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To Trisha and Nellie,
who love a good romance









CHAPTER ONE


Eleanor




Fortune is like a widow won,


and truckles to the bold alone.


—William Somerville





London, April 1818


“What is the point of having money and independence,” Eleanor Lockhart asked, “if one must still be proper? I did not come to London to be staid and boring. One might do as much at home in Wiltshire.” Eleanor tugged the green ribbons of her new bonnet into a bow beneath her chin.


Miss Fanny Blakesley dithered before the front door to the fine town house Eleanor had rented for the Season, as though she might physically prevent the younger woman from leaving the building. “To go walking by yourself, and you so young? You’ll appear a sad romp.”


Eleanor picked up a pair of gloves from the table beside the door and slid them on. “I am seventeen and a half,” Eleanor said with dignity. “I may be young, but I have been married and widowed, so by anyone’s reckoning I am not a child, nor should I be treated as one. And I shan’t appear a sad romp at all, Miss Blakesley, because I feel quite elated. I shall smile at everyone I meet.” As if to prove her point, she smiled at her companion.


“Oh, Eleanor!” Miss Blakesley backed herself against the door, shaking her head so iron-gray ringlets trembled about her cheeks.


Eleanor’s merry expression faded. She had hoped that hiring an older woman as her companion would give her countenance to do as she pleased. Perhaps she should have sought a younger companion after all. “If you please, Miss Blakesley, I mean to go out alone. I shall be quite safe and keep to public thoroughfares. I do not pay you a handsome salary to thwart me, and if you persist in resisting me, I shall call the butler to remove you.”


Miss Blakesley moved hastily away from the door. “Only, do but tell me where you mean to go. Else I shall be so worried.”


Eleanor sighed. “I mean to walk to Green Park, perhaps as far as St. James’s Park. I have a hankering for fresh milk.”


“Isn’t that rather far?” Miss Blakesley asked. “Pray, do not exhaust yourself. And consider how it must look, to drink your milk in the open air like any commoner. Oh, and do stay away from St. James’s Street. No lady should venture there without a gentleman to accompany her.”


“I shall not exhaust myself, and I rather think people have better things to do than observe me drinking milk, should I get so far. Do not fret yourself so—I shall be back in an hour, perhaps two, and then you may accompany me. I must get the clasp on Mama’s necklace fixed.”


Miss Blakesley brightened a trifle. “Of course. Your dear mama!” She grasped her hands at her bosom, conveniently forgetting that she had no real knowledge of Eleanor’s mama. Nor, indeed, had Eleanor herself. “Might I suggest a fine jeweler I know of on Poland Street?”


“You may suggest whomever you like—after I return.”


Eleanor pulled her shawl more tightly about her shoulders, opened the front door, and stepped firmly down the stairs into a blustery April day. Not until the door shut behind her did Eleanor’s stiff shoulders ease.


Miss Blakesley was a decent woman, and the impoverished cousin of Eleanor’s deceased husband, Albert, besides. It was not her fault that she was a bore—at least, not entirely her fault. Surely she could temper what nature had given her with just a bit of exertion. But Eleanor knew what it was like to be poor and desperate, and she could not find it in her to turn the woman away.


A brisk wind chased down Curzon Street, blowing Eleanor’s brown curls into her eyes. She tucked the hair back beneath her bonnet and strode on. The chill wind might have daunted a soul made of less stern stuff, but not Eleanor. It felt good to be out of doors, alive, and in London.


She admired the tulips bobbing along her route and nodded to a gentleman and a lady who looked vaguely familiar. While the gentleman returned her nod rather stiffly, the lady pretended not to see her. Perhaps they had not yet met, after all.


Or perhaps Miss Blakesley was right, and it was truly not done for a woman—even a widow—to walk alone.


Well, Eleanor did not care. She was finally in London, free of the stifling walls of Lockhart Hall, free of the small town where people were kind enough, but where she would always be known as the little nobody who had snagged the rich Mr. Albert Lockhart. She knew people had looked askance at her when she married a man old enough to be her father (whoever that had been), but Albert had wanted a wife and heir, and she had needed a home, rather desperately. At least Albert had been kind.


She sighed. Albert had always meant to bring her to London, to show her the museums and the gardens and the society parties. But then he had contracted putrid throat less than a month after their marriage and died shortly after. She had mourned a full year for a marriage that had not lasted nearly so long. Poor Albert.


She shook herself. She would not be maudlin, not now, not ever.


Eleanor passed by a small church. Miss Blakesley had pointed it out on their arrival as the site of many clandestine marriages in the eighteenth century, including that of one of the famous Gunning sisters. Eleanor had some fellow feeling for Miss Gunning, as an impoverished young woman catapulted beyond her station by her marriage to a duke, though once widowed, Miss Gunning had rapidly married another duke, and Eleanor did not mean to marry again.


She understood how fortunate she was to have her own money and her independence—she would not jeopardize that.


Making her way down Half Moon Street and alongside the railings lining Piccadilly, Eleanor at last reached the gate into Green Park and slipped in. It was blessedly quiet beneath the canopy of trees fringing the meadows—too early still for the fashionable crowds who gathered of an evening. Eleanor followed a narrow pathway, spying a late daffodil waving like a yellow flag at the world.


She intended to trace the path south and east until she reached St. James’s Park, but she had not gone far before she found herself accosted by a tall, well-dressed gentleman.


“Eleanor,” the man said, and everything inside her seemed to curdle.


“Mr. Lockhart,” she said, refusing the familiarity her husband’s nephew seemed determined to force upon her.


He frowned down on her. “What are you doing abroad, alone?”


Eleanor didn’t dignify his question with an answer. “How did you find me?”


“I called upon you at home,” he said. “I have procured vouchers to Almack’s for you and Miss Blakesley.”


“To the marriage mart? How . . . kind.” But was it kind? George Lockhart had considerable motivation to see her married again, given the conditions of her husband’s will. Eleanor did not know what to make of her husband’s nephew, who had been polite to her the few times they had visited, even if he was a rather indolent man, and disinclined to bestir himself for others. He was handsome, if one liked men with tallow-colored hair and long noses, but she suspected he disliked her, though she had no reason for her belief other than the flat look she sometimes caught in his eyes when he was watching her.


“As you are new to town and have no one to advise you how to get on, I took it upon myself to call on Countess Lieven. I am sure you will wish to be comfortably established in society sooner rather than later, and I can escort you myself Wednesday next.”


“Thank you,” Eleanor said, “but I do not believe Miss Blakesley or I need you as an escort.”


Was it only her imagination, or did his brows twitch at that? “As you wish, though I think you may soon discover that it is more comfortable to have a male companion at such events.”


Eleanor began walking again, hoping that Mr. Lockhart, having accomplished his errand, would leave her in peace. He made her feel like a child, though he was not more than half a dozen years older than she.


Instead, he fell in step beside her. “May I accompany you?”


No, you may not, she thought crossly. But she didn’t say that. She might not like Mr. Lockhart, but he was the closest thing she had to family, and she could not bring herself to burn all her bridges. That did not mean she had to entertain him, however.


They walked in silence toward St. James’s Park. As they crossed into the park, Mr. Lockhart said, “Your country upbringing is showing. No London-bred lady would indulge in so hearty a walk. Shall I escort you home? My carriage is just outside Green Park.”


Eleanor stiffened her back and her resolve. “If the walk is too much for you, by all means, return to your carriage. I shall go on.”


“I assure you, my advice is kindly meant. You have not been much in society, having married my uncle direct from school. I would not see you barred from society before you have begun your conquest.” His blue eyes glinted at her, his thin lips pressed together. Was that a warning?


Eleanor tamped down a flare of anger at his presumption. She would not give Mr. Lockhart the satisfaction of seeing her react.


They walked on, coming eventually to a round, rosy woman with several cows clustered around her.


Mr. Lockhart sighed. “What are you up to now, Eleanor?”


Eleanor looked at him innocently. “Did not Miss Blakesley tell you? I mean to try the milk in the park. You must try it too—please, it shall be my treat.” Eleanor had had the foresight to bring a small pewter cup with her from the kitchens. Fetching it from her reticule, along with a coin for the milkmaid, Eleanor approached the woman.


Mr. Lockhart’s lips tightened in irritation. For a moment, she thought he would refuse her, but then his eyes went to the woman watching them and he forced a smile.


The milk was warm and frothy and considerably better than that which was delivered to the house, which Eleanor suspected was watered down.


In any case, it was worth all the displeasure of Mr. Lockhart’s company to see him choke down the liquid in a cup the milkmaid offered—a drink, he would tell her in an undertone on the way back to his carriage, that only children and fragile young maidens partook of.


Eleanor ignored the jab at her spurious fragility, and reassured Mr. Lockhart that no one seeing him drinking the milk would assume he was either a child or a maid.


“Of course not,” he said. “But they might think us both witless.”


“Surely not,” Eleanor said, smiling sweetly at Mr. Lockhart as he helped her into the carriage. “That would require them to suppose you had wit to begin with.”


Mr. Lockhart’s hand tightened around hers, and the strength in his fingers sent a sudden chill shooting through Eleanor. Had she said too much? For a moment, he looked as though he would like to strangle her. But he only released her hand and leaped lightly into the carriage, picking up his whip before remarking, “She hath more hair than wit, and more faults than hairs.”


Eleanor recognized the line from Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona. She had been taught something at school, after all, before the sudden cessation of funds from her unknown father had forced her out. Was Mr. Lockhart trying to return her insult?


She folded her hands in her lap as the carriage jolted forward. Do not engage, she told herself. But Eleanor had always favored valor more than discretion, and she could not pass up a good sally. “You forgot the last part.”


Mr. Lockhart gritted his teeth. “And what is that?”


“She hath more hair than wit, and more faults than hair, and more wealth than faults,” Eleanor said. “I should rather be accounted witless than penniless, wouldn’t you?”


Whereupon Mr. Lockhart, whose expected fortune had gone to Eleanor on his uncle’s marriage, growled something unintelligible and did not speak to Eleanor again until depositing her on her doorstep—and then, it was only to wish her a rather curt “Good day.”
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The jeweler’s shop Miss Blakesley directed their coachman to that afternoon was a neat little building tucked between two teahouses. The mullioned windows let in abundant light that gleamed off clean counters and sparkled off jewelry nestled on black velvet displays. Eleanor, rather to her own surprise, approved.


The middle-aged proprietor, Mr. Jones, looked up from a conversation with a customer as they entered. Smiling widely at them, he said, “Good afternoon. We’re a bit shorthanded today: our regular shopgirl is out sick. But I’ll have my son show you anything you want.” He turned and shouted behind him, “Owen!”


A young man with the same heavy eyebrows as his father emerged from a door down a narrow hallway tucked to one side of the room. He was tall and thickly built, and he looked rather harassed, frowning at the company until a significant look from his father made him blink and clear his expression. He made his way toward Eleanor and Miss Blakesley.


“Oh, Eleanor, do but look at this cunning brooch!” Miss Blakesley said, inspecting a miniature silver peacock with a tail of sapphires and emeralds. It was quite lovely, though a bit florid for Eleanor’s tastes.


The young Mr. Jones studied Eleanor. His eyes were dark and warm, and when they met hers, something inside her pinged, as though with recognition, though she was sure she had never met the man before. “Are you in the market for such a brooch? Gold would suit your coloring better, I think.”


“And your account books too, I imagine,” Eleanor said, more tartly than she intended, discomposed by her own reaction to this stranger. She did not, as a rule, find most men particularly attractive (not Albert, goodness knows, though she had liked him well enough). But there was something about the strong planes of this young man’s face that she found appealing.


Mr. Jones tipped his head to one side. “True enough. But those jewels add considerable value. A more humble gemstone in a simpler design would offset the cost.” He turned to another display and plucked up a pair of earrings—small spikes of golden-brown topazes set like a sunburst. “These, for instance.”


“Oh—” Eleanor found she could not speak, her throat clogged with sudden emotion.


Miss Blakesley peered at the earrings. “Those are quite pretty, though I prefer a good ruby myself.”


Mr. Jones bent nearer to Eleanor in some concern. “I beg your pardon. Have I said something to upset you? I am not normally allowed near the front: My father says I frighten the customers.”


“No.” Eleanor forced herself to smile. “Are you the craftsman?”


His eyes widened in alarm. “Lord, no. My father makes some, and some he purchases. I prefer working with accounts. Numbers, you see, don’t require any particular artistry.”


“Well, the earrings are lovely,” Eleanor said, taking herself firmly in hand. “I am afraid I am not shopping for something new today.” She opened her reticule and carefully removed the scrap of silk she had wrapped her mother’s pendant in. She unfolded the silk, laying bare the delicate filigree cross set with topaz stones.


The exact golden brown of the earrings the young man had shown her.


Mr. Jones’s gaze flicked from the necklace in her hand to the earrings in his own, then looked a question at her. To her annoyance, Eleanor found herself flushing. “It is my mother’s. The clasp has broken, you see.” She pressed her lips together before she could tell this frank stranger that the necklace was all she had of her mother, aside from a hazy memory of a halo of gold hair and a pretty smile, though she sometimes wondered if she only imagined she remembered.


“It was her mother’s,” Miss Blakesley corrected, and Eleanor wanted to kick her.


“Was?” Owen asked.


“She passed away when I was small,” Eleanor said, trying to keep her voice light.


“I am very sorry to hear that,” Owen said. “I lost my own mother some ten years ago and still miss her. We shall take the best of care of her necklace, I promise you.” He set the earrings back on their velvet display. “Let me take down your information. We shall notify you when the clasp is finished.”


In a matter of minutes, this business was completed, and Eleanor was heading toward the exit when the door opened, and a familiar gentleman stepped in. The young man, his brown hair groomed and pomaded within an inch of its life, was dazzling. He wore a delicate peach-and-silver waistcoat and a perfectly fitted blue superfine coat; the gloss on his white-topped boots rivaled even the shining countertops.


Eleanor stopped in dismay.


“Mrs. Lockhart—Eleanor,” the young man said, bowing deeply. “What a pleasant surprise.”


Miss Blakesley tittered. When Eleanor glanced at her, she saw that her companion’s cheeks were flushed, but the woman did not seem entirely surprised. Eleanor’s eyes narrowed.


“Please do not call me Eleanor, Mr. Smythe-Hampton,” Eleanor said. “I have not given you leave to use my Christian name.”


“My deepest apologies, Mrs. Lockhart,” Mr. Smythe-Hampton said. “Please take my negligence as a compliment. Only one so charming could make me forget myself.”


“Well then, good day to you, sir,” Eleanor said, edging around him. Miss Blakesley clamped on to her arm, and Eleanor found she could not move unless she dragged the older woman from the shop.


“This is such a delightful coincidence,” Mr. Smythe-Hampton continued, as though he had not heard her. “I had just come in search of some pretty trifle for a lady of my acquaintance, who is growing rather dear to me.”


Good heavens, had the man just winked at her?


“I was hoping that you might be persuaded to help me select the perfect item.”


“Really, sir, I am not sure it’s my judgment you need,” Eleanor said, trying to move again. She suspected she might have bruises from Miss Blakesley’s grip. “And I truly should be going.”


“No one better suited than yourself,” he said.


As they had only had three conversations, all centered on Mr. Smythe-Hampton’s own travails with his wardrobe, Eleanor was not certain how he could gauge this. Then the full import of his words sank in. Eleanor stopped trying to pull Miss Blakesley along and looked Mr. Smythe-Hampton directly in the eye.


“Let us understand one another. Are you suggesting that this trinket you mean to purchase is for me?”


He smirked at her.


“You can have no reason to purchase such gifts for me. I beg you will not do so.”


He raised an eyebrow at her. “Ah, your modest protestations reflect well on your character, but I assure you, it is quite the mode for a gentleman to bestow such a gift on a lady whose good impression he seeks.”


“Indeed,” said Mr. Jones, coming to join them. “Any number of gentlemen buy them for their mistresses.”


Eleanor looked at the younger Mr. Jones in shock, while Mr. Smythe-Hampton garbled something incoherent. She caught a smile, quickly suppressed, on Mr. Jones’s face, and realized he was baiting Mr. Smythe-Hampton. He might lose his father a customer that way, but Eleanor would not regret it if only the man would go away.


Mr. Smythe-Hampton turned to Eleanor. “I have no such improper intentions, I swear to you. Only the most honorable.” He reached out as though to take her hand, and Eleanor, who had no desire to be proposed to in a jewelry store (or anywhere, really), put both hands behind her back.


Clearly, nothing but plain speaking would serve here. Or perhaps . . . Smiling shyly up at Mr. Smythe-Hampton, Eleanor said, “Oh, do you mean to propose to me? Well, I own it would be such a relief to have my future settled. I suppose you are very rich?”


Beside her, Mr. Jones abruptly became very occupied in adjusting the contents of a display.


Eyes bugging slightly, Mr. Smythe-Hampton said, “I—but you are so wealthy, surely it doesn’t signify whether I am or not?”


A fortune hunter then. Had Mr. Lockhart set him on her? It would be just like him.


“Oh, but don’t you know? My late husband set a rather unfortunate condition to his will: I am to have the majority of his estate, but only until I marry, at which point the estate reverts to his nephew, and I am to have a small jointure, enough to cover pin money. Dear Albert did not want me to marry someone who only wanted my money. But you must love me, to wish to marry me despite all?”


Mr. Smythe-Hampton’s face was white beneath the brim of his hat. “I said nothing about marriage. I am afraid you must have misunderstood me. Good day, Mrs. Lockhart.” He wheeled about and exited the store so swiftly, he tripped over the threshold.


As the door swung shut behind him, a small bell rang in the store. The laugh Eleanor had been holding in finally escaped.


“Neatly routed,” Mr. Jones murmured, and pleasure washed through Eleanor.


“That was not very kind of you,” Miss Blakesley said.


“Oh, perhaps not, but no more than he deserved,” Eleanor said. “Come, we’ve taken up enough of Mr. Jones’s time.” She turned to the young clerk. “I do appreciate your help, but we must be going.”


She tucked her arm through Miss Blakesley’s and tugged her, finally, into the street where their carriage waited. A handful of raindrops plopped onto their heads, and Miss Blakesley shrieked.


Eleanor allowed her companion to precede her into the carriage—from her cries, one might assume she was afraid of melting—and then settled herself beside Miss Blakesley. When they were moving, Eleanor spoke again.


“You did not seem surprised to see Mr. Smythe-Hampton.”


Miss Blakesley said, “Such a nice boy. I am sorry you did not like him.”


“How did he know where to find us?”


Miss Blakesley looked out the carriage window and fiddled with a handkerchief. “Whatever could you mean?”


“You told him where I meant to be, did you not?”


Miss Blakesley was silent for a long moment, her only movement the handkerchief twisting between her fingers. “Do not be angry, dear Eleanor. I always had a weakness for romance.”


“If I marry,” Eleanor said, “I would no longer have need of a companion. Do you care so little for your position?”


“Oh, but surely your husband would—”


“I have no idea what my hypothetical husband would do,” Eleanor said. “I will have no control of my finances or my staff, once I marry.”


“Oh, but Mr. Lockhart promised—” Miss Blakesley fell silent, one gloved hand going to her mouth as though she’d said more than she meant.


“Mr. Lockhart promised to secure your position if you helped him?” Eleanor hazarded.


Miss Blakesley did not respond, which Eleanor took as confirmation. She steeled herself. “You have reported on my movements to him for some time, have you not? And I think this is not the first suitor you have tipped off.”


“Slang, Eleanor!” How Miss Blakesley could contrive to look offended when it was she who had misbehaved, Eleanor could not fathom. “The ton will think you belong to a lower class if you speak so.”


“Then perhaps it is good I am not a true lady, so we may speak frankly. Miss Blakesley, I told you this morning that I would not brook interference from my companion, and so I shan’t.”


“Oh, but you cannot dismiss me! Please, Eleanor, where would I go?”


To Mr. Lockhart, Eleanor wanted to say, but she knew too well the terrifying feeling of an uncertain financial future to wish that on Miss Blakesley, no matter how irritating the woman was. She took a slow breath. “For the love Albert bore you, I will continue to pay you a stipend, but you cannot stay with me. I will write to hire a new companion at once, and when she arrives, you may go wherever you like so long as it is not here.”


“Oh, but Eleanor—”


Eleanor turned to look out the window as Miss Blakesley poured out a litany of grievances mingled with tears. Really, perhaps this was for the best. Eleanor meant to enjoy herself in London, and it was rather hard to do so when her every move was criticized or strategized against. A young companion, that’s what she needed. Enough to satisfy the gossips but not enough to hobble her.


And she really ought to do something to put off all the suitors who saw her only as a naive, rich young widow, ripe for the taking.









CHAPTER TWO


Thalia




The window opens on the moor,


Where April’s sweetness rides the breeze.


The flowered hedges all adore


Lamentably do make me sneeze.


I must confess: It’s quite a bore.


—Thalia Aubrey





Oxfordshire, April 1818


Thalia Aubrey dug through the papers on her small desk in her father’s study with increasing desperation. Her newest poetry manuscript had been just here earlier that morning. She was certain of it. When her search turned up nothing, she abandoned it with an oath her mother would not approve of and left the study.


She followed the hallway down to the room shared by her two youngest siblings, Urania and Edward. There was no sign of either child, but there was a stray quill and an overturned inkpot, its contents slowly seeping into a haphazard pile of pages. With increasing dread, Thalia picked her way through the mess to rescue the first of the papers. It was, indeed, her manuscript: some fifty poems that she had copied out in her fairest hand to send to a London publisher.


Now those same poems bore everywhere the mark of a seven-year-old boy: a thumbprint here, a spatter of ink there, and across her favorite poem, the skull of some frightful monster—it looked rather like a long bird’s beak, with teeth.


Gritting her own teeth, Thalia gathered up all the abused sheets, returned them to her desk, and then fetched a rag and some water from the kitchen to clean up the ink.


Had Shakespeare ever been subject to the indignity of cleaning a child’s mess? She rather suspected not: His wife would have cared for such things. Or his sister. Or his mother.


As she carried the ink-stained rags back to the kitchen, Edward came barreling down the hall, nearly bowling her down in his rush. He popped into his room, and then popped back out almost immediately. “Thalia! What have you done with my drawings?”


“Your drawings?” she echoed. “Those were my poems.”


He shrugged. “Papa won’t let me disturb his papers and I needed something to draw on.” He brightened. “Did you see my monster?”


“Yes. Whatever was that?”


“A giant fish monster. Charis told me about it. They found it near Lyme Regis. Imagine going fishing and catching something like that!”


Thalia shuddered. “I’d rather not.”


“It’s a pretty good drawing, right?”


“Yes, very clever, but you really should not deface my work.”


He wrinkled his nose. “They’re only poems.” Then, apparently bored by the conversation, he ran back down the hall and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.


Thalia sighed. What she needed was a room of her own with a lock on the door. Better yet, a room in London where she could mingle with other poets and aspiring writers, where she could seek out publishers in person. Almost a year after her disastrous London Season, she was beginning to feel a returning interest in the intellectual world her former suitor, James Darby, had so nearly ruined for her. He had seduced her with poetry and sparkling salon debates, convinced her to run away with him, and only at the last moment revealed that he had no real love for her. Thalia had no wish to return to London for the marriage mart, but she longed for the society of congenial minds.


But Aunt Harmonia had no interest in opening their London house while Charis was abroad in India with her husband. Thalia’s own mama could neither afford to rent a house nor spare the time to escort Thalia, and both she and Aunt Harmonia had decided it was not worth the expense of a Season if Thalia did not mean to seriously seek a husband—and perhaps it was best to let some of last year’s whispered gossip about Thalia and Mr. Darby die down. Next year, Aunt Harmonia promised.


Thalia did not want to wait until next year.


She drifted back into her father’s office and plucked up a newspaper from his desk. Perhaps there would be an advertisement that would suit her (though the past three weeks of searching had so far turned up nothing).


But luck—perhaps as recompense for abandoning her poems to Edward—was with her.


Tucked away in a small corner, Thalia read: A widowed lady, recently emerged from mourning, seeks as a companion an honest, intelligent, biddable young lady to accompany her on errands and to select social gatherings. Interested parties may apply to no. 10 Curzon St., London.


Thalia read it again. She was certainly honest, intelligent, and young, and she could be biddable if it meant a chance to return to London. Accompanying an older woman about town sounded rather soothing, in contrast to the chaos of looking after her younger siblings at home. And surely she would have days or half days off, when she might pursue errands or attend the occasional intellectual salon. It would, of course, depend on the temperament of her employer, but Thalia was willing to risk it.


She settled down at her desk, pushed aside the spoiled papers, and began to write.


[image: ]


Thalia was hovering on the front lawn three days later, waiting for her father to return from town with the post, when a rider cantered up to the house.


“Adam!” Thalia said, throwing her arms around the lanky young man after he dismounted. Growing up, Adam had been her particular friend, but their London Season had changed all that. Adam was now engaged to marry Thalia’s sister Kalli, though as a clergyman it might be some years yet before he could support a wife. By law, he could not be ordained and given a living until he was twenty-four, some three years away. In the meantime, he studied with Thalia’s father and wrote the occasional sermon for him.


“How fares your work?” Thalia asked.


“The research goes on apace—if you are asking about my sermon, I think it did not put so many people to sleep this week, so we are making progress.” Adam smiled a bit ruefully, tipping his head so that sunlight flashed against his spectacles.


Kalli emerged from the house in time to hear this last and shook her head at him. “Adam is being modest. You heard Papa read his sermon, about our duty to all our brothers and sisters, not just the ones we happen to like.” She stood on tiptoes and gave Adam a kiss.


“Ah,” Thalia said. “Well, you may have Edward with my blessing.”


Kalli laughed, having already heard about Edward’s drawing.


Thalia caught sight of her father, returning on foot to the house. She abandoned Kalli and Adam and raced toward him.


His eyes crinkled as he smiled at her. “I’ve been gone but two hours, Thalia, though I’m flattered you missed me so.”


Thalia halted and bit her lip, trying to restrain her eagerness. “I am expecting a letter.”


Appearing more amused than anything, Mr. Aubrey retrieved a pair of letters from his coat pocket. “Well, let’s see. There is one here from Charis—prepaid, luckily, as we’d never afford the cost from India.”


Kalli, coming up beside Thalia, snatched the letter from Charis. Thalia did not fight her for it. The arrival of a fat new letter from their cousin had never been disappointing before, but Thalia was hoping for something else. Kalli broke the seal on Charis’s letter. “Oh, for goodness’ sake. She’s crossed her lines again. One almost needs a private course of study to make out what she’s saying. Here, I think there’s something about a caste—or perhaps a castle?—on the Tapti River. No, I’m quite sure it must be a castle, as she says something about ramparts. And insects. A full half page devoted to some sort of beetle.” She looked up, grinning. “It’s reassuring to know some things about Charis will never change, no matter how widely traveled she is.”


Thalia watched her father. Perhaps that second letter had nothing to do with her.


Her father relented, holding out the other letter, where Thalia’s name was written in an unfamiliar script. “Was this, perhaps, why you rushed me so anxiously?”


Thalia took the envelope, studying the return address. Curzon Street. Her hand tightened on the letter.


“Are you all right, Thalia?” Adam asked, studying her over Kalli’s head. “Not bad news from London, I hope.”


“Oh, is it another rejection?” Kalli asked, clearly trying to be sympathetic. But the truth was, these days Thalia received more rejections than not. It was becoming tediously commonplace.


Indeed, it might be a rejection, though not of Thalia’s poetry.


Mrs. Aubrey came out then to urge them all inside out of the sun, fussing over Adam, who pretended to brush it away but wouldn’t stop smiling. As soon as they were indoors, Thalia excused herself to the room she shared with Kalli.


Fingers trembling a little, Thalia broke the seal and scanned the letter. It was blessedly short, in a schoolgirl’s careful, neat hand.




My dear Miss Aubrey,


I have read through your letter and your impressive credentials and found everything to be most satisfactory. If you are amenable to this salary—, please reply with your acceptance. I look forward to your (hopeful) arrival in London at your earliest convenience.


Sincerely,


Mrs. Lockhart





Thalia read the letter through a second time. She’d done it. She’d secured a position in London—in the heart of Mayfair, no less. She was going back.


Her family’s reaction, however, when Thalia carried the letter back to the sitting room, was not quite what she’d anticipated.


“To London?” her mama echoed. “But we know nothing of this woman. And cannot you write as well at home as in a stranger’s house?”


“It’s not just the writing, Mama, it’s the inspiration,” Thalia said. “So many clever people are in London, talking about the newest ideas in poetry. I miss all that here.”


“But a companion, Thalia?” her father asked. “I do not think you will have the time to write that you think you will. Or the freedom to engage in society.”


“I do not engage in society here,” Thalia pointed out. “Whatever scraps of freedom I have in London will afford more engagement than I have buried in the country.”


“How long have you felt like this?” Kalli asked.


“Some months now—I have been actively searching for a position for several weeks.”


“I didn’t know,” Kalli said, a flicker of hurt on her face.


“Because I didn’t tell you. You have been consumed with your own affairs.” Thalia glanced from Kalli to Adam, and both blushed.


Adam curled his arm around Kalli and said, “I think you should follow your heart, Thalia.”


Thalia’s mama sighed. “I’ve never been good at denying you children something you wanted, and you’re hardly of an age where I can demand you stay home. But, Thalia—are you sure?” Her mama set her hand upon her stomach, a protective gesture that Thalia recognized, but had not seen for several years. Not since—


“Mama?” Thalia asked. “Are you—is there a reason you want me to stay?”


Mrs. Aubrey exchanged a look with her husband. “We didn’t want to say until we were sure. I thought I was well past such things, but it seems there will be another Aubrey come midsummer.”


“A baby?” Kalli asked in surprise.


Edward and Urania came barreling through the room in time to hear this last.


“Whose baby?” Urania asked suspiciously, coming to a halt in front of Kalli.


“Not mine,” Kalli said, blushing again. “Mama’s.”


“Hooray!” Edward said. “Another brother!”


“No,” Urania said. “It might be a girl.”


“Maybe it will be two babies,” Edward said.


“Let us pray not,” his mama said, shooing her two youngest children away. They tromped out of the room, still arguing about the possibilities of their future sibling. Mrs. Aubrey turned back to Thalia. “I don’t want to influence your decision, but you ought to know.”


“If you want me to stay, I will,” Thalia said, feeling rather noble and selfless as she made the offer.


But her mama only laughed. “As though I haven’t given birth to six children without your aid! Though I admit you were a help when Edward and Urania were small. You are always welcome here, of course, and I shall be sad to see you go, but you must make this decision for yourself.”


Her mother, father, Kalli, and Adam looked at Thalia expectantly. Thalia hated it when her mother was reasonable like this. Outright opposition, she could face with a clear conscience. This kind concern, on the other hand, made her feel rather beastly, especially leaving her mama when she was expecting. But—


“I want to go,” Thalia said. “Surely I can come home to see the baby when he—or she—is born.”


“Paid companions do not always have such freedom,” Mr. Aubrey said.


“If Mrs. Lockhart is such a gorgon as to refuse to let me visit my mother and new sibling,” Thalia said, “I shall resign on the spot and come home anyway.”


“I’ll miss you,” Kalli said, and Thalia felt her eyes prickle.


“I’ll miss you too—” Thalia began.


“Only please do not fall in love with another scoundrel and attempt to run away,” Kalli said, her lips curling up into a grin.


Thalia’s tender feeling vanished. Drawing on all the dignity she could muster, she said, “I am going to London to find a publisher, not a lover.”


“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” her father said.


“You might do both,” Kalli said. “I am sure there must be eligible young publishers.”


“Or not so young,” Adam added.


Thalia grumbled as she stood and walked from the room, the gentle laughter of her family following her out.
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Riding into London on the public stagecoach four days later, Thalia found the city both louder and smellier than she remembered. But her relief softened both sensations: Until she reached the city, she had been half afraid that something would happen to call her home. Having arrived without incident, she felt as though her life was beginning afresh. This time would be different. She would be different: braver, bolder, and more rational. No romantic diversions, no distractions. Just her work, as a companion and as a writer.


A footman and driver were waiting for her with a hand-printed sign at the London hotel where the stagecoach stopped. It took only a few moments to direct the transfer of her trunk from one coach to another, and then the footman handed her up into the open carriage and climbed up beside the driver.


“What is Mrs. Lockhart like?” Thalia asked. “Is she a good employer?”


The footman glanced over his shoulder. “Not my place to say, Miss Aubrey. Any case, you’ll find out soon enough.”


Thalia fell silent, watching the streets of London pass alongside the carriage. They reached the wealthy neighborhoods of Mayfair, and the carriage pulled up behind number 10, Curzon Street, just as dusk was settling. The windows gleamed with light. Thalia exhaled. She was here. She had made it. Now to meet her new mistress and then—hopefully—retire early.


The footman led Eleanor through the tradesmen’s entrance and to a drawing room on the second floor, where a young brunette sat on a rather ornate green-and-yellow chaise longue, flicking through the pages of a book. She was pretty, with a faint dusting of freckles, but her mouth was turned down in a sulky expression.


“Miss Aubrey,” the footman said, bowing Thalia into the room.


At once, the sulky expression lifted, and the young woman tossed her book to the side and sprang to her feet. “Miss Aubrey! I’m so glad you’ve come. I’m Mrs. Lockhart, but you may call me Eleanor.”


Thalia, a trifle dazed, took the hands Mrs. Lockhart—Eleanor—extended to her. The young woman was half a head shorter, but her gaze was bright and direct. This was no aging female in need of assistance.


Eleanor’s lips turned up in amusement. “I fancy I am not quite what you expected.”


“Your advertisement said you were a widow—” Thalia said.


“And so I am, of more than a year’s standing.”


“I am sorry for your loss,” Thalia said. She wanted to ask Eleanor her age, but did not think Mama would approve, and managed to keep her mouth shut.


“Thank you.” Eleanor sighed. “Poor Albert’s sickness came on him rather suddenly, not long after we were married.”


“Oh.” Thalia was not certain how she ought to respond. “Was he very young?”


Eleanor shook her head. “Nearly fifty—not young, but not old either.” She caught Thalia’s eye. “I know what you’re thinking—that I must be some kind of horrid fortune hunter, to have married a man so much older than I am. It was not like that, I assure you.”


Thalia could imagine several other scenarios to account for the marriage of a very young woman to a much older man, most of them unpleasant. But whatever motives had driven Eleanor’s choices, they were none of Thalia’s business. “I am sure you must have had good reasons for your choice.” Thalia ventured a small smile. “Only consider your good taste in hiring me.”


To Thalia’s relief, the tension between them dissolved, and Eleanor laughed. “Yes, I have exquisite taste! Now tell me, are you very tired? I had hoped to go to a play tonight and would like you to join me, but if you are too fatigued, I shall ask my tiresome nephew to accompany me.”


“Your . . . nephew?” Thalia asked. Surely any nephew to this young woman was likely to be a child himself.


“My husband’s nephew, George Lockhart. You shall meet him soon enough.”


“I shall look forward to it,” Thalia said.


“I suggest you don’t. He’s rather an ass.” Eleanor whipped her hands across her lips. “I do beg your pardon. Not that it isn’t true, but I shouldn’t subject you to such language.”


“So long as you pay my wages, you may say whatever you like,” Thalia said.


Eleanor tucked her hand into Thalia’s arm. “Oh, I knew I was right to hire you! We shall be merry as grigs. So you will come tonight?”


Thalia did not remember saying anything of the sort, but she found herself being whisked away to a bedroom on the same floor as Eleanor’s, with Eleanor directing the maid to see that Thalia was well turned out.


So much for a quiet night at home.


In just under an hour, Eleanor and Thalia were stepping into the box Eleanor had rented for the season at the Theatre Royal at Drury Lane. The whole of the lavish, gold-accented theater interior was lit by gas lamps, a novelty Thalia had never seen before, as the lamps had been adopted after her brief Season the year prior. From Eleanor’s wide-eyed expression, she had not seen such a thing before either.


They had scarcely settled in their seats when a pair entered the box, and Eleanor sprang up again with a joyful exclamation. “Anne!” She embraced a young woman with red-gold curls.


Thalia recognized the lady, whom she had met a handful of times during her Season, as Miss Salisbury. But it was the young man standing behind her, a dimpled smile on his face, that made Thalia’s insides squeeze with a curious mix of embarrassment and pleasure. She stood.


“Mr. Salisbury!” The last time she had seen Mr. Salisbury had been just after Charis’s wedding. The time before that, he had rescued Thalia from her disastrous elopement with James. He had done her a great favor, but Thalia still squirmed thinking of that day, of her heartbreak and humiliation.


Did he think of that as he looked at her?


Eleanor ignored Mr. Salisbury and tugged Miss Salisbury into an open seat beside her, animatedly discussing something.


Henry Salisbury came to stand beside Thalia. His smile deepened. “Hullo, Miss Aubrey. I didn’t know you were to be here.”


“I didn’t know myself,” Thalia said. “I’ve only just come to London, as a companion to Mrs. Lockhart.”


His eyebrows rose a fraction. “As a companion? But you’re scarce older than Eleanor.”


Eleanor, he called Mrs. Lockhart. Thalia put her shoulders back. “As she is a widow and I am no ramshackle miss in my first Season, I think we shall deal well enough with one another.”


“Yes, provided she does not drag you into her larks,” he said.


“Is she prone to them?” Thalia asked. “How well do you know Mrs. Lockhart?”


“She and my sister were thick as thieves at some private school in Wiltshire. Anne could scarcely contain herself when she found Eleanor was in London.”


“And you think I shall be out of my depth, as her chaperone?”


Mr. Salisbury held up his hands. “Pax, Miss Aubrey. I didn’t mean to insult you by observing you are both young. I am sure you are capable of anything you set your mind to. Is your family in town with you?” He looked about the box, as though he might discover Kalli or Charis hidden in a corner.


“No,” Thalia said, remembering that Mr. Salisbury had proposed once to Kalli and been turned down. “Kalli is still in Oxfordshire with her betrothed, and Charis is abroad in India with her husband.”


They spoke for a moment about their respective families, and somehow, when the play started, Thalia found herself still beside Mr. Salisbury. The play did not offer much of a distraction from her thoughts, though it was the kind of dramatic fare Kalli would have enjoyed. The romantic lead was played by the great Edmund Kean. The Bride of Abydos, based on a poem by Lord Byron, featured pirates and a clandestine love affair set amid a Turkish harem.


Thalia found herself wondering if Lord Byron had visited a Turkish harem during his time in Turkey, and how accurate this staged version was. She wondered too about the scandalous rumors circling Byron and his half sister, and if those rumors had fueled the love affair between the daughter of the pasha and the pasha’s supposed son (though, of course, as the son was not the pasha’s real son, the play was not so scandalous as the life it imitated).


The poem was a tragedy; the play was not. Thalia did not find this an improvement.


“Well?” Mr. Salisbury asked, in the break before the comedy that was to follow. “Did you enjoy the play?”


“Mr. Kean is a fine actor, but I do not think this role shows his talents to advantage.”


Mr. Salisbury laughed. “How very politic of you. Mr. Kean plays more powerfully to the tragedies: Shylock, Lear.”


“The young woman who played against him was a rather fine actress. Do you know who she is?” The dark-haired girl had spoken her lines with spirit and passion, elevating what might have been funny in a lesser actress to something almost moving.


“Miss Sophia Montgomery? She’s becoming very popular, just now. Half the young men of the ton are in love with her.”


“Are you?”


Mr. Salisbury hunched one shoulder in a pretense of bashfulness. “Miss Aubrey, you should not ask me such things.”


Mortified, Thalia said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”


With a laugh, Mr. Salisbury straightened. “It’s all right. I was funning you. Miss Montgomery may be lovely, but I’ve no interest in competing for her hand. Too much work.”


There was a stir in the pit, a knot of young men pushing against one another and shouting. Thalia stood and pressed toward the front of the box for a better look. “Goodness, I hope no one is hurt.”


“Likely a quarrel over Miss Montgomery. It has happened before,” Mr. Salisbury said, joining her.


A young blond man stumbled back, drawing her eye. He twisted as he fell, giving her a glimpse of his face.


Ice prickled down Thalia’s spine. That face—she knew it almost as well as she knew her own.


What was Frederick doing in London? He was supposed to be finishing his last term at Oxford.


“Miss Aubrey? Are you all right? You’ve gone pale.”


“It’s nothing,” Thalia said, turning to smile reassuringly at him. Her lips felt stiff. When she glanced back down into the pit, her brother was gone.
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