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While others dance and flirt, Lady Harriet Devere has a secret life, assisting her older brother Nick with his duties as a British spy. When Nick is killed, however, Harriet assumes that her work passing coded messages to the Ministry of War will cease. Instead, she is charged with a vitally important mission: spend Christmas determining if Julius Forsythe, Earl of Marbury, is a double agent for the French.


Harriet expects danger, just not to her heart . . .  As the hostess of a holiday house party, she is perfectly placed to closely observe her noble  guest – his elegant clothes, his penetrating dark eyes, his virile athletic build.  But when passion flames between them, Harriet realizes that only a holiday miracle will allow her to find true love – in the arms of this spy who has come for Christmas.





Prologue
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NOVEMBER 1797


Lady Harriet Devere drew her paisley wrap closer around her shoulders as a fierce wind rattled the casement behind her. Her parlor was not cold, with a blazing log fire in the grate, and it was well lit, wax candles burning brightly, but the day outside was raw, the skies heavy with gray clouds, a downpour imminent, and it did nothing to lighten her mood.


She sighed, setting down her quill, her eyes drifting to the fire. It had been many months since she had felt her customary lightheartedness, viewed the world with her usual optimism. Oh, she tried, for the children’s sake, but it was hard going. Planning for the annual Christmas house party and the festivities at Charlbury had always been a joyful task, and yet this year, she could summon no enthusiasm. She turned her eyes from the fire and back to the list of names on the secretaire. The guests her grandfather had decided should be invited for this year’s celebrations. So far, she had written half the invitations, and what should have taken her a couple of hours had taken all morning.


A discreet tap at the door distracted her. “Come in.”


“Your pardon, my lady, but there are two gentlemen below. They would like to talk with you.” The butler bowed, holding out a silver tray with two visiting cards on it.


Harriet frowned. It was not the customary hour for social visits, and she was expecting no one. She took one of the cards off the tray, and her frown deepened. Mr. George Howard. Just the sight of his name sent a cold shiver of apprehension down her spine. The man from the Ministry hadn’t been to Grosvenor Square for ten months. Not since he’d paid a condolence visit on the death of her brother. She looked at the other card. The name, Mr. Anthony Bedford, was unknown to her.


“Show them into the yellow salon, Dickson. I’ll be down in a few minutes.” After the butler had withdrawn, she sat at the secretaire in frowning thought for a while. What could Howard want? The work is over now . . . it has been almost a year since the last letter from Nick.


Well, Harriet thought, she wouldn’t find out by speculating. She set aside her quill and rose from the desk, checking her reflection automatically in the mirror above the pier table. She was still in half mourning, and her gown of dove gray seemed to leach the color from her complexion, dulling the golden sheen in the braided coronet of her hair. It was time to leave mourning behind her. The Duke of Charlbury had instructed his granddaughter in no uncertain terms that Christmas would not be overshadowed by past sorrows. It was time to look forward and embrace the world again. Nicholas would have wanted it. And in truth, Harriet reflected, Nick would have wanted it. He detested gloom and low spirits.


She hurried downstairs. A footman opened the door to the yellow drawing room for her. It was a more informal room than the main salon at the front of the house, and Harriet used it almost exclusively when it was only she and the twins in residence in town.


The two men standing in front of the fire turned as one to greet her as she quietly closed the door behind her. “Lady Harriet, thank you for seeing us without notice,” Mr. Howard said with a bow. “Allow me to present my colleague, Anthony Bedford.”


“Mr. Howard . . . Mr. Bedford, it’s a pleasure.” She acknowledged their bows with the slightest curtsy. “Pray sit down. May I offer you some refreshment?”


“No, thank you, Lady Harriet.” It was Mr. Bedford who spoke, and Harriet noticed that his companion stepped back slightly, as if to exclude himself from the conversation. Bedford was at first glance so unassuming as to be almost invisible. A gray man from top to toe, short gray hair, dark gray woolen coat and britches, even his deep-set eyes were gray, but the overall dullness of his appearance was enlivened by those eyes, which had a deep and penetrating gleam that Harriet felt was seeing into her very thoughts.


She offered a bland smile and invited them again to sit down. Howard did so, but his companion remained standing with his back to the fire.


Harriet debated whether to sit down herself or whether that would put her at a disadvantage. For some reason, she felt certain that in this man’s company, she did not want to be at any disadvantage. She compromised and perched on the arm of a sofa. “To what do I owe the pleasure, gentlemen?”


“We will come straight to the point, ma’am,” Bedford replied.


“Please do, sir.” Harriet inclined her head with the appearance of cool composure.


“You are familiar with the work your brother, Viscount Hesketh, was doing for the Ministry of War,” he stated. “Indeed, you have been of some service to the Ministry yourself in the past.”


“A very minor role, Mr. Bedford,” Harriet said. “I merely received my brother’s correspondence from Europe and passed it on to Mr. Howard. I would hardly say I was of much importance.”


“You do yourself a disservice, Lady Harriet,” he said drily. “Without people like you, our part of the war effort could not be performed. However, we have another task for you, if you would be willing to undertake it . . . a rather more significant mission.”


Harriet shot an involuntary glance towards the man she knew from the past. George Howard offered her a fleeting smile that if it was meant to reassure her didn’t really do the job. “Pray continue,” she said to Bedford.


“Your brother’s death—”


“At the siege of Elba,” she interrupted with a touch of impatience.


“Lord Hesketh did not die on the battlefield as you supposed, ma’am. He was assassinated while on a clandestine mission for us.”


“But . . . but it said in the Gazette, the letter from the Ministry said, Nick died in the siege.”


“Sometimes, Lady Harriet, we do not always tell the exact truth where work for the clandestine branch of the Ministry is concerned. I’m sure you understand why.” His tone was as dry as before.


She nodded. “Yes, I’m sure that’s so.” It was obvious, of course. It was inevitable that a man who lived in those shadows would die in them eventually. It made no difference to the essential fact. Nick was gone. It didn’t really matter how his death had come about.


“We would like to discover who killed your brother, Lady Harriet.”


Harriet frowned. “And I can help you do that?”


“You can help us investigate one possibility,” George Howard chipped in.


She felt a strange little tingle of . . . of what? Anticipation? Apprehension? Excitement? Surely not. “I don’t understand.”


“Allow me to explain, ma’am.” Bedford spoke again and continued as if he were reading from a list in a catalogue. “One of your brother’s colleagues was in the area when your brother was murdered. Indeed, they had been working partners for quite some time. This man, during his friendship with Lord Hesketh, became a welcome visitor at your grandfather’s house, Charlbury Hall. The Duke has welcomed him there on several occasions since Lord Hesketh’s death. We would like to know whether this man is playing to a different drummer . . . a double agent, in other words. We know there is a nest of French spies embedded at the university at Oxford, a mere ten miles from Charlbury. Julius Forsythe, the Earl of Marbury, has been invited by your grandfather to Charlbury Hall for Christmas. Since you will also be there, in a particularly convenient position as hostess, we would ask you to watch the Earl, see where he goes, listen to what he says, see if he sends correspondence out of the house. Just general observation . . . nothing more elaborate than that, and there should be no danger at all as long as you don’t exceed your remit.”


“This Julius Forsythe . . . Lord Marbury . . . is the man who was Nick’s partner?” Harriet felt the need to clarify every detail, however stupid she might sound.


“That is so, Lady Harriet. He may not have been responsible for your brother’s death—indeed, he may well not be a double agent—but we would like to know a little more about his present activities.”


“I was under the impression that your spies worked under close supervision,” Harriet said, a touch of acid in her tone. She felt ambushed in some way, and she felt very much at a disadvantage.


“The good ones tend to run themselves, ma’am.” That arid tone again, but this time it was accompanied by just the tiniest twitch of thin lips. “Julius Forsythe is one of the best.”


“If not the best,” added George Howard.


“If not the best,” his colleague agreed.


Harriet rose from her perch and crossed to the window that looked out over the small walled garden, November-bare now, but the camellia bushes against the red wall were just coming into flower. This man was going to be at Charlbury for Christmas, whether she liked it or not. She could not countermand her grandfather’s invitation. And if he had killed Nick . . . a slow rage began to burn deep in her belly. It was one thing to imagine her brother killed by an unknown assailant on a battlefield, quite another to think of him stabbed in the back by someone he knew. A friend . . . a partner.


She spun back to the salon and the two men, watching her in silence. “Very well. I will do what I can.”


“You will have your country’s gratitude, my lady.” George Howard bowed deeply. “And you will help to avenge a grave wrong done to one of our own.”


“Indeed, ma’am.” Anthony Bedford took up his gloves, discarded on a small table. “Maybe it will help you in your mission to know that your father, too, served his country in this way. He, too, died from an assassin’s blade. Your brother was following in his father’s footsteps.”


“A family business, then.” Harriet’s lips twisted into a wry smile. Somehow this didn’t come as that much of a surprise. After everything else, it seemed logical that she should simply take up the mantle and do her part.


And avenge her brother into the bargain.





Chapter One
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“Harry . . . Harry, you’re not asleep, your eyes are open, but you’re not listening to us.”


Lady Harriet Devere jerked herself out of her reverie and devoted her attention to her young siblings. “Forgive me, you’re right. I was miles away. What was it you were saying?”


“How much longer?” the twins, as they did so often, chorused in unison. “We’re tired of traveling.”


“I don’t blame you, so am I,” their sister said with a rueful smile. They had been traveling since dawn that morning. She glanced at her fob watch. It was almost four o’clock, and the December light beyond the carriage window was gray with the beginnings of dusk. She opened the window, letting in a blast of frigid air, and called up to the coachman.


“Carson, where are we now?”


“Just past Woodstock, Lady Harriet. Another half hour should do it, I reckon,” he called down.


Harriet withdrew her head and closed the window. The glass panes were a luxury, but the Devere family was well able to afford such amenities. “Not long now, then,” she said cheerfully. “Now, don’t forget not to shout around Grandfather. I know it’s Christmas, and it’s exciting, but you know how he hates raised voices, and you don’t wish to get on his bad side. He can make life rather unpleasant.”


“Oh, we know.” The pair groaned, rolling their green eyes.


“Last time we were at Charlbury,” Lady Grace said, “he wouldn’t let us ride our ponies for a week because we were playing a game in the hall and knocked over the crystal vase on the pier table.”


Harriet smiled to herself. Lionel Devere, Duke of Charlbury, was a formidable gentleman, but he had a soft spot for his grandchildren, except on the occasions when their rambunctious play intruded on his scholarly pursuits. He could be particularly hard on Tom, now his heir after the deaths of Lionel’s eldest son, Edward, and then his grandson, Nicholas. The Duke maintained that Tom had to be held to a higher standard than most ten-year-old boys if he was to assume the ducal mantle one day.


Harriet’s smile faded. How she missed her brother. The pain of her father’s loss had diminished over time, but it was still there, a distant ache. Both of them lost to an assassin’s knife.


And now here she was, dipping her toes into the same devious world that had swallowed her father and her brother. An inner compulsion drove her, had done so from the first moment the man from the Ministry had recruited her into that world. Helping to avenge the family deaths gave her a sense of purpose that had been missing since her brother’s death and seemed to soften the edges of her ever-present grief.


What would he be like, this Julius Forsythe, Earl of Marbury? He had known her brother, which should have spoken well for him, but if he was what the Ministry suspected, then he was lower than a maggot. For a moment, she indulged her anger, imagining how her own actions would squash the maggot underfoot. But then she reminded herself that hers was an investigative mission. The man had not yet been proven guilty; her task was to find the proof if it existed. It would be up to her masters in Horseguards Parade to decide what to do with the traitor, if that was what the Earl turned out to be.
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The Earl of Marbury was at this point aiming his gun at a skein of geese flying low in the dusk over the lake on the Devere estate. One bird, gallantly bringing up the rear at the long-drawn-out tail of its fellows, was falling behind, a perfectly isolated target for his lordship’s weapon. The Earl sighted, his finger resting on the trigger, but when he was certain the shot would have been a good one, bringing his quarry down onto the smooth waters of the lake, he lowered his gun. The pleasure was in the skill of a successful shot, not in the death of a creature that would probably not be good eating, anyway . . . too scrawny with the effort of keeping up with its peers. The young retriever panting at his heels looked up at him with an air of surprise and a certain resentment at having been deprived of her swim to retrieve a fallen bird.


Julius patted the dog’s head. “Never mind, Tess, another day. One bird wouldn’t feed the Christmas table here, anyway.” He broke open his gun and unloaded it, before tucking it into the crook of his elbow and heading back through the lightly wooded copse around the lake towards the brilliantly lit gray stone pile of Charlbury Hall. The grass scrunched under his boots as the evening frost formed, and a cold wind knifed through his jacket, carrying the smell of snow.


Charlbury Hall, which dominated the surrounding landscape from a small rise, was a glowing oasis floating in the gathering darkness. Lamplight shone in every window on the first three floors; only the servants’ attics were in darkness. The golden light flooded the neat green lawns, sweeping from the house to the lake, and illuminated the circular driveway in front of the great double doors.


Those doors stood open now, and a carriage was drawn up before them. Footmen, shouldering portmanteaux and trunks, hurried up the shallow flight of stairs into the bright hall. Julius paused on the edge of the lawn, Tess at his heels, watching. He recognized the Devere arms on the panels of the carriage.


So, Nicholas’s sister had arrived. He felt a quickening of interest. Nick had talked much of his sister, Lady Harriet, or Harry, as she was called by her siblings. He had painted a picture of a paragon of wit and beauty, and Julius was curious to see how much of that praise was a result of brotherly bias.


A pair of small figures sprang from the coach, darted between the servants unloading the vehicle, and scampered towards the side of the house. A clear voice called, “Tom, Gracie, where are you going?”


“To see Judd,” childish voices chorused, carrying easily through the crisp, frosty December air.


“Back soon . . .” one of them added, as if in reassurance, and the figures disappeared around the building.


The first voice belonged to a woman standing on the bottom step of the house. She wore a dark traveling cloak, the fur-edged hood pulled up so Julius could get no impression of her appearance. She shook her head as if in mild exasperation and continued up the stairs into the house. Julius turned to a side path that would take him into the house through the gun room. He would make the acquaintance of Lady Harriet Devere soon enough.
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Harriet entered the family home with a sense of comfort that its familiarity always engendered. For one who had not been brought up amidst its splendors, it could well prove intimidating, but she had been born in one of the grand bedrooms and spent her childhood in the nurseries on the third floor. She had had her own bedroom on the adult floor since her fourteenth birthday, and from the day she had put up her hair and had had her debutante Season, she had played hostess for her grandfather. There was nothing on this ducal estate that was unfamiliar.


“Harriet, my dear. You made good time.” The Duke of Charlbury came across the expanse of marble floor to greet her with hands outstretched. He was a big man, broad-shouldered, with the upright posture and weather-beaten complexion of a sportsman. But Harriet thought he looked a little tired, his green eyes a little more faded than when she’d last seen him, and she thought she could begin to detect just the slightest stoop to those broad shoulders. Grief had most assuredly taken its toll, but the stoop also had something to do with the hours the old man spent secluded in his library, poring over the scholarly tomes that gave him so much intellectual pleasure. Nevertheless, despite these signs of aging, it was still hard to believe that Lionel was close to the end of his eighth decade.


“Grandfather.” She took his hands, then hugged him fiercely, kissing his cheek. “The journey was good, and the children were as patient as one could ever expect them to be.”


“And where are those hellions?” The Duke looked around with raised eyebrows.


“Oh, they ran off to see Judd in the stables as soon as we arrived.” Harriet drew off her gloves.


“Well, that should give me no illusions about a grandfather’s place in their priorities,” Lionel said drily.


“Now, don’t be severe, sir,” Harriet responded, smiling. “They’ve been cooped up since dawn. It’s much better if they run off the fidgets now.”


He gave a mock sigh. “I suppose you’re right. This house has stood through invasion, civil war, and God only knows what other upheavals, but nothing comes near to those brats when it comes to the power of destruction.”


Harriet was about to protest when she caught a flicker in her peripheral vision and turned her head sharply to the shadows at the rear of the hall where a passage entered from the gun room. Her grandfather followed her gaze, and a smile touched his finely sculpted mouth. “Ah, Marbury, my dear fellow, come and meet my granddaughter. Harriet, this is Lord Marbury . . . sir, Lady Harriet Devere.”


Julius stepped into the light, the retriever clinging to his heels. “An honor, ma’am. Please forgive my country attire. I was on my way to change my dress.” He no longer carried his gun, but his boots were muddied, and his plain woolen britches and jacket were cut comfortably for sporting pursuits. His bow, however, would have been perfectly appropriate for a Queen’s Drawing Room, and there was a pleasant easiness about his manner that she warmed to instantly.


And just as instantly she reminded herself that this was her quarry. A suspected traitor, the man who it was believed had betrayed her brother. But Julius Forsythe didn’t know anyone suspected that, and he mustn’t. Any more than he must ever suspect her own mission at Charlbury Hall this Christmas.


Her smile was all affability as she curtsied, saying, “Indeed, sir, think nothing of it. We are in the country, after all.” She bent smiling to the dog, extending her flat palm so the retriever could take her scent. “And who is this pretty lady?”


“Tess, ma’am. She’s young yet but is training well.” He laid a hand on the dog’s head, and Tess lifted her head against his palm.


Harriet straightened. “If you’ll excuse me, I must see to the unpacking and sort out the children.” She turned to the butler, who stood attentively at the foot of the stairs. “Mallow, would you send to the stables for Lady Grace and Lord Hesketh? I need them in the nursery.” It always felt strange to give Tom the courtesy title he had inherited from his brother, but now that Nicholas was dead, Tom was the heir to the dukedom. He would presumably grow into the role, she thought, firmly squashing any doubts on the subject with the reflection that it was very early days yet.


“Right away, my lady.” The butler moved off in stately fashion, beckoning to a liveried footman.


“I’ll see them in the library when they’re respectable,” the Duke declared. “Bring them to me there, Harriet . . . oh, and they may as well dine downstairs, as we’re to be informal tonight.”


Harriet curtsied her acknowledgment, and her grandfather returned to his library.


Lord Marbury stood aside so that she could precede him up the stairs. “How was the journey from London?”


“Tedious, but no worse than that,” she responded with what she hoped was a cool smile. “I gather your retriever does not sleep in the kennels with the other dogs.”


“No. They have a tendency to bully her, and I’ll not have her spirit broken,” he stated, following her up. “When she’s old enough to hold her own, then time enough.”


A somewhat sentimental attitude to a sporting dog, Harriet thought, but one she could only applaud. It seemed strangely sensitive, though, in one who was as ruthless as he was said to be.


They parted company on the galleried landing above the great hall, Harriet going towards her own apartments at the front of the house, his lordship taking the left wing to the guest apartments. The double doors to Harriet’s bedchamber and boudoir stood open. Lamplight filled the spacious chamber, and a bright log fire burned in the grate. A very young maidservant, in the midst of unpacking her ladyship’s trunk, turned as Harriet entered and curtsied. “Good evening, m’lady.”


“Good evening.” Harriet smiled pleasantly, closing the double doors behind her. “How warm and welcoming it is in here.” She raised an interrogative eyebrow. “You’re new to Charlbury, aren’t you?” She unclasped her cloak.


“Yes, m’lady. Agnes, at your service, ma’am. My ma’s been ’ead parlor maid for five years, and I was took on in the scullery first. This is my first job abovestairs. I’m to be your lady’s maid, and I ’ope to give satisfaction, m’lady.” She looked anxiously at Harriet as she curtsied again. “I’m a dab ’and with the flat iron, ma’am, and even Ma says as ’ow I’m a first-rate seamstress.”


“I’m sure we shall deal very well together, Agnes,” Harriet responded with a friendly smile, guessing that her own reputation for being an easy and undemanding mistress had influenced the housekeeper’s decision to place this child with her for her first essay into the rarefied world of ladies’ maids. “Would you ring for some tea?” She cast her cloak over the back of an armless chair and went to warm her hands at the fire.


Agnes pulled vigorously on the bell rope beside the fireplace and picked up the discarded cloak, hurrying to hang it in the armoire. “What gown will you wear this evenin’, m’lady? I’ll take it to the laundry room for a touch-up before you dress. Everything’s a bit creased from the trunk.” She gestured to the scattered piles of richly colored silks, muslins, and velvets spread out upon the bed.


Harriet looked them over. The guests for the annual Christmas house party would not be arriving until tomorrow. She had arrived a day early to ensure that all the arrangements were in hand for their reception and the entertainments to follow. Her grandfather, of course, would take care of the gentlemen’s pursuits and would already have arranged with his steward and gamekeepers for hunting and shooting parties, but many of the ladies required a succession of less energetic enjoyments. And, of course, there was food. The constant supply of delicacies, both solid and liquid, was essential to the success of a house party.


But for this evening, the family would dine alone and informally. Except, of course, for the guest who was already there. Harriet frowned. Her grandfather’s guest list had included the Earl, but he had said nothing to her about inviting him ahead of time. Bedford had told her that Marbury would be a member of the house party but, again, had failed to mention his premature arrival. It seemed to imply a friendship between the Duke and the Earl that went beyond their shared connection to Nick and despite a considerable age difference. And Lionel wanted the children to join them at dinner, which was unheard of except in a very intimate family setting. So how long had he felt so close to Julius Forsythe? And why, if they were old friends, had his name never come up in conversation? Nicholas hadn’t mentioned him to his sister, either, but she had assumed from what she had been told by Bedford that their acquaintance was new and confined only to the clandestine work they shared. It seemed this was yet another conundrum in the strange world she had entered, where nothing was as it seemed.
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