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EPISODE NINETY


LADIES—AND LADYBIRDS




April 18, 1816


LORD ROTHINGALE’S MASQUERADE


LONDON





The Right Honorable Lord Devin—who thought of himself as Miles, though only his sisters addressed him as such—strolled into Lord Rothingale’s masquerade planning to stay for ten minutes. At most, fifteen.


Earlier in the day, at their club, his old friend had announced that the most beautiful ladies in London would attend, although his wink promised ladybirds. Sure enough, courtesans were swarming the ballroom, eagerly looking for their next benefactor.


Miles didn’t have a mistress.


He didn’t want one.


He felt like that absurd Shakespeare character who moaned about losing his mirth. The lines had been drilled into him at Eton, so they jumped into his head, willy-nilly: I have of late, (but wherefore I know not) lost all my mirth.


Oh Christ, he was quoting Hamlet, the ultimate dreary prince. That had to be a sign of mental deterioration.


Hamlet’s malaise had dramatic origins—father murdered, mother remarried, etc.—but Miles’s complaint was mundane. He was lonely. Mirth had gone out the window a couple of years ago, after his best friend Jonah fell in love and moved to Suffolk with his wife.


Not that Miles begrudged Jonah the lovely Bea, but he missed his friendship. And damn it, he was jealous. Jonah and Bea didn’t coo at each other like doves; they squabbled just as often as they laughed. Yet their bond was so deep that they were happier together than apart.


These days Miles spent most of his time in the House of Lords, serving as the head investigator for charges of murder and depravity amongst the aristocracy. Filling the hours didn’t help his malaise, likely because the cases were so beastly—and the criminals seldom punished. The House reeked of inequitable treatment and double standards. He found it hard to shake off the stench after talking to a boot boy beaten to the point of death for the sin of an unpolished shoe, knowing that his master would almost certainly walk free.


Years ago, he would have relished the seductive impropriety of this masquerade, but no longer. He skirted an over-rouged ladybird whose mask did little to conceal her avaricious eyes. Glancing at a couple leaning against the wall, the man’s hips pumping rhythmically, he felt only distaste for such vulgarity.


So far he had resisted his family’s insistence that he find a wife, but it seemed the time had finally arrived. He was almost thirty, and this Season he’d have nothing else to do while roaming between society events, given that his sister Clementine was already betrothed, and his two younger sisters wouldn’t debut until next year.


Obviously, Lord Rothingale’s house was no place to find a respectable woman to marry. Hell, the man had tried to entice Clementine into eloping with him, and if Miles hadn’t known Rothingale all his life, he wouldn’t have darkened his door. But the man was a nobleman, if a degenerate one, and paying respect to those of rank by attending their various events was a gentlemanly pastime, regardless of the host’s reputation.


He was turning to leave when his eye was caught by a tumble of white-blonde hair, almost silver under candlelight. The woman in question wore a mask topped by a masquerade hat ringed in violets, her face concealed by the veil that ended just above her plump lips.


She was peering about as if she had lost someone—presumably not the young lout standing beside her, trying to get her attention.


It occurred to Miles that he might have been too hasty in dismissing the idea of a mistress. Or if not that, a mutually enjoyable evening.


Acting from pure instinct, he strode directly to her and smiled. “Good evening.”


She tilted her head and blinked at him from behind her veil.


Miles’s whole being stilled. He knew those lips.


He had met this lady at her debut ball. He had danced with her, talked to her, eaten with her—before she was exiled from polite society due to her upcoming uncle’s trial for treason.


Anger surged in his veins. What in the hell was Miss Daisy Wharton doing at one of the most disreputable parties in all London? He had judged her something of a nitwit with a penchant for mischief—albeit a strikingly beautiful one.


But this was more than mischief.


If anyone recognized her in this den of iniquity, she would be exiled from polite society forever, no matter the outcome of her uncle’s trial.


Moreover, the last thing Captain Sir Tyron needed was for his niece’s disgraceful behavior to cause another scandal in the family. The captain was currently imprisoned in the Tower of London; the Lord High Steward had accepted the case for adjudication in the House of Lords, which meant it would soon be handed to Miles to investigate.


The man standing on Daisy’s other side said aggressively, “You’ll have to wait your turn. I already asked this lady to dance, so I’ve claimed her. She’s mine for the evening.”


Miles leveled an icy stare that made the ruffian pale and fall back a step. “She is dancing with me.” He caught Daisy by the arm and drew her deep onto the dance floor until a crowd of inebriated dancers blocked her admirer’s view.


“Sir!” she protested, pulling back.


“Don’t you mean ‘my lord’?” Miles asked grimly, snatching her right hand as the strains of a waltz began. Naturally, Rothingale’s orchestra was playing the scandalous new dance that required a man to hold a woman in his embrace. “You know perfectly well who I am, Miss Wharton.” He placed his left hand on her back and began dancing, hoping that no one would notice them in the mass of people.


She gracefully matched his steps, for all she was scowling at him from behind her mask. “Anyone could recognize you, Lord Devin, since you have made no attempt to disguise your identity. You are not wearing a mask, and you’re taller than most.”


“More to the point, what if someone recognizes you? No proper young lady would enter Rothingale’s house. The man is a well-known degenerate.”


“I was just starting to realize … But how could I have known? My mother received an invitation!”


“Lady Wharton was invited to this event? Impossible.” He said it flatly because Rothingale would never make a mistake of that nature. The only women invited would be from the demimonde, on the fringes of respectable society, if not below.


Her brow pleated. “I suppose it might have been addressed to my father. I didn’t notice.”


“I suggest that you do not open Lord Wharton’s mail in the future.”


“’Twas in a pile of invitations!” she protested. “Why would my father receive an invitation to such a disgraceful event? He spends most of his time in the country.”


Miles had no intention of answering any questions about Lord Wharton. “Given that you are here without a chaperone, you would be courting scandal even if this were a respectable event. I surmise that you stole out of the house like a schoolboy avoiding chapel.”


She didn’t answer; she was gazing about with bright curiosity, not looking repentant in the least.


“Surely you don’t need me to tell you that your reputation will be ruined if you are recognized here,” Miles added in his most autocratic tones, ones that cowed everyone except his sisters.


Rather than burst into tears, she curled her lip. “You are here as well, Lord Devin, unmasked and known to all.”


“Irrelevant.”


“I think not.”


“You are an unmarried young lady, and—”


“So no one will want to marry me based on this evening? What of you? You’re an unmarried man!”


“The comparison is pointless.”


“Granted, you’re not precisely an unmarried young man!” she retorted. “My presence here is due to a simple mistake. Your presence indicates that you welcome distasteful attachments that have nothing to do with marriage.”


Miles prided himself on having an even temperament. When other men raged and stormed, he maintained equanimity. Yet now he found himself so angry that his heart was thumping in his chest. “I’m not yet thirty,” he pointed out, avoiding her second point.


“As I said, old!” She tossed her head and more platinum hair spilled down her back. “I suppose you came here hoping to make a … connection, shall we say?” She turned her head from left to right, her plump lower lip curling as she surveyed the crowd. “I am loath to offend you by questioning your judgement—or your taste.”


“I was just leaving.”


She raised an eyebrow, so he growled begrudgingly, “No, I do not have a mistress, nor was I looking for one. You are remarkably blunt. I would be greatly offended if my sisters brought up this topic.”


“Then you should be comforted by the thought that they probably haven’t the knowledge to do so. Ladylike ignorance makes it easier for a gentleman to indulge in extramarital activities without his wife’s knowledge.”


Daisy said it evenly, without bitterness or sarcasm, but Miles winced inwardly. Even leaving her own familial situation aside, she was right about the inequitable treatment of the sexes. His disagreeable work in the House of Lords had taught him that most ladies were horrified to encounter garden-variety debauchery, let alone more esoteric practices.


He whirled her about just in time to avoid the drunken lurch of a giggling couple. “You waltz very well.”


“You also dance well,” Daisy replied with the air of someone forced into civility. “Unfortunately, the scandal surrounding my uncle’s charge of treason means that I shan’t have a chance to waltz again until next Season, after I’m approved by Almack’s patronesses.”


“If anyone recognizes you here, Almack’s will be the least of your problems,” Miles said. “As soon as this dance concludes, we will slip away, hopefully without notice.”


“I shouldn’t have made such a personal remark about your reasons for attending this masquerade,” Daisy said suddenly. “I apologize. We genuinely thought the event would be akin to that given annually by the Duchess of—”


Miles interrupted her. “We?”


She looked surprised. “My cousin Livie and I.”


Of course Daisy wouldn’t have snuck out alone. He should have known that Olive Tyron would have accompanied her; they had grown up together and seemed as close as sisters. He took a breath and controlled his temper. “Where is Miss Tyron?”


“Livie is here somewhere,” Daisy said, glancing about. “She was just behind me, but a press of people entered with us, and I lost her in the crowd. I was looking for her when you pulled me into this waltz. I think she must have gone right when I went left, so likely she’s in that room.” She nodded toward an archway.


Miles’s temper slipped its leash entirely. “You are a pair of idiots,” he said scathingly. “Don’t you know that the House of Lords is investigating your uncle’s supposed treason—an investigation that I will be running? Believe me when I say that Captain Sir Tyron’s case would be negatively impacted by his daughter creating another scandal. He must keep the sympathy and loyalty of his fellow aristocrats in order to beat this charge.”


Daisy missed a step, her mouth rounding with horror. “I had no idea.”


“Not to mention the fact that your cousin might have been accosted by a lecher like the one back there who ‘claimed’ you for the evening.”


She raised her chin. “Livie would never allow herself to be taken advantage of.”


“You have no idea what you’re talking about. A man could jerk you into his arms and kiss you—or worse—and no one here would bat an eyelash. We must find her immediately.”


“Livie can defend herself,” Daisy snapped.


Thankfully, the waltz was ending, so Miles wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her to the side of the room.


“You are holding me improperly. I am contemplating whether to kick you sharply in the shins or stick you with a hatpin,” Daisy informed him. She pulled a pin from her masquerade hat and waved it proudly.


She was an extraordinary mixture of sophisticated and naïve, old and young. Irritatingly, she fit perfectly in the shelter of his arm. “The next time a man embraces you inappropriately, I suggest that you act rather than air your options.”


She rolled her eyes at him. “It’s only you.”


Miles wasn’t sure how to take that. “What is Miss Tyron wearing?” he asked, as they walked through the archway into the other chamber.


Daisy cleared her throat. He glanced down at her.


“My cousin …” Her voice faltered.


“What?”


“She’s there … over there on that settee.”


Miles looked.


A woman wearing a scarlet domino and a masquerade hat was sitting in a young army officer’s lap, her arms wound around his neck, kissing him enthusiastically.


“Bloody hell,” he growled.


Daisy looked up at him, eyes wide. “Of the two of us, I’m the naughty one.”


What he said next was unrepeatable.









EPISODE NINETY ONE


ELEVEN MONTHS LATER




Eleven Months Later


March 1, 1817


TOWNHOUSE OF LORD AND LADY WHARTON


LONDON





“We must behave as if we are in half-mourning until Christmas at the earliest,” Lady Wharton instructed. “No bouncing around the dancefloor or loud giggling, Daisy. If we display the slightest hint of pleasure, we shall be accused of being unfeeling.”


“Yes, Mother,” Daisy replied, nodding.


“Tomorrow night, at the Duchess of Trent’s opening ball, I will conduct myself soberly, as if garbed in sackcloth and ashes.”


Daisy knew perfectly well that her mother planned to wear a magnificent gown of periwinkle-blue satin adorned with a circlet of diamonds; a costume farther from sackcloth could hardly be imagined. She nodded again. “Of course.”


Her mother looked at her sharply. “My gown is dark blue. Very close to gray. I believe sackcloth is brown, but the color is ruinous for my complexion.” Dismissing that sartorial observation, she began leafing through a thick stack of invitations that had arrived in the previous week.


Before her uncle’s trial for treason, followed by his death by apoplexy on learning that he was going to be convicted for murder, Daisy would have relished a lively debate on the suitability of diamonds with sackcloth, but these days she tried not to upset her mother’s equilibrium. Lady Wharton veered between fretting and brooding, interspersed with frequent bouts of tears.


“Everyone but the haughtiest of sticklers will welcome my daughter back to society,” Lady Wharton muttered to herself. “Daisy’s dowry and breeding are excellent, and her beauty is incomparable.”


Last Season, the thoroughly dislikable Lady Regina had mocked Daisy for being “short, fat, and unkempt,” which had stung at the time. Since then, based on ogling males, Daisy had concluded that her plump bosom was an asset in husband-hunting. And Lord Argyle had not labeled her hair unkempt but compared it to a moon’s nimbus.


Which he then kindly clarified as a “luminous cloud of moonbeams.”


So who cared what Lady Regina thought?


“Livie and I had plenty of suitors last Season before my uncle’s circumstances forced us to withdraw,” she reminded her mother.


“Your cousin’s marriage does clear the field, making you one of the most eligible ladies on the market,” her mother said, taking a practical view of the matter. “Unfortunately, Robert de Lacy Evans is now betrothed, and Lord Argyle married over the summer. It’s a pity he didn’t wait for you.” She brightened. “Of course, Livie’s brother-in-law, Lord Frederick FitzRoy-Paget, is both unmarried and a future earl.”


“Fond though I am of Frederick, he’s an inebriate,” Daisy noted.


“The Earl of Winchester is looking for a wife after his betrothal to Lady Regina broke down,” Lady Wharton added, with a touch of uncertainty.


The man Daisy and Livie had compared to a scallion? Never. “Any man foolish enough to betroth himself to Regina is not someone I’d care to marry.”


Lady Wharton snatched a missive out of the pile and broke the seal, her fingers trembling slightly. A ticket fell out. “Thank goodness,” she cried. “Lady Castlereigh has reissued your Almack’s voucher.”


Daisy scowled. “What about Livie’s?” Back when her uncle was first accused of treason, Almack’s had promptly withdrawn admission vouchers from both girls.


“Livie no longer needs a voucher,” her mother said, looking up. “She is happily married and living abroad, as we shall inform anyone impertinent enough to inquire.”


“Yes, but—”


“Do not mention his name!” Lady Wharton’s voice rose to a pitch. “My brother, my own brother—” She choked, dropping Lady Castlereigh’s note back on the table before she rose and walked across the room to the window, wrapping her arms around her waist.


Daisy hopped up and went to her side, giving her a consoling hug and a handkerchief.


Her mother blotted her eyes. “It was bad enough when he was accused of treason! But murder? How shall I ever live it down? I dread the thought of walking into a ballroom.”


“We must remember that Capt—that he—died before he was actually convicted,” Daisy offered.


“Pshaw! That poor boy,” her mother continued unsteadily. “That poor, poor boy.”


While captaining a navy vessel, Daisy’s uncle had ordered a young sailor named Jeremy Tulip to be thrown overboard for a minor infraction, and the lad had either been eaten by sharks or drowned.


“Naturally, my brother had no concern about the damage he’s done! One of the last things he said to me was that he intended to put the whole unpleasantness out of his mind. That’s what he called it: an ‘unpleasantness.’ Sometimes I just hate men.” Lady Wharton’s voice crackled with grief.


“I understand,” Daisy said, handing over another handkerchief. She had begun carrying three or four.


“My brother may have left this world, but that’s not far enough. I would be pleased never to hear his name again. Ever. The moment I walk into the Trent ballroom, he is all anyone will speak about. They’ll be asking me with feigned sincerity how I feel after my loss. And what am I to say to that? How does the family of a murderer grieve his loss?”


“Not for long,” Daisy promised. “The world will quickly move to the next scandal.”


Her mother swallowed hard and mopped her eyes again. “I have spent years establishing myself as an ethical, upstanding member of polite society. Merely for a cruel, selfish man to drag my reputation through the mud.”


“Livie cannot be blamed for her father’s transgressions—and neither can you, for your brother’s,” Daisy said, for approximately the thousandth time.


Lady Wharton drew in an unsteady breath. “At least the Tulip family will live in comfort from now on.”


Daisy nodded. Her mother had forced her unrepentant brother to give the Tulips a large sum of money before he died. “Every family has a black sheep, Mother, and my uncle is ours. After a few months, no one will chatter about the murder, any more than they talk of Lord Byron’s affaire with his half-sister.”


Her mother gasped, and her mouth fell open.


Oops.


Daisy had a tendency to speak—and act—before thinking.


“Daisy!” Lady Wharton dropped her handkerchief to the floor and clutched her bosom like an actress at Drury Lane. “I cannot believe my ears! That my own daughter should allow such odious words to cross her lips! I am shocked … scandalized … disgusted!”


“I apologize,” Daisy said, arranging her features to look as penitent as she could. It wasn’t one of her skills; she should probably practice that expression before the mirror. She could employ it when people asked about her uncle.


“How do you even know of that blackguard, let alone his brazen-faced sister? Who would tell an innocent young lady about such a disgusting a personage as Lord Byron?”


Daisy sighed. “Everyone knows. Miss Augusta Leigh bore him a daughter, after all.”


“But you are a young, untouched, innocent—”


“My point is that scandals come and go,” Daisy said, before her mother could start thinking too hard about her supposed innocence.


She wasn’t dissolute, though she knew more about the world than Lady Wharton would imagine. Most young ladies hadn’t read a useful book called City of Eros, for example.


Daisy had read it twice.


“If you are tarred with the brush of hedony,” her mother gasped, getting up a new head of steam, “if society decides that you are a debauched coquette, that will be the end of this family. The end! I shall live out my final days in sackcloth in a darkened room! Brown sackcloth!”


“I don’t think ‘hedony’ is a word,” Daisy observed.


“Stop smirking and listen to me! This family’s reputation will recover far faster from my brother’s misconduct than it would from a scandal of yours along the lines of Lord Byron’s.”


“That’s so unfair. Murder is far more indicative of a corrupt soul than wanton behavior.”


“Not in the civilized world,” Lady Wharton declared. “If a woman is not chaste, she is nothing. If the subject ever rises again, you must pretend that you have no idea how babies are made.” She narrowed her eyes. “Which I gather you do. Somehow. I have certainly never mentioned the subject.”


“It’s absurd that women have to pretend to be ignorant of basic facts about their own physiology,” Daisy said, beginning to feel heated. “What’s more, everyone knows that gentlemen have fancies outside marriage. Of course, it would have been far better of Byron to seduce someone other than his half-sister—”


“Daisy!”


“It was terrible, most improper,” Daisy added hastily. “He is a dissolute rake—”


“Never let his name pass your lips again!” her mother cried wildly.


“But a good poet,” Daisy finished.


“The verse of an incestuous devil!” Lady Wharton gasped. “Surely you have not read that execrable nonsense.”


Daisy wouldn’t say that she had a penchant for fibbing, but quite often one had to find one’s way around the truth. For example, Captain Sir Tyron wouldn’t allow his daughter to read anything but the most “deserving” texts, so Daisy had read many books aloud when her cousin Livie happened to be in the room.


City of Eros, for example.


And Byron’s Fugitive Pieces, which had been remarkably instructive, as when Byron vowed to enter his lady’s chamber and “love for hours together.”


Obviously, she and Livie had needed to understand what “love” meant when used as a verb in the context of a bedroom. Their maid, Ada, had been most enlightening.


“I don’t believe most of Byron’s works are in print,” Daisy said now, dodging the question.


“You must never read them,” her mother demanded, her eyes bulging slightly. “This family stands on the very edge, the precipice of ruin, and your behavior must be impeccable. Tomorrow, you will look like a subdued angel, your eyes cast to the floor, modesty and remorse on full display.”


Daisy couldn’t stop herself. “To be honest, Mother, I’ll look more like an Egyptian mummy than an angel.”


“Fiddlesticks!”


“Remember all those lengths of white satin? I had my final fitting yesterday.”


Her opening gown for the Season had been designed with panels of silk falling from a high waist, intended to lightly float around the wearer’s body. But Lady Wharton had ordered the modiste to use a heavier fabric and add three times as many panels as in the original design.


If Lady Regina thought Daisy was fat last year, wait til the lady caught sight of her in this gown.


“Nonsense!” Lady Wharton snapped. “The dress is fashionable and appropriate. Your hair will stay in a chignon, or I’ll fire your maid. No lip color, of course. A jeune fille, but without French sauciness.”


Daisy nodded. She could do it.


And she would have done it too …


If the entire back of her gown hadn’t ripped clear off her body.


On the dancefloor.









EPISODE NINETY TWO


THE JESTERS’ CORNER




March 2, 1817


THE DUCHESS OF TRENT’S BALL


THE OPENING EVENT OF THE 1817 SEASON





Naturally, having made up his mind to spend the Season looking for a wife, Miles no sooner entered the Trent ballroom than he caught sight of a lady who was manifestly ineligible for that honor.


With ten months’ further acquaintance with Daisy Wharton, he was no longer surprised by the fact she had attended the Rothingale masquerade. Although he had dragged her out of that house, she had spent her time since merrily engaging in impudent mischief, such as smuggling a file to her uncle in the Tower of London.


Admittedly, she had been instrumental in proving that same uncle’s innocence of the charge of treason.


As for the charge of murder? No one could clear Tyron’s name from that accusation, even though his solicitor had done an excellent job of painting Jeremy Tulip as a ne’er-do-well, while prosing on about Sir Tyron’s medal for bravery in the French wars.


And now, of course, Daisy Wharton had returned to polite society. She was standing beside her mother, the swirl of hair atop her head precariously held in place by diamond-clad butterflies. Her gown covered her like a shroud, but even so she was … exquisite.


With a start, he looked away, surveying a ballroom full of ladies with pale lips and orderly hair.


Daisy was far too young and foolish to consider as a wife. Perhaps she wasn’t overly young, but foolish? In the extreme. Impulsive and reckless. She courted scandal: just look at the way she and her cousin used to gallop at top speed through Hyde Park, something no proper lady would do.


In fact, now that he thought of it, Daisy might still be galloping in the park, even though her cousin had married and moved abroad. He should impress upon her the undesirability of that behavior.


It took him two hours to make his way to her side, thanks to his sister Clementine having spread the news that he intended to find a wife. One young woman actually stabbed him with her fan to gain his attention.


When Miles finally reached Daisy, she had just finished dancing with the future Earl Paget. Frederick wasn’t entirely drunk, nor entirely sober.


About the same as always, in other words.


Miles bowed. “Good evening, Miss Wharton. Lord FitzRoy-Paget.”


Daisy’s face stilled, and her smile fell away as she curtsied. “Lord Devin. How do you do?”


“Evening, Devin,” Frederick said, more genially. “How’s the pursuit of murderers serving you these days?”


“I don’t pursue murderers,” Miles replied. “I investigate criminal charges when Earl Paget—your father—requests my assistance. Miss Wharton, it is a pleasure.”


“We could help you,” Frederick offered. “As we did last time, deciphering those coded letters. Daisy and I made an excellent pair of investigators, don’t you think? If we hadn’t been born to the wrong families, we could have become Bow Street Runners.”


Daisy’s eyes began dancing. “You could have become a Runner,” she pointed out. “I was born to the wrong gender.”


“I have no need for assistance,” Miles told them.


“I doubt that,” Frederick drawled. “You were sending people all over France looking for that traitor, remember? Any fool could have told you that the man had to be a Londoner.”


“Actually, Frederick,” Daisy said, “I made that point, and I do not consider myself a ‘fool.’”


Miles had the distinct feeling that she considered him to be the fool in question. “Miss Wharton, may I have the honor of a dance?” he asked, rather coldly.


Daisy flipped open her fan and looked at its bare spines as if she were hoping a few signatures had miraculously appeared. “As you can see, you may have whichever dance you choose,” she responded, without visible enthusiasm.


“I’ll take you in for supper,” Frederick promised. “Daisy isn’t enjoying the same popularity as last Season,” he told Miles. “I suspect the murderous uncle has put them off. Likely the young fools are afraid that she’ll put arsenic in their tea if they put a step wrong.”


Daisy snapped her fan shut and tapped her lips, drawing attention to her mouth. Her lips were the deep ruby of port wine, but Miles could have sworn that she wore no lip color. Her eyelashes were darker than her hair, though she hadn’t turned them sooty with coal; they fringed her blue eyes like—


He tore his mind out of an absurd riot of similes. He didn’t care about the color of her eyes.


“A woman should plan for her future,” Daisy said. “What missteps should I consider worthy of arsenic? After all, my uncle has set a standard for criminality that might be hard to match.”


“Adultery,” Frederick said promptly.


Perhaps Lord Fitzroy-Paget thought she would turn pink at the word, or hide behind her fan, or giggle madly. Miles knew better.


“Adultery is so common that avenging it might be taken amiss,” Daisy retorted, not flicking an eyelash. “Like killing a husband because he slurps his tea, which frankly, might actually tempt me to homicide.”


Frederick burst out laughing, but Miles just raised an eyebrow. The man who’d stray from Miss Daisy Wharton’s bed? He didn’t exist.


“Oh dear, I’ve shocked you,” Daisy said to Miles. She flicked open her fan and hid behind it. “Give me a minute …”


When she dropped her fan, her whole face had changed. Her eyes were now soft and bewildered, her lower lip trembling. “I protest and vow, Lord FitzRoy-Paget, that you have shocked me to the bone. ‘Tis a horrendous shock to hear such a nasty word spoken in my presence. I must beg you to have more care for my innocence.”


“Impressive,” Miles said, unable to hold back a smile.


“Yes, especially because a young lady would have to know the meaning of adultery in order to be offended,” Daisy pointed out. “Ignorance and innocence are not always synonymous.”


“Moving on,” Frederick said. “Let’s pretend you transform yourself into an avenging angel for the chaste wives of London, Daisy. If you poisoned every faithless man in this city, there’d scarcely be an intact marriage left.”


“So I have assumed, Frederick. So I have assumed.” Daisy flicked a glance at Miles from under her lush eyelashes, her expression suggesting that she had not forgotten Miles’s appearance at the Rothingale masquerade.


Miles used to think her a nitwit, but after she helped crack the code of a traitor’s letters, he’d come to the conclusion that she was one of the most intelligent women he knew.


Albeit mischievous, impulsive, and prone to telling falsehoods.
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