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            Chapter One

            London

April 1899

         

         You simply had to have the office with a view of the river, no matter how distant,” Captain Henry Harris muttered to himself as he slowly mounted the stairs to the top floor of a building in a quiet corner off the Strand. It had been a more fanciful indulgence to be sure, but after spending so much of his adult life at sea, Henry found even the most fleeting glimpse of water comforting. That combined with an enticingly low monthly rent had made him dismiss the four flights of stairs. It wasn’t much of an inconvenience—usually. But today he wasn’t so lucky.

         Henry paused to massage his knee before entering his office. If his secretary, Miss Delia Swanson, caught him doing so, she would only make a fuss. It was being particularly bothersome after he had spent most of the last week tailing a woman suspected of being unfaithful to her husband. Henry hadn’t uncovered any evidence that suggested the lady in question had a lover, only that she appeared to have an excessive amount of time to spend in department stores. Privately, Henry concluded that his client would be better off actually talking with his wife rather than hiring a private investigator. But in his experience, clients rarely wanted his advice. Just results.

         He released a breath as the ache subsided and opened the door marked HARRIS INVESTIGATIONS.

         As usual, Miss Swanson was already at her desk, typing away. She looked up at his entrance and flashed him a bright smile. “Good morning, Captain Harris! How are you today?”

         “Fine. Thank you,” Henry grumbled as he leaned his cane against her desk to hand her his coat and hat. No one should be that chipper at half past eight in the morning, but the young lady’s incessant cheerfulness had been one of the reasons Henry hired her, even though it never failed to make him feel like an old curmudgeon by comparison.

         “I’ve left the morning’s post on your desk. Will you be wanting coffee?”

         “God, yes.”

         Henry retrieved his cane and made his way to his office. No doubt Miss Swanson’s sharp eyes had already noticed he was favoring his right leg more than usual. Her attention to detail was an admirable trait in a secretary, but one that caused him a considerable amount of grief. It had been nearly two years since he had injured his leg during a mission gone awry while serving the Crown abroad, and though he had initially balked at using a cane, Henry had grown quite attached to it—not to mention that it came in rather handy when he found himself in a rough part of town.

         Henry sat down heavily in his chair and glanced up as Miss Swanson breezed into the room with a tray bearing a shiny coffee pot, a cup, and a plate of something that promised to be delicious.

         “Maude made a batch of her famous scones last night specially for you, sir, after I told her how much you enjoyed the last ones,” she explained unprompted. Maude Covington was Delia’s flatmate, among other things.

         He frowned as she set down the tray and began pouring the first of the many cups of coffee he needed to get through the day. “She shouldn’t have done that.”

         “Oh, come now,” she said with a wink. “Everyone likes to be spoiled a little.” Her hazel eyes sparkled as she passed him his cup.

         Henry took it and began riffling through the pile of mail on his desk. “Not me.”

         Miss Swanson laughed a little and returned to her desk. She was an attractive girl, and more than one client had assumed she was his wife, which Henry was always quick to correct. Besides, even if he had been interested, Delia was perfectly content to keep company with Maude. Together, the two women practically tortured Henry with their considerateness and constant stream of invitations to Friday evening gatherings with their eclectic group of friends, Sunday roasts, and holiday fetes.

         One of these days he would have to put a stop to it. But until then he would suffer with a competent secretary and a stream of baked goods.

         Henry set down the mail and took a sip of coffee before biting into a buttery scone. He couldn’t help the little moan of delight that rumbled through him.

         “I heard that!” Miss Swanson called out from her desk.

         He responded by picking up his cane and using it to push the door shut. It was time for a little morning privacy. The muffled sound of Miss Swanson diligently typing up his reports wafted through the door, but Henry had come to find that comforting. A busy secretary meant business was good. He resumed his perusal of the mail: several bills, a letter of thanks from a satisfied client, and something with a postmark from Brighton. Henry didn’t need to see the return address. He recognized the handwriting immediately. As he ripped open the envelope and scanned the short note, his chest grew tighter and tighter. Then he set it down and stared out the window.

         The contents of the note were much the same as the one he received two months ago, and the one that came three months before that. It began with giving thanks for his previous generosity and extolling his virtue as a man of honor before getting to the point: His cousin Dale had lost yet another job, and his wife, Deborah, the writer, was again appealing to him for a loan. They both knew Henry would never get his money back, yet they kept up the pretense in their correspondence to save her the embarrassment that came from asking for help. The trouble was that Henry had already lent Cousin Dale nearly twenty pounds this year alone, a not insignificant sum, especially given that he had opened his business only a little more than a year ago. All in all, things were going well. Though clients had initially been attracted by his status as a naval hero, Henry had quickly earned a reputation as a thorough and discreet investigator. But he wasn’t exactly rolling in excess funds, and this could be a precarious business. He needed to be careful. Conservative.

         And yet, despite all these perfectly salient points, Henry still heard his mother’s voice chastising him. Though she had been gone for nearly half a decade, her remonstrations were still very much alive in his mind: But my dear, you must help your cousin Dale. It isn’t his fault he drinks. His father was the same way, bless him. Think of his poor wife and all those children.

         Henry bit back a sigh and picked up the note. Deborah had added a postscript asking for twice the amount he sent last time, as their youngest child needed an operation. It had been years since Henry had visited the Brighton branch of his late father’s family. Back then Dale had a decent job at a tire factory nearby and three boisterous children, with a fourth on the way. In truth, Henry had been a little envious of their obvious happiness, both with life and each other. But then the factory had closed without warning, as the owners discovered they could triple their profits if they moved operations abroad. Dale had never found a comparable position and thus began his slow descent into drink. Henry wasn’t even sure Dale knew that his wife wrote to him. He glanced at the unopened bills on the desk and rubbed his eyes. There was never any doubt that he would send them the money. Henry just didn’t know how he would scrape it together this time.

         The comforting tap-tap-tapping of Delia’s typewriter suddenly ceased, and he heard her speaking. Someone must have entered the office. Henry quickly set aside the mail and moved his cane to a more covert spot.

         Delia entered the office. “A Mr. Fox is here to see you, sir,” she said as she handed him a card. “He doesn’t have an appointment.”

         Henry frowned as he took it, noting that it was made of heavy cardstock and embossed in glossy ink. Fox was a common enough last name; perhaps this man wasn’t—

         But Henry hadn’t time to convince himself, as Reginald Fox trailed behind Delia.

         “Hello there! Do you remember me? We met at Lady Harrington’s house once. I was there visiting my sister during her season.”

         Georgiana Fox.

         Henry was caught off guard, both by the man’s sudden appearance in his office and the unwelcome reminder of that long ago afternoon. He rarely thought of his failed attempt on the London marriage mart eight years before. Had not allowed himself to. He exchanged a subtle look with Delia, who did a decent job of holding back a smile at his undoubtedly shocked expression, and she quickly excused herself.

         He glanced at the young man before straightening a stack of blank envelopes that most certainly didn’t need it. “Of course. How are you?”

         “Quite well, actually,” he said with a chuckle and took the seat on the other side of the desk. “It’s been ages, and I was barely out of short pants when last we met.”

         Henry met Reginald’s gaze. Along with similar shades of dark blond hair, the Fox siblings all had sapphire-blue eyes. The effect was momentarily unsettling. The young man who sat before him had once been a gangly youth Henry had played several games of chess with. But he had grown into his height and acquired an air of confidence that was usually accompanied by financial success.

         “I know you are a busy man, so I won’t keep you too long this morning,” he began before turning sheepish. “It’s just that I’m in a bit of…a pickle.”

         Henry’s shoulders relaxed a little at Reginald’s visible discomfort. This was personal for him, then. Good.

         “What sort of pickle?” Henry silently ran through the usual: an unhappy mistress, an unpaid gambling debt, a wayward wife. But Reginald wore no ring…

         “It’s my sister,” he burst out. “I think she’s in trouble.”

         Reginald Fox had three sisters. That didn’t necessarily mean—

         “It’s Georgiana. Lady Arlington,” he added unnecessarily.

         Henry pulled his hands back from the envelopes and placed them on his lap, where Reginald couldn’t see them tighten into fists. “What makes you think that?”

         “I heard from her secretary that she has gotten a few upsetting messages recently. After the death of her husband about a year and a half ago, she inherited two garment factories my father once owned. They had been part of her dowry, you see.”

         Henry recalled that the late Mr. Fox had been a stockbroker but invested in a number of different businesses around London.

         “My sister decided they needed to be improved. She’s become something of a reformist,” Reginald said with a little laugh. “At first we all thought it was a splendid idea. It kept her busy. Happy, even. Especially since she and her husband never did have any children.”

         Henry shifted in his seat. Though he had taken great pains to ignore any information about the Arlingtons over the years, it had been nearly impossible since returning to London. It seemed that everyone knew the viscount had died without an heir, leaving his beautiful younger wife a wealthy widow.

         “Anyway,” Reginald continued, “she’s made a name for herself with all the changes she’s implemented. And her workers love her for it. She pays them the highest wages in the business and enforces safe conditions. I suspect she aims to build a little empire.”

         “That’s impressive,” Henry said reluctantly.

         Reginald flashed him a smile. “Don’t let her beauty and perfect manners fool you. My sister is quite industrious.”

         Henry grunted. He would not comment on that.

         “In any case, not everyone has welcomed her reforms.”

         “Her competitors,” Henry guessed.

         Reginald nodded. “They complain that her changes will put them out of business, but it’s all nonsense. They want to be able to continue exploiting people without consequence, and my sister is making that increasingly difficult. She’s planning to expand her operations, and it’s caused talk. Plain old gossip I can abide by, but I’ve been informed that some of it is far more nefarious. These men are growing more disgruntled by the day.”

         “Has she been threatened directly? Aside from the messages?”

         “Not that I know of,” Reginald admitted. “But I think she’s holding things back, so as not to worry any of us.”

         “You mean, your other siblings?”

         Reginald nodded. From what Henry remembered, the five boisterous Fox siblings had been uncommonly close. One might even be tempted to call them meddling. Their father was usually tied up in his work, so when their mother died a few years after Ollie, the eldest, was born, Georgiana had stepped in as a de facto parent, though she had been little more than a child herself. But that had been years ago.

         And she is no longer Georgiana to you.

         Henry felt a slight tremor in his hand and refocused his attention on Reginald.

         “Louisa, our youngest sister, has been particularly anxious. Her husband is related to one of Georgie’s rivals and says there’s good reason for caution, but she won’t back down. Georgie’s convinced she can pressure these men into changing their businesses for the better, but she doesn’t understand that they don’t share the same motivations.”

         Henry tilted his head. “What do you mean? For success? Power?”

         Reginald turned serious. “Greed. Her improvements have come at a personal cost. One the other factory owners will never willingly make.” He let out a breath. “It could all be nothing, of course. Idle threats from men railing against a swiftly changing world. But I’d sleep a hell of a lot better if I knew. And I’ve heard from a few other fellows that you are discreet,” he added with a sheepish look.

         “She doesn’t know you’re here, then,” Henry supplied.

         Reginald shook his head. “Georgie thinks I’m overreacting. Ever since her husband died, she’s changed. I’m glad she’s found something to do of course, but…well, she’s become a bit reckless.”

         Henry ignored the voice in his head loudly demanding to know the details and instead maintained his impassive expression. “It will be difficult for me to uncover all the necessary information without Lady Arlington’s cooperation.”

         “But not impossible,” Reginald pointed out. “I’ll pay you twice your usual daily rate. And a ten-pound bonus if you uncover any actual threats.”

         “You’re joking.”

         “Hardly.” Reginald grinned. “My sister isn’t the only one in the family that inherited our father’s business acumen, God rest him. The past few years have been very good to me.”

         Henry pursed his lips as his gaze drifted to Deborah’s letter. That would certainly help solve his financial issues…

         Absolutely not.

         He was not nearly in so desperate a state to consider taking on this case. “Why me?” he asked after a long moment. “Surely I don’t need to explain to you why this might be rather awkward, for both myself and your sister.”

         Reginald hadn’t been that young during their chess games. He must have known Henry had called on Georgiana, along with scores of others. And that she had chosen someone else.

         The young man gave him a considering look. “I anticipated that, and I won’t bother you for any of the particulars. Whatever occurred between the two of you is none of my business, but…” Reginald, the bastard, hesitated. “You should know that she always spoke highly of you.” Henry realized he had been holding his breath. “And you have a reputation as a man of honor,” he continued before the moment could turn awkward. “Why, you’re a national hero.”

         Henry waved a hand. “That was nothing. And completely irrelevant here.”

         Reginald raised an eyebrow. “I’d hardly call coming to the aid of two innocent countrymen and then escaping from a Turkish prison nothing.”

         Only because you don’t know the truth.

         But Henry kept that thought to himself. It was part of his agreement with the Crown: He would dutifully play the role of the noble hero in public in return for being released from naval intelligence service. Forever.

         It was times like these that he questioned whether he got the raw end of the deal.

         “You don’t need to give me an answer right now,” Reginald went on. “In fact, I’d rather you didn’t. Take some time to think it over and let me know by tomorrow evening.”

         Henry had already made up his mind, but he nodded anyway. If he said no now, Reginald would only try his damnedest to convince him otherwise. The two men then rose and shook hands before Reginald left.

         Once he was alone again, Henry sank back in his chair and looked out the window.

         She always spoke highly of you.

         That had to be a misunderstanding on Reginald’s part. Or perhaps a lie to further cajole him into taking the case. Well, it wouldn’t work. There was absolutely no reason why she would have ever discussed him with her brother. With anyone.

         But what if…

         “No.” The sharp, single word echoed in the silence of his office.

         And that was to be the end of it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next morning Henry arrived at his office slightly later than usual. He had wasted long hours alone in his bed staring at the ceiling and recalling that fateful night he had met Georgiana Fox at Lady Harrington’s ball.

         Henry had been hiding out on the terrace, nervous as hell and second-guessing his decision to come to London for the season. A lieutenant in the Royal Navy didn’t earn much, especially since he supported both his mother and his sister. His mother had come down in the world when she married Henry’s father, and it irked Henry to no end that they were considered someone else’s poor relations. Now he hoped to do something about it. Namely, marry the wealthiest woman he could find and elevate his family’s social status permanently. It made him no better than a scoundrel, but it meant his sister would be saved from the dull horrors of spinsterhood and Henry would never have to worry again about his mother spending the rent money on ribbons. He also hoped to get the increasingly persistent and wildly intimidating Commodore Perry from Naval Intelligence off his back, as he didn’t like recruiting family men. But that meant Henry needed to go back into that ballroom and be charming. And Henry had never been very good at that.

         It was in the midst of these thoughts that Georgiana Fox burst onto the terrace, golden-haired and swathed in fine silk, like one of his sister’s fancy dolls brought to life—aside from her distressed expression, though she had quickly recovered once she noticed his presence. And that was all it took for Henry to begin to fall. And deeper still once she actually spoke. For unlike him, Georgiana Fox was quite good at being charming. Enough for Henry to mistake her interest as genuine when it hadn’t been more than a silly flirtation that had gotten out of hand until she put a stop to it. Permanently.

         Delia was already at her desk, of course, busily tapping away when he entered. She looked up and arched a dark eyebrow.

         “My goodness, I was starting to think you wouldn’t show,” she teased.

         “It’s barely a quarter after nine, Delia,” Henry groused.

         “You’ve a visitor,” she said brightly, not at all put off by his foul mood. “I stuck her in your office.”

         Henry glanced toward the closed door. He could just make out the shadow of a figure through the frosted window. “I thought I didn’t have any morning appointments,” he murmured, so the woman wouldn’t overhear.

         “You didn’t. She was pacing outside when I arrived. In a right mood, too.”

         It was probably some disgruntled wife who had learned her husband had hired him to follow her. “What is her name?”

         “She refused to give one. Just demanded to see you.”

         Henry sighed and removed his coat and hat. That was never a good sign.

         “I don’t suppose Maude made any more scones last night?”

         Delia smiled and shook her head. “Sorry, sir. I’m afraid you’ll just have to use your charm to placate this one.”

         God help him, then.

         Henry plastered a smile on his face and made his way to the office. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting,” he began smoothly as he opened the door. If he was the first one to talk, he found it was easier to gain control of the conversation. The woman stood before the window, her profile illuminated by the morning light. At his entrance she turned toward him, and Henry stopped in his tracks. He blinked a few times and very nearly pinched his arm, but this was not a dream.

         It was her.

         All the air seemed to be wrenched from his lungs, and for a moment he worried he would fall dead away right there before Georgiana Fox.

         No. Lady Arlington.

         He had last seen her more than a year ago in Scotland, moments after she had learned of her beloved husband’s death. As with everything else about her, he had been unable to forget the image of her sobbing in the arms of Sylvia Sparrow, who had gone on to marry his good friend Rafe Davies. But now there was no trace of the heartbreak that had been etched so clearly on her face that day. Lady Arlington faced him fully, her posture ramrod straight, and lifted her chin. She was dressed in half mourning: a deep purple coat trimmed in black velvet that hugged the enticing curves Henry was trying very hard not to linger on and an outrageously large matching hat with a gauzy black veil pulled back to reveal her luminous face. Henry guessed the ensemble was the height of fashion—and expense.

         She looked marvelous, commanding, and mad as hell.

         Her sapphire eyes, so like her brother’s, fixed on him, and her frown deepened considerably.

         Henry failed to ignore the significant twitch of interest below his waist. He had yet to move away from the door and still gripped the knob. For a very brief moment he considered leaving the room entirely. He, who had served on an active warship for over a decade, had gone undercover on countless occasions, and had survived an imprisonment, was nearly undone by the glare of a lady.

         No. Not just a lady. The woman who had torn out his heart before tossing it aside to bleed out on the ground.

         Henry gripped the knob even tighter before he drew the door closed, his gaze never leaving hers. That was ages ago, he reminded himself. Henry had been an idiotic young man then. One who had mistaken deep infatuation, heady lust, and unsated desire for the beginnings of love. And, most damning of all, had believed she felt the same.

         The click of the lock echoed in the silent room, and he gave a low bow.

         “Lady Arlington. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

         “Spare me the empty pleasantries, Captain,” she said crisply. “I am not a jilted wife who needs mollycoddling. You know why I’m here.”

         Henry swallowed hard, both loving and hating the sound of his elevated rank on her lips. He gestured to the chair before his desk. “Please. Sit.”

         She let out a huff before gliding over. Henry’s eyes were riveted to her every movement. The woman turned crossing a room into a veritable art form. Only when she was safely seated did he leave his spot by the door. As he walked around his desk, he saw that she noticed his cane, but the usual look of exaggerated pity did not follow. Well, that was a welcome surprise. Henry had endured enough shallow condolences from people to last him several lifetimes.

         He took his seat across from her and met her eyes again, while a not insignificant part of him enjoyed the blistering feel of her gaze. How long had it been since anyone inspired such a visceral reaction in him? Of course it would be her.

         He suddenly wished for a desk twice as wide.

         As if that would make a difference.

         There should always be miles and miles between them, at the very least.

         “Your brother told you of our meeting yesterday,” he began.

         “Not willingly, but yes. Reggie has always been wildly transparent. It didn’t take long for him to admit that he had hired you to spy on me.”

         “I wouldn’t quite put it that way,” Henry demurred, but this was entirely the wrong approach.

         She raised a bronze eyebrow. “Oh? How exactly would you put it then?” she asked with deadly sarcasm.

         He could have told her then and there that he hadn’t accepted the case. And had no intention of doing so. But he didn’t.

         “Well, I wouldn’t call it spying. Your brother expressed worry over your safety and asked me to investigate any threats. Your anger is unfounded.”

         Unfortunately, this did not have the desired effect of placating her. “How dare you,” she hissed. “You have no right to dictate how I should feel. And my brother should have come to me first. Not gone behind my back and hired you without my explicit consent.”

         Again, the voice in his head urged Henry to clarify that he had not taken the case. And again, Henry ignored it. “My apologies. I…I can see why that would be upsetting,” he admitted.

         Lady Arlington’s expression softened ever so slightly before the frown returned even deeper than before. “Good. Then we understand each other.” She began to rise. “I will tell Reggie that this was all a misunderstanding. Send any bill his visit and mine have incurred to my office,” she said airily with a flick of her wrist, as if she were brushing off a piece of lint. Something worthless and insignificant. “I will leave the address with your secretary.”

         Perhaps if she hadn’t been so high-handed Henry could have controlled himself, but like hell would he sit there and be roundly dismissed by her. The woman who had breezed through his life once before and left a trail of smoldering ash in her wake.

         “I don’t think so, my lady,” he called out as she moved toward the door. Lady Arlington paused and glanced back at him over her shoulder. Though her eyes spoke only of distaste, Henry could not look away.

         “Excuse me?”

         He placed his palms on his desktop and rose. “I was hired by Reginald Fox, and I answer only to him. If you want this investigation called off, you will need to take that up with your brother.”

         Her mouth dropped open for a brief moment, and Henry felt a surge of delight. He had surprised her. It was pathetic how good it made him feel. “In any case, your cooperation won’t be necessary. But if you want your life disrupted as little as possible, I suggest you stay at home for the next few days while I begin.”

         Lady Arlington’s lush mouth tightened ever so slightly before she continued. “And why would I need to stay home?”

         “Because then I won’t have to follow you.”

         She shot him a cool glare before sweeping out of the room without another word, her exit punctuated by the slam of the door. Henry smiled as he took his seat and leaned back in his chair.

         Lady Georgiana Arlington. Still as beautiful as ever. And still full of damnable pride.

         Henry would take this case. He would investigate any threats made and ensure her safety for a pretty penny.

         All while making it perfectly clear that her decision to marry for a title had not devastated him.

         Not one bit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         As Georgiana charged out of Captain Harris’s office, her anger grew with every step until it threatened to split her right down the middle. It wasn’t until she was safely ensconced in her carriage and had snapped the curtains shut that she had been able to focus on anything other than the bewildering mixture of heat and fury coursing through her. Since last evening when Reggie admitted his ridiculous scheme during a family supper with their sister Louisa and her husband, Georgiana had been consumed by hurt and embarrassment. No one understood why she was so upset by the mere mention of Captain Harris, and Georgiana had no desire to explain her past humiliation to them. How the man she had once fallen for so readily, so easily, had turned out to be nothing more than a callous fortune hunter. And now he actually planned to pursue this case.

         Georgiana slumped against the velvet cushions. She had gone to his office that morning hoping to appeal to his sense of honor. And, all right, to indulge her curiosity. Like nearly everyone else in the country, she had read the scores of articles that had been published lauding his heroic actions in Turkey: how he had been on leave in Constantinople and intervened when a pair of innocent British architecture students mistakenly entered a military building and were accused of spying. Captain Harris had tried to explain the misunderstanding, but one was shot and killed in the struggle, while he and the other man were thrown in prison. Eventually Captain Harris mounted an escape to save his fellow countryman, who had fallen ill. They made it back to his ship, but the young man didn’t survive. There was no doubt that he had acted bravely and deserved every inch of newsprint dedicated to praising his actions.

         Her dear friend Sylvia had also spent some time with the captain, as he was a good friend of her husband, and spoke highly of him. Surely he could be reasoned with. And perhaps, in a very tiny corner of her heart, Georgiana wondered if that long ago spark could be revived once more. If perhaps she hadn’t been deceived. If there really had been something between them. Something rare and precious.

         When he had first stepped into his office, it was as if all the air had gone out of the room. He moved more slowly than she remembered but with a subtle, stately confidence that was undeniably attractive, and Georgiana could have sworn his amber eyes heated with an aching familiarity as they swept over her. But then he opened his mouth and acted as if she had inserted herself back into his life in the most invasive way possible. Where was the winsome young man she had met on her godmother’s terrace all those years ago? The one who had so tempted her to turn her back on the expectations of her family?

         She had come to London from Kent on a mission: secure a proposal from the most desirable bachelor she could find. It was her duty as the eldest daughter in her family. While other young ladies might have been appalled by such a prospect, Georgiana wasn’t a romantic. Her father was a successful stockbroker, but he had five children, including three girls. And though Georgiana’s mother had come from an old family with aristocratic roots, at the time of her parents’ meeting they were living in genteel poverty. Mr. Fox had, unfortunately, married his wife for love, not money. That had led to a blissful home life for over a decade before she passed, but it meant that there wasn’t much for the girls’ dowries.

         So it was up to Georgiana to pave the way for her younger sisters. If she made an advantageous marriage to a wealthy man, she could secure all their futures. Rather than consider what she might be giving up by participating in such a cynical scheme, Georgiana did what she had been doing all her life: She put her family first. And there was no better accomplice than her godmother, Lady Harrington, or Aunt Paloma, as she insisted on being called. She had come out the same season as Georgiana’s mother and landed herself a fabulously wealthy, much older earl. The late Lord Harrington had been gone for many years now, but his legacy lived on in the two strapping sons that Aunt Paloma treated like princes. Since Peregrine, the eldest, was already engaged to a duke’s daughter, Georgiana had initially thought she would be paired with Tobias, the younger son, but Aunt Paloma subtly hinted that she was saving him for a girl with much bluer blood than her own.

         A more sensitive girl might have been upset, but Georgiana understood. To aristocrats marriage was a kind of game, one that required strategy and a fair bit of ruthlessness. Georgiana didn’t consider herself particularly mercenary, but if it helped her family, she had no qualms about doing whatever it took to win.

         And that had meant dancing with Viscount Arlington, who was nearly twenty years her senior. He was a handsome but dark and forbidding man who had barely looked at her until just before their waltz ended, when he leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Your godmother was right. Your fleshly charms more than make up for such a middling bloodline. I will call on you this week.”

         Georgiana had been too mortified to offer a reply other than a curtsy. Then she had blindly moved through the crush of bodies until she reached the terrace doors, which had been opened to let in the faint May breeze. Once outside she found a secluded corner and let out a heaving gasp of breath that wracked her entire body. She placed her palms against the stone balustrade that ringed the terrace and leaned forward, waiting for her blood to settle as the viscount’s coarse words echoed in her ears.

         And she was supposed to rejoice that such a beastly man wished to court her?

         Never.

         Never.

         Georgiana inhaled a few deep breaths until the anger slowly subsided. It was true that her family was neither as old nor as illustrious as the viscount’s, but she would not listen to such drivel. No man was worth that, no matter his wealth and social status. Even she had her limits. Tomorrow she would explain everything to Aunt Paloma and tell her how rude the viscount had been. Surely the woman would be just as offended as Georgiana. And then that would be the end of the man’s courtship.

         It had to be.

         “Glad to see I’m not the only one who hates crowds,” someone quipped.

         Georgiana whipped her head to the side, where the darkened figure of a man stood in the corner. Her heart thundered in her chest. She hadn’t even noticed him.

         “You are all right, aren’t you?” he asked. “Shall I get someone for you?”

         Georgiana relaxed at the clear concern in his voice. He stepped into a sliver of light from the ballroom. His face was still mostly in shadow, but she could see that he was smartly dressed in a naval uniform.

         She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’m fine.” It sounded silly, but she felt safe in this man’s presence. Safer than she had all evening.

         “I’m Lieutenant Harris,” he said, extending a hand. “Henry Harris.”

         Georgiana paused and stared at his gloved hand. It wasn’t the done thing, shaking hands, especially at a ball. Especially with a stranger. But she found it charming. He seemed to realize his faux pas and began to pull back just as she had reached out.

         Lieutenant Harris huffed a laugh and bowed instead. “Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I suppose I’ve spent too much time at sea.”

         “Yes, I’d imagine that is quite different from a London ballroom.”

         “You’ve no idea,” he murmured. None of the other men she had met in London would have allowed such a slip. Or even admit to having ever experienced such a feeling. They were far too proud.

         “Is this your first time at one?”

         He laughed again. “Is it that obvious?”

         Georgiana shrugged. “Not necessarily. I’ve been to five now and here I am.”

         “Only five,” he teased. “This is your first season, then?”

         “Yes.”

         “Well, I’m sure by the end you’ll be a master.”

         Georgiana couldn’t help the sigh that escaped her.

         “I take it you aren’t filled with excitement at the prospect?” Henry guessed.

         She hesitated a moment. It should feel odd, discussing such things with a stranger, and yet she wanted to keep talking with him. “Not really,” she admitted. “I was when I first came to London, but now…”

         “You’d rather it was all over with?”

         “In a way.” But certainly not if it ended in an engagement to a man like the viscount. She let the cryptic comment hang in the air, as there were still some things she couldn’t speak aloud.

         Lieutenant Harris seemed to sense her reticence and changed the subject. “You still haven’t told me your name. Or should we find your chaperone to introduce us? Isn’t that how these things are done?”

         “They are, but no. That won’t be necessary.” She suspected Aunt Paloma would not approve of this untitled young man, no matter how solicitous he was. “I’m Miss Fox.”

         “Miss Fox,” he repeated as a delicious shiver slid down her spine. “I suppose I’ll have to wait for a formal introduction to learn your first name?”

         Georgiana smiled and was just about to answer when someone came bustling onto the terrace.

         “Georgie! There you are.” Tobias hurried over and stopped short when he noticed she wasn’t alone. “Oh, you’re out here with Henry? That’s a relief. Mother was worried.”

         He held out his arm, and Georgiana had no choice but to take it. “I’m sorry. I felt a little lightheaded and came to get some air.”

         “That’s all right. I told her I would fetch you. I believe we’ve a dance coming up. Thanks for watching over her, old chap,” he said to the lieutenant. “We’ll catch up later.”

         As Tobias led Georgiana away, she turned back. The lieutenant watched them in silence. He had taken a few steps forward and was now fully illuminated by the ballroom’s light. He was rather handsome, with sandy blond hair and a sharp chin with a touch of boyishness to his features, but it was his amber gaze that struck her the most. He stared back with a directness that should have made her uncomfortable, but unlike with the viscount, there was nothing salacious there. It was determined. Noble. And unexpectedly mesmerizing. Georgiana didn’t want to look away. Didn’t want him to ever stop.

         It wasn’t until much later, after everything between them had been torn apart and ground to dust, that she realized he had begun to break her heart even then.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The carriage came to a sudden stop that wrenched Georgiana back to the present. Overhead she heard Jack the coachman yelling at the offending driver of a milk cart blocking the road. She let out a sigh and stared out the window at the traffic as Captain Harris’s stern gaze flashed through her mind. She had wanted him to look at her the way he had that first night, as if she was the answer to a question he hadn’t even thought to ask. His amber eyes were still distressingly familiar and still alight with the same sharpness, but he had grown thinner in the intervening years, with a rangy build that emphasized his broad shoulders and long limbs, while his sandy hair was now long enough to cover his ears. He had never been the most attractive man of her acquaintance, as his features were too angular to be considered conventionally handsome, but there was a magnetic quality about him that had always drawn her notice. Unfortunately, that remained intact. And now it was accompanied by a rawboned intensity that was undeniably captivating, bubbling up through the hairline cracks of her battered heart—until he flat out refused to give up the case.

         If you want this investigation called off, you will need to take that up with your brother.

         Georgiana let out a loud huff in the silent carriage and crossed her arms. Impudent man. Lord knew Reggie had plenty of money to waste on ridiculous things like private investigators. But there was little she could do. Despite her protests last night, Reggie had insisted that Captain Harris’s services were necessary, and he was backed up by Louisa. It was useless to try to convince them.

         There is no harm in seeing what he uncovers, Georgie, Louisa had implored.

         Georgiana appreciated the love and support of her siblings, but by God they were making the grumblings of a few competitors into some kind of nefarious plot to do her bodily harm. Captain Harris could uncover whatever he wanted. Georgiana would not alter her course. Come hell or high water, she would continue with her plans to expand Fox and Sons Fine Fabrics, which manufactured trimmings for gowns, by the end of the year.

         Her father had purchased the factories nearly two decades ago, when he had an excess of disposable income. But despite the eponymous name, neither he nor his sons had ever been involved in the running of either factory. That had been left up to a management company. A majority stake in the two factories along with a board seat had been passed on to the viscount when he married Georgiana. But unlike Mr. Fox, the viscount was a much more involved owner—and solely motivated by increasing profits at any cost.

         When Georgiana had learned there was a clause in the original agreement that ensured the factories would pass on to her in the event that she outlived her husband, it was assumed she would sell. But after taking a tour of her new properties, Georgiana had shocked everyone by declaring her intention to remain the owner.

         Since then, she had discovered a new sense of purpose that had been missing from her life. Men like Reggie and Captain Harris couldn’t understand the responsibility she felt for the scores of women her factories employed. By retaining ownership, Georgiana was able to ensure they were well compensated and offered childcare services on site for those who needed it. She also demanded that a set of stringent operating standards be followed at all times, so her workers were safe from both the machines and the foremen who oversaw the floor. Any foreman who attempted to deviate from the protocol was immediately dismissed.

         Georgiana had heard enough horror stories from her employees about the foremen in other factories who thought it a benefit of their position to demand sexual favors from their subordinates in exchange for keeping their jobs. And if the women weren’t willing, the men forced themselves on them anyway before dismissing them. There was little if any recourse for their victims.

         The thought still made her stomach turn. Georgiana would hire every woman she could just to stop that from happening to anyone ever again. Word had quickly spread that Fox and Sons was one of the best places to work at in London, and there was a waiting list nearly a hundred names long. Though some of the company’s board members had initially balked at Georgiana’s changes, production rates had nearly doubled in less than a year. Now was the ideal time to expand operations, while she had the full support of the board, and she would not let this opportunity pass her by.

         She glanced out the window. The carriage had already turned onto her street. Though a woman of her social position and means could live in any number of grand London mansions in Mayfair or Belgravia, Georgiana had preferred Pimlico. It was an easy route to her factories near the Thames, and she preferred this quieter corner of London, away from wagging tongues and prying eyes. As her driver pulled up in front of her home, Charles, her energetic young footman, bounded down the steps and opened her carriage door. Georgiana greeted him before ascending the stairs to her small but stately terrace house, where she was met at the door by Mossdown, the butler who had been with her since her marriage.

         “Good morning, my lady,” he said with a grand bow before taking her coat and hat. “I hope your visit to Mrs. Fernsby’s was a pleasant one.”

         Only Jack the coachman knew where she had really gone, and he was a man of few words and greater loyalty.

         “It was. I’d like a pot of tea brought to my study, as I will be working there for the rest of the morning. And I won’t be home to any callers. I plan to return to Fox and Sons this afternoon.”

         Mossdown bowed again before disappearing in the direction of the kitchen. Georgiana preferred to keep her staff small, both to ensure her privacy and because as a lone woman she had no need of a dozen servants.

         She made her way down the hall toward the room where she spent most of her time when at home. It was her sanctuary, a much-needed escape from the demands of her work and society. The study had been used by the former owner as a respite from his boisterous family, but Georgiana had removed the dark wallpaper and heavy curtains in favor of calming shades of pale green and silver. A writing desk was positioned by the large window, which overlooked the small back garden, and a pair of comfortable chairs upholstered in gray velvet sat before the hearth. Books Georgiana had collected over the years lined the shelves filling one entire wall from top to bottom, while an eclectic mix of both classic and modern art decorated the space. With no one to please now except herself, everything was just the way she wished. There were times she was lonely, especially in the evenings, but it was worth it to remain in control of her own life.

         Barnaby, her faithful elderly terrier, dozed on the matching chaise longue in the corner. At the sound of her entrance he cracked open one liquid brown eye before deciding to go back to sleep. Georgiana gave him a couple of strokes before she sat at her desk and leafed through the mail that had arrived while she was gone. It was mostly invitations to events she had little interest in attending. But since she had entered half mourning, the pressure was mounting from her friends and family to move about more in society. Their ultimate goal was to see her married while she was still on the right side of thirty. While there was still time to have a family. But Georgiana had kept her plan to become a sophisticated old spinster to herself.

         It would take a man of uncommon character to change her mind, and Georgiana had never been one for fairy tales. Captain Harris’s golden-brown eyes flashed through her mind yet again, and she let out a scoff. A less likely candidate to restore her faith in love, she couldn’t imagine.

         Fine. Let him waste Reggie’s money on his investigation. Georgiana had neither the interest nor the time to cooperate.

         If you want your life disrupted as little as possible, I suggest you stay at home for the next few days.

         Bollocks. Her life had already been disrupted. But for the first time since yesterday evening a smile crossed her face.

         If he was so determined to go through with this “investigation,” she would make it as difficult as possible—and enjoy every moment.
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