injury. Her stomach felt queasy just thinking of the thread holding the pieces of skin together. She had to make an effort not to shudder. “What is it?”

“One of the stitches has torn. That must be why he is bleeding.”

Belle kept her gaze firmly on her father. “The doctor can repair it when he returns tomorrow.” She certainly could not do it. She was no seamstress, and she would most definitely retch if she had to pierce skin with a needle. “The bandage,” she said, her voice hoarse as she tried to swallow the rising bile.

Her father gave her the thick piece of linen, and she placed it over the wound. Relieved that it was covered, she took a breath and held out a hand for the long strip of linen to wrap him. Her father handed it to her then helped gently lift the man so they could wind it about his body. Belle waited a moment, praying blood would not immediately seep through the bandage, but the cloth remained white. She pulled the covers back over him and sat back.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“Another action-packed,
suspenseful, and romantic series
filled with twists and turns”

_ —The Romance Dish

/] @ -

100

it
! ‘H!

i

i
THE ROYAL
SABOTEURS

= “LBNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

- OHANA






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





