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In the shadow of her blossoming love for the man of her dreams, Francine Laurent grapples with an undercover mission bestowed upon her by the Metropolitan Police. Assigned to delve into a series of brazen railway heists, she finds herself torn when her investigation points to Morgan Brooks, a charming co-owner of Liverpool’s bustling railways, as the prime suspect.

As the stakes soar, Francine battles to reconcile her flourishing affection for Morgan with the incriminating evidence against him. Yet as secrets unravel and trust wavers, she realizes that the truth may not only jeopardize her heart but also unravel her carefully concealed identity.

Determined to maintain her professional integrity and shield her own secrets, Francine embarks on a perilous journey where love and loyalty collide, and the cost of deception may prove higher than she ever imagined.
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Prologue
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TERROR SEIZED FRANCINE Laurent’s whole body as she stared at the pistol pointing straight at her. She stood as still as he could, daring not even to breathe, even though her heartbeat knocked crazily against her ribs. She had to do something to calm herself. Slowly, she released a small bit of air between her lips and forced her frightened brain to start functioning.

Francine shifted her gaze from the black, shiny weapon in his hand to the distrustful eyes of Morgan Brooks, one of Liverpool Railway’s co-partners. As one of the wealthiest men in the area, he topped her list of suspects for the recent robberies.

Swallowing her fear felt impossible since it remained lodged in her throat. She slowly moved her arms in front of her and clasped her cold fingers together.

Morgan stepped further into the room until he reached the low-burning lamp on the side table. He turned up the wick, brightening the area. She squinted, peering through cracked lids to test her vision after being in the shadows for so long. 

Instead of his generally handsome face, a frown marred his rugged features. Her heart twisted. She had been caught and she needed to find a way out of the quicksand that slowly swallowed her.

She licked her suddenly dried lips, and cleared her throat. “Morgan, wh-what are you doing here?”

“I live here.” He arched a critical eyebrow. “Or had that somehow slipped your mind as you wandered through my empty house uninvited?”

Her heart clenched. He knew very well it hadn’t slipped her mind. No matter what, she couldn’t tell him what she suspected him of doing. “Forgive me, but I assumed you wouldn’t mind due to our, um... close acquaintance. You see, I seem to have left my wrist purse somewhere, and I thought perhaps I had left it here when I came to your dinner party the other evening.”

Gradually, he lowered the pistol, but suspicion still sparked in his eyes. “Then you should have sent me a note and I would have searched for it. But you waited until you thought I had left before sneaking into my house. Not only that, but when you were here the other evening with my friends, we all congregated in the sitting room, not here in the study. So, now I am to wonder why you would think your wrist purse is in this particular room.”

Inwardly, she grumbled. Distrust radiated from his gaze and nearly shattered her defenses. How could she have been so careless? As her heartbeat throbbed in her throat, her mind whirled with confusion. What could she have done differently? Then again, it didn’t matter. She had to deal with what was going on now...and try to get out of this sticky situation. Unfortunately, she couldn’t think straight to save her life.

She shrugged, wishing her body wasn't so stiff. She couldn't let him see how frightened he made her. If she couldn't make herself relax, perhaps she could at least keep her voice steady. “Pardon me, once again for assuming, because I had just supposed you would bring my purse in here to keep it safe until I came for it.” 

Hopefully, he would believe that statement. For a moment, she thought it had worked, because his arm lowered another inch. 

He studied her through a hooded gaze. Still his mouth hadn’t moved from the distrustful scowl fixed upon his expression when he first entered the room. She didn’t dare say anything more, but she felt the need to convince him that she wasn’t trying to steal from him. 

Steal? She could have laughed. She wouldn’t be the one stealing... he would.

Doubtful, he would suspect her of anything, especially a Secret Agent. After all, women usually didn’t have occupations like this, and she had worked so hard to try to present herself as a carefree heiress who didn’t know how to use her mind. To be sure, Morgan Brooks would be shocked to know this wasn’t her at all, which was why he must never know. She must protect her true identity. 

Being in the family business was hard, but she had been taught from a young age to use her head. She had learned from the best agents—her father and brother. Now, if only her mind would start working properly, just as it was trained to do.

Yet since meeting Morgan Brooks, things had not gone as planned. Especially when she had allowed him to capture her heart.

Unfortunately, nothing would ever be the same again. It didn't matter that he was a thief. Every time he flashed his sweet smile, her heart melted.

He took another step toward her. “I see your reasoning. However, you haven’t answered my question on why you came to my house when you thought I was gone?”

Oh, dear. She moistened her mouth and swallowed again before answering. “I had actually dropped by hoping you were home, but the lights were out. I knew it was late, and... and I really didn’t want to bother you with something so mundane. I thought if I could sneak in and just peek in your study, no harm would be done.” She smiled as charmingly as she could muster with quivering lips.

“Miss Laurent,” he said, coming even closer, “do you make it a habit of going out after dark to visit men at their homes, and then sneak in when the lights are out?”

What is wrong with me? Never before had she felt so dumbstruck. Then again, she’d never felt this way about a man before, either. “Well, no, but—”

“Francine,” he whispered her name closing the space between them as he stood in front of her. “I have always wondered something about you from the very first time we met. I couldn’t quite understand what had me so perplexed, but I felt as if you were holding secrets.” He swept the fingers of his free hand along the curls by her cheek. “I now realize that you are not the woman you pretend to be.”

Ice chilled her blood. No! He couldn’t possibly know that. She wouldn’t admit the truth to him even if he threatened her life. But with him holding a gun on her, perhaps her life was at stake. She mentally pushed the thought aside. He wouldn’t shoot her. They’d been through too much already; too many shared kisses, too many shared moments that could never be erased.

She inhaled deeply, taking in his leathery scent—evidence that he'd been riding his horse again. His fingers stroked her cheek, rekindling the warmth in her face that the shock of seeing him had stolen. “I-I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh, my dear, Francine.” He shook his head slowly. “It is time to stop playing this game with me. I’ve suspected who you were for a few days now.”

She gasped, her mouth turning dry. Blood rushed to her head, causing her skull to pound so fast she thought it would explode. She must do something to change his mind. Scanning the room behind him, she hoped to find a direct path in which to bolt—without being shot, of course. She couldn’t possibly accept the fact that her cover had been blown.

“You thought I had been lying to you?” she asked, her voice much higher than she wanted.

He shrugged. “Not at first, but the more we talked, the more I realized your charade.”

She swallowed hard, wishing she could get control over the situation. He couldn’t possibly have guessed her secret. She must turn the tables, and fast. “I, sir, do not have a charade. If anyone has one, it’s you.”

“And how did you come to that conclusion, my dear?”

Once again, he had put her on the spot. When would her mind start functioning correctly? She needed to think rationally soon. “Oh come now. You cannot tell me that you haven’t heard the rumors.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Rumors? Of what, may I ask?” His voice was steady and entirely too confident.

Uncomfortable, she laughed lightly. She tried to regain her breathing and gain control once again. “The train robberies these past few months, of course. Have you forgotten about them so soon? Money has been stolen from your railway.”

He scowled. “You don’t have to explain the robberies. Because I’m one of the owners, I know what is going on. But what does this have to do with me?”

She swept a still-shaky hand through the air around her, motioning to the room’s décor. “It’s rumored that your coffers have doubled in the past few months. Now tell me, Mr. Brooks, is it just a coincidence that you decided to decorate around the same time as the railway thefts?”

An indescribable expression crossed his features and darkened his face. She couldn’t tell if he was extremely humored at her comment, or shocked that she would say such a thing. Gradually, she felt like things would finally turn her way. She had caught him, not the other way around. Indeed, she would take back the upper hand in this verbal swordplay of mind control.

He kept silent for several awkward moments as his gaze bore deep into hers. She didn’t dare say anymore until he gave his reply.

Slowly, the unfathomable expression left his face as a grin tugged on the corners of his mouth. He moved closer, not stopping until he was a mere breath away. The bulk of her gown rubbed against the material of his trousers. Uncertainty jumped inside her, and although instinct told her she should be afraid, fear was not the emotion swirling inside her stomach and warming her blood right now. 

The pistol he clutched fell to his side, but his weapon of choice now was his limb-melting gaze and sensual grin. This one was more dangerous.

“Francine,” he said in a husky tone, “are you seriously accusing me of stealing from my own railway?”

A quick thought flitted through her head. He must be some kind of thief because he’d stolen her heart. And it seemed, he was trying to steal it again as he struggled to gain control over the conversation.

Up this close, the few freckles across his nose were more prominent, and the dimple in his cheek made her want to stroke the pad of her finger across it. Instead, she did her best to remain still, even if her insides were having a jumping match. “I’m not accusing you of anything, Mr. Brooks. I’m merely pointing out the similarities. Money was stolen, and suddenly, you have acquired quite a bit, enough to remodel your townhouse, in fact.”

“Didn’t I ask you to call me Morgan?” His voice deepened.

“Uh, yes.”

“Then why aren’t you?”

“Because I thought... well, you see... I just don’t think—”

“Francine, do you know how lovely you are when you’re flustered?” He caressed her cheek. 

A shiver of excitement rattled through her, and she cursed her body for having such a reaction. Why had he said such a thing—now, of all times? Had it slipped his mind that he’d caught her in his house, and that he was holding a pistol? 

Then it struck her like a railroad spike between the eyes, and the realization made her heart sink. He was trying to change the subject. For some reason, he didn’t want to talk about the train robbery or that he’d suddenly come across more money. He was using his charm to weaken her. 

That only meant one thing. 

The man was guilty. Morgan Brooks was indeed the train robber—or at least one of the men involved. Because of his position with the company, he was probably the one who had planned the whole thing and hired the thugs to do the dirty work.

“You think I’m flustered?” she asked, her voice cracking.

His grin widened. “Aren’t you?” His touch moved from her cheek to her bottom lip. The pad of his thumb rubbed the skin, his gaze staying on that spot. “In these past few weeks of knowing you, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you stumble over your words. In all that time, you have been a confident woman. You say what’s on your mind. So to answer your question, yes, I do think you’re flustered.” He paused, and then added, “And I find it adorable.”

Slowly, his head dipped closer as his hand dropped to her shoulder. He’s going to kiss me! Yet knowing this didn’t make her want to stop him at all. Instead, she was encouraged and grasped his waistcoat with both of her hands, waiting... anticipating his lips on hers.

His warm breath touched her mouth just before his lips did. Sighing a satisfied breath, she leaned into him, pressing her mouth intimately against his. Strong arms wrapped around her body, settling her in his embrace a little better. When her hands felt imprisoned between their chests, she slid her palms up over his shoulders to the nape of his neck. 

Although gentle, the kiss was also wild. He kissed her like he couldn’t get enough, slanting his head from side to side. She responded with the same eagerness. 

Inside her heart, emotion grew—very tender; very endearing. But inside her head, doubts crept in, reminding her that he only acted this way as a diversion. It shouldn’t matter how charming, handsome, and sweet he’d been to her—and how incredible he made her feel when kissing him—he was guilty. He would eventually be arrested and thrown in prison for his crimes. Unless, of course, the judge decided to hang Morgan, instead.

Her conscience screamed for her to stop the kiss and remember her training, but she couldn’t. Indeed, he was a thief. He’d taken away her control once more. This time, however, she didn’t mind that much, especially when a few pleasurable sighs released from his throat. At least she wasn’t the only one enjoying the moment.

Within seconds, his lips grew soft, and his actions tender, his kisses slow, almost leisurely. He left her breathless. How could a heartless criminal show her so much affection? It was obvious he did care about her in some way.

When he finally broke the kiss, he seemed to have difficulty breathing as well. His hazel eyes smoldered with desire while he held her stare. She scrambled for something intelligent to say, but as before, she was at a loss for words. 

Soon, the scowl reappeared on his face and he frowned. “You kiss too well for an innocent woman. Just as I suspected, you are not whom you proclaim to be.” He released her and stepped several feet back, raising the pistol to her once more. “Such a shame I have to shoot you. We could have been good for each other.”

Fear jolted through her again. This time, it nearly dropped her body to the ground. Why hadn’t she thought to unarm him when he’d been in her embrace? He couldn’t kiss her as passionately as he did and then kill her! This wasn’t how it was supposed to end. There must be a way to convince him otherwise.

Sadness darkened his face and he shook his head. “Believe me, Francine, I wish things would have turned out differently.”

Tears blurred her vision. “No, Morgan!”

The fire of a pistol exploded through the room. Darkness quickly filled her mind as she collapsed on the floor.
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FRANCINE LAURENT JIGGLED the doorknob to the study and, at the same time, strained to listen to what was happening down the hall. It was early in the evening, and the bulk of the guests for the masked ball had yet to arrive at Lord Reynolds’ estate in Great Meols. While the family greeted guests and the staff readied last-minute details, Francine took the perfect opportunity to search for the very object she came to the ball to find.

The ascent up the stairs was seamless, each step taken with purpose and grace, while the journey down the corridor flowed effortlessly, guided by a sense of ease and assurance. She stopped in front of the door designated as his study, quickly scanning her surroundings to confirm her approach remained unnoticed. Fortunately, the area appeared deserted, devoid even of the usual presence of the servants.

She grasped the doorknob and turned, but it didn’t budge. Grumbling under her breath, she wished Lord Reynolds hadn’t locked it. That only told her the lord was hiding something, and she suspected, it was the item she was after.

Francine’s father, Conrad Laurent, worked for the Metropolitan Police as a detective, but for years, he had allowed his only daughter and two sons to help with cases. She couldn’t tell anyone about what she did, only because women were not taken seriously as detectives, which was one of the reasons she put herself in different situations. Thankfully, her family didn’t know half of what she had done, and she hoped it stayed that way.

She reached into her styled hair for the extra pins meticulously placed in her mass of waves just for this very occasion. When she pulled one out, her knuckles bumped against her mask, making it tilt on her face. Quickly, she adjusted the black silk cover over her eyes and then pulled free the second hairpin. She artfully stuck the pins into the lock and maneuvered them slowly. Her oldest brother, Gordon, had taught her this trick at a very young age, and she had quickly mastered the skill.

The latch finally popped, and Francine opened the door. She took one last peek down the corridor. More light spilled into the corridor from the stairs, but the lamps were dimmed on this side of the manor. Only shadows and sounds played with her now. She stepped into the room and eased the door shut, letting her ears take over where her vision failed in the darkened room. 

Standing by the door, she pushed her mask on top of her head and waited until her eyes adjusted. The only window hung like a picture on the far wall, and nearly as lovely. The lanterns from outside the manor peeked through the slits of the thin, gray drapes, showing her the way.

Slowly, she slid her feet across the carpet, feeling for any obstacle that might block her way and alert someone to her presence. A clock ticked noisily in the room, and her fast-beating heart was nearly as loud.

The window grew closer until she could touch the drapes and part them, bringing in more light. She swung her head, scanning the room carefully. She was only after one item. A journal. Unfortunately, as the shadows in the room changed into actual shapes, she noticed Lord Reynolds’ study was filled with a vast collection of books.

She grumbled under her breath. Locating the journal amongst his personal library could take all night. She only had a few minutes to locate the item and get out. Gordon waited outside at the carriage for her to pass him the journal so he could take it straight to their father. 

The heat inside the room was insufferable. Carefully, she pushed open the window and peeked outside. She flattened herself next to the wall, hiding in the shadows. Satisfied she wouldn’t be seen, she leaned her face out into the cool night air and inhaled deeply. A rose scent infused the air from the bushes just under the window. 

Laughter from the side of the yard erupted, and she quickly pulled back against the wall again. She sneaked peeks into the courtyard below, searching for the people who had made the noise. A boisterous couple walking through the gardens gradually made their way to the front of the house. Francine released a relieved sigh and turned back to the room.

Lord Reynolds’ large oak desk sat near the hearth, and one sofa leaned against the wall. The rest of the room was occupied by shelves upon shelves of books. She sighed. Indeed this would take her more time than she liked, but she was determined to find it. 

After aggressively searching for a few minutes, she stopped and blew out a frustrated breath. There had to be an easier way. Think Francine. You can do this.

Closing her eyes, she cleared her mind. If she were trying to keep something hidden, where would she place it for safekeeping? Once more, she scanned the room, slower this time. 

The most logical choice would be inside the desk, which some people might think, but because that location was too obvious, she knew it would not be there. Now she needed to decide where the least obvious hiding spot was in the study.

Francine took careful steps to the far wall. A filled decanter of liquid and two glasses sat on the small table. She took a deep sniff. It was brandy. Some of the rumors she had heard about Lord Reynolds was that he was quite accustomed to drinking brandy. Would he keep his important papers nearby his favorite drink? 

She crouched and searched the area, on the floor, and behind the table. From the corner of her eyes, she spotted something odd. As she studied the wooden chair near the desk, there was an item stuck under the seat.

She inspected the furniture more thoroughly, reaching beneath the seat and running her hand across the wood. Immediately, her fingers connected with a book. In haste, she turned over the chair. A journal—exactly like her father had described—had been purposely fastened to the bottom with thin ropes. Grinning, she maneuvered the booklet out of the bindings and rose to her feet. She carefully set the chair upright before hurrying to the window, hoping the light would be able to see the object better.

Francine held up the journal and opened it. After flipping through a few pages, she saw the important ledger, which was the proof she needed. Several opium dens throughout England were listed on the pages, as were the purchases for each sale. In her hands lay the very evidence that would have Lord Reynolds arrested. 

At long last, relief was only days away. She and her brother had been working hard on this case and traveled all over the country trying to track down the journal, but it always seemed to pass from one hand to another and they were constantly a day late from catching up to it. 

Everyone involved tried to keep the journal a secret. She and her brother had followed their leads, which brought them to Great Meols. Francine figured Lord Reynolds keep this book in the study where only he resided in the evening so as not to make his wife suspicious. Francine was relieved that her instincts were correct, again.

She ran her thumbs over the old, brown edges of the journal. Now it was in her protective hands. Men would kill for this evidence. Already people had died trying to find it, so she must keep it out of sight.

Footsteps in the corridor clipped on the wooden floor at a hurried pace. Gasping, she swung toward the door, knowing that she had to hide quickly. A wardrobe was nearby. She rushed to it, opened the doors, and tried to fit inside. As she squeezed in, shelves and hooks jabbed at her head and back. Squishing herself any closer was impossible, but she must. As she pulled the door mostly shut, Lord Reynolds strolled into his study.

Thankfully, she was able to spy on him through the open slit. He took two steps inside the study and stopped. He swung his attention toward the window and narrowed his eyes. Silently, she scolded herself for not remembering about that.

The man grumbled aloud and marched to the window. She tilted her head to follow his actions, but a hook caught in her hair and yanked it. Gritting her teeth, she slowly raised her hand to tug on the strand, and eventually freed it.

Before the lord closed the windowpanes, he paused and stared at something down below. “You, down there,” he barked. “What are you doing?”

Francine’s heart sank. Had someone been outside the window this whole time? Had they seen her? She prayed not since the room had been too dark.

“Are you lost, man?” the lord demanded loudly.

“I’m not, sir. I’m actually waiting for my friend,” the other man’s voice called from outside.

Groaning, she squeezed her eyes closed. Fervently, she prayed that this person had not seen her in a room where she didn’t belong.

“Come inside,” the lord said. “I cannot have you standing so near my wife’s precious rosebushes.” Reynolds flipped his hand. “Move away now.”

“As you wish, sir.”

She opened her eyes again just as the lord closed the windows and pulled the drapes together. He turned and walked toward his desk. She held her breath, clutching her fingers tighter around the book. Please don’t look for the journal.

He shuffled through the papers littered on the top of the desk. Finally, he pulled out a side drawer and sighed.

“Ah, there it is.” He reached inside a drawer and withdrew a canary-yellow mask. Thankfully, it matched well with his bright, obnoxious costume. Chuckling, he placed it over his eyes and tied it behind his head. He glanced in the mirror hanging on the wall, making certain everything was in order.

As he left the room, Francine released a nervous sigh. Slowly, she crept out of the wardrobe and glanced at the book still clutched in her hand. She slid the journal into the secret pocket that had been sewn inside her gown last night for this very occasion. The wide skirts of the dress helped to hide the bulk of the object. She needed to sneak back down the stairs, out the front door, and toward the area where the buggies and coaches waited without anyone becoming suspicious of her actions.

With her hand on the door handle, she cracked the door open and peeked up and down the corridor. Empty. Satisfied she was alone, she casually walked out and slid the mask over her eyes. As she headed toward the stairs, she linked her hands behind her back and pretended to study each picture hanging on the wall, hoping to appear innocent if anyone noticed her now.

Francine made it to the grand stairs without a cry of alarm. Slowly, she glided down the carpeted steps, scanning the crowd in the ballroom. More people had arrived while she had been in the study, but she didn’t recognize anyone... except, of course, for her aunt, uncle, and cousin who had invited her to the party. 

If truth be known, Francine had thrown hints their way, hoping to obtain an invite. This extended family took better care of her than her own father.

The three stood near the potted plants on the far side, chatting with other guests wearing masks. Often, Francine stayed with her relatives, but she still didn’t know all their friends and associates—unless she was investigating them for one reason or another. 

Near the bottom of the stairs, something caught her eye. A tall man leaned against the wall, watching her. She didn’t need to see his face to know how handsome he was. His wavy black hair, chiseled jaw, and wide shoulders would make any woman stare in interest. As she locked gazes with him, he smiled, pulled away from the wall, and moved closer to the railing.

Cautiously, she reached up and patted her hair and then slid her hand down to make sure her mask was in place. Capturing a robust man’s attention wasn’t something she was used to doing.

His mask matched his hair color perfectly, making him appear very mysterious. A dark blue frock coat with gold tassels molded to his broad shoulders, and medals lined his chest. A gold sash draped from his left shoulder across his wide chest, coming together at his right hip. His costume was made for a prince.

She had no idea if they had met before, and with his black mask hiding the top half of his face, he didn’t seem familiar. But he watched her descend the stairs so charmingly that it made her insides flip. She couldn’t tell if her stomach acted this way because of his smile or because she worried that he had somehow seen her come out of Lord Reynolds’ study. She hoped it wasn’t the latter.

Not paying attention to where she placed her feet, she reached the bottom and the heel of her shoe caught on the edge of the stair. She stumbled and gasped. On instinct, she grabbed the railing with one hand and held tighter to the journal hiding in her pocket with the other.

The handsome stranger jumped toward her. His long arms caught her around the waist before she was sprawled on the floor in a mess of silk and satin. Sharing into his eyes, she breathed in his musky scent. Good heavens, he smelled enticing. For the first time in a long while, she was tempted to press her nose against a man’s clothes and inhale.

“Oh, dear.” She breathed deeply. “Thank you for catching me. I cannot believe how clumsy I am tonight.” She glanced at his chest again, decorated like royalty. “I suppose I should be grateful that a prince chose to rescue me.”

One corner of his mouth lifted higher than the other. “It was my privilege to have caught such a lovely woman.”

As she stepped away, her shoe slipped off her foot. She turned to retrieve it, but he crouched down and took it before she could. Picking it up, he lifted his gaze to hers.

“Will you allow me the honor... Cinderella?”

Her heart leaped, and she wished the twittering in her belly would cease as well. She chuckled. “You think I’m Cinderella?”

He shrugged. “You lost a shoe, did you not?”

Smiling fully, she nodded. “Since you appear to be a prince—and a most charming one at that—then I shall allow you the honor.” 

She stuck her foot out beneath her gown only far enough for him to slip on her shoe. His fingers grazed across her ankle longer than propriety allowed. Heat spread through her limb from his touch. The meaningful gleam in his eyes let her know he was aware of the effect he had on her.

Slowly, he rose to full height, keeping his gaze on her. He mocked a bow. 

“Is there anything else Cinderella needs me to do for her?” He motioned his hand toward the ballroom. “Perhaps escort her for a dance?”

Francine’s acceptance was on the tip of her tongue—only because she hadn’t been amongst the guests long enough to get her dance card filled—but the pressure of the leather-bound journal outlined in her hidden pocket reminded her that she couldn’t enjoy his company until she delivered the book to her brother. “As much as the offer tempts me, I need to find someone. However, I will return shortly, and we can have that dance.”

“Shall I sign your dance card?”

Inwardly, she groaned. He would see that nobody had signed it. Hopefully, he wouldn’t question why. Regardless, she didn’t dare turn him down. 

“Certainly.” She held the card up and he signed. “Thank you, my Prince Charming. Now, if you will excuse me...” She moved past him but kept looking in his direction.

He nodded, still smiling wide. “Until later, Cinderella.”

Her cheeks hurt from grinning so much, but it felt good to feel carefree, if only for a moment, as she made her way to the front door. That man was certainly doing a great job of charming her, and she had better not let him become a distraction—well, until after she delivered the journal, of course.

For several months, she yearned to be by herself and do her own thing without the restrictions of her father and brother—if only a few days or weeks. She wanted to laugh and enjoy life instead of worrying about the case she was working on with her family. She wanted to meet new and interesting people, and not because she was investigating them, either. She and her brother had been helping their father with the opium case, and now that it was almost over, she deserved time off. 

Although she enjoyed playing detective, she sorely needed to relax and do whatever she wanted, if only for a while. 

Weaving between the people coming through the door, Francine made her way outside. Trying not to appear in a hurry, she walked toward the side of the house where the buggies and horses waited.

It didn’t take long to spot her brother. Of course, Gordon was the only driver standing in the seat and looking her way. Medium built with sandy brown hair, he appeared much younger than the other drivers. When he noticed her, he jumped down from their relative’s coach and acted as if he was tending to the horses.

As she neared, her steps became slower. “I have it,” she whispered as she walked past him and to the vehicle.

“May I help you, Miss?” Gordon asked louder, staying in his role as the driver.

“I think I dropped my fan.” She opened the door and peered inside.

He stopped behind her. “Nobody is watching,” he whispered.

Quickly, she pulled out the journal from her pocket and slipped it under one of the blankets. Before straightening, she withdrew her fan. “Oh, I found it,” she said loudly, just in case someone happened to overhear.

He grinned and nodded. “Father will be very pleased with our efforts today.” His voice was very low.

“He certainly better. I was nearly caught.” She squared her shoulders and cleared her throat, speaking louder, “I must go back to the party now.”

Feeling very victorious, she walked toward the manor. It wasn’t until now that she realized the wind was stronger than it had been earlier, and a lock of her hair came loose from her hairstyle and fell across her forehead. She grumbled, hurrying her pace. She reached the manor and released the heavy sigh she had been holding. The journal was in her brother’s care, and he would protect it until it could be delivered to their father.

As she walked inside the ballroom, she was surprised to see how many more people had arrived in the short time she was outside. On tiptoes, she searched the crowd for her relatives until she found them. Smiling, she zigzagged in between couples on her way toward her family. 

Her uncle, Mr. Michael Thornock, was a prominent fellow in Great Meols and well-liked by his friends and acquaintances. He wasn’t very tall, but he still towered over his wife and daughter. For as long as Francine had remembered, he had always worn a cheerful smile. 

Aunt Anita—the bubbly woman in the family who cared for everyone—was the sister of Francine’s father. Ever since Francine’s mother died, Aunt Anita had always treated Francine like one of her own children.

Cousin Emily was only two years younger than Francine. Her cousin sometimes seemed much too innocent and naïve than a young woman of twenty-and-two.

Emily’s gaze locked with Francine’s, and the girl’s eyes widened. She excused herself from her parents and met Francine only a few steps away. Emily grasped her cousin’s hands.

“Where were you?” Emily asked softly. 

Francine didn’t like her cousin’s expression. “Why? What happened while I was visiting the powder room?”

“It is not what happened while you were there, but afterward.”

Francine arched an eyebrow. “What happened?”

“That man, the one who captured you by the steps as you fell—” Emily swung her gaze around the ballroom, “was asking about you, and he looked very concerned.”

Panic consumed Francine. She didn’t enjoy this feeling, only because she had been in control of her own life for a few years now. Fear was not a pleasant feeling to have. “What do you mean he was asking about me? He doesn’t even know me.”

“Well, you see,” Emily said, twirling her fingers in one of her long, blonde ringlets. “Father saw you nearly fall off the steps, so after you left, he went over to the man and struck up a conversation to find out what happened.”

Francine didn’t like where this was heading. “What did Uncle Michael say?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t standing by them. But once you left the ballroom, that man kept watching for your return.” Emily squeezed her cousin’s hands before a wide grin spread across her face. “I think he might be interested in getting to know you.”

Breathing in deeply, Francine tried to relax. Her cousin’s panic was all for show, apparently and certainly unfounded. “If he wants to get to know me, I’m sure he will come to find me soon enough since he has already claimed a dance.”

Emily’s gaze wandered over Francine’s shoulder, and the younger woman’s blue eyes suddenly widened. “From your lips to God’s ears. There he is... and coming this way.”

Francine tried to calm her excitement. But the last man who gave her any attention was Mr. Hugh Greenly. Over three months ago, he had courted her for two weeks, but the courtship didn’t last long. He backed off, telling Francine that she was too independent for his tastes.

Now that the opium case was within days—or weeks—of being closed, she would really like to enjoy a man’s attention. After all, she wasn’t getting any younger. If she waited too much longer for the perfect man, she might become an old maid.

So, if only for tonight, she would live in a fairytale for as long as she could, playing the part of Cinderella and trying her best to make the handsome stranger become her very own Prince Charming.
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Chapter Two
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MORGAN BROOKS COULDN’T stop watching the very lovely woman he had helped earlier on the steps. He wasn’t certain exactly what was different about her, but she looked even lovelier now than before she hurried outside not long ago. Perhaps it was her pink cheeks or the satisfied smile she wore when she had returned to the ballroom. Seeing her this way stirred his interest up another notch.

To think, he almost didn’t attend the Reynolds’ masked ball tonight. If Morgan had stayed home, he would have missed feeling so surprised—and amused—by the lovely Cinderella. Thankfully, he had allowed his friends Glynn Nickerson and Steven Larson to convince him to come. Morgan needed to remember to thank them later.

It was still too soon to know if the mysterious woman was Lord Reynolds’ mistress or if she had been sneaking around in the man’s study without lighting for some other purpose. He didn’t want to jump to conclusions and think her a thief. Yet why else would she be in such a hurry to leave his side by the staircase?

He had dealt with enough deceitful women in the past five years to know when one had a secret. Cinderella most definitely was hiding something. For some odd reason, he would enjoy discovering what that secret was. Perhaps his eagerness to prove that women lied to him stemmed from when his fiancée ran away with a man and eloped two days before their wedding. Nevertheless, he relished the hunt to find this new woman’s mysteries.

She had captured his curiosity, and the only way to figure her out was to walk over and talk to her. Naturally, she wouldn’t confess to being the lord’s mistress, and for certain, she wouldn’t admit to being a thief, but getting to know her would be worth the trouble to see what this woman was hiding.

Once she had re-entered the ballroom, another woman hurried to the beauty’s side. This other woman appeared much younger, mainly because of her girlish pink gown and the way her blonde hair was styled as if she had barely left the schoolroom. 

Cinderella’s gown wasn’t the rags the fairytale character wore, and neither was it the gown created by a fairy godmother. Instead, the mysterious woman was adorned in elegant pale blue with a lavender skirt, trimmed with a white chiffon scarf that lined the bodice and the fallen sleeves off her shoulders that came to tie at her slender back in streamers. Elbow-length white gloves gave a final touch to her ensemble. 

Pearl-drop earrings hung at her lobes, and a simple string of pearls circled her slender neck. For certain, she wasn’t Cinderella unless the fairytale character had suddenly become sensual.

He definitely needed to get to know this woman tonight.

As he neared the woman and her young friend, the atmosphere in the room shifted. The younger woman’s eyes widened, and she acted as if she tried not to look his way, although she didn’t do a very good job of ignoring him. Cinderella had her back to him, and her shoulders suddenly stiffened. Indeed these two women knew he was coming.

He slowed his pace just to prolong their wait. Before reaching them, he turned and headed in a different direction, walking around a group of people standing nearby. He didn’t want to appear too anxious to see the mysterious woman. Slowly, he maneuvered his way through the crowd so that he could see Cinderella’s face—at least what the mask didn’t hide. 

Finally, he could see her, and his heartbeat quickened. Although he couldn’t detect the color of her eyes yet, he could tell they were aimed at him. Her mask was unlike any he had seen before. Along the seams of the eyes-slots were chips of diamonds, giving the essence of having glittering eyes while wearing the mask. He wanted to believe her eyes really did sparkle like gems. Another remarkable feature of the disguise was the perfect stitching of small swirls along the edges of the mask, with larger stitching for the leaf-like vortexes mixed in everywhere else.

When he finally reached her, he smiled and bowed. “Greetings again, Cinderella.”

She dipped into a curtsey. “I see you are still charming me, my prince.”

“I’m happy that you noticed.” He shrugged. “I would ask for an introduction, but I’m sure you won’t satisfy my curiosity about your identity this early in the evening.”

“You are quite right, sir. Not until after midnight, anyway.”

He nodded. “Just as long as you promise not to turn into a pumpkin at that time since you are under a spell.”

She paused before tilting back her head and laughing. The musical tone of her voice surprised him. Most proper women he knew didn’t laugh so boisterous. Yet he liked how it sounded coming from her.

“Oh, Prince Charming, I’m afraid you haven’t read the fairytale story very well. Cinderella doesn’t turn into a pumpkin at midnight. She returns to her servant status.”

The young woman beside Cinderella giggled with a hand over her mouth.

He wrinkled his brow. “Then what turns into a pumpkin at midnight?”

“The coach Cinderella was riding in.”

“Well,” he shrugged, “I suppose I wasn’t one to read fairytale stories, anyway.” He grinned before turning to the other woman. “And what is your costume, might I ask?”

“I’m nothing of consequence, sir.” Her pink cheeks matched the color of her gown as she plucked at the sides. Ruffles upon ruffles flounced around her, making her look too... fluffy. This was definitely a dress made for a younger woman. 

“I just chose a gown and a mask,” she continued.

“I have noticed there aren’t many guests tonight wearing an actual costume.” He took a glance around the room. “Perhaps the Reynolds should have made it clearer in their invitation.”

“Oh, but because you wear a costume, you stand out more than the others,” Cinderella said with a hint of laughter in her voice. “So, tell me, Prince Charming, are you from this area?”

He stared into her mesmerizing eyes again, still wishing he knew if her eyes really sparkled or if it was the mask making them appear that way. “Actually, I’m not originally from Meols. I’m from Liverpool, but I have recently purchased a house here in Meols.”

“How long ago was your purchase?” the younger woman asked.

“Four months.”

“Then you are very new, sir,” Cinderella said with a light laugh. “Perhaps after we introduce ourselves, we will find we have never seen each other before.”

He noticed the music had ended, which meant another dance would soon follow. “In that case,” he offered his arm, “can I claim this next dance so that we can get to know each other?”

“I would be delighted.” She placed her white-gloved hand on his arm.

He couldn’t believe how regal he felt escorting the loveliest woman at the ball, out for a dance. Sly glances from other men turned his way, making him chuckle. He was certainly envied tonight.

The musicians began playing a faster dance, and his hopes sank. Although most women loved this style of dance, it wasn’t his favorite at all. He would rather have the woman in his arms while twirling with her around the room.

Her jovial expression grew as the dance progressed. He couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. The few times he was able to take her hands and twirl her, her sparkling gaze caught his notice. It was certainly not her mask.

The dance ended, and she hooked her hand over his arm as he started to escort her back to her friend, but when the fiddles began playing a slower dance, he stopped and looked into her eyes once more.

“Would it be too bold of me to ask for this dance even though I haven’t signed your dance card?” He arched an eyebrow.

“Probably just as daring if I were to accept.” She shrugged. “But I have no other signatures on my card.”

“Shall we be daring together?” He motioned with his head toward the other couples gathering on the floor.

“Indeed we shall.”

Once she was in his arms, allowing him to lead her around the floor in a smooth waltz, his heart picked up speed. Not only was she lovely, but she smelled like the flower he head been nearby when he first noticed her in Reynolds’ study. This woman entranced him, and if he wasn’t careful, he might become more involved with her than just wanting to discover her secret.

He wouldn’t judge Lord Reynolds poorly if, indeed, this woman was the man’s mistress. She was stunning and intriguing. But what if Morgan was wrong? There was only one way to find out.

Slowly, he stroked her gloved fingers enfolded in his hand. He studied her more deeply than before as he scanned her face. “Tell me, my lovely, how long have you known Lord Reynolds?”

She shrugged. “Not long at all. I have only been introduced to him once. My aunt and uncle are better acquainted with the man. I was not given a personal invitation to tonight’s ball, but I came with my relatives.” She glanced toward the back of the room. “The woman you saw with me earlier is my cousin.”

He wished he could really see Cinderella’s eyes. Then he would know if she was lying. However, her voice didn’t sound as though she hid the truth. Her words flowed smoothly without hesitation.

“How about you?” she asked. “How do you know Lord Reynolds?”

Chuckling lightly, he reminded himself to thank Glynn and Steve for talking him into coming tonight. “Just like you, I came with friends. Although I have met Lord Reynolds a few times, I wasn’t close enough to him to merit a personal invitation.”

“I have heard Lord Reynolds is a very likable man. I’m sure your charming personality will bring you closer to being his friend.” She nodded.

“Perhaps, but I would rather be your friend.”

Tilting her head back, she laughed. The curve of her slender neck looked so smooth, and he had the sudden urge to stroke the skin with the pads of his thumbs. Thankfully, he fought the feeling, convincing himself that her alluring costume and her fascinating mask had enchanted him tonight. Once identities were revealed at midnight, he was certain she would be just as ordinary—and deceitful—as most women he had known.

And speaking of deceit... If she wasn’t Reynolds’ mistress, why was she sneaking around in his dark study? He had caught a glimpse of her while outside earlier, which left him perplexed.
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