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In the Secret Society of Governess Spies there are rules one must follow, along with things one must never do. First and foremost… never blow a kiss.
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May 1838


Emily Leverton was a hopeless governess. She played the pianoforte with the grace of an elephant, her arithmetic was appalling, and the last time she’d read A Lady’s Guide to Etiquette and Manners her eyes had nearly crossed with boredom. The only thing at which she excelled was something no gently bred woman should know.


Alas, Emily was no gently bred woman.


Emily handed her youngest pupil a sheet of stationery. Although it was true that Emily’s ability to teach accomplishments such as needlework and dancing was nearly nonexistent, she was an expert in deceit.


“The first rule of spying,” she instructed, “is to act as if you are entirely uninterested in the conversation around you. Jot that down, Morris. You will never best your twin sisters if you do not take this seriously.”


The seven-year-old neatly wrote the first rule at the top of the stationery. Late-afternoon sunlight slanted through the schoolroom window and caught in his hair as if it were a halo and he an angel. Morris truly was the dearest child, which made him an easy target for his conniving older sisters. Fortunately, Emily’s true talents were… unconventional.


When he finished, he lifted earnest brown eyes. “What is rule number two, Miss Leverton?”


Emily crouched beside him and touched his shoulder. “Rule number two is that you must never base your worth on what others think of you. None of us are perfect. Some of us are not even what we seem.”


The dinner gong rang, and Morris smiled shyly before tucking the paper in his trouser pocket. “Thank you, Miss Leverton.”


“We will finish tomorrow!” she called at his departing back.


Emily spent a few minutes tidying the schoolroom before she set off for the Mottersheads’ library. As the governess of the house she was neither servant nor nobility, which made dinner arrangements awkward. She had solved the problem early in her assignment by retreating to the library until the Mottersheads had finished their repast, and then taking her supper alone in the breakfast room.


Emily stilled in the hallway and cocked her head, her baser instincts buzzing. Had she heard a sound? Everyone should be dressing for dinner, including the latest addition to the household—the children’s uncle, the Viscount Charlsburn. The tyrant had arrived the week before, and his sour demeanor had the entire estate on edge. Unhappy with everything from the state of the silverware to the architecture of the stables, he lorded over the house as if he owned it himself, his hooked nose sniffing out Cook’s imperfections and his crafty eyes appraising the value of each object. No anomaly escaped his scrutiny, and that included Emily.


Satisfied she was alone, Emily continued toward the library. She rounded the corner and shrieked with dismay when she nearly collided with the viscount, who had to have been walking silently on purpose.


“What is the hurry, Miss Leverton?” he asked, his fingers clawing into her upper arms even though she was in no danger of falling. His oily voice reminded her of her former husband’s.


“No hurry.” Emily’s tone was light as she stepped back, forcing him to release her. “Is there something I can help you with, my lord?”


Shrewd gray eyes fell on her mouth. “Indeed. Remind me from where you hail, Miss Leverton?”


“Monmouth.”


“Yes, that is what I thought. I have a dear friend in Monmouth. I wrote to him within a few days of my arrival. To his knowledge, no Leverton family resides in the township. Odd, would you not say?”


Emily had suspected Charlsburn knew she was not what she seemed, and this confirmed it. She was experienced enough to know when a con had gone south.


It was time to move on.


He closed the distance between them and reached for a dark curl that had fallen from her pins. Emily dodged his hand, but he advanced again. “Stay still, my pet. Do you know how I have dreamt of this moment?”


Emily’s stomach clenched. With a smattering of unfashionable freckles and hair so curly it disobeyed pins on the regular, she’d considered herself neither pretty enough to draw attention nor ugly enough to do the same. She was ordinary. Plain. And aside from her rough hands and sunburnt nose, she’d thought she’d successfully pulled off the role of respectable governess. Even her imitation of the upper class’s posh accent was spot-on.


The viscount had clearly seen past her act. Had she aroused his suspicion with the watercolor incident? He’d recently come across her teaching the girls to paint a watercolor of the horses in the field, except the art session had taken a cheek-reddening turn into a lesson on reproduction. How was she to have known the mares were in heat? Surely any governess could have made that mistake.


“You must excuse me, my lord,” Emily said, pressing her hand to her stomach. “I am not feeling well. You had best move before I—” She retched. Violently.


Lord Charlsburn paled.


“I believe I ate some poor fish,” Emily continued, and covered her mouth just in time to muffle a loud belch.


Charlsburn took a hurried step back. “You must return to your chamber at once! A more unladylike display I have never witnessed.”


Emily nodded in agreement, but rather than turning away she stumbled toward him and gagged. With horror etched on his face the viscount scurried off, muttering about filthy servants and the plague.


Once he was out of sight, Emily resumed her walk to the library, her footsteps lighter than before. Yes, she was going to have to skip town and find a new situation, but repelling the viscount had been immensely satisfying. Besides, she still had her forged letter of recommendation from the baroness, Lady Rosigan, who’d once spit on her in the street.


Emily entered the library, confident it would be empty. Her employer, Mr. Mottershead, was a genteelly impoverished man who squandered most of his income on items that made him appear wealthier than he was. This extended to the library, a sweeping room of rich woods accompanied by the scents of lemon polish and dust, the shelves stacked to the ceiling with classics and fashionable volumes that had never been cracked.


It was Emily’s favorite place. Although she lacked knowledge in nearly every subject a governess ought to be versed in—mathematics, world geography, history, and classical music—her literacy and imagination were unparalleled. As a child she’d read a filched copy of Prometheus Unbound to shreds, and with it had discovered an escape from her dreary world.


The orange glow of sunset seeped through the open drapes, catching floating dust motes with its light and warming the library to a cozy temperature. To save on overhead, the Mottersheads had been cutting back on staff, letting their gardener go months before and several maids since. That meant the only time the library was entered, other than by Emily, was when it was stocked with new books or dusted once a month.


She leisurely browsed the shelf of Mr. Mottershead’s newest acquisitions, running her fingertips over the leather spines and settling on the one she’d most anticipated seeing: The Pickwick Papers.


With the evening stretching before her, Emily sank into her favorite chair, the one that faced the wild tangle of orange, white, and violet blooms that lined the flagstone pathway in the garden, and bent to sniff the book. It smelled of leather and fresh ink.


She sighed contentedly. Her time with the Mottersheads was rapidly approaching an end, but Emily had learned to slow down and bask in the good moments while they lasted.


When she flipped open the front cover, the spine cracked and a piece of paper fluttered to the floor. Emily untucked her legs and plucked it from the carpet. She could tell it was a note by the slanted, neat script. She shouldn’t read it; it was obviously intended for Mr. Mottershead.


Feeling virtuous, she was about to slip the note back into the book when she spotted the name Esther through the back of the paper.


Her real name.


With numb fingers, Emily unfolded the paper. Her eyes raced across the text.




I have been watching you for some time, Esther Lewis. Is the life of a country governess fulfilling? Or do you dream of something more?


You can be more. I can help.


If you are interested, meet me at the church at midnight.


—The Dove





Emily stared at the words for a full minute, reading and re-reading them again before crushing the paper in her fist and lifting her eyes to the window. No one peeked at her from the garden; no glass glinted from a faraway telescope.


Someone out there knew her true identity. Even more worrisome, this person knew how to reach her. Knew, somehow even before she did, that she would choose this book to read.


Impossible.


She ran across the room and pulled down the next book on the shelf. An identical note fluttered to the ground. Every book on the new-acquisitions shelf, once opened, contained the same message for her.


Surrounded by the abandoned books, Emily clutched the stack of letters, her heart thumping. She suspected this was a precursor to blackmail; not for a moment did she consider the note’s promise of a brighter future. She was lucky to have come this far, to have tricked her way into a living that provided food and lodging and safety from her former life. Who cared if she languished with cruel pupils? What did it matter if she had to dodge immoral men? She was alive. She was safe.


Or she had been.


The papers had become tacky with sweat. Emily wasn’t giving up this life. She would meet this person and hear out his demands.


Then she would devise a plan.
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St. Peter’s chapel in Aston-by-Sutton was constructed of Runcorn sandstone and flanked by an assortment of poorly tended graves. Dandelions sprouted between headstones, and the scents of warm grass and pollen still lingered in the air. A cupola atop the tower boasted an embedded clock in the stonework, and in the cloudless light of the moon, the black hands hovered a few minutes to midnight.


Emily surveyed the quiet churchyard, its silence disrupted only by the creeping rustle of grass on stone. Aston-by-Sutton was a hamlet with a tiny population of two hundred. Despite the scant number of residents, the church’s doors welcomed nearly every one of them—apart from the Mottersheads—each Sunday.


Satisfied that the churchyard was vacant aside from the souls sleeping beneath the soil, Emily rounded the side of the building to the entry arch. The heavy wooden door was closed. She expected it would be locked, but when she pulled on the brass ring it swung outward.


Despite the warmth of the day, the white stone and black marble floor held an earthen chill. Rows of oak pews faced a pulpit positioned beneath a sweeping white ceiling arch. Two single candles burned in slender iron candleholders on the altar.


Emily scanned the church, her eyes falling on a figure seated in a pew three rows from the front. She slid her hand into her pocket and curled her fingers around the hilt of her dagger. With a jeweled handle and scrolled metalwork, it was the nicest possession she owned. Her former husband, Lionel, had pickpocketed it from a rich duke, and then Emily had stolen it from Lionel. It had been the least she’d deserved.


She crept closer to the figure, unable to make out if the blue-cloaked head belonged to a man or woman. Her palm was solid around the hilt, although her heart beat a tattoo in her ears.


When she reached the pew, she stood at the end, ready to run if necessary. She’d packed her meager belongings earlier that evening and stashed the carpetbag behind a headstone in the graveyard. She could disappear within two minutes if she had to, and it would be as if she’d never been in Aston-by-Sutton apart from the note she’d left Morris. She couldn’t abandon the little boy without a goodbye.


The figure crossed itself and drew its hood back, revealing a fashionable black hat with an attached mourning veil. The woman’s hair was uncharacteristically loose beneath the hat, the strands a warm honey in the weak flicker of candlelight. Emily squinted at the short black veil that ended at a half-smiling mouth. She couldn’t make out the woman’s full features through the sheer black fabric, but she thought her nose was straight and patrician, her mouth slightly too wide, her lips a tad too thin. Despite the shroud of anonymity, the gloss of the woman’s hair and the fine quality of her cloak told Emily that her mysterious summoner was not only beautiful, but also wealthy.


Emily’s confusion multiplied. What on earth could this woman know about her? And why had she wanted to meet her here?


“Esther?” The woman’s voice was smoky and slightly mocking as she lifted her face to Emily. She knew very well who Emily was.


“My name is Emily now. What do you want?” Emily’s response was harsh, although she didn’t let her posh accent slip. Not yet.


“You do not trust me.”


“Why should I?”


“You should not. I approve. I approve of a lot of things about you, Emily.”


“I am not looking for your approval.”


The woman laughed. It wasn’t the dainty, tinkling laugh girls were taught that ground on Emily’s nerves, but a robust, chesty sound that spoke of genuine enjoyment. “Regardless, there are many characteristics of yours I admire. There are few dirt-poor thieves who could fit in with the English aristocracy as seamlessly as you have.”


Emily’s hand squeezed the hilt of the knife. “How do you know about my past?”


The woman took a moment to respond. “There is not a governess in England that I do not know about.”


Emily sensed that wasn’t the whole truth. “What do you want from me?”


“I want to make you an offer.”


“I have nothing of value a person such as yourself could desire.”


The woman made a soft clucking noise. “Do not sell yourself short, Emily. I have a new position for you. I understand Lord Charlsburn has become tiresome in his pursuit.”


Emily’s lips parted. How could she possibly know that? “Who are you?”


“Come, have a seat. I am tired of craning my neck.”


Emily slid into the polished pew, the wood smooth and worn beneath her palm. She angled herself to face the woman, leaving several feet of distance between them. She caught a whiff of vanilla and peony: an expensive combination.


“They call me the Dove, and you may do so as well.”


“They?”


“The network of women I employ.” The Dove paused, and Emily tried to peer through the net over her eyes. She could just make out their shape—slightly tilted and feline—but everything else remained in shadow. “Do you know much about the police?” At Emily’s look the Dove laughed softly. “I strongly believe the Metropolitan Police of London, and the even newer police forces of the Royal Boroughs, are necessary to protect the people of England and deliver justice.”


The police were anathema to Emily. Had she been lured here so the woman could have her thrown into prison like the man Emily had called father?


“They are fledgling agencies without established rules and customs. The finances are yet shaky, as are the expectations for the policemen and the public. The police forces are, as expected, entirely male.”


“What does any of this have to do with me?”


“I have a vested interest in seeing the policing network succeed. Too many criminals have gone free in the past, especially in the upper echelons. It is time we all abided by the same laws despite social class.”


Emily couldn’t help her stunned snort. “That will never happen.”


“It will happen,” the Dove replied, her voice steely with promise. “Maybe not in our lifetimes, but the foundation will be set now. Aside from the problems I have already mentioned, the current police forces are mostly working class and have zero entrée into the world of the ton, defeating the entire purpose of holding all classes to the same standard of legality.”


“Right. So they are stuck holding the working class and poor to the law, while the rich get away with breaking it. Like always.”


“Like always,” the Dove agreed.


Emily was surprised by the woman’s response. “But you are one of them, one of the wealthy.”


The Dove tilted her chin in interest. “Why do you say that?”


Emily shrugged before she could stop herself from the common action. Not that it mattered, since the woman already knew who she was. “Sorry, lady, but you’re an easy read: quality fabric, expert stitching and cut, that discreet emerald pin in your hair, the softness of your hands, the way you hold yourself. You are upper class through and through.”


The Dove’s lips quirked. “I knew I was right about you. You are going to be an excellent asset.”


Emily fidgeted. “I still do not understand what you mean by all this.”


“Quite right. In an effort to even the odds, I have decided to give the police a helping hand. There is an entire network of women who live in the houses of the ton and hear the fights, witness the scandals, and watch the servants clean up the blood—metaphorically speaking. They know where to point the finger for certain transgressions, and this information can be invaluable to the police.”


Emily sucked in a breath. “Governesses. You mean to say you use governesses as a network of spies within the ton?”


The thought of spying on the ton stirred to life a guilt Emily had borne for six excruciating years. Perspiration beaded at her temples. She sincerely hoped the Dove did not ask her to take part. She would not. She could not. Spying was amusing when it was a game, but she had learned too late that in real life, eavesdropping could be fatal.


The Dove considered Emily’s words. “Yes, I suppose that is close enough to the truth. The governesses work for me first and foremost, their hired family situation second. If I need a governess in a new situation, I move her. I do run the most prestigious governess agency in all of England.”


“Perdita’s Governess Agency?”


“You have heard of us.”


Emily certainly had, but she hadn’t ever considered applying to the agency. It supplied the elite upper class with governesses, and she’d known she’d never pass closer scrutiny.


She studied the Dove with new regard. Why would a woman of wealth and standing run a governess agency, à la spy network? What was this vested interest she had in seeing the police force thrive? Why the focus on justice within her own class?


There had been a time when Emily had trusted the ruling class at their word—a folly she would forever regret. She would not make the same mistake again.


“The information my governesses report back to me is extremely valuable, and we have been able to ruin several men who would have otherwise been left free to continue with rape and murder.”


Emily’s brows lifted, and the darkness stirring in her soul settled. If the Dove’s motives were as pure as she claimed, could this be Emily’s chance to atone for her past?


“This is not a game,” the Dove continued. “At times I put my governesses in dangerous positions, and the women take greater risks than some policemen. Their reward is twofold: the knowledge that they helped stop a monster, and the pay.”


Emily knew it was unladylike to ask about wages, but then she’d never been a lady, had she? “What do you pay?”


When the Dove told her, she nearly fell out of the pew.


“That is for active, dangerous situations. If you are in a normal household collecting blanket information, the pay is far less, although added to your wages as a governess is quite adequate.”


Even an eighth of the price the Dove had listed would be more than what Emily made in a month with the Mottershead family.


Emily wasn’t a fool. When something seemed too good to be true, it always was. “What do you get out of it?”


“I would have been disappointed if you had not asked, Emily.” The Dove absently stroked her bare ring finger. “Someone dear to me died because a man held too much unchecked power. The man was untouchable, and he was not made to pay for what he did.”


“Revenge.” Emily sat back and nodded. “You’ve built this system not only for justice, but also for revenge.”


The Dove tilted her head. “Is that not the most powerful motivator of all?”


That and love, Emily supposed. Although she still did not entirely trust the Dove, the woman’s answer had satisfied some of her skepticism.


Emily considered what she’d learned. A network of female spies! In theory Emily believed in justice, although in reality she hadn’t seen it practiced very often. The money was an alluring part of the offer. If she made enough to stash away, she would never have to worry about living in poverty again.


Then there was the possibility that maybe she could ease some of the black guilt she bore like a stain on her soul.


“What if the family questions my qualifications? I am not actually a good governess. I can read and write and spell, but that is about it. And there is no way I would say and do all the proper things. It would be obvious I do not fit in.” Emily may have fooled the Mottersheads all the way out in Cheshire, but she’d never pull the wool over the eyes of a highly educated family of the ton.


The Dove stiffened in mock offense. “They would not dare question the qualifications of a Perdita girl. And by the time you have graduated my school, you will be one.”


“How can you trust me?” Emily asked bluntly. “Don’t you expect me to steal the silver candlesticks from the family you position me with? Seduce the husband? Smother the grandmother? I am a thief by trade.”


“You spent your youth stealing to survive. When was the last time you took something that was not yours?”


Emily thought about it. “I do not know. But I lied to get the position I have.”


“Lying is a different matter entirely,” the woman assured her.


“I took my former husband’s dagger.”


“The one in your pocket? I know of your former husband, Emily. He deserved far worse. I have no worries.”


“How do you know so much about me?” And more important, did she know about Emily’s deepest shame?


“I think I have shared enough secrets tonight. There remains only one question: Are you ready to join us?”


The choice was obvious. Emily could either bounce from situation to situation, praying no one would discover her lies, or she could become a spy and make more money than she’d ever dreamed possible.


“I’m in.”
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2 Months Later


July 1838


Zachariah Denholm stood at the edge of the ballroom counting all the ways he knew to kill a man—and none of them was painful enough for his friend Deputy Commissioner Wright Davies. Wright had begged Zach to attend an intimate dinner party at Exeter House, where his sister was the newly minted marchioness. The four-hundred-person ball Zach had discovered upon his arrival was many things, but intimate it was not.


After that blasted article in the society pages that morning, the last place Zach wanted to be was at the Season’s most successful crush. When he saw Wright, he was going to…


“It has to be him!” a young woman squealed to his right, interrupting his fantasy of socking Wright. “His eyes are as cold as the Arctic, just as the article said.” She shivered theatrically.


“It also said he is not a man to be toyed with,” her companion hissed. “It called him ‘frozen and merciless.’ I do not think you should ask for an introduction, Ainsley.”


Zach’s surliness multiplied.


“Your countenance is frightening my sister’s guests.”


Zach didn’t bother turning at Wright’s voice. “What did you expect when you lied to me?”


“It was a simple misunderstanding, Denholm.”


Zach did look at him then, and Wright appeared entirely too pleased with himself. He sported a thick, dark mustache and a head of hair that was already thinning. Pads were sewn into his coat to bolster sloping shoulders that at times seemed to carry the entire weight of the force now that he was the deputy commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.


“Do not be cross, Detective Constable. My sister begged me to invite you. Apparently, as a ‘wealthy playboy with a policing hobby,’ you are the Season’s most ineligible—read mysterious—bachelor.”


“When I discover the identity of that columnist, I am going to break every one of his pen nibs.”


Wright handed Zach a flute of champagne. “Look around you, Denholm. Every young lady here is vying for an introduction.”


Zach swallowed half the glass. “I am not searching for a wife, and even if I were, I sure as hell wouldn’t find her here. These people think of me as something hairy that weaseled its way into their exclusive coop. Sons of butchers are not generally considered marriageable.”


“But filthy-rich railroad investors are. Most folks are willing to forgive your past for your present.” Wright popped a monocle in his eye. “They’re not a fascinating lot, I’ll give you that. Before word circulates that the Season’s most ineligible bachelor has arrived, did you read the article in the paper this morning?”


It had been hard to miss. The headline had screamed: EVANGELIST STRIKES AGAIN! The “Evangelist,” as the sensationalist press had dubbed him, had murdered three streetwalkers in the Bethnal Green slum of London. The article had gone on to detail the incompetence of the fledgling Metropolitan Police force, declaring them inept and incapable of stopping the latest scourge to society.


There was pressure from the public to solve the murders, although nothing compared to the panic the Silk Stalker had raised eight years prior. Then, the targets had been upper-class ladies, and those with deep pockets had been frantic to identify the man who strangled his victims with a silk cravat. When the Silk Stalker had been unmasked as a peer, the shock waves had been felt to the Americas. The Evangelist was different. Since he seemed to have a taste for streetwalkers, the ton read reports of the murders with salacious interest rather than fear.


Not Zach. He’d been raised in poverty, understood that many of the women who prostituted themselves did so out of desperation to survive or provide for their children. That someone was preying on those who were already so vulnerable made a cold, white rage sweep over his body.


“I read it.”


“The commissioner is breathing down my neck. He wants to know if we have any leads on the identity of the Evangelist.”


And that was one of the many reasons Zach had insisted on the rank of detective constable. With his income he could have easily placed higher in the police hierarchy, as Wright had. Wright hadn’t understood Zach’s refusal to do so at the time, but Zach suspected he was beginning to. Before Zach had made his fortune investing in the railroad, he’d spent a decade leading men in the Anglo-Burmese War and the Portuguese Civil War; he was more than happy to let Wright pass down the orders these days.


“The commissioner isn’t the only one I have to answer to in this blasted position. The home secretary is wondering why he went out on a limb to found the Metropolitan Police when we can’t manage to unearth even a single clue. He has made it clear that we need to prove our usefulness to the public, or else.”


A vaguely familiar gentleman accompanied by three sour-faced women started across the mahogany parquet floor, their eyes locked on Zach. A stream of ladies robed in pastel and lace whirled between him and the approaching entourage, breaking the party’s line of sight. Zach pinched the bridge of his nose. “What about your secret informant? He hasn’t come through with anything?”


“Nothing. If I want to save the Metropolitan Police, I am going to have to create a task force to root out this so-called Evangelist.”


Zach finished the contents of the flute, the bubbles sliding down his throat with a burn. The heat of the ballroom combined with the heavy scents of perfumes and the approaching headaches—plural—made him wish he were home reading a book in front of the fireplace instead of preparing to disappoint a house full of strangers as well as his friend.


“No,” Zach said. A servant whisked his glass away.


Wright sniffed. “I was not asking you to head it. I am going to suggest Taylor take the lead.”


Zach’s steady gaze met Wright’s. “Robert Taylor?”


“Yes.”


“He is an idiot.”


“He is competent. You don’t like him because he drinks.”


“No, he is a drunk. There is a difference.”


Wright conceded the point by lifting a hand. “Who would you suggest?”


Zach ran through a list of names in his head. There were several good men in service, but for one reason or another they all failed to meet the requirements it would take to lead a task force.


He bit back a sigh. He’d walked right into that one. “Fine,” he growled. “But I have conditions.”


Wright was smiling widely. “Name them.”


“I want full discretion when deciding who joins the task force. I will not report to anyone but you, and I will report only when I have something to say. Otherwise, don’t bother me.”


“Consider it done.”


“I also want you to get me the hell out of here.”


Wright slapped him on the back. “It is too late for that, my friend. You are about to meet Mrs. Hill.” He nodded at the woman steamrolling toward them, draughting her two daughters in her wake. “You are going to need all the luck you can muster.”
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Mr. Denholm, I am Lord Moore.” The man introducing Mrs. Hill and her daughters had watery eyes and an obsequious tone that set Zach’s teeth on edge. “I am sure you remember me from Knottingham’s.”


That was why he’d seemed vaguely familiar. Moore was a member of one of the clubs Zach had joined and visited twice, simply because he could.


“Not really.”


Lord Moore laughed, and it came out in high-pitched wheezes. “Just so, just so. I would like to introduce my sister, Mrs. Hill, and her daughters, Miss Hill and Miss Jane.”


Mrs. Hill was as thin as her brother with the same weak blue eyes. Her brows were drawn onto her forehead in a startling arch, and her nose was slightly upturned like that of a dog Zach had once seen. She bared her teeth in an approximation of a smile and shoved her elder daughter forward.


“Mr. Denholm, my brother says you enjoy reading, and so does my darling girl,” Mrs. Hill crooned. “Dear, tell Mr. Denholm what it was you read recently that had you in stitches. Really, we did not read as much in my time. I was too busy perfecting my needlework and pianoforte, but girls these days have such independent and clever minds. I cannot seem to stop her from consuming every written word in the house!”


Zach forced a smile. It wasn’t the girl’s fault she was being thrown at his feet like an offering. “What do you enjoy reading?” he asked dutifully, silently vowing to sic the Hills on Wright as soon as he had the chance.


Miss Hill appeared horrified at being addressed. She was a voluptuous girl in a way that Zach appreciated, but had the sickly pallor of her mother and uncle. Furthermore, she seemed completely tongue-tied and incapable of answering. Zach wondered if she was stuck for trying to think of a single title.


“The Bible!” Miss Hill blurted.


“Since when have you read the Bible?” sneered her sister, Miss Jane.


Mrs. Hill stomped on Jane’s foot, causing her to yip like a puppy.


Zach caught a glimpse of movement in his periphery: a woman, slipping like a shadow along the edge of the ballroom. She was dressed as a governess or perhaps a nursemaid, and therefore invisible to the patrons of the ball. She would have remained unseen by him as well if she had not stopped to view his predicament with visible glee.


He stared at her in direct challenge. Instead of blushing and turning away, she boldly met his eyes, her own dancing with amusement. Her hair was richly dark and so curly that even pins couldn’t keep the unwieldy locks from tumbling down her neck. Her cheekbones were high and slightly reddened, although he was sure it was due to the heat of the room and not a rouge palette. Her cheeks and nose were sprinkled with freckles from too much sun. A modest, unadorned navy dress concealed her from chin to wrist, but nipped in at a slender waist, giving her a curvy, athletic figure. Somehow, in her simplicity, she made more of an impression on him than all of the bosoms and jewels displayed in the room.


Or perhaps it was her completely inappropriate enjoyment of his discomfort that sparked his interest. Who was the woman? And what was she doing sneaking along the outskirts of the ball mocking poor, unsuspecting men?


“I also like poetry,” Miss Hill said shrilly in an attempt to reclaim his attention. “Shall I recite my favorite?”


“No, I think it best if—”


Miss Hill folded her hands together and closed her eyes as if she were about to sing in a choir. “Peonies are pink and love is true/My heart is blue when I do not have you/Jasmine is white and will not take a fright/Because it has a knight, just like you.”


The governess’s face blossomed into a grin, and Zach felt as if he’d taken a hit to the stomach.


“Lovely darling, just lovely.” Mrs. Hill sighed. “Was that Browning?”


“That was by one Miss Olivia Hill,” Miss Hill said proudly.


Mrs. Hill clapped white-gloved hands together. “Splendid! You are a true rare diamond, my dear. That was poetry for the ages, do you not think so, Mr. Denholm?”


“Hmm? Yes, that is a poem I shall never forget. If you will excuse me.”


Zach didn’t dare take his eyes off the woman lest she disappear before he had a chance to confront her. He started toward her, blocking out the squawks of dismay behind him and nearly mowing over a tiny dame dripping in jewels so heavy that a good gust of air would have toppled her anyway.


The laughing minx allowed him to almost reach her, and then she blew him a kiss and turned on her heel, scurrying along the perimeter and sliding through bodies as if she were a ghost walking through walls.


Like hell was she getting away. She may have had the advantage when it came to squeezing through small spaces, but Zach hadn’t become an army colonel by lacking strategy.
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Idiot, idiot, idiot. Emily berated herself on a loop as she dashed between the backs of two gentlemen in exact shades of black. What had she been thinking antagonizing that man? She’d always had impulse control issues, but really, this was a step too far. She’d be lucky if he didn’t catch her and turn her in to her employer, and then she’d be in an awful pickle. She’d been placed with her employer for a reason, and she’d just jeopardized the very mission she’d been sent to accomplish by being an impulsive fool.


The problem was he’d looked so comically trapped and long-suffering while that dog-faced woman had tried to pawn her clearly vapid daughter off on him, that Emily had been seized by an intense curiosity to stop and watch. She’d wanted to see what he would do. He wasn’t a traditional fop; she could tell that with one look at him, even though he wore an expertly tailored jacket that brought out the shot-silk cobalt of his eyes. He was taller than most of the men in the room, with broad shoulders and an easy muscular build that she was used to seeing on farmers who used their bodies for a living. She could tell he was a powerful man by the way he held himself and how the other men in the room reacted to him, but there’d been something that set him apart from the other nobles. He’d seemed earthier. As if he were a real man cut of human sorrow and triumph rather than a man who watched it all unfold from above.


When he’d met her eyes, there had been such intensity and heat in them that her heart had skipped. Then he’d started toward her, and she’d been frozen with indecision. She wanted to meet him, talk to him, see those eyes up close and focused on her.


Then reality had returned with a whoosh, stealing her breath. She was a governess and a common-born thief, while he was obviously an important man. She was being not only ridiculous, but dangerously stupid.


Except then she’d blown him a kiss before dashing off, and honestly it had been worth it to see the look of astonishment cross his face.


She ducked through the servants’ entrance and headed toward the exit. The eldest sibling of her new charges, Lady Minnie, had left her reticule at home and Emily had been dispatched to deliver it to Exeter House as it held Minnie’s fan, and Minnie had been working so industriously on her seductive fan flutters.


Emily hadn’t minded the order. It was a short walk to Exeter House, and the night was warm with just enough nip in the air to be refreshing. If Emily had been in the countryside, she would have tilted her chin back and drunk in the sparkling blanket of stars, but instead she was in London where smog smothered the sky. So she’d filled herself on the sights in the streets: the bad-tempered hansom drivers with cigars dangling from their mouths, tipsy men stumbling from one club to another, and then later, the fine satin gowns of the women entering the private ball.


She’d only been at Eastmoreland House for a fortnight, but already she could tell their situation was night and day from the impoverished Mottersheads. The staff was full, the furnishings rich and polished, the food fresh and prepared with pomp and circumstance. The children had wardrobes so expensive the cost could have fed a small town for an entire winter, and Emily’s quarters even had a small receiving room and fireplace.


Now that Emily had graduated the Dove’s school she felt more confident in her skills as a governess, even if her French remained rudimentary and her watercolor paintings still made her blush with the memory of the horse faux pas. She’d been pleasantly surprised to discover that the Eastmoreland children were bright and even-tempered. There were six of them, from the eldest, Minnie, to Charlie, the youngest at four years old.


Their parents were Robert Enfield, Earl of Eastmoreland, and Clara Enfield, Countess of Eastmoreland. The dowager countess lived in a separate wing of her own, and by all outward appearances they were a proper, well-respected family.


Appearances, Emily well knew, could lie.


There was something a shade off about the family, a sense that not all was quite so darling within the richly appointed walls.


Emily could not put her finger on what made her so sure the Eastmorelands were hiding secrets. Was it the tense quiet among the servants when the lady of the house was in residence? The way the children actively avoided their parents? Mayhap it was the odd comment the head housekeeper had made before depositing Emily in her quarters on her first day: “See to it you do not find yourself alone with the master.”


Or was it simply that one liar knew another?


No wonder the Dove had placed her there. In Emily’s experience, there was no such thing as the perfect family.


Emily rounded Exeter House, keeping her eyes straight ahead and ignoring the whistles and invitations from the coachmen and footmen waiting with the carriages. Once she’d passed them and was farther up the street, she exhaled. She’d been stupid to walk through the throng of waiting servants. She’d been off the streets less than a year and already it seemed she’d lost some of her edge. There were men who wouldn’t blink at taking advantage of an unescorted woman, especially someone as lowly as a governess.


Lowly governess she may be, but Emily could have been walking on the moon rather than the filthy London roads. A year ago she’d been caught in a pattern of abuse and poverty from which so few ever broke free. Now she was waltzing down the streets of Mayfair and stashing money in the stockings hidden in the carpetbag under her bed—more than she ever thought possible. She was eating three times a day. Her sheets were clean, she owned more than one dress, and she existed in an entirely different world now—one where hope and poetry still existed.


Even more, she was part of a team of women who worked together to keep the ton honest. She was going to make a difference. An honorable difference. She would never be able to atone for her past, but she could take pride in trying.


This life that she’d fibbed and forced her way into was worth everything, and she would do anything to protect it.


That was why her impulsive stunt at the ball was unacceptable. If she wanted a steady, unexciting life—and she truly did—then she needed to keep her head low. A reformed thief concealing a dark past was best left in the shadows.


She turned onto Norfolk Crescent and screamed in alarm when a dark figure leaning against a lamppost spoke to her.


“Took you long enough,” the figure said, and stepped into the light. Emily startled with a thrill of both angst and anticipation when she saw it was the gentleman with the ash-blond hair and intense blue eyes that she’d taunted at the ball.


He towered over her, the shadows of night and flame throwing oddly shaped silhouettes across his face, and yet Emily wasn’t afraid. It must have been that she never traveled without her trusty dagger. There was no other explanation for the bizarre sense of safety that enveloped her in his presence.


He smelled deliciously of nothing but clean soap—no cloying cologne. His scent was almost intoxicating, and Emily had to stop herself from leaning in and giving him a good hard sniff.


“You followed me,” she accused. Better to be on the offensive, especially since someone of his status could ruin her life with a snap of his fingers.


“How is that possible, if I was here before you?” he asked. His voice was deep and smoothed up her spine like a sensuous touch. “Rather, it appears that you must have followed me.”


Emily scowled at his reasoning. “What do you want with me?”


“Your name.”


“You left that glamorous ball and followed me into the streets for my name? Why?”


“I thought we had established that you followed me? And yes, I left that stuffy, boring ball to discover the name of the woman who dared blow me a kiss.”


Ah, pickled pig’s feet. She was in for it now.


“You must be mistaken. I would never be so forward. Perhaps you saw me starting to say the word—” She grappled for a moment. “—noodles.”


His mouth quirked, revealing clean, even teeth. “You were saying the word noodles?”


Emily crossed her arms beneath her breasts and lifted her chin. “That is correct. Noodles. It is a German pasta.”


“I know what it is. Pray, tell me in what context you used the word when I saw no companion with you?”


“Well, see, I was saying it to myself.”


“You were talking to yourself.”


“Right.” Emily took a moment to reflect that if there were an earthquake at that very moment, she’d be relieved to sink into the ground. “I say noodles as an oath.” She edged away from him and pretended to stub her toe on a rock. “Oh, noodles!” she exclaimed.


He burst into laughter.


Emily hadn’t thought it was possible to feel any more foolish, but apparently she was outdoing herself that night. “Your merriment over my pain is quite indecent, sir.”


“My deepest apologies.” He sketched a mocking bow, and Emily’s heart thundered at the vision of someone like him bowing to someone like her, even if it was in jest.


Suddenly the mockery disappeared, and the look he gave her was so intense that she took a half step back before she stopped herself and held her ground.


“In your haste to exit the building after your oath,” he said, closing some of the distance between them, “it seems you made the mistake of walking through the dozens of men waiting with the carriages, many of whom have been drinking.”


She swallowed. She knew it had been stupid, but it rankled to have him point it out. “I thought you weren’t following me?”


“I looked behind. I would suggest you take care the next time you think to shortcut through a crowd of drunks, or an alley, or a waterfront slum. There are men who lack scruples, especially when it comes to a beautiful woman.”


She’d been about to tell him it wasn’t any of his business where she went, when his last words sank in. Her lips parted in surprise, and she almost missed him advancing another few inches. Was he calling her beautiful? Her, Emily, a governess in a gown that would have pleased the nuns?


“Now, you have very neatly avoided telling me your name thus far.”


He was close, so close she could have stretched out her hand to touch him. Emily lifted her chin to meet those cobalt eyes, and for the first time in her life found herself speechless.


“Do not make me beg,” he said softly.


Her name tumbled from her lips before she could stop herself. “Miss Emily Leverton.”


“Emily.” He lifted his hand as if to touch one of the curls that lay on her neck but stopped himself, his fingertips hovering over her bare skin for a moment before dropping.


Emily was disproportionately affected by the almost-touch, her skin tingling as if he’d actually brushed his fingers over her sensitive throat, her lungs filling with sharper bursts of air than usual. She swallowed and tried to regain focus. Be on the offensive, she reminded herself. She’d learned early on that it was better to attack than to wait and defend.


At the liberty he’d taken with the use of her given name, Emily forced her chin forward and demanded, “And you are?” It was impertinent for a governess to ask the name of a gentleman. In fact the entire exchange was beyond inappropriate for her station. Then again, he’d started it.


A trio of drunks staggered past, their off-key song stinging the air. Emily barely noticed. She saw only the man in front of her, felt only the heat of his body and the hair-prickling nearness of unmistakable power.


“Mr. Zachariah Denholm. Zach, to my friends and cheeky governesses.”


Cheeky! The nerve. Why she ought to—well, she had been a bit cheeky in the ballroom. “No title, Mr. Denholm?”


“None. I am a common man.”


She nodded. “Oh, of course you are. Lady Exeter often invites commoners to attend her private balls.”


“It is the truth. I am a bobby.”


She studied him, trying to discern his motive in toying with her. He gazed steadily back without so much as a twitch of amusement on his face. Certainly he wasn’t serious. Was he?


She sincerely hoped not.


“Where are you employed, Emily?”


The mention of employment shredded the intimate, two-person world he’d woven around them. It was late and she still had two of the children’s historical reports to look over. At this rate she’d be awake into the early-morning hours, and the Eastmoreland household—at least the servant and governess part of it—started early.


Emily took several steps back, inserting distance between them. “I have to leave. Do not follow me again.”


He slid his hands into his pockets. “I did not follow you the first time. Do not be a stranger, Emily. Stop by the Metropolitan Police station sometime and say hello.”


“It is Miss Leverton, and I most certainly will not!” Imagine voluntarily visiting a police station!


At his impudent grin, she spun on her heel and walked away with her chin held high.
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