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Any fool can tell the truth, but it requires a man of some sense to know how to lie well.


 


—Samuel Butler




September 1, 1815

Dear Lord Rotherstone,

 



If you are reading this, then I must welcome you gladly back to London after your long and perilous journeys. You charged me with no small task in your absence, but I have forged on without ceasing and now am pleased to present you with the fruits of my labor. After months of making all the inquiries you requested, also using the unusual research methods that you imparted to my understanding, I have assembled the list you desired—five of London’s most sought-after aristocratic brides for your consideration.


Rest assured that all five excellent young ladies meet Your Lordship’s exacting criteria of health, youth, breeding, beauty, pleasant temperament, good family, and above all, a stainless reputation. Your prospective brides’ names are as follows: 1. Miss Zoe Simms—age nineteen, excellent singing voice, highly accomplished. Niece of the Duke of Rowland. 

2. Miss Anna Bright—age eighteen, daughter of the Bishop of Norwell; a budding essayist, first published work titled “Virtues for a Young Lady.” 

3. Lady Hypatia Glendale—age twenty-one, known as a spirited sportswoman and huntress, rides to the hounds. 

4. Miss Adora Walker—age sixteen. Though barely out of the schoolroom, considered the greatest beauty Society has seen in many years, thus a coveted prize. 

5. The Honorable Miss Daphne Starling—age twenty, a leading belle of the ton, known for her kindness to strangers—but problematical, my lord. Beware! (See Post Script.) 



I am at your ser-vice to discuss my findings in greater detail, though I surmise Your Lordship will wish to continue the investigation in person from this point onward. All my files on this matter are available as soon as you wish me to send them. (As you directed, I assembled a file on each young lady containing more detailed biographical information, as well as upcoming social calendars and typical weekly schedules. This should more easily allow Your Lordship to observe each girl at your own convenience.)

Awaiting your further instructions—and again, my lord, with all the joy of England’s great victory at the end of this dreadful war—welcome home.

 




Your servant respectfully,  
Oliver Smith, Esquire.  
Solicitor & Gentleman-of-Business





Post Script: About Lady Number Five, sir—You may wish to cross Daphne Starling off your list straightaway, for over the past few weeks, there has been an unfortunate whiff of scandal concerning this young lady.

Due to her recent refusal of a suitor, a leading dandy by the name of Lord Albert Carew, I fear Miss Starling has begun to gain a reputation as a jilt.
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She entered the realm of lost souls in a single horse gig with her footman and maid. Leaving the safety of the well-traveled Strand, she crossed into the shadowy labyrinth.

Her horse tossed its head in protest, but obeyed William’s urging, walking nervously into the narrow lane between the crowded buildings. Above them, half obscured by the thick morning fog, the great blocks of tenement houses loomed, as forbidding as medieval towers.

The clip-clopping of her trusty gelding’s hooves echoed everywhere off grimy brick and stone, but little else stirred at this hour. The rookery came alive only at night. To be sure, they were far from the green, sculpted grounds of her father’s elegant villa now.

This was no place for a lady.

But these days, however, what the world thought of Daphne Starling mattered to her less and less.

Losing her reputation was proving to be oddly liberating. It had given her a new perspective on things, and refocused her attention on what mattered most.

Like getting the children out of this nightmare world. Wraiths of mist floated past her small, open carriage, which  was loaded with sacks of supplies that she had collected for the orphanage since last week’s visit. Though she had been coming here for some time, the conditions of the rookery still shocked her.

A stray dog with protruding ribs scavenged for a meal in a pile of refuse in the alley. An unhealthy odor fouled the air; neither fresh breeze nor sun could penetrate the tight, crooked alleys. People here dwelled in constant twilight due to the closeness of the buildings, their broken windows like the broken lives of all those who had simply given up. Here and there the homeless slept: inert, shapeless bundles strewn by the gutter.

A dark spell of despair hung over this place. Daphne shuddered, drawing her pelisse a bit closer around her shoulders. Perhaps she should not be here—sometimes she felt as though she was living a double life.

But she knew how it felt to be orphaned young. At least she still had a loving father, a safe home, enough to eat. It was Mama, anyway, who had early ingrained in her the duties of a gentlewoman toward the less fortunate.

More importantly, she knew deep in her heart that if someone  did not go into the dark places of the world and give a little love to those who had no one, then life was truly meaningless. Especially the pampered life that she had always known as the only child of a viscount with a large fortune and an ancient title.

Still, however privileged she was by birth, she did not ever want to become one of those selfish, artificial creatures like some of those in the ton who had been turning against her so easily of late.

A fleeting thought of Lord Albert Carew’s smirking face flashed through her mind, but every time she thought of his oh-so-“romantic” proposal, she wanted to scream. The leading dandy and the leading belle—a perfect match! What do you say?  Albert’s arrogance made him blissfully unaware of just how obnoxious he generally was. There was only one true love in Lord Albert Carew’s life: himself. Daphne gritted her teeth and kicked her jilted suitor out of her mind as William made the turn into Bucket Lane, where the dreary orphanage sat amid the squalor.

Bucket Lane, or “Slops Bucket” Lane, as the rough locals jokingly called it, was a street were sin vied openly with virtue. Unfortunately, darkness seemed to be winning the battle here.

Though a small city church still made a stand at the end of the lane, one last crumbling stone angel looking on in dismay, there was a large raucous brothel on the corner, a pub across the street, and a gaming house a few doors down from that.

Last month there had been a murder in the alley. Two Bow Street officers had come by asking questions, but no one could be found who would cooperate, and the lawmen had not been back.

Life in Bucket Lane had gone on as usual.

“Tell me again what we’re doing here, miss?” her maid, Wilhelmina, peeped as they proceeded down the lane.

“Hunting adventure, I reckon,” Wilhelmina’s twin brother, William grumbled.

Though there might be a grain of truth to the charge, Daphne looked askance at him. The country-bred pair were known in the Starling residence as the “the two Willies.” They were good-hearted and exceedingly loyal, as their accompanying her each week to the orphanage proved.

“Look to the window, William.” Daphne nodded upward as she waved a gloved hand in greeting. “They’re why we’re here.”

Little faces full of excitement were peering down through all the grimy windows; little hands waved back.

He harrumphed. “I suppose you’re right, miss.”

Daphne sent her footman a bolstering smile. “Don’t worry, Will. We won’t be long. Perhaps an hour.”

“Half an hour?” he pleaded as the gig rolled up to the orphanage. “We don’t have Davis today, miss.”

“True.” She usually brought two footmen with her, but today—quite deliberately, no doubt—her stepmother had insisted that burly footman Davis stay at home to help rearrange the furniture in the parlor.

Again.

Busybody Penelope was the queen of the meaningless chore, as well as the queen of the meddlers.

The whole Albert debacle had been her stepmother’s scheme from the start, a brazen bit of matchmaking in her eagerness to get Daphne out of the house.

“Very well,” she conceded reluctantly. “I will do my best to keep to half an hour.”

William gave her a grateful look and set the brake. “Miss Starling! Miss Starling!” a high-pitched voice cried as Daphne stepped down from the gig. She looked over and saw running toward her one of the older boys who had left the orphanage last year.

“Jemmy!” He was thin and threadbare, but still capable of a sunny grin. She greeted him with a motherly hug. “Oh, I’ve been wondering about you! Where have you been?”

“Here and there, miss!”

She grasped his shoulders and saw that he was nearly as tall as she was. “You’ve grown so big since I last saw you! How old are you these days?”

“Just turned thirteen!” he said proudly. She smiled at him. “Any chance you’ve changed your mind about an apprenticeship? I know of a wheelwright’s shop that’s looking for an honest boy.”

He scoffed; she frowned sternly, and he instantly remembered  what few manners he possessed. “Sorry, miss.” He lowered his head. “I’ll think about it.”

“You do that.” She was not yet ready to call Jemmy one of her failures, but he was heading down a bad road. He had run away from two posts she had found him already, enamored with the “easy life” of the criminals he looked up to. “Don’t break my heart, Jem. If the law catches you making mischief, they’ll show you small pity. They don’t care if you’re just a boy. They’ll still send you off to Australia-.”

“I ain’t done nothin’ wrong!” he cried with the sparkle of a born charmer, nor was he a bad actor, either.

“I almost believe you.” She eyed him archly, then she noticed the man posted across the street as the local gang’s lookout. The scruffy thug was smoking a cigar and leaning in the doorway of the pub, staring at her.

He tipped his hat when she looked over, and sent her a broad, leering grin that was more threatening than friendly. Tensing at his stare, she realized she had better get inside. She nodded back primly, however, not daring to show disrespect in this place.

They generally did not bother her because they knew she was not here to cause trouble, but to help their own cast-off children. The small residents of the Foundling House were classed as orphans, but while some of their parents actually  were dead, most of them had merely been abandoned. Daphne did not know which was worse.

The only thing she knew for certain was that she had to get these children out of here as soon as possible.

She had been working on finding better accommodations for the orphanage for the past year and a half, lobbying all her erstwhile friends to contribute to the charity.

She had even found an ideal property for sale, an old  boarding school, that could have housed the orphanage, but despite her best efforts, the sum still fell far short.


Well, I had better come up with something soon, she thought as she and Wilhelmina each lifted a sack off the back of the gig. The youngsters grew up so fast around here, and if no one intervened, the boys, like Jemmy, were almost destined to become members of the brutish local gang.

An even worse fate, too horrible to contemplate, lay in store for the precious little girls. Daphne sent a look of hatred over her shoulder toward the brothel on the corner. In her view, it was worse than the gin house, for what went on in there made a mockery of love.

Love was the only hope these children had—or anyone else, for that matter.

Well, by God, none of her little girls was going to end up in that house of flesh. She would just have to work harder. She must find a way.

Above all, she could not permit Albert to do any more damage to her reputation, for she understood full well that if he succeeded in turning high society against her, then her fund-raising efforts to move the orphanage to a safer location would all be for naught.

The children were depending on her. In a word, they had no one else. With that, she heaved the sack over her shoulder, summoned up a carefree smile for the little ones’ sake, and went in to a loud greeting of high-pitched cheers that warmed the very cockles of her heart.

 




What in the hell is she doing in there? Bride Choice Number Five continued to puzzle him. Half an hour. He checked his fob to confirm the time, then snapped it shut again.

Shaking his head slightly to himself, Max St. Albans, the  Marquess of Rotherstone, slid his watch back into the breast pocket of his black waistcoat and resumed surveillance.

In the interests of careful research, he had tracked her to this godforsaken hellhole in the very armpit of London, and had taken up a position across the street from her destination.

With his small pocket spyglass nosing through the tawdry curtains of the brothel’s third-floor window, he ignored the harlot nibbling on his ear.

“You’ve got the room for the hour, love, and all that comes with it. Are you sure you don’t want to play?”

“Positive,” he murmured, studying Miss Starling’s waiting carriage and the brawny hayseed of a footman that she had left holding her horses.

Before going in, strangely, Miss Starling had turned and looked straight up at the brothel, as if she could feel him watching her. An electrifying thrill had run the length of Max’s body in response. The deep brim of her bonnet had hidden her face from his view; of course, she was wise not to put her charms on display in this place. The plain, beige walking dress and the deep poke bonnet both served that purpose, no doubt. But the brief moment had left him all the more hungry for a look at her famed golden beauty.

For now, he deemed it wise to keep an eye on her solitary footman. God, that overgrown farm boy was out of his element here. This was supposed to be her protection? Even Max, who was trained in combat skills both exotic and mundane, did not come into a place like this lightly.

In the compact circle of his telescope, he could see the young manservant glancing uneasily around the cramped, dirty street. The sturdy country lad stood his ground faithfully, but he looked slightly terrified, as well he bloody might.

Fortunately, the more streetwise ragged boy whom Miss Starling  had embraced remained on hand, perhaps for moral support, ready to speak up on the do-gooders’ behalf, Max hoped, if any of his fellow ruffians bothered the trio.

The boy not only looked tougher than the footman, but also, Max thought with a twinge of sadness, rather reminded him of himself at that age. All threadbare clothes and attitude, empty pockets and a swagger full of bravado.

He, too, had grown up poor, but it had been genteel poverty, more a matter of shame than the kind of daily hunger that street boy was probably used to.

Still, studying the youngster, he could hardly believe he had been no older than that boy when the Order had first recruited him. When his father had handed him over to be molded into

. . . what he had become.

He thrust the past out of his mind. The damned thing was done; his medieval ancestor’s blood oath was fulfilled; the Order’s secret, savage war was won; at last it was time to get on with his own bloody life.

His first order of business as a private citizen, as he had long planned, was to clean up his family’s tainted reputation, after a few generations of declining fortunes and wild Rotherstone ne’er-do-wells.

It wasn’t going to be easy, especially after his longstanding charade as the decadent Grand Tourist. Thanks, moreover, to his involvement in the notorious Inferno Club, he was at a particular disadvantage in his new quest.

But, no matter. He knew how to woo human nature. He would soon have Society eating out of his hand, for he knew exactly what line of attack would deliver him to his desired destination with swiftest efficiency.

In a word: marriage.

The right sort of bride was the perfect instrument to help him begin reversing the dark fame of the Rotherstone lords.  And so, a new hunt was on—this time, not for an enemy agent. His new mission was to find a wife.

Which did not at all explain what he was doing here.

From a strictly logical standpoint, he was just wasting his time. Obviously, he could not choose Daphne Starling, the last name on his handy list.

And yet, after reading her file, he had been unable to resist the temptation. He’d been compelled to come here today, merely to have a quick look at the girl.

There could be no harm in that, surely.

Once he had satisfied his curiosity, Max was sure he would go back home and make the right choice, probably the bishop’s excessively virtuous daughter. Or, perhaps, the “spirited” horse-woman—he could not abide a shrinking violet. He would not pick the little sixteen-year-old, of course, since he was nearly old enough to be her father, but any of the others would do, as long as they weren’t Daphne Starling.

One scandalous soul in the family would be quite enough, and that distinction already belonged to him. He needed a wife with a gleaming good reputation to counteract his own wicked one.

Personally, Max did not give a damn what anyone thought about him, but he was adamant that his future children not be semi-outcasts in the world as he had been. Repairing his clan’s reputation meant giving his heirs every advantage in life. The great fortune that he had painstakingly built over the past decade was only half the equation: Money alone could buy neither respect nor true belonging in London society. The great merchant families could attest to that.

No, it was key that he choose a wife, and a mother for his little future Rotherstones, who sprang from impeccable bloodlines and was a certified darling of the ton.

Until quite recently, Miss Starling had fit the bill. But now  with her present troubles, Max mused, Oliver had been quite right in suggesting that he cross her off his bride list straightaway.

Max’s initial interest in her was naught but a lark, anyway. At least that’s what he kept telling himself. It had been sparked when he had turned over the bride list and had read his solicitor’s postscript.

Max had been astonished, and then had laughed aloud to discover that her jilted suitor was none other than his boyhood archenemy.

Albert bloody Carew.

He shook his head in sardonic amusement, still staring out the window, waiting for her to come out of the orphanage, and ignoring the harlot, who was now massaging his shoulders and stroking his hair and doing everything in her power to try to get herself bedded.

Dear old Alby! Ah, God. Max would’ve liked to say that after twenty years, now a grown man, he would’ve forgotten all about his boyhood nemesis and their ferocious rivalry, but, unfortunately, he remembered him all too well.

The Carew brothers were the sons of the previous Duke of Holyfield; his obscenely wealthy neighbors had lived on the next estate out in the country where he had grown up in Worcestershire. Except for Hayden, the timid eldest, now the current duke, they had been a pack of little horrors growing up, and beating up on Max had been their favorite pastime.

It was a convenient sport for them, as well, since their palatial home had sat not far from his own father’s crumbling country manor. Max had had to walk past the duke’s land each day on his way to his old tutor’s cottage.

Most days, he’d been ambushed near the cow pasture or by the old pine grove.

Albert, the second-born and leader of the younger ones, had been his particular nemesis. He shook his head wryly to recall  their mighty battles—and his own stubborn pride. Though he was always outnumbered, Max had refused to take any alternative path to his tutor’s house.

No wonder he had drawn the attention of the Order, with the warrior instinct of his Norman ancestors so obvious in him even as a boy.

Well, lucky for dear old Alby, vendettas went against the Order’s code. Obviously, he had long since parted with any hopes of juvenile revenge.

On the other hand, with all the serious weight of the war finally behind him, it was a luxury to indulge in trivial amusements. He couldn’t help taking pleasure in hearing how the Starling girl had trounced the haughty Albert Carew. Oh, to have been a fly on the wall for that interview . . .

Competitive creature that he was, Max had instantly wondered if he might fare any better with this apparently choosy young lady.


But of course I would, he had thought at once. Youthful self-doubt was far behind him now.

Lord, it was tempting! The whole thing struck him as hilarious.

He had known at once he had to meet this girl. He had, at least, to dance with her in front of dear old Alby.

The Order might forbid revenge, but the code said nothing about giving a small twist to the knife that somebody else had plunged in.

So he had written back to his solicitor at once, requesting the file on Lady Number Five. Oliver had sent it over quickly, but when Max had poured himself a brandy and sat down to read it, he got so much more than he had bargained for.

Indeed, from the moment he had finished reading her file, a strange breed of hope had taken hold of him.

He had read it through several times last night, familiarizing  himself with every detail. One particular point that stood out in his mind was Miss Starling’s nickname in Society as “the patron saint of newcomers.”

She was known for befriending outsiders and those arriving in the frigid ton with few acquaintances. She took them under her wing, introduced them around, and made sure that they were included.

As a longtime outcast in the eyes of many, Max knew the value of such kindnesses.

Admittedly, he was intrigued. He had come today in part because he wanted to see her for himself. To find out firsthand who she was when she thought no one was looking.

There was still the trouble with her reputation, of course, but now that he knew Albert was involved, Max severely doubted that any of it was her fault. Knowing Albert’s sneaky ways, Max saw at once that, failing to get what he wanted, that spoiled knave would not hesitate to stoop to slander to soothe his wounded vanity.

It was then that the fatal thought had struck. If Miss Starling was being unfairly attacked . . . perhaps she needed help.



Ah, damn, Max had thought with a sinking feeling and the irresistible pull of his innate need to help any damsel in distress. Especially when he, too, knew how it felt to be the target of Carew’s malice.

From that moment, he could not get Daphne Starling out of his mind. The injustice of an innocent, kindhearted lady having her sacred honor maligned by the likes of Albert Carew gnawed at every chivalrous inch of his body, and had kept him awake last night for some time, staring at the ceiling, and rather wanting to hit someone.

So, here he was. Despite the fact that he knew full well the choice of a wife was too serious a matter to base on mere emotion.

It just went to show that Miss Daphne Starling had a worrisome effect on his brain. He had not even met her yet and somehow she already showed a talent for clouding his cool calculation.

No wonder he had chosen to observe her today from a safe, detached distance, so he could leave like a shadow. She’d never know he was there.

Of course, seeing this lawless rookery, he was doubly glad he had come. Somebody ought to be keeping an eye on the chit.

Honestly, didn’t Lord Starling know the true condition of this place where his daughter conducted her charity work? Max did not at all approve.

Right on schedule, just as it said in her file, she had appeared for her weekly orphanage visit at her usual time—Friday morning at nine on the nose. Apparently Daphne Starling was the kind of person who liked her same routine.

Max liked a prompt woman. Then again, her reliable routine made it awfully easy for others around here to anticipate her arrival, and he did not like that at all.

Myriad questions about her revolved in his mind like the spheres on an astrolabe, but his painted hostess in the brothel’s upper room was growing petulant at his lack of attention.

“Why are you watching that lady?” she demanded.

“Because,” Max said slowly, sardonically, keeping his telescope aimed out the window, “I am considering marrying her.”

The harlot let out a laugh of surprise, then twitched her skirts at him. “You’re havin’ me on!”

“No, no,” he denied in an idle tone, though he was still not sure himself how seriously he meant it.

“Well, you’ve got a strange way of wooing, don’t ye?”

“Old habits die hard,” he said under his breath.

She gave him a teasing poke in the arm, not knowing what to make of him.

Few did.

“Come, sir, no woman likes a husband who spies on her!”

“I really don’t care what she likes at this point.”

“Cold,” she chided.

“Practical,” he countered, glancing over with a cynical smile. “One wants to know what one is getting into.”

She snorted, eyeing him. “You can say that again.” “Relax. You’ll get your money.”

“By the look of you, I’d rather earn it, love.” She sidled closer, hooking her hand over his shoulder. “Men like you don’t come in here too often.”

He looked askance at her, wondering if she meant trained killers for an organization that did not officially exist, or dressed-down marquesses with a centuries-old title. “Perhaps you should be glad of that,” he said.

She fell silent, scanning his closed expression with a troubled look. “Who are you, anyway?”


Depends who you ask. He sent her a softly chiding glance. “Ah, you know better than to ask your clients that.” He nodded toward the window. “Do you know her?”

“Miss Starling? Everyone ’round here knows her. Tryin’ to save souls, I reckon. Waste o’ time.” Her short, disdainful laugh spoke volumes. “She don’t approve o’ the likes o’ me.”

“I don’t suppose she does.” Damn, how long did it take to pass out a few cheap toys? Hardening himself against an echo from the distant past with a painful sense of kinship to the penniless, unloved children behind those dingy walls, he noted his growing restlessness while he waited for Daphne Starling to come out again.

Normally he had the patience of a spider, but he had already  lost so much time . . . Twenty years of his life sacrificed to the Order.

He drummed his fingers on the window ledge, suppressing a growl. “How long does she usually stay?”

“How should I know?” the prostitute exclaimed, then bravely, she reached out and touched his arm. “I could entertain you while you wait.”

Max paused; warily, he watched her make her move. It was the third-floor corner room of the brothel with its vantage point overlooking the street that he had wanted, not the woman that came with it. Nevertheless, he permitted himself a moment’s fleeting enjoyment at her caress.

This, God help him, was what he was used to when it came to bed sport. From bored highborn adulteresses, to expensive courtesans, to the prettiest wenches in some low house of pleasure, it all boiled down to harlotry. For so long, he had had to content himself with anonymous liaisons of this sort, or for his work, seductions of a strictly calculated nature. Those usually left him wondering who exactly was the whore.

Now that the war was over, he was forced to face the fact that he was so painfully lonely. The bleak years had worn at his soul, the moving from place to place, always alone. He hungered to find something different. Something that didn’t make him feel filthy afterward.

At the moment, however, that delicious filthy feeling was welcome and familiar, and as the harlot’s hand traveled admiringly down his chest, Max was silent, tempted by vice, while his possible future wife polished up her diamond virtue at the orphanage across the street.

It was not, perhaps, the most auspicious start to any marriage.

In the next moment, a flicker of motion outside pulled his  attention back to the window. Daphne Starling was coming out of the orphanage.

He brushed the harlot’s hand away and leaned forward, staring more intensely past the drapes.

Walking out from between the heavy doors of the orphanage, Miss Starling was carrying her hat, and as she crossed to her carriage, followed by her maid, he caught a brief, dazzling glimpse of an angelic countenance.

Neither the dingy street nor the flat gray light of the overcast mid-morning could dim the incandescent gleam of her golden hair, as though she were a source of light unto herself.

Then she put on her bonnet again, hastening to cover up her beauty, before it drew unwanted attention in this place. Max did not even blink.

The harlot was watching her over his shoulder, as well. “Pretty,” she conceded.

“Mm,” he agreed in a noncommittal tone, but he continued staring out the window, mesmerized, his years of hungry isolation homing in on her.

Every motion brisk and businesslike, no idea she was under such close observation, Daphne Starling paused to confer with her servants, when suddenly they all heard a low shout from farther down the street.

Both the lady and her footman turned to look, as did Max.

“ ’Hoy!”

Trouble.

Max narrowed his eyes as five criminal-looking types drifted out of the pub and approached her carriage.

The men of Bucket Lane were grinning broadly at her.

“Here’s our angel o’ mercy, ain’t ye, love?”

“All them sacks o’ goodies for the babes! Didn’t ye bring any presents for us? I thinks I’m gonna cry!”

Max knit his brow, a scowl gathering. There was no sign  of a constable, if they ever dared patrol here. He could practically hear her young footman’s frightened gulp from where he sat, could almost feel Miss Starling’s heartbeat pounding.

The men swaggered closer. “Come, lovey, ye must ’ave a little somethin’ sweet left over for us.”

“Like a kiss!”

“Aye!”

With a sharp glance over the entire area, Max assessed the situation. The men were coming toward her carriage from the front, blocking her way forward; the street was too narrow to turn the gig around fast enough for her to escape unmolested.


A distraction. If he pulled them away from her, she could race away from here and slip out past the church.

It could easily be accomplished, of course, but, damn, he had only intended to observe from a distance today. Now he was getting pulled in. Logic said he should not even be here, working at cross purposes with himself in considering a lady who was not in his best interest. But at the moment, he did not give a damn. She needed help, and after all, this sort of mischief was his specialty.

“Excuse me.” Nudging the harlot aside, he rose and smoothed his black coat as he marched toward the door.

“Sir, wait!”

“What is it?” He paused, glancing back at the harlot.

“Be careful with them! This street is their turf! Every shop here pays them protection money.”

“Hm,” Max answered. He nodded to her and walked on.

On his way out, he tossed a few extra gold guineas on the ratty bed.

A moment later, striding down the shadowed hallway, he heard the woman’s exclamation of delight from her room as she counted his donation.

With a hard gleam in his eyes, Max smoothly descended  the brothel stairs. As he crossed the foyer, however, the mirror caught his eye. He paused.


Chameleon time.

Yes. An old, familiar game.

In the blink of an eye, he had transformed his demeanor, untying his cravat to dangle around his neck, unbuttoning his waistcoat, messing up his clothes, and rumpling his hair with a quick run of his fingers through it. He picked up an empty bottle of wine left behind on the window ledge after someone’s drunken revelries the night before.

Damn, he thought, eyeing his changed reflection, now he surely looked the part of the debauched, pleasure-seeking Grand Tourist known to the world as the ne’er-do-well Marquess of Rotherstone.

Not the introduction to Daphne Starling that he would have liked. First impressions could be lasting. But it did not signify. She was in danger, and he had no choice but to intervene.

Taking out his coin purse, he loosened the strings with a slight grimace of regret. It would serve admirably as bait.

Without further delay, he strode toward the exit, and, bringing up his arms, blasted out through the double front doors, ready and willing as ever to raise hell.
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With catcalls and wolf whistles, rude leers and laughing invitations, the Bucket Street gang had begun surrounding her carriage. It did not take long for Daphne to realize they were still drunk on last night’s gin.

She tried negotiating with them, but her voice was beginning to tremble. “Come now, pl-please! Step aside,” she cajoled them. “We really must be going—”

When one of them grabbed her horse’s bridle, William barked at him, “Clear off!”

“What are you going to do about it?” The miscreant stepped toward him, but at that moment, a roar erupted from some distance down the street.

“Bring me my bloody carriage—now!”

The thunderous bellow brought all motion to a halt.

The rough fellows surrounding her gig turned to look; Daphne and her servants did the same.

A man—tall, handsome, and well-dressed all in black, and above all, quite intoxicated, judging by his weaving gait and the bottle still dangling from his hand—had just come staggering out of the brothel, squinting and shading his eyes against the daylight.

“Ow.” His mutter of pain could be heard as he visored his eyes with his hand, scanning the street. “You!” He suddenly pointed with his bottle hand at the gang member holding her horse’s bridle.

“You, there!” he clipped out again in a loud, slurred, but still lordly command. “Bring me my carriage. I am through here,” he added with a wicked little laugh that betrayed the fact that he, too, was still three sheets to the wind, and also seemed to insinuate that he had not deigned to leave the house of ill-repute until he had sampled every blasted woman on the premises.

Good God.

Daphne stared, utterly taken aback by this obviously highborn libertine’s shocking behavior and, worse, by her instant awareness of the raw masculinity that radiated from him.

His magnetism was unmistakable, despite the fact that he was a mess with his shirt hanging open and his dark hair tousled every which way, as though he had just stepped off the windy deck of a ship. He wore a short, neat goatee that surrounded his hard mouth, defined his square chin, and made him look, she feared, just a tad satanic.

Staring at him, Daphne found him something more than handsome. Compelling. Dangerous. A lawless sensation raced through her veins; she dropped her gaze in shock as he took a step closer, challenging the low ruffian who still held on to her horse’s bridle.

“Are you deaf, man?” he insisted, unwittingly risking his neck in abusing these locals.

The gang member he’d been addressing laughed aloud and cast a stunned, indignant glance around at his fellows. “Who the hell is this fool?”

“Do you refuse an order from your betters?” the drunk lord challenged him, his aristocratic accent dripping with disdain.

“Oh, no,” Daphne whispered, risking another glance at the handsome, drunken hellion.

At the same time, Wilhelmina gripped her arm, sharing her fright. The two women exchanged a glance. Is he trying to get himself killed?


This was not the place for safely inaccurate pistols at twenty paces, like a rakehell was used to. This was a place where men would cut your throat if you looked at them wrong.

“Are you talking to me?” the gang member barked back, letting go of her horse’s bridle and taking a few steps toward the man.

“Of course I’m talking to you, you piece of excrement,” he slurred with grand drunken dignity. “I’m talking to all of you! Somebody bring me my—bloody hell!”

Clumsy with drink, he suddenly spilled his coin purse onto the ground. A cascade of bright gold guineas tumbled all over the ground at his feet, rolling this way and that, all around his gleaming black boots.

The man cursed rather elegantly in several foreign languages in succession as he bent down, inch by unsteady inch, to retrieve his lost fortune.

The members of the Bucket Street gang homed in on the money with a visceral, white-hot intensity.

Promptly forgetting all about their game of harassing Daphne, they were drawn magnetically toward the gold.

Evil smiles spread over their faces to find such an easy target in their grasp. Moving in unison like a pack of wolves, they began walking cautiously toward the man.

He seemed oblivious to their approach.

“Sir!” Daphne shouted abruptly.

Wilhelmina grabbed her arm again. “Are you mad? Let’s get out of here!”

“Aye,” her brother answered, still ashen-faced from the confrontation as he swung up into the driver’s seat.

“But we can’t just leave him there!” Daphne blurted out, turning to them in alarm. “They’ll kill the poor fool! He’s too foxed to defend himself!”

“Not our problem,” William muttered. “Let’s get out of here before they come back for us!”

Daphne’s heart was pounding. “It’s his gold they want,” she reasoned. “Let them have it. We can still save his life if we take him with us in our carriage. Sir!” she started to call to him again.

“No, miss! Don’t be daft!” her maid whispered, pulling her down into the seat. “Even if we could get him into the gig, you can’t be seen driving around with a man like that! You’ll be ruined instantly!”

“She’s right!” William agreed. “He just came out of a-a—”

“An unmentionable establishment,” Wilhelmina quickly filled in, shooting her brother a prim glance.

“But we have to help him!”

“We came to help the children, mistress! You know you can’t help everybody. Please don’t get us killed!”

Daphne looked at her terrified maid and realized she had no right to risk her servants’ necks along with her own.

“He’ll be fine,” William declared, not too convincingly. “They’re not goin’ to kill him, miss. Maybe give him a bit of a thrashing, but he’s so foxed, he won’t feel a thing.”

“Perhaps it’ll teach him a lesson about frequenting such places,” his sister muttered.

“Oh, look at him.” Daphne glanced back with a worried frown and saw the gang members closing in on him. “For heaven’s sake, what’s he doing now?”

The drunken lord was backing up slowly toward the brothel wall, but he wore such a sly and sinister half smile that she feared he was too foxed even to grasp the danger he was in. Indeed, he looked like he was having fun.

She jumped when he suddenly smashed his wine bottle against the brick wall, instantly turning it into a jagged weapon. He brandished it at the approaching gang with a daring smile that Daphne knew she would never forget.

“Looks to me like he can take care of ’imself,” William said flatly. “Besides, ‘rank’ is written all over him. Not even these blackguards would dare taunt the hangman, murderin’ a peer.”

William was right about that, she thought. Only an aristocratic rake of the first order would come staggering out of a brothel mid-morning, bellowing his demands at passersby. Clearly, he was insane.

“Come, miss, we have to go while they’re distracted. Your father would never forgive me if anything were to happen to you.”

“Very well.” Daphne gave William a taut nod, her heart in her throat. “We’ll go and fetch the constable at once. Let’s go.”

“No need to tell me twice.” William applied the whip to the agitated horse’s rump, and instantly the gig shot forward, the horse as happy as they to be gone.

Daphne’s bonnet flew off her head with the sudden jostle, but the ribbon tied around her neck stopped it from blowing away. Her hat hung down her back as her carriage went careening toward the dilapidated little church ahead.

Behind them, however, shouts and a general ruckus could be heard; holding on to the seat’s low side rail for dear life, Daphne turned to see what was happening.

She expected to find the gang members piling on the drunken rakehell, but an anxious glance over her shoulder revealed just the opposite: The man from the brothel was beating the blazes out of the gang!

He punched one fellow square in the jaw, and turning, all in one motion, jumped high to kick another in the chest. When he landed, he rammed his elbow into the throat of one who  attempted to sneak up behind him, then brought up his fist with clockwork precision, felling the man with a neat blow. Coolly and methodically, he was mowing them down, one by one, with no sign of drunkenness whatsoever.

The most astonishing thought popped out up in her mind like a jack-in-the-box.

A ruse!

Why, he wasn’t foxed at all! He had only pretended it . . .  to lure those brutes away from her.


She stared in amazement.

The last thing she saw before the church blocked her view was the crowd of all the other gang members swarming out of the pub, en masse, unleashing a collective roar as they rushed to their embattled mates’ aid.

She turned white at the sudden reversal of fortune, looking forward again with a gulp. “Faster, William! Oh, never mind—move over!”

She snatched the reins from her startled footman, driving at top speed until she turned onto the busy Strand and spotted the nearest watchman’s box ahead.

“You want me to go where?” the old constable echoed apprehensively after she had frantically gasped out her situation a few minutes later.

“Bucket Lane, I already told you!”

“Well, I’m going to have to call for more men.”

“Whatever it takes, just hurry! His life is in danger, I tell you!”

“Whose life?”

“I have no idea who he is! Just—some lunatic!”

 



“Oh, bloody hell,” Max whispered when he saw the rest of the Bucket Street gang come pouring out of the pub, forty of them at least.

There was a time and place for valor, but a gentleman knew when to make a graceful exit. He had thrown away a small fortune in that alley, and the gold had done the trick. But with Miss Starling out of harm’s way, he had nothing left to prove.

Time to bow out.

Impressive how fast a man could run with a whole angry rookery on his tail. Lucky for Max—damned lucky—he was as well-trained in the wily art of escape as he was in fisticuffs. A bit of hiding, a bit of climbing, a bit of jumping from roof to roof, and then swinging back down to street level, and all he had left to do was to stroll back out onto the street and hail a hackney, the same manner of transportation by which he had arrived.

One stopped and he got in, but as it rolled away, Max spotted a cluster of uniformed lawmen rushing past in the direction of Bucket Lane.

He furrowed his brow, turning around to watch them out the grimy back window of the old coach. The fracas had only just happened. How could they have known—?

Unless she had told them.

He stopped, struck with sudden astonishment.

She had gone for help. Well, hang me. Miss Starling must have gone straight to the constable to fetch some officers in to assist him. She . . . cared?

Max stared blankly at nothing for a moment, not even feeling the bumps and jolts of the ill-made coach rumbling over the cobbled street. The sudden woozy feeling in his brain had nothing to do with having been punched in the face. He shook his head as he realized uncomfortably that, a very long time ago, he had stopped expecting anybody to care what happened to him.

A strange, sweet, melting feeling softened his innermost core without warning, the place in him that he usually kept so steely.

But truly, it had never even occurred to him that Miss Starling might have given one thought for his safety.


My God, he thought in wonder, perhaps I really have found something here . . .


When he walked into his Town mansion on Hyde Park a short while later, a bit banged up but none the worse for wear, his old butler Dodsley greeted him with a dry glance that took note of his dishevelment. “Good afternoon, sir. Shall I fetch the medical kit?”

“Ah, no thanks, old boy. Bit of a row. Do me a favor, if the constable comes knocking, tell him I was here all morning, will you?”

“Killed someone again, did we?”

“Never before luncheon, Dodsley. It’s still early yet.”

“Indubitably, my lord.”

Max gave him a sardonic look, but headed at once for his study. He went straight for the file on Daphne Starling, still sitting out on his desk.

Obviously, he had to see her again, and soon.

He flipped the file open and turned to the social schedule that Oliver had so carefully researched and recorded, trailing his finger down the page.

There.

The Edgecombe ball. Tomorrow night.

Max’s eyes gleamed with speculation.

Maybe he had been looking at this all wrong. This was a bride search, after all, not a hunt for an enemy agent. Wasn’t a woman more than just a tool for one of his strategies? Perhaps, for once, he could let himself be a bit more of a human being and less of a spy.

He had served in the Order’s secret war against the Prometheans for too many years, obviously; but did every choice he made still have to be so perfectly cold-blooded?

Miss Starling might be “problematical,” but why should that bother him? So Society was the obstacle? Well, he was trained in manipulation, in deception, in making people see what he wanted them to perceive, and only revealing the truth at the precise moment of his choosing.

If it turned out that he really wanted her, Max mused, he supposed he could probably have her. He would just have to work for it harder than he had ever intended to, would have to get a little more deeply involved than he had ever planned on doing . . . or was quite comfortable with.

On the contrary, he was accustomed to the rule of secrecy imposed on him by his vow. Holding others at arm’s length had become second nature, until only his brother warriors—and perhaps his old butler—truly knew him at all.

That secrecy, that isolation, was a basic fact of his life, and after reading her file and seeing a glimpse of her mettle, he was not sure that a woman like Daphne Starling could be easily kept in the dark about his past and his true activities for the rest of her days. It could get messy.

He still wasn’t convinced it was worth it. But all the same, he had to see her again.

Dodsley appeared by his side just then, silently, as if by magic. He offered Max a draught of whisky on a tray.

Max glanced at him in surprise and saw that Dodsley had brought the whole bottle. “Do I look that bad?”

“You look like you could use it, sir,” his sphinxlike butler observed.

“Cheers,” he murmured to himself as he tossed back the whisky to take the edge off after his brawl. He savored it, impressed by the quality. “That’s good.”

“That Highlander master-at-arms of yours sent it over while you were out, sir.”

“Virgil sent it? Excellent!” Last night, Max had sent word  to his handler, Virgil, as soon as he had arrived home. “Was there a note?”

“Here it is, sir.” Dodsley handed him the small sealed card that had arrived with the bottle of Scotch whisky. Max quickly opened it and read.

A proper malt in honor of your victory. Welcome home, my lad. Received your note from Belgium. Fine work on the Wellington matter. Well done. The others are not back yet, though I expect them soon. Come to the club at your leisure. We’ve made a few improvements that you may find intriguing.
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Max couldn’t help smiling as he read his old mentor’s note. Improvements, eh? Lord, what new devices had Virgil come up with this time? Resourceful as any Scot, the grizzled old warrior was ever tinkering with his gears and machines and inventing strange new bits of machinery for Dante House, the Order’s London headquarters, Max could only wonder about the latest modifications to the place.

For now, the more intriguing news was that he had made it back to Town before the other members of his team. He could barely wait to see his brother warriors.

On the other hand, the fact that Warrington and Falconridge were not yet back in Town gave him a distinct advantage in his bride hunt, one that he did not intend to squander. After all, he thought as a roguish grin tugged at his lips, they were  his only serious competition when it came to women.

Like him, the fellow wolves in his pack had been putting off marriage due to their involvement in the Order, but their titles, like his, would require them to choose a wife and start  begetting heirs. Like it or not, all three of them would have to go in for the old leg-shackle.

Max couldn’t help laughing up his sleeve a bit in genial rivalry to know that he had got a head start on them.

Given the calculating side of his nature, he had obviously started preparing for this well in advance, just as he would for any other mission. Now, out of all the best brides to be had on London’s marriage mart, he would have the pick of the litter—and with that, his thoughts returned directly to Daphne Starling.

“Anything else I can get for you, sir?” Dodsley asked, watching him intently.

“An invitation to the Edgecombe ball.” Max took another swallow and winced at the whisky’s brief burn while Dodsley’s snowy eyebrows shot straight up. “What is it, Dodsley?”

“You, sir? Attend a ball?” the old fellow uttered in stately astonishment.

“I know,” Max said dryly. “Wonder if anyone will faint this time when I walk in.”

Dodsley dropped his gaze, pondering his master’s rare foray into Society. As the supreme commander of the household staff, he had been kept apprised of His Lordship’s bride hunt; he had never needed words to express his feelings on any subject to the brave, eccentric marquess whom he had so long served.

But now he could barely suppress his exultation upon correctly deducing that His Lordship must have taken a more serious interest in some eligible young miss.

He adopted a delicate tone, nearly holding his breath: “Might we hope there may soon be a lady of the house, my lord?”

“A certain viscount’s daughter seems intriguing,” Max admitted, “but all is not smooth sailing, I’m afraid. Especially now.” As far as Daphne Starling knew, he was a wastrel, a drunkard, and a whoremonger.

No doubt, the sight of him stumbling out of that brothel would only seem to confirm what she would soon hear about him in Society if she learned his name and started asking questions.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t as though he could just sit her down and tell her the truth. No, not at all, Miss Starling, I wasn’t there rogering harlots. I was only there to spy on you.


That was not exactly going to help his cause.


What cause? He was not choosing her for his wife. He was not.

He frowned in irritation at himself. “At least I want to go to this ball for a little while and make sure she’s all right,” he grumbled. “Also let her see I’m quite unscathed so she won’t blame herself.”

Dodsley looked at him with no idea of what he was talking about. “Naturally, sir.”

“You know how women are. The way they worry.”

“If they have a heart,” his butler said with a sage stare.

“She does. By God, she does,” he murmured barely audibly, staring at nothing as his thoughts returned to her reluctance to leave the scene of the fight. “Sir!” she had called to him.

Twice. Risking her own safety to try to save him, even in the midst of his attempt to rescue her.

“Well, then.” Dodsley took the empty shot glass back from him and lifted his chin. “I shall inform Lady Edgecombe to expect Your Lordship at the ball tomorrow night. Being so recently returned from abroad, it is only fitting that my lord should wish to pay his respects to his noble kinsmen.”

“Ah, my kinsmen . . . I like that angle, Dodsley! I had almost forgotten. They are my distant cousins, aren’t they?”

“On your mother’s side, my lord. Second cousins, twice removed.”

Max smiled at his longtime servant in amused appreciation.  “Good, then. For Lord knows, I shall have my work cut out for me.”

“With the Edgecombes, sir?”

“With the girl,” he said with a wince. “Afraid I’ve got some repair work to do.”

“Already?” Dodsley asked indignantly.

Max just sighed.

 



Daphne did not leave the Strand for another half an hour. With her worried servants looking on, she paced anxiously, waiting for the magistrate’s men to return with word of her mysterious rescuer—at least to find out if the gang had murdered him.

She was eager to learn his identity, but when the old watchman returned, he told her they had found no such person on the scene, just a dozen low thugs nursing bloody noses, bruised ribs, and a couple of nasty gashes.

The other officers had made a few arrests for disorderly conduct, and had gone to haul their prisoners off before the magistrate; but in typical Bucket Lane style, no one admitted seeing anything.

Nobody had anything to say.

This news left Daphne even more distressed. While it might mean the lunatic lord had escaped, it could just as easily suggest that they had already killed him and stashed his body someplace. He had been so badly outnumbered.

The officers had made a cursory search of the pub and the brothel’s first floor, but they could not scour the other buildings on that dark and dingy lane until they came back with a warrant. Even the Bucket Street gang had their rights.

“I’m sure he must have got away, whoever he was,” William said with a worried glance from the driver’s seat of the gig as the three of them finally headed back to South Ken-sington on the green and pleasant outskirts of London.

“The main point is, we did the right thing,” Wilhelmina chimed in.

“Oh, what if he was killed?”

“I should think, miss, that when a gentleman goes to a place like that, he must know what he’s in for, surely. He had no cause to provoke them like he did.”

“I think he was trying to help us.” She turned to her maid in distress. “You know, to lure them off!”

“I think so, too,” William admitted with a grim look. “Even foxed like that, a gentleman knows what he must do to help a lady.”

“God!” Daphne whispered, sickened to think she might have got a man murdered today. Equally disturbing was the thought of what might have happened to them if he had not come stumbling out of that brothel when he did.

“Now, miss, ye must have faith,” her footman offered stoutly when he saw her stricken face. “I know what our old mum would say—the angels looks after fools and drunks and children.”

She gave him a look of gratitude, then she shook her head. “Still, I cannot help wondering who he was.”

“Maybe he’ll be at the Edgecombe ball,” Wilhelmina spoke up with a simple shrug.

Daphne suddenly stared at her.

“Aye, if he is highborn, why not?” her brother agreed.

Daphne absorbed this in wonder, but even as the notion filled her with wild thrill, she had no idea how she would react if she spotted that handsome maniac in the ballroom.

The thought was so unsettling that she put it aside. “I implore you both to forgive me,” she said with a chastened glance from one twin to the other. “I had no right to risk your safety, no matter how noble the cause.”

“Ah, ’tis no matter, miss. All’s well that ends well,” William  said as the gig glided to a halt before the Starlings’ large stone villa.

“Thank you. You both are so good to me. Um . . .” Daphne hesitated, turning back to them with a sudden afterthought. “There is no need to mention this, er, unfortunate incident to Lord or Lady Starling, is there?”

The twins exchanged a firm but uneasy glance.

“No, miss,” her maid replied. “But we will not go back there.” The stubborn looks on both their faces told her they meant business.

Not overly surprised at this rebellion considering all she had asked of them already, Daphne dropped her gaze. “Fair enough.” She’d have to figure something out for next week.

They all went inside, and were immediately engulfed in all the usual clamor of home: the pounding of the pianoforte as Sarah banged away dutifully at the keys, while Anna went romping down the corridor amid raucous laughter, tormenting the cat.

Daphne’s stepsisters, the two young, coddled, boisterous Amazons, ages fourteen and twelve, were the products of the once-widowed Penelope’s previous marriage to a navy captain.

“Anna, where’s Papa?” she called after the younger girl, now dangling poor Whiskers.

“Upstairs!”

Daphne nodded, then paused, glanced in the parlor on her way, where footman Davis’s labors were evident in the newly rearranged furniture. Her eyes widened suddenly as she saw Mama’s old pianoforte now positioned on the wrong wall. Sarah stopped playing and looked over. “I hate this song! It’s too hard! What are you staring at?”

“Your mother moved the piano,” she said softly.

“What do you care? You never play it anymore.” Sarah huffed and changed to an easier piece, then resumed her banging.

Daphne shook her head and moved on. Maybe she’d have been better off marrying Albert, if it meant getting out of this madhouse. She parted ways with the Willies in the entrance hall as they all went about their business.

Still shaken up by their brush with danger, Daphne longed for a moment of her father’s company. He always made her feel calmer, and she wanted to let him know she was back. He was not in his cluttered library, so she sought him upstairs, moving lightly as she took off her bonnet and gloves.

As she neared the master chamber on the upper floor, however, she slowed her pace with a sinking feeling, already hearing Penelope browbeating Papa again through their cracked bedroom door.

Once more, it seemed Daphne’s refusal of Albert was the cause of their marital strife. She winced, knowing she had made her peaceable father’s life more difficult.

“Honestly, George, you are too sentimental by half! When is she going to grow up? All little birdies have to leave the nest eventually!”

“My dear woman, why do you work yourself into these tizzies? You know that I require a tranquil household.”

“Oh, George, you’ve got to do something about her!”

“Do what, dear?” he countered wearily.

“Find the girl a husband! If you don’t, I will!”

“You already tried that, Pen. I don’t think it warrants a repeat,” he said archly.

“Well, it will take a fearless gentleman indeed to brave her scorn after her latest refusal! That’s three suitors now she’s rejected!”


Oh, you can’t even count those other two, Daphne thought with a scowl as she leaned quietly against the wall outside their bedroom—not eavesdropping, mind you, just waiting for the right moment to make her presence known.

“George, you’ve heard the talk. People are beginning to say she is a jilt.”

“You mustn’t listen to gossip, my dear. When the right fellow comes along, she’ll know. We all will know.”

“I hope you’re right, or she is going to end up a spinster.”

“Nonsense. She is far too beautiful for that.”


Oh, Papa. Daphne fought a smile and leaned her head against the wall, still grateful to him from the depths of her soul for not forcing her to marry Albert in spite of Penelope’s pressure.

Penelope had all but accepted Albert’s offer on her behalf, but thankfully, Daphne’s frantic arguments over the match had roused her vague and distant papa from his waking slumber for once. At last, he had heard her plea not to be handed over to that spoiled cad.

Good old George, Lord Starling, had ambled over to White’s, his club and second home whenever he needed to escape the drama of an all-female residence, and had quietly taken Lord Albert Carew’s measure for himself.

Papa had returned promptly with his judgment. It was rare for him to make a show of strength, but when he did, he was as immovable as Gibraltar: “No. I will not have my daughter tied to that shallow, empty-headed coxcomb. I am sorry, Penelope. He will not do. Not for my little girl.”

Daphne had been overjoyed, and had hugged her father tearfully. Having spoken, Papa retreated once more into his pleasant, unassailable fog.

As for Penelope, losing her little game had sharpened her spite. To be sure, she had made her husband pay for it every day since then.

“Try not to show so much favoritism, George,” she said in withering reproach. “My daughters might not be as pretty yet as your golden girl, but they will blossom in due course.  Lud, you’re lucky you married me before you had spoiled Daphne entirely,” she added. “You already indulge her far too much as it is.”


He does not. Glancing discreetly through the angle of the open door, she caught a glimpse of her stepmother pacing. Penelope Higgins Peckworth Starling was a woman of formidable energies, capable of doing many things at once.

She was small and dark-haired, in her early fifties, but the strain of her existence as a navy wife before she had married Papa was written in the lines on her tense face, pursed mouth, and the excitable temper reflected in her always worried, darting eyes.

Daphne often wondered if part of Captain Peckworth’s fighting spirit had remained behind in his widow, for she certainly ran a tight ship and loved giving orders, but one wrong word could flare up a war.

Sometimes Daphne felt sorry for her, because it was plain that Penelope had never really settled into her new, vastly raised station as a viscountess. Some in Society might make her feel unworthy, but her lower birth had never mattered to Papa.

As a couple, the two could not have been more opposite. Papa was as easygoing as Penelope was high-strung.

An English gentleman down to his fingertips, Viscount Starling was so secure in his well-aged title and considerable fortune that he had never been particularly impressed by others’ rank or wealth, or put off by the lack of either. He took people as they came, and had taught Daphne to do likewise.

“Truly, George, I shall never understand why you did not insist that she marry Lord Albert! Think of the advantage he could have brought to our family! He is a second son—if the elder brother dies, she might have had a chance to be a duchess!”

“Penelope, for heaven’s sake! Young Holyfield may not look much of a duke, but certainly, he is alive and well.”

“Alive, yes, but I’d hardly call him well. Poor, frail, pasty little poppet. I swear he is consumptive! I’m sure Lord Albert would have made a far more splendid duke than his elder brother, in any case. Oh, but it’s past worrying over now. The chance is lost!”

“The chance to have my daughter profit by some poor fellow’s death?” Lord Starling asked dryly at his second wife’s dramatics. “Come, Penelope. Daphne saw through that arrogant buffoon from the start, and now that Lord Albert has shown his true colors, spreading these rumors about her, I applaud my daughter’s wisdom all the more.”

“The rumors—oh, George!—you aren’t thinking of calling him out?” Penelope declared with a sudden gasp.

Daphne’s eyes widened.

“Woman, don’t be daft!” he said dismissively. “I’m much too old for that. Besides, no Starling lord has ever engaged in silly duels.”

“Good! I just hope you will not rue the way you have let her run wild.”

“Wild?” he echoed in a quizzical tone. “My Daphne? The girl does not have a wild bone in her body. Daphne is a lady, through and through.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Penelope snapped. “You reproach me because I never went to a finishing school!”

“No, no—”

“Just because I am not as highborn as your first wife does not make me or my daughters count for less—”

“My dear, I meant nothing of the kind!”

“Well, if by ‘a lady’ you are referring to your daughter’s expensive mode of life, I cannot disagree with you on that point. We cannot afford her, George! We have to find the girl  a rich husband who can pay for all these ball gowns and party dresses, theater gowns and fripperies and modistes! And then there is her charity! She gives half of our money away to the poor!”

“Now, now, there you go, exaggerating again. It’s only gold, anyway.”

“Only gold?” she cried, aghast. “Oh, but you have never known poverty, George.” She let out a sudden sob, and it sounded surprisingly genuine. “I know that we will end up in the poorhouse!”

“Tut, tut, my dear, there is no need for tears.” Through the doorway, Daphne saw her gray-haired papa go over to his wife and embrace her fondly. “I know you suffered much after Captain Peckworth died, but those days are long behind you now. I promise, you and the girls are quite safe. Come, now. I told you not to worry. Markets go down, but they always go back up again. We will be just fine.”

“Yes, I know, but—oh, my nerves cannot take it, George! Truly, they cannot!”

“Let me send for one of the servants to bring you some tea.”

“They’re all useless.” Penelope sniffled. “Very well.” Realizing her father was about to come out of the room, Daphne swiftly withdrew into her own chamber a few doors down the hallway. Embarrassed by their discussion of her, she waited there until he had passed. After all, she did not wish to be accused of spying.

After a moment, she leaned her forehead against the closed door, not knowing what to think about Penelope’s claims that they were running short of funds.

She knew her father had lost money in the great stock market plunge that had caught all London off guard right after the Battle of Waterloo, but he kept saying everything was fine, so why was she left feeling guilty?

If Papa wasn’t going to come out and be honest with the family about their situation, then what was she to do? Read his mind? He was her father, and she had been raised to accept his word as law. If Papa said everything was fine, then she would take him at his word.

If it was not—if there was a problem—then he had better speak up in plain English. He knows that I don’t play these sorts of games.


In any case, it was no great mystery whom she intended to marry, anyway—Jonathon White, her dearest friend—when she was good and ready, and not one minute sooner.
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