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To the women of science who worked without acknowledgment
            

for so long, especially the women of astronomy, who
            

were usually relegated to doing the math.
            

They really were called computers.
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		Prologue


Hawesworth Castle, Yorkshire
            

Lady Fiona Maeve Ferguson Hawes received her sentence in a white room. White marble, white brocade, white porcelain, white-painted oak. The cold, spare temple to her grandfather’s pretensions.
         

Walking so silently she failed to strike an echo from the gleaming floor, Fiona came to a stop at the edge of the Aubusson carpet. She wanted to worry at the ivory muslin of her dress. She wanted to run upstairs and throw herself on her bed, where she could sob herself dry. Instead, briefly, she pressed her hand to her chest, absurdly afraid that the chaos that battered her would spill out all over her grandfather’s stark marble floor.

She couldn’t seem to draw a good breath. She hadn’t since Ian’s friend Alex Knight had told them the news. Since he had ridden away again, taking with him the last of her childhood dreams.

Oh, Ian.
         

Gone. Her brother was truly gone. He had left before. He had fought in the king’s wars since she had been a child. But he had always come home. He had always done his best to keep track of his twin siblings, and do his best by them, especially after mama had died.

No more. This time, Fiona and Mairead would be truly alone, especially when her grandfather delivered the verdict he was so anxious to make.

“You took long enough to get here, girl,” he barked, rising from behind his massive desk and stepping forward.

“I was seeing off Alex Knight,” she answered with a dip of a curtsy. “Considering he was kind enough to deliver the news of Ian’s death in person, I assumed that you would not wish me to stint on Hawesworth hospitality. Was I mistaken?”

She was rewarded with the cold glare that had once made her tremble.

“I hope you didn’t waste your time setting your sights on him,” the old man said, his voice thick with disdain. “The likes of him will have nothing to do with the likes of you.”

She refused to flinch. “He left unmolested.”

If he had been the kind of person to react, her grandfather would have gone red. As it was, he froze into a tower of disapproval. Hands clasped behind his back, he stood straight as a subaltern on parade, the sun limning his pure silver hair and magnifying the immense dignity of his person.

To be truthful, Fiona’s grandfather could have stood in a barn naked and disheveled, and it would still be obvious that he was the current holder of one of the nation’s most illustrious titles. He carried the marquessate of Leyburn in his bones, in tendon and viscera and brain. And he never ever let anyone forget it. Especially the misbegotten twin granddaughters he’d been forced to take in four years earlier when they’d had nowhere else to go.

“I give you enough credit to know why I called for you,” he said, his voice crisp.

She had known before Alex Knight had finished giving his news. “I imagine you intend to find a way to blame Mairead and me for Ian’s alleged crime.”

“Nothing alleged about it,” the marquess snapped. “You heard his friend. Pulled a gun in front of a shipful of witnesses and tried to shoot the Duke of Wellington.” He snorted, shaking his head. “I should have known he was a traitor.”

You should know even now that he wasn’t.
         

“As for you…” The marquess pulled out his watch and flipped it open. “You have about twenty-five pounds of accumulated pin money between you both, which is yours to keep, along with what you can carry.” He snapped the watch closed. “I have an appointment in Leyburn in an hour. I don’t expect to see you when I return.”

“What about Mairead?” Fiona asked, hands clenched to hide their trembling. “Do you think she can simply wander the roads?”

He shrugged. “By your own account, she’s done it before. Wouldn’t have even known there was a life like this if I hadn’t interfered. Besides, it saves the embarrassment of trying to foist her off on society.”

Of foisting either of them off. Something he never would have done anyway, which they both knew.

“I have done my duty,” he insisted as if he’d heard a protest. “That is all that can be asked. This family goes back to the Conqueror. I will not have it fall to scandal.”
         

And the scandal of two granddaughters who had survived on the streets could be erased if the girls disappeared as if they’d never come.

Fiona fought a flood of panic. Where would they go? It had been so long since she had kept them safe out on the streets. Eight long years. Had any of her skills survived? Her instincts? Where could twenty-five pounds take them?

Well, standing here soaking in the marquess’s contempt would offer no ideas. Without another word, Fiona turned for the door.

“Where will you go?” he barked.

Fighting for calm, she turned back and lifted an eyebrow, unaware how identically she copied him. “I don’t believe that can be of any interest to you, sir.”

Home, her heart cried. Get ye back to Edinburgh, where you know the streets and the people and the price of a meal.
         

“Of course it is of interest to me,” he snapped. “I demand to know that you won’t do anything more to sully my name.”

Glad to at least get a bit of petty revenge for all the slights she had suffered under this roof, she smiled. “In that case, Grandfather, I fear you are doomed to suffer disappointment.”

And without another look at the grandfather she had once thought would be her salvation, Fiona Ferguson walked out, shutting the door behind her.


	

    
	
		Chapter 1


Four weeks later
            

It took a lot to surprise Alex Knight. But there he stood in the White Salon of Hawesworth Castle staring like a simpleton at the hall door that had just slammed in his face.
         

“Bloody hell.”

Three days of hard riding to bring the Marquess of Leyburn the best news possible, and the old bastard had blindsided him.

Standing alongside him, Chuffy Wilde gaped like a landed trout. “Bit dense, I know,” Chuffy said, scratching his nose with a pudgy finger, “but did the marquess just say he threw his granddaughters out into the snow?”

“Yes,” Alex answered, still staring after the old man. “I believe he did.”

Throwing open the doors, Alex strode into the hallway to find the marquess climbing the sweeping white marble staircase, his hand on the polished rail, his back as rigid as his morality. If the old tartar hadn’t been moving, Alex could have easily mistaken him for one of the statues that lined the steps.

“A word with you, sir.”

The marquess didn’t stop. “I have said all I wish to.”

“Perhaps you did not understand me,” Alex said, his voice terse. “Your grandson is alive and exonerated of the charges of treason. Ian has even been commended by the Duke of Wellington himself for his courage. Surely that is excellent news.”

Not from the old man’s expression. “Do you perhaps believe me to be hard of hearing?”

“I believe you must have misunderstood me, or you would never have walked away without securing the safety of your granddaughters, as any gentleman would.”

His expression frozen in disbelief, the marquess stalked all the way back down the stairs. “You question my honor, sir?” the old man demanded in glacial tones. “Mine?”
         

“A man of honor,” Alex retorted, “would not have abandoned the women under his care, no matter the provocation. Where are they?”
         

The marquess lifted a vague hand. “They left after your last visit. It is no longer my affair.”

That took Alex’s breath. He’d heard the term “seeing red.” He understood it now. Delivering the news of Ian’s death was one of the hardest tasks Alex had ever taken on. Fiona had been devastated by it. And Alex had left her. To this man.

“Do you mean that you threw your granddaughters out of your house the same day they learned that their brother was dead?”

The marquess’s expression grew, if possible, colder. “You are new to your title, Lord Whitmore,” he said. “Perhaps when you have worn it a bit longer, you’ll begin to comprehend just what is owed to it. My line has been unblemished for eight hundred years. It will remain so.”

The silence was shattered by an explosive laugh. Alex turned to see Chuffy bright-eyed and chortling. “Beg pardon,” he apologized with a wave of his hand. “Hilarious. Saintly family and all. Leyburn title is as straight-laced as Prinny’s parlor. Chock-full of pirates and brigands. Pater told me so.”

“Fribble,” the marquess spat. “Your father must despair of you.”

Chuffy’s smile only grew. “Does. Have a question, though. He’ll want to know. Ferguson’s exonerated. Why ignore the girls now? Bad form and all.”

“He is still a spy,” the marquess snapped. “No gentleman,” he said, glaring at Alex, “lowers himself to such behavior. As for his sisters…” He shrugged. “They are probably already back on the streets from which they came. I have found another heir. You may tell them. What those Fergusons do now is not my concern.”
         

Alex blocked his way. “Four years ago, at your behest, I brought your granddaughters to you. How can you just throw them out like this?”
         

“They survived just fine before, and they should have no trouble surviving now. The skills that kept them clothed and fed before I found them are never forgotten by women like that.”

Alex went cold. He had met Fiona only twice, but each time he had come away respecting her more. What kind of monster could look into those glorious blue eyes and not see the bone-deep honor there?

“Exactly what do you mean, sir?” he asked, his voice dangerously quiet.

The marquess’s smile was sour. “Come now, Whitmore. How do you think those two ate when they were living on the streets of Edinburgh? Kind Scottish fairies did not drop apples in their laps.”

Alex struggled to breathe. “They were no older than fourteen when Ian found them and got them into Miss Chase’s Academy.”

The marquess sneered. “Plenty old enough for that business, sir. And don’t think I am being dramatic. That she-wolf pulled a knife on me once, did you know that? She carries it in her garter. My secretary once forgot himself enough to challenge her to a shooting contest. He lost. He was lucky I didn’t dismiss him on the spot. She was lucky I didn’t toss her out onto the moors. And I haven’t even had the nerve to find out what other ‘talents’ she possesses. Well, no more. I will not feel threatened in my own home.”
         

Chuffy was shaking his head. “Won’t keep Ferguson away. He’ll find out. Wouldn’t be here when he comes, I were you. Bit protective and all.”

The marquess glared. “I don’t care if your father was my friend. Get out.”

Chuffy blinked. “Not without the ladies.”

“I told you. They’re not here.”

“Got to be somewhere.”

Somewhere. Christ, Alex thought. How would he possibly find them? It had been four weeks.
         

“If we don’t find those women,” he promised the old man, “Chuffy and I, along with every one of our associates, will spend every day and every farthing we possess between us ensuring that the ton knows exactly what happened here. You will be more vilified than Princess Caroline, and twice as unwelcome. I also wouldn’t count on supplanting Ian in the succession. He has friends, too.”
         

Alex saw the threat reach the marquess. The old man paled; his eyes narrowed. Fortunately for him, the old man refrained from delivering another opinion. With no more than a jerky wave of his hand, he stalked up the stairs.

“Don’t know about you,” Chuffy said, pushing his glasses up his nose, “but I think it’s time to talk to people who really know what goes on.”

*  *  *


They spent the next four hours interviewing the staff and came away with no more than outrage, grief, and carefully couched fury at their employer. Fiona’s abigail sobbed, chef all but shattered his chopping block as he slammed down his butcher knife on unsuspecting mutton, and the butler, a stiff-rumped old tartar with a profile like a penguin, methodically tore apart the linen handkerchief he had been folding. Alex had a feeling that if a vote were held, every person on that estate would have walked over a burning marquess to hand Lady Fiona a glass of water.

It didn’t help him find her.

“Tha’ll bring them safe home,” the housekeeper begged, fierce brown eyes awash in tears. “Won’t ’ee?”

Alex lied, unable to admit to either of them how slim his chances were. “I will. Do you have any idea where they went after they left here?”

“Coachie took girls to Black Swan in Leyburn.”

“And from there?”

She could only shrug, looking even more lost. “Stage goes all over, think on.”

No one else could offer more. So Alex and Chuffy began at the Black Swan, a gray coursed rubble stone building that anchored the market square of Leyburn. The proprietor, a thin, rather somnolent man of a height too great to fit beneath his own doors, remembered helping the women onto the London coach. Beyond that, he could say nothing certain, except that Lady Mairead had been sore distressed and Miss Fiona quiet, as usual.

With night coming on, the men had no choice but to secure rooms and repair to the taproom, where they were served full mugs of ale and a serviceable game pie. They spent dinner at a scarred oak table by a desultory fire trying to decide how to proceed.

“No friends to go to?” Chuffy asked, his attention on his food. “Your sister heard from her? School chums and all.”

“No. Pip would have alerted me. Especially if she learned that they’d been evicted from their home. Pip has a finely honed sense of justice.”

The first time he’d met Fiona had been in response to his sister’s sense of justice.

Chuffy grinned. “Little spitfire, Pip,” he said, pushing at his sliding glasses. “Popped me in the nose once for insulting the Ripton chit.” He rubbed at that appendage. “Not intentional, o’ course. Had no idea she was so shy. Never forget now.”

Alex was nodding, but he really wasn’t paying attention. He was remembering the first time he’d seen Fiona Ferguson four years ago. She had been sixteen and running away from the school her brother had put her in. Alex, hung over and surly from too much brandy the night before, had gone after her at Pip’s insistence.

And then, chasing down the coach he thought might be carrying her, he had seen Fiona lean out the window. Tall, stately, with a square face, high cheekbones, and startling blue eyes. A mature beauty on a deceptively fragile girl. And the most glorious red-gold hair he’d ever seen, gleaming even in the rain like precious metal. She had been as bold as brass, fearless, focused on finding her sister, whom she thought was in some kind of trouble. She had fit that glorious hair to a farthing.

But when he’d seen her four weeks ago, she had changed. Quieter, tidier, as if she were a foot squeezed into a too-small shoe. That barely tamed light he had unconsciously sought in her stunning blue eyes had been gone, replaced by a disturbing placidity. She had been expensively clad and shod in Indian muslin and kidskin, groomed to a fare-thee-well. And oddly pallid.

What had happened in the last four years to douse that ineffable spirit? A spirit that had survived a childhood of hardship, upheaval, and death, all by her sixteenth birthday.

Why had Alex not realized that Fiona’s promising future had gone wrong? Had she even had a season? Suddenly he couldn’t remember. Certainly not when his sister Pip came out. The year after? He had been on the continent through much of that season, interceding between Wellington’s paymaster and the Rothschilds.

He was furious, suddenly. At the marquess, at the vagaries of life. Mostly, at himself. At his assumption that the only thing Ian’s sisters had needed four years ago had been warmth and a full belly. That when he had brought Fiona to that great house in the Yorkshire dales to meet her grandfather, he had delivered her to paradise.

After all, she and her sister had spent their lives scraping by, alone except for a brother who was never there. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a family again?

But he had judged her family against his own, and he knew perfectly well how unfair that was. He had the love not only of his mother and sisters, but a stepfather who had taught Alex most of what he knew about being a gentleman. To Alex, the greatest gift a person could be given was a family. He’d forgotten that not all families were worth coming home to.

It was Chuffy’s portentous throat-clearing that yanked Alex back from his thoughts. He looked up to discover a middle-aged man standing at their table, his curly brimmed beaver clutched in his hands.

“Lord Whitmore?” the man asked. At Alex’s nod, he smiled. “Oh, thank heavens. I was afraid I’d missed you.”

Alex and Chuffy both stood to receive the unprepossessing gentleman, Chuffy’s napkin still tucked into his neckcloth.

“Can we help you?” Alex asked.

The man put out his hand. “Gilbert Bryce-Jones. The marquess’s secretary. I just returned to find the marquess ready to lop off heads and the staff all in a fuss. Seems a pair of gentlemen called his lordship to task for failing his responsibilities.”

Hands were shaken, names exchanged, and outerwear removed. Reclaiming his seat, Alex took a draught of his ale and evaluated the newcomer, who seemed interchangeable with most other secretaries he’d met. Trim and tidy, with unremarkable features and neatly cut, mouse-brown hair, as if seeking anonymity.

“Bryce-Jones?” Chuffy asked, fork and knife back in hand. “Know your family. Good ton, no luck with money.”
         

Bryce-Jones chuckled, but Alex caught a glint of discomfort in his gray eyes. “You’re absolutely correct, my lord,” the secretary said, his right hand brushing against his marcello waistcoat, as if expecting to find something there. “I am fortunate that my cousin the marquess was kind enough to give me a position.”

Chuffy shook his head. “Not kind at all. Cheese-paring old misery guts. Must be sharp in the brain box.”

Obviously uncertain how to react to Chuffy, Bryce-Jones turned to Alex. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you came. Although I doubt I could have been more help.”

Alex waited for the innkeeper to bend like a slow crane to deposit Bryce-Jones’s ale on the table and leave before answering. “You truly have no idea where the women went?”

“No.” Bryce-Jones picked up his mug, but didn’t drink. “I can’t begin to tell you how worried I am about them. If it were in my power, I would have sent Bow Street after them. If only I’d been here…”

“You weren’t?” Alex asked.

Another sorrowful shake. Another quick swipe at his vest. “In London for the marquess. I came home to find Ladies Fiona and Mairead gone and the staff inconsolable.” He leaned in as if sharing a secret. “They were greatly loved.”

“Even Lady Mairead?” Alex asked. “I’ve heard she can be…difficult.”

“You don’t know her?”

“We’ve never met. I was looking forward to it.”

Bryce-Jones smiled, his expression almost paternal. “Lady Mairead is…special. I worry about her, though. She doesn’t do well when she is forbidden her routine.”

As if in response, Chuffy began scratching the side of his nose. Alex paid attention. Usually when Chuffy started worrying at his face, something bothered him.

“Mrs. Weller said the marquess’s grandson is alive and vindicated,” Bryce-Jones said. “That is wonderful. When should we expect to see the viscount?”

It took Alex a moment to realize that the man was speaking of Ian Ferguson. When Alex had been introduced to him, the Scot had been no more than a lucky street gypsy from Edinburgh who had chivvied and lied his way into a commission in the Black Watch. Even when Ferguson had learned that, far from being a bastard he was the heir to a marquessate, he had never thrown his position around.

“I don’t know when he’ll be released to return home,” Alex said.

Bryce-Jones nodded. “Of course. I hope then the marquess can make his peace.”

“Can’t ’til we find the girls,” Chuffy said, pulling off his glasses and wiping them with his handkerchief.

“I don’t know if this will help,” Bryce-Jones said, reaching into his jacket, “but they had quite a correspondence.”

Alex’s head snapped up. “Who?” he asked. “The twins?”

Bryce-Jones pulled out a packet of letters and handed them over. “Some odd characters, from all over. No one we ever met, of course. Could they have sought refuge with one of their correspondents?”

Alex picked up the packet and began to riffle through it. There were about eight envelopes in all, a few from foreign countries. Alex recognized a few names and frowned.

“Have you read these?” he asked, looking up.

The secretary smiled. “The ones in English. They’re fascinating, aren’t they?”

Alex nodded, his focus on a return address in Slough that belonged to a familiar name. Caroline Herschel. The letter was in German. More important, it seemed filled with complex mathematical equations.

“Well,” he said, checking a few more addresses. “It’s a place to start.”

“Please keep me apprised.” Bryce-Jones frowned. “I realize the marquess seems intractable, but he’ll want to know.”

“If you’d like,” Alex said, his attention now on a letter from Pierre LaPlace, who was saying something about black holes. “I’ll give you my card…oh, no, wait. They’re up in my room.” Scraping his chair back, he stood. “Chuff?”

Chuffy’s head snapped up and he blinked. “Keep you company, Bryce-Jones.”

Alex took all the time he could. It was an old tactic. If Chuffy gave the signal, it usually meant he needed some time alone with the person they were interviewing. He rarely failed to learn something interesting. It was amazing what people told Chuffy.

By the time Alex got back, Bryce-Jones was sitting back in his seat, his ale mug in his hand, smiling. Chuffy was checking his pocket watch, which he’d pulled from a plum-and-silver-striped waistcoat.

“No, no,” he was saying. “Appreciate the offer. Late. Need to be up early.”

“Here’s my card,” Alex said without sitting.

Bryce-Jones was forced to stand to accept it, and Chuffy followed suit. After that it took only five more minutes to get the secretary out the door, after which Alex and Chuffy secured a bottle of brandy and glasses to take upstairs.

“What did you find out?” Alex asked as he followed Chuffy into his room and shut the door.

Chuffy stretched out on Alex’s bed as if it were his own. “Closemouthed as that minx fella.”

Alex couldn’t help but smile. “Sphinx, Chuff.”

His eyes opened. “Egyptian cove? Furry hands?”

“The same.”

He nodded. “That. Didn’t even admit that he hates the old man. Does. Thinks he’s smarter. Probably is.”

“And?” Alex knew there was more. There always was with Chuffy. Getting it was like bringing in a recalcitrant trout, though.

Chuffy was scrubbing at the side of his nose again. “Not sure. Marquess stiff-rumped as a deposed king. But something in the way Bryce-Jones described him made me think there’s more. Lion?”

Brandy bottle in hand, Alex paused. That would certainly alter the picture, now, wouldn’t it? The Lions were the group of highly placed aristocrats Alex and Chuffy had been investigating over charges of possible treason when they’d been pulled to deliver Ian’s good news to Fiona.

Fiona. Dear God, where was she?
         

“I haven’t heard anything that might implicate the marquess,” Alex said, his gut sour with dread. “But you’re right about his attitude.”

Alex handed Chuffy a glass of brandy and some of the letters Bryce-Jones had given him. “What do you make of these?”

One look had Chuffy sitting up. “Zounds.” Opening the letter more fully, he shoved his glasses atop his head and held the paper close, as if the German would be easier to translate. It took a minute of reading before he looked up. “Do you know what this is? And from whom?”

“Equations of some sort,” Alex said, pouring them both out a tot of brandy and handing Chuffy his. “From someone named Gauss.”

“Someone?” Chuffy set his glass down untasted. “Only one of the greatest mathematicians of the age. He seems to be debating a theory using Euler’s formula in something…I’m not sure what, though. I don’t recognize it.”
         

This time Alex admitted surprise. “You? Impossible.”

Chuffy was nibbling on his thumb, his lips moving as he scanned the letter. “Astronomy ain’t my field. Need to ask the pater.”

Alex nodded, not understanding any of it but the fact that it took complex mathematics to get Chuffy to speak in complete sentences.

“Didn’t you say they lived in the streets?” Chuffy demanded. “How could they have learned this? It’s advanced, even for me. Have to be wrong.”

Alex downed his drink and poured another. “Not wrong. Their mother spirited them to Scotland when they were young to save them from their father. You remember Viscount Hawes.”

Chuffy shuddered. “Didn’t die soon enough.”

“Ferguson supported them all with army pay from the time he was fifteen. He came home some time later to find his mother dead and the girls living under a bridge. But as I said, they were already twelve or fourteen or so. The marquess didn’t step in until Hawes died and left him without heirs.”

“Might have known.”

“Tell me these letters will help us find them.”

Chuffy was shaking his head, his focus obviously on the squiggles and letters and numbers. “Depends on whether they feel comfortable battening down on any of these folk. Not sure I would, but I’ve never had the nerve to correspond, either.”

Alex separated out a few letters. “Fiona bought coach fare to London. A few of these addresses are in the vicinity. We might as well look there first.”

Chuffy began to carefully fold his letter. “Read the others later. Right now, need to do some more work on those blasted ciphers.”

Alex looked up. “No luck?”

“Dead annoying. Have half a dozen messages. Have a whole bloody poem full of keywords. Nothing seems to fit. Awful poem. Hurts my eyes.”

Alex cuffed him on the shoulder. “Well, if anybody can crack the thing, it’s you.”

It was the Rakes’ greatest secret. No one who met Chuffy would think him a code-breaker without equal.

Chuffy frowned. “Feel like Octopus, solvin’ riddles all the time.”

Alex tried not to smile. “You mean Oedipus? Well, it could be worse, Chuff. He did solve the Sphinx’s riddle and get the fair princess.”

“Don’t want a princess. Want to sleep.” Handing over the letters, Chuffy gave a mournful sigh. “Might have known it’d be back to the minx fellow.”

Alex grinned. “The Sphinx is actually female.”

“Figures.” Chuffy shook his head and slid his glasses back into place. “At least I don’t have to tell Drake we’re deserting the princess’s house party. I’ll let you do that.”

Alex felt a new weight drop on his chest. An old weight, really. A weight Chuffy didn’t know about. “I’m not sure Drake will understand.”

Chuffy gave him a look that reduced him to a first-former. “Gentlemen first, old lad. Spies second.”

Gentlemen first. But was he? Alex wondered.
         

The truth twisted in his gut like bad meat. Gentlemen didn’t betray their friends. Gentlemen didn’t sell their souls to retrieve incriminating letters. Alex had done both not a week earlier, at the house party he and Chuffy had been monitoring. But at the time he had convinced himself that he could save Ian once he’d saved his own family.

It hadn’t worked out that way.

Alex couldn’t shut his eyes without seeing Ian Ferguson torn and bloody and bowed from his encounter with Minette Ferrar, only still alive because others had found him. He couldn’t think of what he’d done without wanting to vomit.

Every day he promised to make it up to his friend somehow. And now, already, he had failed him again.

He had to find Fiona for Ian.

He had to find Fiona for himself.

“Indeed, Chuff,” he said, downing his drink as if the matter were that easy. “I wouldn’t be able to face my father if I deserted two innocents just to save the nation.”

Chuffy gave that little huff of his as he bundled the letters. “Others can save the nation. No one around for the ladies. Not worried, though. White Knight and all.”

Alex’s stomach lurched again at the hated appellation. “I’m no White Knight, Chuff.”

Chuffy blinked. “You are. Always do the right thing.”

Alex clenched his brandy glass so tightly he almost snapped the stem. “Don’t you dare burden me with that kind of nonsense. No one can always do the right thing.”

But Chuffy’s smile was complacent. “First time I met you, down at Eton. Being beat to flinders. Got your lights darkened for me. Never forget. Haven’t changed.”

Have, Alex thought, his gut on fire. Only Chuffy still saw the world in absolutes. Mortals like Alex had had their ideals eroded by time trudging along battlefields, lurking in alleys, betraying friends, being betrayed by friends. By lovers and wives. A man didn’t come out of that unscathed. He learned too quickly that he couldn’t save everybody.
         

God knew he hadn’t saved his wife. He hadn’t even saved Ian Ferguson.

But Chuffy wouldn’t understand. So Alex grabbed the letter in Chuffy’s hand. “I’ll notify Drake that we’ve been detained. He can get Beau Drummond to take over. He was in the princess’s train anyway.”

Climbing off the bed, Chuffy suddenly grinned. “Your sister’s there. Be happy to help, I’m sure.”

Alex groaned. “Pippin? Don’t even think of it. I am not letting Pip loose anywhere near a government investigation. She’d muck it up more royally than Prinny’s marriage.”

Chuffy gave his head a ruminative shake. “Not so sure. Sharp as scissors, Pip.”

“And too inquisitive by half. Don’t encourage her, Chuffy.” Finishing his own brandy, he put the decanter away. “Now, go be Oedipus.”

Long after Chuffy left, Alex stood at the window thinking. He knew he should get back to Sussex and follow up on that blackmail attempt. He should ride hard for London and confer with the Rakes, the untidy group of gentlemen spies Drake led.

But he couldn’t face Ian Ferguson. Not until he’d made some kind of amends. Not until he’d brought home Ian’s sisters. Until he made sure they were safe.

Until Fiona was safe. Until she knew she wasn’t alone again with no help and no friends and no hope.

He thought again of that day four years earlier when he’d met her. He could still remember that jolt of awareness when he’d spotted her, the gut-twisting connection from just the sight of a girl leaning out a coach window. He could still see the wild banner of lush red-gold silk that was her hair, hear that throaty voice.

He smiled at the memory of her standing before him, head back, back straight, determination a living thing in her. He remembered being surprised. He’d set off after a petulant schoolgirl and stumbled over an Amazon. A young, painfully earnest warrior who only wanted to see her sister safe.

He still didn’t know why he’d kissed her. Maybe it was because she had looked so frustrated, so lost when she’d gotten so tangled up in the briars. Maybe it was the fact that she’d been the most honest thing he’d seen in four months spent trolling London’s underbelly. He just remembered the scent of clean soap and sunlight on her neck as he bent to free her from her prison. He remembered being humbled by her bravery.

He remembered that he’d been surprised by her innocence and backed right off. And he remembered that he’d carried the memory of that moment with him through the ensuing years of pain and drama, when futility had eaten away at the marriage he’d once seen as a miracle, and around him the world had shown itself to be a place of deceit and violence.

What if he hadn’t been married the first time he’d met Fiona? Would the ensuing years have been different? Would he have kept better track of her? Would he have missed seeing her the year she should have debuted and wondered what had happened to the sharp, bright girl he’d met?

He would never know. He would never know just how different his life could have been if he hadn’t fallen so hopelessly in love with Amabelle Taverner. He would never know if he could have changed Fiona’s life. Or his own.

Fiona was a strong woman. If Alex hadn’t already known that from her life story, he certainly would have realized it the day he’d delivered the bad news about Ian. She had stood up to her grief and her grandfather’s animosity with amazing courage. But she was more alone than ever, penniless and friendless, with Mairead to care for.

It was up to Alex to find her. Not just for her own sake, or her brother’s. For his own.

*  *  *


In a paneled library two hundred miles away in Mayfair, a tall, lean, middle-aged gentleman sat at his desk going through the mail. The room was silent, even birdsong failing to breach the heavy windows, the man’s only company an elderly hound bitch who lay curled up before the fire. The man was so absorbed in the letter he held in hands that betrayed a faint tremor that it took him a moment to hear the knock on his door.

The white of his thick hair gleamed in the candlelight as he set down the letter and looked up. “Enter.”

Another unmemorable young man cast in shades of medium brown stepped into the room, a missive in his hands. “I beg your pardon, sir, but we’ve just had word. Madame Ferrar has been safely recovered from the authorities.”

The older gentleman went still. “Good. How?”

The younger man shrugged. “The communiqué doesn’t say. Just that she left behind a jarvey with his throat slit. The militia has mounted a full search for her, but she is already out of the area.”

The man behind the desk rubbed at his forehead, his eyes closed. “Good. I admit I was a bit worried. She is the best assassin in Europe, but one doesn’t wish to chance our odds with her in custody. Tell them to get her safely back here as soon as possible. I’d rather she didn’t do any more solo jobs. Her habit of leaving behind calling cards like that is beginning to be commented upon.”

Privens, poised at the edge of the carpet, scribbled on his notes. “Yes, sir.”

“What about the other matter, Privens?” the man asked, reaching under his reading glasses to rub his eyes. “The missing message from Hawesworth.”

Privens shifted on his feet. “No luck, sir. We don’t know if they did it on purpose, but the ladies must have carried it away with them.”

“I doubt they did it on purpose. It was in code, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

The silver hair gleamed as the man nodded. “Have we found them yet?”

“We’re having Whitmore followed. Our bet is that he won’t rest until he finds them. Especially after what happened with their brother.”

“Whitmore, eh?” The older man smiled and picked his mail back up. “A tidy solution all round. If he balks at helping us, make sure he knows what he owes us.”

The older man’s smile was satisfied. “It was a lucky day we stumbled across those letters, Privens. Strap me if it wasn’t.”

Privens seemed to be having trouble swallowing. “Yes, sir.”

“Well, make sure we don’t botch this. We need to find those women. And then we need to find that message. Christmas is coming up fast, and everything has to be ready for the attack.” Tidying his desk, he rose to his feet, so that he looked down on the secretary. “In fact, let Madame Ferrar go along to search. It will keep her busy. And as a woman, she should know where they would hide the thing.”

“Yes, sir.”

For a moment there was silence. The older man looked up. “Well? What else?”

“If we find out that the Ferguson women are actually involved, do you wish us to ask for further instructions?” he asked, the missive crackling a bit in his hands.

The old man’s eyebrow rose. “Can’t you take care of them yourself?”

“Of course, sir.” The younger man bowed. “They won’t bother you again.”

The older man nodded and returned to his work. “See to it.”


	

    
	
		Chapter 2


For the fifth time that day, Fiona Ferguson thanked the education she had received at Last Chance Academy. It had been an awful school, but the staff had definitely beaten the maidenly arts into its students. Because of it, Fiona could draw a figure, sing a tune, play a reasonably melodic piano, sew a sampler, and set a dinner table. All of which she taught to the Blackheath neighborhood girls, along with Latin, Mathematics, Globes, and Natural Philosophy.
         

As she accompanied the last of her students to the door, she thanked her friend Margaret Bryan most of all for the chance to do both, at least for now. If not for Margaret, Fiona and Mairead would have been back on the streets. Instead, at least until the lease ran out in two months, they had a roof, some furniture, and a bit of egg money.

Fiona also had a blistering headache, but that was because of the sleep she was forfeiting trying to keep their heads above water. And that was such a familiar state that she barely noticed it.

“We’ll come tomorrow, then, Miss Fee?” eight-year-old Nancy Peters asked as Fiona knelt to button her coat.

“No, my dear. Tomorrow is Saturday. Your mother will need you about the shop. But I expect you to practice your addition and your curtsies.”

Giving a gap-toothed grin, the tiny girl with her white-blond braids dropped almost to the ground. Chuckling, Fiona helped right her. “You will be curtsying to the likes of Mrs. Walsh, Nancy. Not the queen.”

The little girl’s grin was still cheeky. “But Mrs. Walsh thinks she is the queen. Will Miss Mary be here when we come back?”

“Oh, I expect so. She is just busy working today.”

Nancy gave a solemn nod. “Counting stars.”

“Exactly. Now, off with you before your mother worries.”

She taught children of shopkeepers and chemists, pupils Margaret had groomed and then been forced to leave because of frail health. Fiona hoped her friend’s health would benefit from her move to Margate. They had a debate to finish over Fermat’s Last Theorem.

In the meantime, though, at least for two months, the very lucky Ferguson sisters would keep up the town house where Margaret had run her school for children of enlightened parents. Within that time, Fiona prayed she would be able to find another place they could afford to stay and teach. If not…well, she had faced uncertainty before. And if there was one thing Fiona Ferguson excelled in, it was dealing with uncertainty.

After watching the little girl hop down the steps of the tidy brick row house, Fiona closed the door and returned to the south parlor to clean up the slates and books Margaret had loaned her.

Anyone from Hawesworth Castle would have been appalled at her living conditions. Rather than the hundred servants Hawesworth enjoyed, she and Mairead had one female helper and one man-of-all-work they shared with two other families. More often than not she was paid in foodstuffs and services. In fact, Fiona’s next chore for the day was to help Mrs. Quick figure out how to stretch the ham hock Nancy Peter’s butcher father had exchanged for the week’s lessons.

Since most of the furniture had gone with Margaret, the guest salon was graced with no more than a tinny pianoforte, an unpretty brown settee, two stiff-backed chairs, and a few odd tables Fiona had negotiated for French lessons, which was plenty. If Fiona and Mairead were working, they sat at the dining table Fiona had acquired from the rag-and-bone man. If they weren’t, they shared the warm kitchen with Mrs. Quick. The only rug resided in the schoolroom, and the only artwork had been done by her students. She and Mairead shared a bed, rationed coal, and turned cuffs and hems. Other than that and the roof over their heads, they had nothing.

They had everything. They were off the streets. They had food and heavy cloaks and a bit of coal for the fires. They had their correspondence from their friends around Europe, which was their only frivolous expense, and the Royal Observatory up the hill. And they had each other. For that Fiona was most grateful. Now that Ian was gone, Mairead was all she had left in the world.

That thought brought Fiona up sharp, leaving her standing alone in the echoing room, slates in one hand, the other hand pressed against the shard of grief that had lodged in her chest. Considering how little she had seen her brother Ian while growing up, she was surprised how sharp her grief still sat on her shoulders. It was as if a foundation stone had gone missing from her house, threatening its stability.

No, she thought, eyes briefly squeezed shut. It was as if she had been left to balance a heavy, unwieldy load on only one leg. She had done it before, of course. This time, though, there was no hope of regaining that balance. Mama was gone, Ian was gone, and the only person left who loved her was Mairead. And Mairead couldn’t help her. It was Fiona’s task to help Mairead.
         

Deliberately opening her eyes, Fiona put the slates away and set off for the kitchen, in the hopes she would find Mrs. Quick preparing dinner.

“There you are,” Mrs. Quick snapped from where she was chopping carrots at the counter. “Last of the brats gone?”

Fighting a grin, Fiona lifted her apron from a hook by the door and slipped it over her head. “Indeed, they are, Mrs. Quick,” she said as she reached around to tie it. “You are once again safe from shrill voices, sticky fingers, and the tramp of small feet.”

In response, Mrs. Quick went after her carrots as if they were tender young necks.

Mrs. Quick was another new experience, left behind with Margaret’s blessings. A large, rigidly groomed woman with a taste for bright colors and sherry, the housekeeper was dour and acerbic, the majority of her interactions consisting of her opinions on the twins, the school, and the world. Nothing pleased Mrs. Quick except a perfect pie crust, and she thought women knowing Latin or mathematics went against all that was holy.

On the other hand, she enjoyed nothing more than a challenge, and trying to help Fiona stretch their budget to make ends meet was a definite challenge. Besides, this was the only house that put up with her temperament. Even Mrs. Quick’s sister had declined the opportunity to take her in.

She seemed to understand Mairead better than most, though, and had some excellent ideas for keeping her occupied. If she was the price Fiona had to pay for warmth, food, and safety, she was glad to pay it.

“Well, then, Mrs. Quick,” she said, smiling. “How may I assist you?”

Mrs. Quick gave her a quick scowl. “You can get out of my kitchen. Sit down somewheres. You look like death on a stick.”

Fiona managed a smile. “How could I? We’re rich today, Mrs. Quick. An entire ham hock, and we didn’t even have to step out into the fog to get it.”

But Mrs. Quick was correct. She was beginning to feel like death on a stick.

Mrs. Quick gave an impatient hmmph. “You tell me. What good is Latin to a butcher’s daughter?”
         

Fiona sat at the scrubbed table and picked up an onion and a knife. “Maybe none. But maybe Nancy will become a governess herself. Think of the opportunities a good understanding of the romance languages provides.”

Mrs. Quick didn’t bother to answer. She just reached over, snatched the knife from Fiona’s hand, and pointed it at her. “Your sister will be here soon. You’ll get no rest then. So get it now.” Fiona balked, but Mrs. Quick smacked her wrist with the flat of the blade. “Go on. Nuthin’ you were gonna do I can’t.”

When the older woman also grabbed the onion, Fiona knew it was time to surrender. Getting slowly to her feet, she smiled. “I would kiss you,” she said, “but I fear it would only make you more severe.”

“I’d wallop you like a redheaded stepchild,” the older woman said, then pointed toward the back stairs and resumed her glare.

Fiona smiled and waved, but she obeyed. Sleep did sound seductive, come to think of it. Just a bit, like a refreshing sip of water. She could lay her head on a soft pillow and dream of sines and cosines. Of ham hock-and-vegetable soup.

It was inevitable, of course. Halfway up the stairs, she was brought up short by the sound of the front door knocker. She knew she should go down and answer it. She spent a moment making sure her lace collar was flat against her ubiquitous black kerseymere dress, perfectly aware she was hesitating as long as she could in the hopes Mrs. Quick would intervene.

Just when she’d decided to turn around, she heard the slam of a knife against a butcher block. “Don’t you worry yourself,” came the strident notes of sarcasm. “I was just dyin’ to talk to strangers.”

Then came the footsteps, sharp, precise, impatient. Fiona smiled.

She was turning to follow, when she heard a man’s voice. “Excuse me. Is Mrs. Margaret Bryan at home?”

Fiona stumbled to a halt, her heart seizing. It couldn’t be.

Could it?

Just the possibility took the stuffings out of her knees, landing her on the steps like an eavesdropping child. She couldn’t breathe, of a sudden; it felt as if bubbles had been caught up beneath her sternum, like champagne drunk too quickly.

“Mrs. Bryan don’t live here anymore,” Mrs. Quick snapped.

Fiona held her breath, as if it could improve her hearing.

“Could you provide us with her new address?” the voice came again. “It is very important.”

It was he. Oh, dear God, it was. She squeezed her eyes shut. She swore her stomach did a complete flip inside her chest. The last time she’d felt like this was four years earlier, in a cow pasture on a rainy spring day, as a man sliced off her hair with a knife. As he bent to kiss her. She swore she could almost smell the fresh-mown hay in that damp field, could feel the sure clasp of a man’s hand and the skittering of unrecognized arousal. She had been sixteen, and he had come to take her back to school. He had been kind. She had fallen head over heels in love, a girl too new to anticipation to understand its peril.

The only other time she had seen him, he had come to deliver the news that her brother was dead. He had still been so kind. But it was only now that she noticed.

She didn’t even remember getting up from the stair, but suddenly she was running down the hallway toward the foyer to see Mrs. Quick poised before the open front door, hand on hip, face pursed in displeasure at the sight of the two men on the stoop.

“I don’t know where she is, and if I did I wouldn’t tell you,” she said and gave the door a good push.

“Wait!” Fiona called, slowing down, as if it would make her look less frantic. “Let them in, Mrs. Quick.”

“Don’t think I should,” the woman retorted with a squint at the two town bucks. “Don’t need their kind nosin’ around the school.”

Fiona almost laughed out loud. “I sincerely doubt the gentlemen are here to ravage our children,” she said, hoping they couldn’t hear how overwhelmed she felt.

Taking in a surreptitious breath, she stepped past her housekeeper. “Lord Whitmore,” she said with a smile. “It is so nice to see you.”

It was beyond nice. It was beyond anything. He was truly standing there before her, wind-chapped and tousled, sleek as a big cat. He had such broad shoulders, such angular, chiseled features, with only an odd cant to his nose to make him seem human. Fiona was afraid her heart would simply seize up, battered by joy and grief.

“By God,” he said suddenly, staring at her. “It really is you.”

She saw a strong emotion cross his features. Shock? Relief? Before she could decide, he strode up and grabbed her hands. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”

Fiona caught her breath. It was the same, when he touched her, that arc of lightning, the surge of warmth that flooded her as if she had just rediscovered the sun.

She smiled up at him, praying she didn’t look as upended as she felt.

“I, uh…,” she said, and had to clear her throat. “Won’t you both come in? You were looking for Mrs. Bryant?”

“Actually,” Alex Knight said, grinning, his hands still chilly and hot at once around hers. “We were looking for you.”

Fiona blinked, somehow disengaging her hands. “Me? For heaven’s sake, why?”

“You know them?” Mrs. Quick demanded with an accusing squint as the two men stepped past her and removed their beavers.

Fiona swallowed. “The Viscount Whitmore was a friend of my brother,” she said. “This is our housekeeper, my lord. Mrs. Quick.”

Alex bowed to the rigid woman. “Mrs. Quick.” Then he motioned to his shorter, rounder, bespectacled companion. “Lady Fiona Hawes, may I present Charles, Lord Wilde.”

“Chuffy,” the shorter man insisted with a bow and a smile that seemed to exude from every inch of him. “The rest is too much.”

Fiona dipped her knee. “How do you do…er, Chuffy?”

“Hawes?” she heard from behind her. “And who’s that when she’s at home?”

Fiona flinched. “I prefer to be known as Miss Fiona Ferguson, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Quick. It is so much easier.”

“Lady?” Mrs. Quick sneered. “Why not say so? People’d be tripping over themselves to get their brats into your school.”
         

“I have my reasons.” Fiona removed her apron and handed it to the woman. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Quick. Miss Mairead will be home soon. We have to get dinner finished.”

The housekeeper crossed her arms and stayed put. “Already is. I assume she’s a lady, too.”
         

Fiona gave up. “Why don’t you join me in the parlor, gentlemen. I have a fire there. Would you like some tea? Mrs. Quick would be happy to get it for us.”

Mrs. Quick snorted. Fiona turned for the parlor. Laying their hats on the boulé table by the door, the men followed.

Fiona felt as if she were suddenly walking across an uncertain floor. She had the shivery feeling one gets upon waking from a vivid dream to wonder where she was. What was real. The air seemed to close in on her, and she felt off balance. Why were they here? What did they want? What more could they take from her?

The only thing that kept Fiona from panicking completely was the small satisfaction of shutting the parlor door in Mrs. Quick’s face. She waited for the inevitable hmmph and receding footsteps before turning to the men.
         

“I apologize for not having anything stronger than tea,” she said, walking over to settle onto one of the chairs so the men could enjoy the marginally more comfortable settee. “This is a girls’ school.”

Flipping their tails, the men gingerly perched on the couch. Fiona had the most ridiculous urge to giggle.

“You have your own school?” Chuffy asked, looking around. “Mighty successful in six weeks.”

She smiled. “No. I have been watching over it for Mrs. Bryan. She had to relocate to Margate for her health and didn’t want to leave the children without teachers. Fortunately, Mairead and I were able to help. You truly want to see me?”

She felt so overwhelmed. Beset by memories and the dry remnants of old dreams.

“Searching everywhere,” Chuffy said, pushing his glasses up his nose.

Alex’s smile was rueful. “We intended to question your correspondents as to your whereabouts. Mrs. Bryan was the first.”

She blinked. “My…”

“You really know Gauss?” Chuffy demanded, head up, eyes alert. “Carl Gauss?”

Fiona struggled to keep up. “Well, yes. But how did you know?”

“Your grandfather’s secretary. Mr. Bryce-Jones. Worried about you.”

She felt her heart shrivel. “Ah, so you’ve been to see my grandfather. I am sorry for that. He is not the easiest person. Especially now. You see, he has a rather violent aversion to the idea that the family tree might contain a…”

Pain sliced through her chest. Poor Ian.

“Traitor,” Chuffy supplied for her with a big nod. “Not.”

She blinked. “Pardon?”

Alex leaned forward. “We have news.”

For a moment Fiona thought Alex might take her hands again. He didn’t. She felt the loss of those fingers deep in her chest where the remnants of old dreams still smoldered. Useless dreams. Dreams she had no right to. Her grandfather had made sure to acquaint her with that sad truth.

“News,” she repeated stupidly. “Something to do with my grandfather’s edict, I assume. I cannot imagine he failed to tell you of our banishment.”

“He did. But what if I told you that you could go home?”

She blinked. The feeling of disorientation grew. “I would say no thank you.”

Alex smiled back, and Fiona was the one leaning forward now, as if she could warm herself on him.

“Even if it meant having your brother back?” he asked.

She stared at him, her mind frozen. For the longest moment, she couldn’t seem to comprehend what he was saying. Something about Ian.

“But I can’t have my brother back,” she whispered, thinking that his smile was suddenly cruel. “You told me so yourself.”

“I was wrong. We all were. Ian is alive.”

She sprang to her feet. “What?”

He rose as well. He stepped closer, but she backed away. Her heart was suddenly pounding in her chest, and there seemed to be a roaring in her ears.

“We were just at Hawesworth Castle, Fiona,” Alex said, his expression so gentle as he reached out to finally reclaim her hand. “We went there to give you the good news. Ian is alive. More than that, he has been cleared of all charges. In fact, he’s helped us bring in several traitors and given us information that might lead to more.”

She kept blinking, as if that would bring the world back into focus, Alex’s strong hand her only anchor.

Alive. Ian alive. Safe. Innocent. All of them innocent of scandal.

Still the numbness didn’t dissipate. She rubbed at her forehead, as if that could help clear the confusion. “I don’t understand.”

With gentle hands, he eased her back into her chair and knelt before her, his hands on the arms of her chair. “I can’t tell you everything. I can’t even tell you where he is. There is still some danger to him, and it is considered better for him to remain in hiding. In fact, you can’t tell anyone about this yet. For his protection.”

She searched his eyes for deceit, for cruelty. She found none, only compassion, only joy. “But he is safe? He’s well?”

Alex nodded. “I’m sure he will get in touch soon. He’ll want to introduce you to your new sister-in-law.”

Fiona gaped like a simpleton. “My, he has been busy, hasn’t he?”
         

Alex reclaimed his seat. “In fact…”

She raised a hand. She didn’t want to know more. She was having enough trouble breathing as it was. “We won’t go back,” she said baldly. “I refuse to expose Mairead to that nasty old man again.”

Chuffy snorted. “Good sense. Come with us.”

She knew her eyebrows were halfway up her forehead. “Come with you? Where?”

If she had expected an answer, she was disappointed. Alex looked at Chuffy. Chuffy gaped at Alex and shook his head. “Forgot that.”

“You forgot where you want me to go?”

“We’ll figure something out,” Alex insisted. “The point is, you don’t need to stay here any longer. You should return to your rightful place in society—” His smile blossomed. “If for no other reason than to rub your grandfather’s face in your success.”

He was still smiling. Fiona’s heart felt as if it were splitting. How did she tell him? How could she ever admit the truth? No matter what he wanted, it was far too late to go back. It always had been.

She opened her mouth to answer, when she heard the front door slam. A reprieve. She needed to think. She needed to plan. Mairead would give her the chance.

“It is my sister,” she said, lurching back to her feet. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to her yet about Ian. She…doesn’t tolerate shock well.”

“You’re certain?” Alex asked, rising as well.

She was nodding when the library door slammed open. But it wasn’t Mairead. It was a scruffy boy of twelve, bent over, a hand on his thigh, panting as if he’d climbed St. Paul’s. Fiona’s relief evaporated.

“Well, Tim?”

“You…gotta come…” He threw an arm wide. “Up the hill. She’s…she’s…gonna do herself harm.” This time he shook his head. “You gotta come.”

Fiona gave a brisk nod and waved him back. “Get my cloak, Tim.”

The boy ran out without another word. Fiona turned to the men. “We will have to postpone the rest of this discussion, gentlemen. I must see to my sister.”

“We’ll help,” Chuffy offered, moving toward the door.

Fiona grabbed his arm. “You will not. It will only upset her more. If you wish, come back tomorrow afternoon. By then I will have broken the news to her. But for now, I must leave.”

“But surely you would do better with some help,” Alex protested.

For the first time since the two men had knocked on her door, Fiona was able to laugh with real humor. “Oh, Alex. I have been handling Mairead since I was in leading strings. Now go on with you. I will see you tomorrow.”

“She won’t hurt you?”

They didn’t need to know the truth. “Of course not.”

And before they could question her further, she walked over to Tim, collected her cape, and swung it around her shoulders as she strode out the door.
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