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            Chapter One

            October 1897

A village near Glasgow, Scotland

         

         Sylvia Sparrow bolted from her work space, which was tucked away in a corner of Castle Blackwood’s cavernous library, and rushed down one of its many hallowed halls toward the upstairs drawing room. If she didn’t hurry, she would be late. Though it seemed unnecessary that someone as inconsequential as a lady’s companion should be present for tea, her host, Mr. Wardale, had insisted after she had been absent the last few days—and even Sylvia wasn’t bold enough to question one of the wealthiest men in England. As her serviceable leather boots thudded against the fine carpet, she prayed no one else caught her in such a state.

         She had spent the last several hours transcribing her notes from this morning’s session with her employer, Mrs. Crawford, which had covered a rather fascinating stint in Paris during the Second Empire, and had quite lost herself in the older woman’s recollections. The septuagenarian had lived a life marked by romance, intrigue, and heartbreak and had finally decided to publish her exploits after a well-known publisher expressed interest, along with a hefty advance. It wasn’t the usual set of duties for a companion, but Sylvia had first honed her secretarial skills while helping her late father with his academic work and was happy to provide assistance. She had also become an excellent typist during a brief stint working for a barrister in London after finishing her studies at Somerville College and had further developed her writing abilities while contributing a column to a weekly suffragist newspaper—but Sylvia had left out those little details during the interview process.

         As far as Mrs. Crawford knew, she had hired the well-educated but genteelly impoverished daughter of a deceased country scholar. Not a woman who had once enjoyed a very independent London life complete with a room in a ladies’ boardinghouse, fascinating friends, and a scandalous romance of her own.

         And Sylvia was determined to keep it that way.

         As she drew closer to the drawing room, Sylvia paused before a large gilt-framed mirror to smooth back a few loose strands of her unremarkable brown hair and straighten her navy tie. There. Now she looked perfectly respectable. No need to advertise that she was the kind of woman who raced down hallways in grand castles. That wasn’t the sort of thing one should announce about oneself. Sylvia took a deep breath and continued on, taking care not to move too quickly.

         Mr. Wardale preferred to host afternoon tea in a large, light-filled room that was part of the castle’s newest wing, built sometime during the Regency. Sylvia had never met the eccentric millionaire before this trip, but he was a common fixture in both the business and gossip sections of the papers. Based on what she had observed thus far, he lived up to his reputation as a man with a healthy appetite for both work and play.

         Sylvia entered and immediately searched for Lady Georgiana Arlington, who was Mrs. Crawford’s niece by marriage and her childhood friend. It was thanks to Georgiana that Sylvia was here at all and not living under her brother’s thumb. Or worse.

         Her friend was conversing with two other ladies on the opposite side of the room. All three were elegantly clad in airy afternoon gowns, but Georgiana, who possessed both a discerning eye and a comely figure, looked like a fashion plate come to life. Sylvia’s dull tweed skirt and matching vest made her feel uncommonly dowdy by comparison. She stopped a few feet away and clasped her hands, which were becoming clammier by the second. The other ladies didn’t give her any notice, but Georgiana caught her eye and nodded slightly.

         While she waited, Sylvia pretended to be interested in a painting of a single brown horse in a field mounted on a nearby wall, just one of many at the castle.

         “Terrible, isn’t it?”

         She turned swiftly to find Mr. Wardale by her shoulder. “No, sir. It has an…an…Arcadian charm.”

         “Don’t spare my feelings, Miss Sparrow.” He chuckled. “I had no hand in decorating this room. All credit should be given to the previous owner. In fact, I must insist upon it.” Mr. Wardale’s smooth voice bore no trace of the accent he must have had growing up. He was widely considered to be one of London’s most charming bachelors—if a tad eccentric—who had successfully evaded the marriage trap, though many a debutante had set her cap for him over the years. Even now in late middle age with his blond hair thickly streaked with silver, he still exuded an innate vitality that made him seem years younger—and an intensity that was, at times, unnerving.

         “And here I thought you simply had an inordinate interest in bulldogs and brown horses,” she replied, attempting a wry smile.

         Amusement flickered in the man’s dark gaze as he leaned closer. “If I had any interest in art, I assure you my tastes would be a tad more…eclectic.”

         Sylvia couldn’t help but shrink a little under his attention, along with the suggestive note in his voice. Why on earth had he bothered to approach her, of all people? This room was filled with the very cream of society, if one was impressed by that sort of thing.

         “How is your work with Mrs. Crawford progressing?”

         “Very well, sir.”

         “A fascinating woman. I’m quite looking forward to reading her memoirs.” He grinned, and it brought to mind a powerful jungle cat toying with its prey. “If you need anything—pens, paper, more typewriter ribbons—please don’t hesitate to ask.”

         Sylvia nodded. “Thank you. That is too kind.”

         “Good afternoon, Mr. Wardale.” Georgiana’s greeting put her immediately at ease.

         “My lady,” the man said with a courtly bow. “I understand you were among the party that walked to the falls this morning.”

         “We started to but then turned back at the threat of thunderclouds.” She cast a contemptuous glance toward the window, which was now filled with blue sky and sunshine. “The weather is so changeable here. I’m hoping to mount another attempt tomorrow.”

         In addition to her philanthropic work, Georgiana was known for her seemingly boundless energy, which she applied to everything from planning a lavish charity ball to a simple afternoon picnic. It was a trait Sylvia didn’t share with her friend. She would much rather curl up alone with a good book and a cup of tea than traipse around the forest or attend a ball, not that Sylvia had ever been invited to one.

         “A fine idea.”

         They exchanged a few more empty pleasantries before their host moved on.

         Sylvia let out a breath once he was out of earshot. “You certainly took your time.”

         “Once Lady Delacorte starts talking, it’s difficult to get a word in. But I wouldn’t think conversing with Mr. Wardale is exactly a hardship.”

         “No, but I can’t imagine why he bothered with me.”

         Georgiana gave her an amused look before changing the subject. “I think Aunt Violet noticed your late arrival. You got lost in your work, didn’t you?”

         “I was reviewing the notes I made this morning,” Sylvia admitted. “Your aunt was telling me how she met her second husband. The one who knew Manet.”

         “Oh, yes.” Georgiana laughed. “The Comte who was actually a civil servant’s son. I love that story.”

         “I think he was her favorite of the lot.”

         “Well, all he did was make up an identity to impress her. The other three husbands were far more destructive.”

         The late Mr. Crawford, her last––and, she often stressed, final husband, had made a number of poor investments before having the decency to die, which had further induced Mrs. Crawford to publish her memoirs.

         “Yet another point for eternal spinsterhood,” Sylvia quipped.

         Georgiana ignored the remark and subtly gestured to Sylvia’s hands. “You forgot your gloves again.”

         Sylvia’s cheeks heated as she rubbed at the ink stain on her finger. “So I did.” It had been ages since she’d had any reason to bother with the conventions of polite society. Back home at Hawthorne Cottage, she had never worn gloves, as they were hardly practical when completing the many household chores that needed to be done. Tomorrow she must bring the blasted things with her.

         What does it matter? No one here would mistake you for a lady.

         She was nothing more than a glorified secretary. And lucky for that.

         “Here comes the grande dame now,” Georgiana muttered. Sylvia quickly put her hands behind her back and turned to greet her employer.

         “There you are, Miss Sparrow,” the older woman bellowed as she shuffled toward them. She leaned heavily on her cane, likely weighed down by the massive necklace, earrings, and bracelets she insisted on wearing no matter the occasion, but anyone who thought her enfeebled quickly learned otherwise. “I trust you finished this morning’s notes?”

         “Very nearly, Mrs. Crawford. I had to stop in order to come here.”

         The woman let out a disappointed huff. “Well, see that you have something for me to review by this evening.”

         Sylvia bowed her head. “Of course, madam.”

         Mrs. Crawford gave a sniff of approval. “Come along, then,” she ordered, before turning away to accost another guest.

         “I think someone wants a little bedtime reading,” Georgiana whispered.

         Sylvia stifled a laugh. “Who can blame her? You should have seen the glint in her eyes when she talked about the ‘not-Comte.’ She made a particular point to tell me he had the largest hands she had ever seen.”

         Georgiana barely had time to smother a most unladylike snort into her handkerchief. “Oh, bless the old dragon. I’m actually starting to be glad I came,” she added under her breath.

         Mrs. Crawford had insisted Georgiana accompany them to Scotland, arguing that the viscountess had been spreading herself too thin between her charitable endeavors. Georgiana reluctantly agreed, mostly for Sylvia’s benefit.

         Before Sylvia could respond, she was interrupted by the entrance of several maids pushing tea carts. Georgiana nimbly stepped away. “Oh, you must try the jam tarts.”

         As they moved to join Mrs. Crawford, a group of men who had been sitting by the massive stone fireplace rose. She barely spared them a glance at first. It would be the same mix of pallid, weak-chinned aristocrats as the day before. Mr. Wardale wasn’t exactly eclectic when it came to the company he kept. But as the group approached the tea carts, Sylvia noticed a man she had privately dubbed “Lord Lecher” after his tendency to openly stare at ladies’ chests conversing with someone and cheerfully slapping him on the back. The recipient had stooped to meet Lord Lecher’s middling height, but now he laughed and fully straightened, displaying every impressive inch of his lean, long-muscled form.

         How on earth had he escaped her notice?

         They had been at Castle Blackwood for a number of days, and in that time, Sylvia had not come across any tall, broad-shouldered, and strong-jawed men. But then there had been so much battling for her attentions––settling Mrs. Crawford, repeating everything anyone said to her thrice, and finding the time and space to complete her duties.

         It wasn’t until the man gave her a perfectly polite smile and extended his arm to let her pass ahead of him that she realized she had been quite obviously staring. Because not only was he tall, broad-shouldered, and strong-jawed—he was absolutely devastating.

         And well he knew it.

         “What is keeping you, child?” Mrs. Crawford bellowed over her shoulder.

         To her profound embarrassment, Sylvia had come to a very abrupt and very noticeable stop.

         The older woman may have had trouble hearing, but she had eyes that rivaled a bird of prey. Now she turned her sharp gaze directly on Sylvia. “Don’t tell me you never encountered a handsome rogue or two in your little village.”

         Oh, dear Lord.

         Sylvia’s neck grew impossibly hot. It wasn’t that Mrs. Crawford intended to embarrass her. The woman was simply beyond such trivial concerns at this stage of life. A group of bloodthirsty highwaymen could enter the room at this exact moment and she would probably ask which one was the best shot. Now she waved her bejeweled wrist in the man’s direction. “You will have ample opportunity to gape at Mr. Davies during tea, like the rest of us, but for now I need to sit down.”

         Sylvia inhaled deeply before she dared to speak. “Of course, Mrs. Crawford. My apologies.” She immediately moved aside to let her employer pass and cast a cautious glance at Mr. Davies. His polite smile now held the barest hint of a smirk, the faint lines around his mouth suggesting he did so often, and their eyes met for one excruciating moment. Long enough to note his were the exact shade of melted chocolate. Then his gaze swiftly moved to Georgiana. Sylvia got the distinct impression that she had been assessed, found wanting, and roundly dismissed.

         “Lady Arlington, good afternoon,” he said in a rich baritone that trailed lazily down Sylvia’s spine. “You look as lovely as ever.”

         “Why, thank you,” she said, accepting the compliment with her usual grace. “Wonderful to see you again, Mr. Davies.”

         “The sentiment is mutual, my lady.” He then arched a dark brow and leaned toward her. “But don’t let your aunt think I’ll forget that ‘rogue’ comment.”

         Georgiana gave him one of her famous serene smiles. “Oh dear. I suppose it’s pistols at dawn, then,” she quipped. “Miss Sparrow, will you be my second?”

         “It would be an honor,” she mumbled after an awkward pause. As if it weren’t already humiliating enough to have her rather obvious ogling pointed out, she couldn’t just stand there while the man proceeded to flirt with Georgiana.

         Without another word, Sylvia strode ahead, dutifully took the teacup a maid handed to her, and sat down beside Mrs. Crawford. Several other guests were already seated, none of whom bothered to acknowledge her. It was just as well. Ladies’ companions weren’t supposed to garner attention from anyone except their employers. As Sylvia took in the finely decorated room, Georgiana approached them, now on the arm of Mr. Davies. He smoothly pulled out the chair beside Sylvia, and Georgiana sat down. No man had ever done such a thing for Sylvia before––not that she had ever wanted one to. She was independent. She could sit in a blasted chair by herself. And yet that slight tightening in her chest was most certainly from envy. Sylvia cast another subtle glance at him through the veil of her lashes and noted sharp cheekbones and a strong, straight nose. She was tempted to call him beautiful, if not for the distinct air of superiority that seemed to emanate from him. Just then the afternoon light glinted off his glossy hair, a shade lighter than his eyes and perfectly styled. There. A flaw. She couldn’t possibly be attracted to a man who paid such exacting attention to his own appearance, even if the results were sublime.

         Georgiana flashed him another smile. Her bronze tresses looked even more radiant than usual. “Thank you, sir.” He returned her smile and stepped away.

         Sylvia released a breath. Now Mr. Davies would take his unexpected handsomeness and be on his way. Then she could go back to several minutes ago, when she had been entirely unaware of his existence. Unfortunately, the man took a seat directly across from her instead. Their eyes immediately met, and Sylvia barely had time to conceal her surprise as a hot flush fanned out across her cheeks. Of course the fiend noticed. Just as one corner of his full mouth began to turn up, Sylvia pretended to take great interest in the richly patterned carpet. It looked old and expensive, just like everything else in the castle.

         “Mr. Davies,” Georgiana began in her cut-glass voice, “allow me to introduce Miss Sparrow, my aunt’s companion.”

         Sylvia swallowed her sigh and reluctantly lifted her gaze. Now she’d have to look at him again. And for longer this time.

         “Delighted to meet you,” he said, his eyes practically twinkling. “I understand you’ve taken up residence in the library.”

         All Sylvia could manage was a nod, as her throat had apparently decided to stop working. He waited a moment, no doubt expecting her to make some kind of vocal response, as was generally expected in social situations, but instead she buried the screaming impulse to keep his attention and looked away. No. Let him think she was an absolute dullard. At that moment a maid appeared with a tray of warm cinnamon-scented buns. Sylvia had never been so thankful for the appearance of pastry. Anything to distract her.

         But just as she brought it to her lips, Georgiana leaned over and whispered by her ear, “Mr. Davies is the younger son of the late Earl of Fairfield.”

         Sylvia glanced over. He was now talking with Lady Taylor-Smyth, a glamorous widow who hadn’t deigned to acknowledge Sylvia’s presence. She focused on the faint pang of disappointment that lanced through her chest. Of course. Another aristocrat. All the more reason for her to ignore him.

         “But his mother was a notorious actress, and the marriage caused a rift with the earl’s older children.”

         That was slightly more interesting.

         “Rumor has it he joined the Royal Navy under a false name as a boy years ago. Though after his father’s death he developed a predilection for more idle entertainments. Since then he’s been living mostly abroad, but he returned to London last spring. He’s made quite an impression already.”

         Just then the woman beside Mr. Davies let out a giddy laugh, and he flashed her a raffish grin. Sylvia had a fine idea of how he managed that.

         “I’m not sure why you’re telling me any of this,” she hissed as softly as possible.

         Even Georgiana’s shrug was impossibly elegant. “I thought you’d like to know.”

         Sylvia’s mouth tightened. “Well, I don’t,” she insisted.

         Georgiana looked unconvinced. “Suit yourself.”

         “What are you young ladies whispering about?” Mrs. Crawford barked, startling them both. Sylvia began coughing as she nearly choked on her bite of bun, and Mrs. Crawford gave her a look of concern that a stranger could easily confuse for extreme irritation. “You aren’t feeling ill, are you?”

         Sylvia coughed a few more times and managed to shake her head. “No, Mrs. Crawford. But thank you for asking.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mr. Davies turn toward her.

         “Are you certain? Now you’re turning rather red.” Then she leaned closer and lowered her voice to a mere yell. “Do you need to be sick?”

         The older woman was constantly worried about the health of everyone around her but never her own. Sylvia took a breath before answering. “I assure you, I am quite well,” she said, taking care to enunciate each word. Loudly. Across from her, Mr. Davies’s shoulders trembled slightly.

         Mrs. Crawford eyed her for a moment. She didn’t look the least bit convinced. “All right, then. But don’t stand on ceremony here. If you feel overcome, you have my permission to leave. Immediately.” She then resumed her conversation with the ancient man to her left.

         “Thank you, madam,” Sylvia said with all the dignity she could muster under the current circumstances.

         Whatever was ailing Mr. Davies worsened. She cast a sidelong glance at him, but it appeared he was laughing. He flashed her a conspiratorial smile free of artiface, and for a very brief moment the room faded away. No more richly bejeweled ladies, gentlemen in country tweeds, or bustling maids trying to hide their exhaustion. It was just the two of them, staring at each other as if they were sharing some delightful secret, some kind of elemental recognition, of like finding like. A feeling of warmth that came very close to comfort began to sweep over her as his gaze seemed to move beyond the perfectly modest, carefully bland exterior Sylvia had created, exposing her true form.

         She inhaled sharply at the thought and belatedly realized she had been on the verge of smiling back, like a fool. Like a woman who actually wanted to be noticed by the gorgeous son of an earl. The teacup she had been gripping clattered against the saucer, thoroughly breaking whatever spell had just come over her.

         “I––I think I will go after all.” She had meant to address Mrs. Crawford, but her eyes were still entangled with Mr. Davies’s. His smile began to fade as she forced herself to turn away.

         Mrs. Crawford distractedly waved a hand, too fixated on the man to her left, but Georgiana squeezed her wrist. “Do you want me to come with you?”

         Her sympathy made Sylvia feel even more ridiculous. “No. Please. Stay here. Enjoy yourself.”

         Georgiana opened her mouth, likely to argue, but then glanced toward Mr. Davies and gave a reluctant nod. “I’ll check on you before supper.”

         Sylvia whispered her thanks and stood. Mr. Davies immediately rose, followed a beat later by the other gentlemen, several of whom grumbled under their breath at the momentary inconvenience. She managed a nod as she excused herself, taking care not to look directly at him. But as she carefully picked her way through the room, she felt a heavy gaze tracking her every step, burning the back of her neck until she disappeared through the doorway.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Mr. Davies?”

         Rafe tore his gaze from the doorway and turned to Lady Taylor-Smyth, who had apparently just asked him a question he hadn’t heard a word of.

         Damn. That wasn’t like him.

         “Terribly sorry,” he said, flashing her his most rakish smile. “Could you repeat that?”

         Good thing Rafe had a reputation for not being particularly sharp. The woman looked amused rather than irritated. “I asked if you had ever been to Scotland before,” she crooned, not at all noticing the source of his distraction.

         He shook his head. “I’ve visited nearly every part of the Continent, but I had never been north of York until today.”

         “How exciting for you.” The alluring baroness’s dark eyes stared intently into his own. “I’ve been coming to this area since I was a girl. My granny was a Glaswegian. I’d be happy to show you around, if you’d like.” Then she lowered her voice. “Just the two of us.”

         The suggestive note in her words made it very clear what sorts of things they could get up to alone. Only five minutes in her company and she was already propositioning him. That was certainly a first.

         As she continued to describe the many charms of the Scottish Lowlands, Rafe tilted his head to at least appear like he was listening to the woman this time, but his mind was still occupied by the one who had practically fled his company.

         Yet another first, but a much less welcome one.

         Miss Sparrow was pretty enough to catch the eye, with a mass of light brown hair trying valiantly to escape its pins and fine, almost elfin features, yet most people wouldn’t pay her much notice while she stood next to the outrageous Mrs. Crawford or the voluptuous Lady Arlington, whom he had met before in London.

         But then, Rafe wasn’t most people.

         On first glance Miss Sparrow appeared to be little more than a timid lady’s companion finding her feet with an overbearing employer, but her ink-stained fingers and slightly rumpled clothing gave her away. She reminded him of those confounding New Women types he saw in London sometimes, riding bicycles, working in offices, and meeting in groups to discuss plans to win the vote. Was this Miss Sparrow one of them?

         The idea was rather intriguing.

         There was a hidden sharpness vibrating in her just below the surface, if one only bothered to look. Rafe strongly suspected that she possessed a bone-dry sense of humor she likely took great pains to conceal in front of her employer, except the poor girl had a pair of enormous gray eyes that betrayed even her most fleeting emotion. It was the hint of challenge in her gaze that had so thoroughly arrested him mere moments ago, before it turned sour.

         Rafe had never minded acting like a useless aristocrat before, as his work on behalf of the Crown required him to play up his blue-blooded roots, but the sort of people he usually caroused with were cut from the same cloth. Seeing that brief little flit of disapproval pass over Miss Sparrow’s features had unexpectedly stung.

         Lady Arlington also watched Miss Sparrow’s exit with a look of concern very different from the tranquil expression she normally wore. She glanced toward him and immediately turned away, her face now carefully blank. Rafe brought his teacup to his lips and took a long, considering sip despite the warning note echoing through his head.

         He didn’t have time to be distracted by an awkward young woman suffering from a bout of nerves. He had arrived at the castle only hours ago at the behest of his host, who suspected one of his guests was behind a series of anonymous threats. But Rafe couldn’t ignore the prickling sensation at the back of his neck. The one that began when his eyes met Miss Sparrow’s from across the room. The one that he suspected she felt too, until she bolted from her chair. She may have found him distasteful, may think of him as nothing more than a callow rogue, but something else had crossed that lovely little face of hers before she left. Something like fear.

         Rafe shook his head and recalled his purpose. Wardale thought this would be an excellent chance for him to meet the other guests, most of whom he already knew. It was the usual mix of aristocrats and nouveau riche. Rafe shoved all thoughts of Miss Sparrow aside and focused on performing the role of charming dilettante. But in between his jokes and bon mots, his attention was drawn more and more to Lady Arlington, who had grown steadily quieter since Miss Sparrow left. Renowned for her gold-spun beauty and highly respected for her charitable efforts, she was married to a viscount who was nearly twenty years her senior. Rafe didn’t object to the age gap, as his own parents were similarly paired, but Viscount Arlington’s vicious streak was legendary. He was particularly harsh on the many female workers who populated the garment factories he had been given as an inducement to marry well below his station. There were also whispers that the viscount was furious that his marriage of nearly a decade still hadn’t resulted in an heir.

         How could such an effervescent woman find any kind of happiness with a man like that? Perhaps this Miss Sparrow had proved to be a valuable source of friendship. From what little Rafe had observed, the two women seemed remarkably at ease with one another. Like friends. Like old friends.

         Rafe moved closer to Mrs. Crawford. He had to practically shout before she acknowledged him. “May I ask how long Miss Sparrow has been your companion?”

         The great lady frowned in consideration. “Oh, about two months, I’d say. She’s helping me write my memoirs, you know. She’s a sharp girl and takes excellent notes. I’m planning to take her on a tour of Egypt after Christmas. At my age I simply refuse to endure another English winter.”

         “How generous of you.”

         “Yes, it is. She’s never gone anywhere, poor thing. Spent nearly all her life in some miserable little village near Oxford. Hollychortle or Chortlewood. Something silly like that.”

         “Where did you ever find her?”

         “That was all Georgiana. She’s involved in some women’s employment society. Teaches them skills so they can earn a living and then places them in positions. That sort of thing.”

         Rafe nodded. Interesting. “And I take it Miss Sparrow had undergone training at this society?”

         “No. She’s had some formal schooling. But she did write to them asking for help finding a position in London after her father died, some middling scholar I’ve never heard of.” She considered this for a moment and then airily waved a hand. “I can’t recall the particulars exactly, but it is no matter. Her references were excellent, and her work has been far superior to my last secretary, a gentleman down from Cambridge who believed he was much too important to be working on the memoirs of an old lady.”

         “He sounds like a fool.”

         “Indeed, sir,” Mrs. Crawford heartily agreed.

         He then waited a moment before turning to Lady Arlington, who was watching him closely. “So, then, you did not know Miss Sparrow before that?” he asked lightly, with a distinct edge of polite boredom.

         The viscountess continued to sip her tea, but her fingers tightened ever so slightly around the delicate porcelain handle. “No, Mr. Davies.” Then she met his gaze with a piercing blue stare. “I did not.”

         He smiled at the lie. So that was how she flourished in a marriage to the viscount––swathed in silk with a backbone made of steel.

         “How fortunate for you both,” Rafe said. “I confess I thought she had been with you much longer.”

         Lady Arlington returned his smile. “We are very lucky to have found Miss Sparrow.”

         And this time he believed every word.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After tea ended, some guests adjourned to the billiard room while others took advantage of the sunshine to tour Castle Blackwood’s legendary labyrinth, which had been a point of interest in the area for nearly two hundred years. Wardale met Rafe’s eyes and gave him a subtle nod before he left with a lady on each arm. There had been time for only a brief introduction after Rafe’s arrival before the guests had started congregating for tea, so they’d planned to rendezvous afterward in Wardale’s study.

         Rafe slowly made his way upstairs, taking in the timeworn interior’s vaulted stone ceiling, while a mixture of questionable art, faded tapestries, and other baronial memorabilia hung from the walls. He had been in his fair share of stately residences over the years, but nothing that came close to the pure majesty of a damned castle. One could practically feel time passing through with every breath.

         “And now it’s in the hands of a man born in an East End slum,” Rafe murmured.

         John Wardale was a man of obscene wealth and even more influence, having pulled himself out of grinding poverty to eventually become one of the most successful land developers in the country. These days he had a finger in nearly every promising business in England, whether as an investor or member of the board or outright owner. The blue bloods held their noses at his East End roots as they attempted to curry his favor for their own endeavors, while the working class saw him as something of a modern-day folk hero.

         A generation ago such an ascent would have been unimaginable. Today it was extraordinary.

         Rafe couldn’t help but respect the man. He had made something of himself instead of simply being born lucky. As he turned down the hallway that led to the study, Rafe was surprised to find the door open and Wardale already sitting behind a massive rosewood desk. Based on the furious scribbling he was currently engaged in, he had been there for a while.

         Wardale glanced up. “Ah, Davies. Come in. And close the door, will you?”

         “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

         The rest of the room was decorated in dark colors and heavy furniture, while tobacco scented the air, lest anyone was foolish enough to mistake this as anything other than a supremely masculine lair.

         Wardale set aside his work. “One of the first things I did when I came here was explore all the back stairwells and secret passageways. This place has more twists and turns than a rookery,” he said with a laugh. “Now I know it like the back of my hand.” Rafe was pleased to see that Wardale didn’t try to hide his roots, unlike other self-made men he had met. “Have a seat. I understand you met with your brother this morning?”

         Rafe nodded. He had returned from a delightful evening spent in the bed of an elegant older widow to find Gerard Davies, his older half brother, current earl, and all-around twat in his sitting room. Rafe could count the number of times they had met on one hand, but Gerard had recently been given a prominent position in the Home Office, thanks to his support of the current government, and wasted no time all but ordering Rafe to take the next train to Glasgow. Though Rafe technically worked for the Foreign Office, men with his particular set of skills were few and far between, so it was common for Crown agents to carry out missions for different branches of government when called upon. Still, Scotland seemed an odd place to send him given the growing worries about German militarization and rising tensions with the French regarding control of Egypt—not to mention a likely conflict with the Boers on the horizon. But while Rafe would have loved to experience the thrill of denying Gerard something, the truth was he had begun to grow tired of London, especially after having spent much of the last few months mingling with society to ensure he was the last man anyone would suspect of working for the Crown. In this case, the desire to leave town and meet the legendary John Wardale proved to be stronger than his contempt for Gerard.

         “Yes, but he wasn’t very forthcoming with the details, sir,” Rafe began as he sank into a sumptuous leather armchair. “He mentioned that you had recently purchased the castle and suspected a group of Scottish separatists in the area were stirring up trouble.”

         Gerard had also made it clear that, seeing as Mr. Wardale was a “great friend” to the prime minister, Rafe’s assistance would not go unnoticed.

         “The previous owners descended from a branch of the Chisolms,” Wardale began. “They were well liked for the most part, even though the first baron betrayed the Jacobins in exchange for more land and a title from the Crown. Robert Chisolm, the last baron, was typical of large landowners of his time. Kept things going along as best he could while making as few changes as possible. He married an heiress, which helped keep the castle from falling into too much disrepair, but they never had any children. She’s left for the Riviera, while his heir was a distant cousin living in America without the means or inclination to own a Scottish castle. They were quite happy to have me take the place off their hands.” Wardale’s feline smile indicated that it had been a very good deal indeed.

         “But this unrest, as you described it, was unexpected,” Rafe supplied.

         The smile vanished. “To put it mildly. I’ve made it widely known that I plan to bring Castle Blackwood and the surrounding land into the modern era: electricity, running water, and new roofs for the tenants, a new schoolhouse for the village—and I have the capital to do it. Yet a small, very vocal faction can’t get past my place of birth. These Scots have been emboldened by the calls for Irish Home Rule and have gotten it in their heads to demand the same thing.” He then reached into a drawer and threw a packet onto the desktop. “These are just a fraction of the letters I’ve received since the sale of the castle a few months ago. I offered to keep the original staff on and gave pensions to those who wished to retire, but that wasn’t enough to appease everyone.”

         Rafe leafed through the small stack of paper. They were all short and to the point, and written in the same childlike scrawl, though the writer bothered to switch hands for a few:

         
            Leave ye English RAT.

            Banish the SNAKES from Scotland.

            The only good Englishman is a DEAD one.

         

         “Might it not be better to contact Special Branch?” Rafe asked as he set down the papers. “They certainly have more experience in these matters than I do.”

         Wardale scoffed at the suggestion. “They’re no better than a pack of street thugs. I need discretion. That’s why you’re here. Besides, it isn’t only the threats I’m concerned about.”

         “Yes, I understand some documents had gone missing.”

         Wardale nodded. “They were taken from the desk in my bedroom. The perpetrator must have known I was receiving sensitive information. That sort of thing isn’t usually announced on the envelope, you see.”

         “And usually not sent to civilians,” Rafe couldn’t help adding.

         Wardale raised an eyebrow. “I know you must think me a fool, Davies. I suppose I can’t blame you, given the circumstances, but I am exactly the sort of man this government needs. One who knows how to get things done. Not another mindless bureaucrat determined to needlessly tie everything up in red tape.” It was on the tip of Rafe’s tongue to point out that adherence to that so-called red tape helped ensure the rule of law, but he remained silent as Wardale went on.

         “I asked your brother to contact you specifically. The PM is aware of the work you have done involving that nasty business with Sir Alfred. He thinks you have great promise. And know how to keep things quiet.”

         Rafe narrowed his eyes. After spending most of the last decade abroad, he had returned to London specifically to deal with the mess the late legendary spymaster had created. His goal hadn’t been to cover up the misdeeds of Sir Alfred but rather to prevent such an occurrence from ever happening again. “Then you must also be aware of my feelings about powerful men who are left unchecked.”

         Wardale chuckled. “You’re awfully self-righteous for someone who makes his living lying to people.”

         Rafe paused before he answered, choosing his words with the utmost care. “I believe that my work can save lives by avoiding unnecessary escalations that lead to conflict.”

         “Then you can see why this mole must be found and this group of rabble-rousers snuffed out before it goes any further.” Wardale leaned forward, his dark eyes glinting with purpose. “You and I both know an independent Scotland will never happen, yet these men are willing to destroy anyone and anything in their path. Help me stop them.”

         Rafe didn’t exactly object to the idea of an independent Scotland. And he knew better than most that the Crown would never relinquish one of its jewels unless forced to, but he avoided answering by posing a question. “Why do you suspect one of your guests is involved?”

         Wardale snorted. “The timing is a little too convenient, wouldn’t you say? The documents went missing only after the house party began.”

         “Perhaps this is unrelated to the threats you have received.”

         “It bloody well may not be related, but in the meantime, I want all avenues explored.”

         “I suppose you won’t tell me what the documents contained?”

         “No,” Wardale ground out. “Those papers carry sensitive information that would be of great interest to Her Majesty’s enemies and threaten Crown rule. If you do succeed in finding them, it is in your best interest not to read any of it.”

         Either these documents really did contain highly sensitive information that even someone like Rafe couldn’t be privy to, or they discussed something deliciously tawdry. He tried to conceal his curiosity.

         “Noted. Have any of the guests been in your bedroom?”

         Wardale’s gaze immediately shuttered. “I don’t suspect any of the ladies.”

         “That isn’t what I asked,” Rafe said as politely as he could manage.

         “But that’s all you’ll get,” Wardale snapped. “Focus on the men. Start with those with Scottish ancestry.”

         The tension that had been slowly gathering in Rafe’s shoulders twisted sharply. “May I remind you that I’m here as a favor—”

         “Come now, Davies,” Wardale began, taking on a syrupy tone that turned Rafe’s stomach. “Haven’t you ever engaged in a little quid pro quo? What will it take to keep you happy?”

         The voice in Rafe’s head screamed, Get up. Get up and leave right now. He refused to be beholden to anyone, especially this man. But a mission like this was an unusually delicate matter. Possibly a dangerous one.

         Before Rafe could answer, Wardale pressed on. “I know you live and breathe your work, just like I do. And I also know what it means to be constantly proving yourself to men who look down their well-bred noses at you,” he added with surprising emotion. “Think of what I could do for your career. For your future. In no time you could have more power than any man downstairs. Even more than your brother.”

         Rafe steepled his fingers. He had been recruited years ago by Sir Alfred to carry out special assignments for the government. The spymaster’s death had exposed a number of security breaches, and Rafe had spent most of the summer and fall cleaning up the mess left behind while simultaneously forming a plan for a new, more secure organization with strict protocols that didn’t revolve around the whims of a single man.

         “Distrust between branches of government created a situation that was exploited by Sir Alfred,” Rafe began. “There needs to be one solely dedicated to intelligence gathering and carrying out missions with highly trained staff. Britain has been lagging behind her adversaries since Napoleon. We don’t even have a codebreakers department anymore.”

         When he had brought this up to Gerard, his brother had wrinkled his nose and called it ungentlemanly. It was a refrain Rafe had heard many times before from men who were all too happy to use the information he procured while turning their noses up at the process. Gerard had begrudgingly agreed to pass on his proposal, but Rafe didn’t entirely trust him. However, Wardale looked intrigued, and the prime minister in particular had an avid interest in foreign affairs. Surely they would see the advantages of his proposition.

         “If I uncover the mole, I want the funds to form and manage an elite group of agents.”

         Wardale leaned back in his chair and stared at Rafe for a long moment. “I can ensure that the PM is informed of your proposal and give him my full support,” he finally announced. “What say you?”

         For years the work had been more than enough to sustain Rafe, but perhaps he had been a fool to stop at the little corner he had carved out for himself while other, more privileged men bungled the opportunities handed to them on silver platters. Like Wardale, Rafe couldn’t make the blood that ran in his veins any bluer, but he could rise up the ladder of power, if given a proper chance.

         Even he couldn’t deny it was a tempting prospect.

         “All right,” he said. “Who do you suggest I start with, then?”

         Wardale’s smile returned. “There’s a good chap. I made a list for you,” he said as he passed over a slip of paper. “I want to know everything you uncover, even if it doesn’t seem relevant. We can’t be too careful. My majordomo has been instructed to give you whatever you require. And here.” He held out a ring with several keys. “These should open all the guest rooms in the house.”

         Rafe hesitated a moment. He had undertaken similar tasks dozens of times—and hadn’t once felt any qualms about it. It was rather an inconvenient time to develop a conscience, but this seemed excessive even to him. So far he had observed nothing that suggested this theory Wardale had pieced together. But men like him saw enemies in all corners, usually with good reason. And if one of the guests did take the letter for nefarious purposes, Rafe could uncover it easily enough. No one suspected anything was amiss so far, and even Rafe’s sudden appearance at the castle was readily accepted without much comment. Over the last few months he made sure he was known as just the sort of fellow to turn up somewhere unannounced and uninvited. If the guilty party was among them, they were extremely confident. And Rafe would give them no reason to suspect otherwise.

         “We are in agreement. Aren’t we, Davies?” Wardale raised an eyebrow, still holding out the key ring.

         Think of your career. Of all that you could accomplish. All you could be known for.

         Rafe clasped the ring between his fingers, ignoring the unsettling chill that raced up his arm. “Yes, sir. Completely.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sylvia returned to the blessedly empty suite she shared with Mrs. Crawford and Georgiana. She would ask to have a dinner tray brought up instead of attending supper later. Then she should have the evening to herself until Mrs. Crawford came in demanding to be read to. The woman possessed several strange habits, but Sylvia had come to enjoy this little nighttime ritual. They were halfway through a rather sensational—and absurd—Gothic novel, as her employer had an absolutely burning passion for penny dreadfuls.

         Her room, slightly bigger than a closet, was just off the communal sitting room. She entered and went to the washstand in the corner. Though her stomach had indeed begun to roil, it was hardly the reason behind her abrupt exit. Sylvia splashed water over her face and then pressed a soft cotton towel to her cheeks.

         It was a ridiculous feeling, of course. A momentary panic brought on by her overwrought nerves. Whatever she thought she saw in his gaze, Mr. Davies couldn’t read her mind and certainly couldn’t see into her heart.

         He doesn’t know a thing.

         Sylvia closed the door behind her and sank to her knees in front of her travel trunk.

         No one does.

         She ran her trembling fingers over the smooth edge and lifted the lid, then began removing each item until the bottom of the trunk was exposed.

         Not even Georgiana.

         Sylvia pulled out the false bottom and gave a huff of relief. The plain brown envelope was still there. Still untouched. Just as it had been days ago when she first packed it away after retrieving it from Mr. Wardale’s bedroom. After noting the movements of both the upstairs maids and her host’s valet, she entered during a time the room would be empty and found the envelope in a bedside table drawer, just as her blackmailer had predicted. Her hands had shaken for nearly an hour afterward as she’d waited for someone to call out her misdeed and banish her from the property. But the day had continued on as usual, as if the theft hadn’t occurred. As if she were a perfectly ordinary lady’s companion.

         Sylvia’s blackmailer had warned her against opening the envelope, claiming that the information inside was highly sensitive and could put her at risk. She snorted as she recalled the warning, just as she had on the afternoon a nondescript letter had appeared sans return address a mere day before they left for Scotland. It still seemed like a wildly far-fetched description meant to put her off, but she obeyed anyway. Whatever the envelope contained, whether it was of a personal nature or involving one of Mr. Wardale’s many business ventures, she wanted as little to do with it as possible, and the more ignorant she remained, the better.

         Her mysterious blackmailer had laid everything else out quite plainly: the writer knew about her past as an advocate for social reform, the scandal that had resulted, and that Georgiana had deceived her husband and aunt so Sylvia would be hired as a lady’s companion. They had even included one of her more radical columns from The Defender, the newspaper she had once written for, in which she argued in favor of equal wages for women to support their economic independence rather than relying on marriage. The truth would be revealed if she didn’t provide the information they demanded, beginning with the envelope she had taken from Mr. Wardale’s room.

         Sylvia simply couldn’t let that happen.

         She stared at the envelope until her eyes began to water, until her fingernails bit into the paper’s rough grain. She had already lost so much these last few years: her home, her family, her future. She couldn’t lose Georgiana, too. Her dear friend faced everything life had thrown at her with a serene pragmatism, but the mask Georgiana wore for the world was for her own protection. And she would be roundly punished by the viscount for anything that marred the faultless image he demanded.

         So get on with it, then.

         That, at least, was something Sylvia could do. As she placed the envelope back in the false bottom of the trunk and repacked her things, the fear that had propelled her to her room was slowly replaced by the guilt that had been burning through her for days. But there was nothing she could do now. The chance to come clean had passed when she’d placed that envelope in the bottom of her trunk instead of taking it directly to Georgiana. Her friend had been full of understanding when Sylvia had been abruptly turned out of her childhood home thanks to her brother’s reckless spending, but there were some things even Sylvia could not share. Some secrets she needed to keep safe. And shouldering this burden alone would have to be the price.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Later that evening Rafe returned to his room ready to tumble into bed fully clothed. And he probably would have, if not for Tully, his rather piratical valet. Rafe had engaged the brooding Irishman, a former navy man like himself, shortly after his arrival in the capital city, when it became clear his visit would be a long one. The nature of his work for the Crown also necessitated both extreme privacy and adaptability, so Rafe was accustomed to making do on his own. But that was before he experienced the unique pleasure of one of Tully’s signature shaves. He was a bit rough around the edges for a valet, and perhaps his hair was too long, but he mixed the best shaving soap Rafe had ever used and was an absolute wizard with a needle and thread. Rafe had been thoroughly spoiled these last few months, and if he did decide to leave London, he wasn’t sure he could do without Tully now.

         “Christ. Being charismatic is exhausting,” he moaned as he loosened his necktie. Tully tied the damned things so intricately he could barely manage to get them off on his own now.

         Supper had been a prolonged affair. Afterward, he had spent several hours carousing with a few other gentlemen, living up to his reputation as a thoroughly dissolute rake.

         “I can imagine, sir.”

         Rafe’s lips quirked at the idea of his humorless, hulking valet working a room. He shrugged out of his dinner jacket and handed it to Tully. “I trust you had a pleasant evening?” Rafe noticed a new book on the chair. The man had a ferocious appetite for detective stories.

         Tully nodded. “The library is open to anyone—and well stocked.”

         “Yes, I believe the former baroness was a voracious reader,” Rafe murmured as he removed his cuff links. “Perhaps I’ll take a look tomorrow.”

         Whenever he was feeling particularly blocked, reading helped relax his mind. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if Tully had seen Miss Sparrow, but he wouldn’t indulge in this ridiculous curiosity. Since her awkward exit that afternoon, Rafe hadn’t seen the mysterious lady’s companion again. And yet, to his growing annoyance, he had thought of her more often than he liked.

         “A fine idea, sir.” Tully took the cuff links, jacket, and necktie and slipped into the other room.

         Rafe walked over toward the window. There was nothing to see at this hour but black, black night and a blanket of glittering stars above.

         Since his arrival, he had made a point of conversing with each guest. It was incredibly tedious, and he resolved to never have another conversation about horseflesh for the rest of his life—but it helped him narrow down potential suspects.

         Unless there isn’t even a damned mole among them.

         Regardless, tomorrow he would begin searching rooms. Rafe slowly rolled his shoulders to release the knot between them. It didn’t work. He had received a cable from Gerard already, asking about his progress, but he was in no hurry to respond. Let his brother sweat a little. Rafe had never seen the earl in anything other than a foul mood, but that morning he seemed even more agitated than usual. When Rafe had briefly intimated that he might not take the case at all, Gerard had gone as white as a sheet.

         But this is what you do. This is what you’re trained for. You’ve no wife, no family, and no other responsibilities to speak of. You can drop everything and go traipsing off to God knows where whenever you damned well want, and no one will even blink an eye.

         Witnessing Gerard’s rattled expression paired with the note of envy in his voice had not been as satisfying as Rafe would have liked. It was true. All of it. That was the problem. For years Rafe had made decisions designed to ensure he remained as untethered as possible. Was beholden to no one other than his superiors. But now it didn’t sound quite so appealing as it once had.

         No wife.

         No family.

         No other responsibilities.

         He felt the sharp pinch of regret in his chest while the voice in his head once again warned that it had been a mistake to come here. And Rafe wasn’t used to making mistakes. Gerard would always have more money, more power, more respect simply because he had the good fortune to be born first. But Rafe had his work. Work that he had always excelled at. Failure was never the goal, but to fail in front of Gerard was simply unacceptable. There was no other way. Rafe rolled his shoulders and neck again, harder, longer, until his dress shirt clung to the faint sheen of sweat coating his heated skin, but those tight knots finally gave way to his will. He braced his hands against the back of a chair, panting from the force of his exertions, waiting long minutes until the pounding of his heart subsided. Then he performed a few more basic exercises and stretches to keep his lean muscles loose before washing up and changing. Sleep would come heavily tonight.
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