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				CHAPTER 1

[image: Icon]

				From the diary of Michael Hurst, famous explorer and Egyptologist: 

				Finally, I have the entire treasure map in my possession—the one that will lead us to the lost Hurst Amulet, which was taken from my family so many centuries ago. I was certain the map revealed the final clue to the amulet’s location and I was ready to proceed thus. Or I was until my blasted assistant, the redoubtable Miss Jane Smythe-Haughton, made a completely unrequested observation that I was “anything but well versed in this particular form of cartography” and I should have an expert examine the bloody thing. 

				Her distrust in my knowledge is as large as it is abiding. However, I’m now forced to prove myself, so I’m having the map reviewed by a renowned expert. Once I receive confirmation that my theory is correct, we will begin the final quest for the amulet. After, of course, I finish mocking Jane to hell and back for her disbelief in my profound and infallible map-reading abilities.

				London, England

				October 12, 1822

				Michael Hurst ignored the stir of excitement that flowed across the ballroom at his entrance. “Damn fools,” he muttered, tugging on his cravat.

				His sister Mary sent him an exasperated glance. “Leave that alone.”

				“It’s choking me.”

				“It’s fashionable and you must look presentable.” At his annoyed glare, she added in an earnest tone, “Michael, this ballroom is full of potential investors for your expeditions.”

				Potential headaches were what they were. “I’m here, aren’t I?” he asked irritably. “Where’s that damned refreshment table? If I’m going to face these monkeys, I’ll need a drink.”

				“They’re not monkeys, but lovely women who—” She caught his expression and grimaced. “Perhaps a drink will improve your spirits. Lady Bellforth usually sets the refreshment table by the library doors.”

				He nodded and stepped in that direction. As if in answer to that one step, fans and lashes fluttered, seemingly hoping to trap him in a gossamer hold. “For the love of Ra,” he said through gritted teeth, “don’t they have anything better to do than stare?”

				“You’re famous,” Mary said calmly. 

				“I don’t wish to be famous.”

				“But you are, so you’ll just have to live with it.” She placed a hand on his arm. “Just smile and nod and we’ll make our way through this crowd in no time at all.”

				“Smiling won’t work, but this will.” He scowled instead, noticing with glee that several of the flowery fans stopped fluttering.

				“Michael, you can’t—”

				He placed his hand firmly under her elbow and led her into the crowd, scowling at first one hopeful-looking miss and then another. They blushed, then sagged, as if he’d stabbed their empty little hearts. 

				Mary made an impatient noise and then said in a low voice, “We’ll never get another sponsor if you keep that up. These women are the daughters and sisters of wealthy men who could aid your expeditions greatly!”

				“They are cotton-headed bits of fluff, and I refuse to pander to them.” He almost stopped when one of them boldly winked at him. “Good God, what happened to female modesty while I was in the wilds of Egypt?”

				“More to the point, what happened to gentlemanly manners?”

				“I left those worthless skills on the reedy shores of the Nile,” he retorted. “Good riddance, too.”

				She gave him a sour look. “Our brothers are right: you have turned into a barbarian.”

				“Why? Because I do and say what must be said?”

				“No, because you barrel through life and never stop to consider the consequences of your words and actions. I—”

				A young woman stepped into their path, almost thrust into place by the girls who circled behind her. 

				Tall, with a large nose and auburn curls, decorated with pearl pins, she appeared to be all of seventeen. “Mr. Hurst! How nice to see you again.” She dipped a grand curtsy, her smirk letting him know that she expected a welcome greeting.

				Michael lifted a brow but said nothing.

				Her cheeks bloomed red, her lips pressed in swift irritation, though she hid it almost immediately behind a forced smile. “I’m Miss Lydia Latham. We met at Lady MacLean’s soiree.” 

				Michael stared as Miss Latham held out her hand expectantly.

				“Ooof!” He rubbed his side and glared at his sister, who’d just elbowed him. “Must you?”

				“Yes.” She leaned closer and said through her gritted smile in a voice only he could hear, “I will stomp on your foot right here and now, in front of the entire world, if you don’t take her hand and at least pretend you are a gentleman.”

				Michael suddenly remembered when, as a child, Mary’d once tossed him head over heels into an icy pond for nothing more than laughing at her new hairstyle. Of course, she’d been younger then, and less prone to care what others thought of her public deportment. He wondered for a bare second if she would really cause a scene, but the icy gleam in her eye made him think better of finding out.

				With a grimace, Michael turned to the waiting girl, took her proffered hand, and held it the minimal time required by politeness before releasing it. “Miss Latham,” he intoned with as little enthusiasm as possible.

				Miss Latham beamed as if he’d just conferred a cask of gold coins upon her. “I knew you’d remember me. We spoke at length about the Rosetta stone.”

				“Did we?” he asked in a bored tone.

				“Oh, yes! I’ve read every word you’ve ever written.”

				“I doubt that, unless you’ve managed to sneak into my bedchamber and procure my diaries. I’m fairly sure no one has read those but me.”

				Mary murmured a protest under her breath, but he ignored her. 

				Miss Latham’s face turned several shades pinker and she tittered nervously. “Oh, no! I would never, ever sneak into a man’s bedchamber.”

				“More’s the pit—”

				“Michael,” Mary interjected hurriedly, shooting him a dagger glance before she offered a kind smile to the sublimely unaware Miss Latham. “What my brother means to say is that The Morning Post serial is but a small portion of his writings. He’s the author of many scientific treatises on various artifacts and ruins that he’s unearthed, and—”

				“My diaries,” he said smoothly.

				One of the other girls—they could hardly be called women, as they were gazing at him as if he were a sweet cake and they were ready to devour him—clasped her hands together and said in a soulful tone, “I’ve never known a man to keep a diary.” 

				“And just how many men do you know?” Michael asked, irritated to be placed upon a pedestal for the most mundane of things.

				Mary glared at him as if she were fighting the urge to toss him back into a pond. She said under her breath, “No one will invite you anywhere if you continue like that.”

				“Nonsense,” he assured her en sotto. “They are too silly to know any better.” 

				As if to prove his point, yet another girl, this one with brown hair and a protruding chin, said brazenly, as if every word were a challenge that he wouldn’t be able to resist, “Mr. Hurst, I daresay our petty little parties bore you to death.”

				“Yes, they do.”

				Not realizing he found their party boring because of inane comments like hers, she sent her companions a triumphant glance. “I knew it! A ball is too tame for him after wrestling crocodiles and—”

				“Hold!” Michael frowned. “Did you say ‘wrestling crocodiles’?”

				“Why, yes.” When his brow creased, she added in a helpful tone, “You wrote about it in the The Morning Post just last month.”

				Mary’s hand slipped from where it had been resting on his arm. 

				“Pray excuse me for just one moment,” Michael told the vapid ingénue before he turned. 

				His sister was two steps away, looking for a way to escape, but the crowd—trying to get closer to hear him speak—pressed too closely. 

				He grasped her elbow and pulled her back to his side. “There’s never a trapdoor about when you most need one, is there?”

				Face red, she glanced at their interested audience. With obvious effort, she fixed a frozen smile on her face. “Pardon me, but my poor brother is famished and needs nourishment.” With that, she locked her arm through his, turned on her heel, put down her head, and burrowed her way through the crowd.

				Michael allowed her to tug him along, glad to be rid of the pests in laces who stared after them.

				They reached the refreshment table, where Mary quickly selected two half-filled cups and grabbed a small plate upon which sat a tiny piece of stale cake. Then, with an air of determination, she found an alcove hidden from prying eyes. Once there, she let out a huge sigh and dropped wearily upon the small settee provided for those fatigued from dancing.

				“A crocodile?” Michael asked. “What—”

				“Shush!” She gestured for him to take a cup. “Give me a moment to rest before you quiz me. I vow but I was holding my breath during that entire conversation. I just knew you’d be rude and ruin all of our efforts.”

				Michael sniffed his cup and then took an exploratory sip. He choked. “Bloody hell, what is this stuff?”

				“Orgeat, which you’d know if you’d throw your mind back to the few dances Mother and I dragged you to as a youth.”

				“It’s vile.” Michael dumped the contents of his cup into a nearby plant, and then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silver flask. 

				Mary paused, her own cup halfway to her lips. “Scotch?”

				“Yes. And damned good Scotch, too. Our beloved brother-in-law Hugh sent it to me.” Michael filled his cup from his flask. “I admired the MacLean stock while visiting Hugh and our sister Triona several years ago, and he sent me a case. I’m almost to the end of it, so I may need to visit them again.”

				“Perhaps I need to visit them.” Mary wistfully eyed his cup. “Triona was sad not to join us here in London.”

				Michael paused in taking a drink. “I’m surprised she hasn’t yet been to town.”

				“Mam told her not to.”

				“What’s our grandmother to do with Triona’s travel plans?”

				“Triona’s hoping to have a child and Mam specifically told her she should stay home just now and—”

				“Hold. Triona’s following Mam’s advice?”

				“Our grandmother is a healer. A noted healer.”

				“Noted by a village full of uneducated fools.”

				Mary’s gaze narrowed. “She’s helped many people.”

				“Many people think she’s helped them.”

				“Isn’t that the same?”

				“No. Mam’s tendencies toward the flamboyant would have served her well upon the stage but do little to recommend her as a healer. If Triona and Hugh wish for a child, they would do better to come to London and see a physician.”

				“Triona’s already been to every physician in London and Edinburgh. She and Hugh even went to Italy to see someone and—” Mary frowned. “I’ve already told you all of this in my letters. Didn’t you read them?”

				“Of course I did.”

				“Then what did I say about Triona and Hugh’s efforts to have a child?”

				He swirled the whiskey in his cup. 

				“You didn’t read a single one of my letters, did you?”

				“I read them all; I just didn’t read them closely.”

				“Michael!” From where she sat on the low settee, Mary stomped her foot, her skirts fluttering. “You’re a— I can’t believe you— Oh!”

				“I can’t read every damn word of every letter I get! I have five brothers and sisters, and then there’s Father, who cannot let a day go by without sending me some preachy epistle, and Mother, who is determined to discover who I’m to wed before I even know it myself. I didn’t yet mention Mam, who writes such damned cryptic stuff that it’s harder to slog through than a stone scratched over with hieroglyphs, and—”

				“Stop complaining. You enjoy our letters and we know it.”

				She was right. Though he may not have read the letters from his family closely each and every time he received one, he loved getting the missives. He traveled so much that they connected him to his home and kept him grounded. 

				Truth be told, he owed his siblings a lot. If not for their efforts, he would still be trapped in a sulfi’s prison. He shrugged and then smiled at Mary. “You’re right; there were days your letters were my only light.” More than you’ll ever know.

				Mary eyed his flask. “I don’t suppose you’re thankful enough to share a sip, are you?”

				He handed her the flask, noting how she eagerly poured a liberal splash into her own cup. “Now, that’s the sister I know and love,” he said with fondness as he replaced the flask in his pocket.

				She took a sip and then sighed blissfully. “It’s wonderful. But you, Michael, are not. If you’d read my letters you’d know that Triona agreed to drink Mam’s potions for one year, and if there is no child by that time, then Triona’ll give up.” 

				Michael curled his lip. “Potions. There is no such thing as magic.”

				“Then why are you so determined to get your hands on the Hurst Amulet? You’ve seen written accounts that say it’s magical.”

				“I’ve also seen written accounts vowing that the earth is flat.” 

				Mary held out her empty cup and gestured for Michael to refill it. “There’s no harm in our sister drinking Mam’s potions. They give Triona hope.”

				“False hope.”

				“Which is better than none,” Mary replied in a spritely tone, pointing at her waiting cup.

				Michael removed the flask from his pocket, unscrewed the top, and tipped it over her cup, before saying in a resigned tone, “But I suppose Triona wouldn’t listen to anyone else. Plus, there are benefits to keeping Mam preoccupied, for she’ll be far too busy with our sister’s business to interfere in our lives.”

				Mary frowned. “You’ve become very self-absorbed. Robert says it comes from being in charge of so many people for so long, and having your every wish seen to.”

				“Our brother is a fool. He makes it sound as if I had servant girls following me around, waving palm fronds and feeding me grapes.”

				Mary’s eyes widened. “Michael, you didn’t—”

				“No, I didn’t. Bloody hell, I’ve been on an expedition, not a holiday. Instead of nattering on about something he knows nothing about, Robert should accompany me on my next expedition to Egypt. I’d like to see his soft, lace-bedecked self sleeping upon a pallet under a mosquito net, working from dawn to sundown in stifling heat, and digging in the dirt for hours upon end.”

				“I thought you hired men to dig for you.”

				“I can’t let them dig without supervision. Besides, if it’s a rich find, it’s better to dig myself so that fewer artifacts are broken by careless shovels and picks.” He cocked a brow at her. “Speaking of carelessness . . .” Michael tossed back the rest of his whiskey and refilled his cup. “We really should discuss this crocodile I supposedly wrestled. You’ve been wielding your pen far too artfully in ‘my’ serial for The Morning Post.”

				“You asked me to write the serial for you,” she protested halfheartedly.

				“Only because I didn’t have the time to do it myself, not because I wished someone to fabricate stories that make me appear ridiculous.”

				She bit her lip, though she peeped at him through her lashes. “I let you win.”

				“Thank you,” he returned sarcastically. “When I first arrived in town, people spoke enthusiastically about my expeditions and I mistakenly thought they were beginning to warm to true scientific discovery. Now I see that they were merely amazed at your preposterous tales.”

				“People are interested in your research. Just last week Lord Harken-Styles said he wishes to invest even more in your adventures.”

				“Lord Harken-Styles waylaid me in White’s last night and asked if he could see the arrowhead from the savage who shot me through the neck.”

				Mary bit her lip again. “Oh. That.”

				“Yes, that. The real indignity was that he believed me to be such a sapskull as to keep the arrowhead tied about my neck as a good luck talisman.”

				Her lips twitched. “I thought that was a very romantic touch.”

				“And thoroughly untruthful,” he replied sternly, wondering at the depth of his sister’s imagination. He shuddered to think of what other stories she’d concocted.

				“I’m surprised Lord Harken-Styles didn’t offer to purchase it; he’s a notorious gambler and could use a lucky talisman.”

				“I would have sold him an arrowhead had I one on my person, which—not being forewarned—I did not. I meant to ask about that tale in the coach on the way here, but I was distracted by this damned cravat, which is about to throttle me even now.” He tugged at the cravat again. “I shall burn this damned thing the second I’m able.”

				“You’re just not used to it. Once you’ve been home for a few more weeks, you’ll hardly notice it.”

				“I won’t be here that long.”

				Mary’s mouth dropped open. “But . . . we only just rescued you!”

				“For which I’m eternally grateful. But that does not turn me from my original intent of finding the Hurst Amulet, a feat that cannot be accomplished in London.” Excitement warmed him even now at the thought of his next adventure. For years he’d pursued a number of ancient artifacts, but only one object had kept his interest—their lost family heirloom, the elusive Hurst Amulet. 

				It was supposedly quite a beautiful piece, made of amber and precious metals. But, of more interest, the amulet held a mystery. It had been lost from their family hundreds of years before, given to Queen Elizabeth, who—from the references he’d found—had grown to fear it for some reason, and so had gifted it to a foreign emissary. The trouble was, they didn’t know which emissary or which foreign land. 

				Finally, after years of following every lead he could find, the amulet was nearly within his grasp. “If all goes well, I’ll have that damned amulet before the month’s out.”

				Mary sighed. “Robert said you were about to fly, but you’ve only been here a week. Surely you can wait until—”

				“I can’t wait. I have the map, and now I must finish this quest.” 

				“But you need more funds to proceed! You must either court support from the wealthier members of the ton, or”—her gaze narrowed on him—“accept funding from others.”

				Michael frowned. “I am not taking Erroll’s money.”

				“Why not? It’s not as if my husband doesn’t have the money! It’s rude to admit it, but he is fabulously wealthy.”

				“I don’t care. I won’t have my own brother-in-law interfering with my work.”

				“He wouldn’t interfere.”

				“Fustian. I knew Erroll for years before you did, sister-mine. He would interfere, and you know it.”

				She hesitated, then sighed. “Fine. He might interfere a little, but no more than that. He’s opinionated, as are you.”

				“Which is why I won’t have him as a partner.” At her stubborn look, Michael added in a milder tone, “Erroll’s a good man and I’m very happy for the both of you. But we’re too much the same. Besides, it’s bad to mix family and business.”

				“And yet you allow me to write your articles, and our brothers to assist you even more. Robert sells your artifacts here in London, while William’s ships ferry you and your expeditions all over the world.”

				“Hiring your relatives is different from borrowing from them.”

				“No one said anything about a loan. Erroll and I would expect a return, so it’s more of an investment.”

				“Which is even worse. When I hire my relatives, the situation is based on services rendered, which is simple and straightforward. An investment, meanwhile, is based upon the luck of the venture, over which I have no control.”

				She sniffed. “Fine. Then get used to wearing a cravat and attending every ball and soiree in London as you groom your next investor.”

				“Mary, don’t get in a miff. Erroll didn’t seem upset when I turned him down, so why should you?”

				“I thought it would be a way to help.”

				“You’ve helped enough as it is, perhaps too much. Are there any other surprise adventures that I supposedly participated in other than wrestling a crocodile? A long-lost civilization found at the bottom of a dry lake? A duel over an Arabian princess in the desert? A fall from a cliff into an icy sea? Any missing limbs I should know about?”

				She ruined any appearance of contrition by giggling. “It is all your fault, you know. You are such a horrid correspondent that I was forced to make up things. If you would write more often, I wouldn’t need to resort to such stratagems.”

				“Nonsense. I’ve written home plenty of times.”

				“To issue orders like a general, but you never tell us anything. One letter from you was only two sentences long and was merely a request to find a book you’d left at Mother’s and send it to you as soon as possible.”

				“Unlike others in my family, I only write when I have something to say.”

				“You only write when you need something. Worse, when you do drop hints about your adventures, you scatter them here and there like a bread crumb trail. You’ll send a brief letter to Robert one month, a short note to Caitlyn the next month, and on it goes. None of us would know anything about you at all if we didn’t share what few crumbs of information you toss us.”

				“If I didn’t have so damn many siblings, you’d get more letters from me. But my lack of correspondence doesn’t give you permission to fictionalize my expeditions. Really, Mary—an arrow through the neck?”

				She bit her lip, though her eyes danced merrily. “That was a bit dramatic, wasn’t it?”

				“Very. Had I known Jane back then, I would have had her write those damn articles instead of you. She wouldn’t have made such a romanticized botch of it.”

				“Jane? Do you mean Miss Smythe-Haughton, your assistant?”

				“Who the hell else would I mean?” He disliked the interested note in his sister’s voice. “Jane is her name; what else should I call her?” 

				“I would think you’d call her Miss Smythe-Haughton.”

				“My tongue would be exhausted if I had to say that every time I needed a fresh pair of socks or couldn’t find one of my notebooks. Speaking of which”—he frowned and pulled out his pocket watch, flicking it open with his thumb—“she should be here by now.”

				“Miss Smythe-Haughton is coming here? But—” Mary blinked. “Michael, she wasn’t included on our invitation.”

				“Which is why I wrote our hostess a letter this afternoon and asked her to send another invitation for Jane.”

				“You didn’t! Michael, you’re hopeless! You can’t ask a hostess to include another guest—someone she doesn’t even know—at the last minute like that. It’s unheard-of.”

				“Why not? It worked. Our hostess sent the invitation, and I passed it on to Jane, who sent word that she’d be here. Though she said it would be before ten and here it is, fifteen after, and—”

				A commotion roiled across the ballroom like a hot wind blowing through a field of wheat. 

				Mary hopped to her feet, lifted on her tiptoes, and craned her neck. “Has the king arrived? Blast it, I cannot see a thing. Michael, you’re taller. Look for me, please. Is it the king? They said he might come.”

				Michael shrugged, uninterested. “I don’t know. Everyone has turned toward the door and— Ah! It’s not the king at all, but Jane.” 

				Mary dropped back on her heels and frowned at her brother. “Why would Miss Smythe-Haughton’s arrival cause such a stir? No one knows her, do they?”

				Michael had already turned his attention back to his cup of Scotch. “I can’t imagine they would.”

				Mary waited, but her brother offered no more. Impatient, she snapped, “Well? Is Miss Smythe-Haughton from London?”

				“No.” He took a drink. “At least, I don’t think so. I’ve never asked her.”

				Mary closed her eyes and counted to ten. When Michael had first returned from his imprisonment, she’d been so happy to see him that she’d thought she’d never feel angry or upset with him again. That had lasted less than a week. Her brother was a brilliant explorer and historian. His essays and treatises were prized the world over, and he was beyond intelligent in a number of areas. 

				But his skills in dealing with society had greatly deteriorated from years of living abroad in the wildest and most untamed circumstances. “Michael, who is Miss Smythe-Haughton? She must be someone to cause such interest.”

				The wave of excited murmurs wafted closer. 

				Mary leaned this way and that, trying to peer through the crowd. “I can’t imagine people are so excited over Miss Smythe-Haughton’s arrival that—” The crowd parted and Mary was afforded a direct view of her brother’s assistant. 

				Mary’s eyes widened. 

				She looked once. 

				Then twice. 

				Then she clapped a hand over her eyes and fell back upon the settee with a groan. “Oh, Michael, what have you done?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2
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				From the diary of Michael Hurst: 

				One good thing that comes from living the nomadic life demanded by an expedition is that one sheds the fake skin donned from living too closely among society. For those of us who live for the freedom of such a lifestyle, that skin is dry and itchy and ill fitting.

				From my observances, that skin is much like a callus caused by the pure irritation of being forced to spend so much time with one’s fellow man. Thank God I am spared such nonsense.

				Michael frowned at his sister. “What the devil’s wrong with you?”

				“Miss Smythe-Haughton! Oh, Michael, you should have had me speak with her before she appeared. Her gown—and that hat—and who is the servant with her? He looks as if he could murder someone!”

				Michael looked over his shoulder to where the servant could be seen, towering over all present. “There’s not the slightest bit of harm in Ammon.”

				“But he’s huge!”

				“Almost seven feet, in fact. He’s a good man and I trust him with my life. I’ve done just that on several different occasions.”

				“But his face—it’s so scarred and— Oh, dear! I believe the Duchess of York just fainted as he walked past her.”

				“The last time I was in town, the Duchess of York fainted when Pemmeroy’s poodle jumped upon her skirts.”

				“She is a bit theatrical, but you can’t deny that this time she has a point.” Mary pressed a hand to her forehead. “Oh, dear!”

				“Nonsense. Ammon’s perfectly civilized. The man’s been with me for twelve years, after my fifth English valet quit on me. The weakling had the temerity to cite the heat and discomfort of our expeditions as an excuse for his abject laziness.”

				“You’ve had Ammon for twelve years? But you’ve never mentioned him once.”

				“Why would I? He’s the son of a guide I once used, a marvelous fellow in his own right. I’ve never had a more meticulous or capable servant—well-read, too.”

				Mary’s eyes widened. “Well-read?”

				“Yes, in several languages. He’s going through some French Restoration plays right now. I lent him the books myself.”

				“So he’s harmless, then.”

				“I wouldn’t say that, exactly.”

				“No?”

				“I wouldn’t slip up behind him with a knife, for he might retaliate.” Michael shrugged. “But that’s to be expected. He kills only when necessary.”

				Mary covered her face with her hands and moaned.

				Michael frowned down at her bent head, her blond curls falling about her covered face. It was a pity, but sometime during the last few years while he’d been abroad, his youngest sister had become annoyingly missish. He wasn’t used to such theatrics, and they made him appreciate Jane’s calm practicality all the more.

				Jane had been his assistant for four years now, and he couldn’t remember his life before she’d swept in and begun arranging things. Since her arrival, his clothes were where they should be, his pen nibs sharpened just so, his scientific equipment always ready, his travel arrangements flawless and comfortable. In a word, she was efficient, unassuming, and for a woman, relatively undemanding. He rarely, if ever, had to think of her. 

				Better yet, she spoke several languages fluently and was a crack cryptographer. While he supposed that, if forced, he could replace her, he suspected he would have to add three or four additional people to his retinue to do so, and the last thing he wanted about him was more people.

				It was fortunate he’d taken a chance on hiring her as his assistant; there weren’t many women who were qualified to do such a complex job, and even fewer who did it so well.

				He looked over the crowd and saw Jane standing on her tiptoes in the center of the room, looking for him, no doubt. At her shoulder stood Ammon, looking dark and impassive, ignoring the faint panic spreading across the sea of pasty-faced Englishmen who surrounded him. 

				Michael lifted his arm and let out a shrill whistle.

				Everyone looked startled except Jane, whose eyes, framed by her spectacles, crinkled with a sudden smile. She waved back, slapped a hand upon her hat, and dove into the crowd, pushing a direct line in his direction. Her large hat marked her way so that she looked like a yellow lily pad swimming across a pond filled with reeds, Ammon doggedly paddling behind her.

				“It’s about blasted time she arrived. She said she’d be here at—” Michael frowned as he saw that his sister was holding her hand over her eyes. “What’s wrong? Do you have a headache?”

				She dropped her hand. “Michael, you cannot whistle for the poor girl as if she were a dog.”

				“I didn’t. When I whistle for a dog, I do it like this.” He whistled two short whistles. “When I whistle for Jane, I do it like—”

				“Don’t! I already heard it and once was enough.” Mary scowled at him. “I can’t believe Miss Smythe-Haughton allows you to whistle for her like that.”

				“Why should she care? It was an efficient way to let her know where we were. Besides, Jane is in my employ. If I wish to whistle for her, I shall do so.”

				“And if she protests?”

				Michael frowned. “I don’t know. She’s never protested before, so I assume that she doesn’t care, either.” 

				Mary threw up her hands. “Perhaps the two of you deserve one another, then. I must admit that I’ve quite misjudged your relationship with Miss Smythe-Haughton. We all have.”

				“What does that mean? You didn’t—” He narrowed his gaze. “Surely you didn’t think I was romantically involved with Jane?”

				“You write about her in almost every letter,” Mary answered in a defensive tone, her face pink.

				“Probably to complain. Jane is my assistant and nothing more. When you meet her, you’ll understand.”

				“Oh. Is she very plain?”

				“I don’t know. She’s just . . . Jane.” If he’d been asked to describe her, he probably would have said that she was small, quick, brown, and rather wrenlike. But it was one thing to describe Jane’s physicality and yet another to explain her presence. She always seemed bigger than her size, more visible than other women, and infinitely more capable. “I can’t describe her, but you’ll see how she is when you meet her.”

				Michael wished his sister would leave well enough alone. He and Jane had a very comfortable, established relationship, one he had no wish to change.

				“Michael, I could kill you.” Mary stood and smoothed her skirts. “You didn’t bother to tell me Miss Smythe-Haughton was coming, and then, when she does appear, she’s dressed like—I don’t know what! Plus, she has a dangerous-looking character with her and—”

				“Ammon’s not dangerous unless you—”

				“Yes, yes. Unless I sneak up on him with a knife. That’s not very reassuring.”

				“You don’t even own a knife—not the kind you don’t butter bread with, anyway—so you’re perfectly safe around him.”

				Mary ignored him. “And then you whistled for Miss Smythe-Haughton in a most undignified way. If she should decide to snub you for that, I am sure no one in this room would blame her.”

				“Nonsense. If I hadn’t whistled, she’d have spent an hour wandering through this crowd of overjeweled fools looking for us.”

				“It was rude.”

				“Not to Jane,” he replied comfortably. He watched as she made her way past the final few dancers, looking about her with her usual bright interest.

				Jane’s hat was a wide yellow confection and not any larger than the hats he’d seen parading about Hyde Park this afternoon. It also seemed to have quite a few big feathers. Very large feathers. Feathers so large that when Jane turned her head, the feathers slapped some silly bumpkin in a ridiculous orange waistcoat. 

				Michael smiled. “I like that hat.”

				“You would,” his sister sniffed. 

				Michael noted that no one else seemed to be wearing a hat. “Perhaps Jane should have left her hat with a footman in the vestibule.”

				“If only she had,” Mary replied fervently. “I should have known that Miss Smythe-Haughton was unconventional, since she’s been shepherding you through the wilds of Africa for the last three years; but I thought she might understand society’s rules a little better.”

				“It’s been four years, and I don’t need a shepherd. She’s my assistant, nothing more and nothing less. She organizes our travel arrangements and makes certain we are all fed, and writes up our schedules and catalogues the finds and all of that sort of thing.” He waved a hand to indicate that he couldn’t remember all of her numerous duties.

				“Whatever she does, someone needs to take her to a good modiste. That gown is painfully out of fashion.”

				Michael eyed Jane’s gown, which was like all of her gowns. It was gray and didn’t have all of the silly furbelows that other women seemed determined to plaster all over themselves. It was also high cut at the neck and long at the wrists, which provided her with excellent cover while they were on expedition. “I don’t see anything objectionable about that gown.”

				“How can you say that? It looks like a sack!”

				“Which is why I like it.” Ignoring Mary’s startled look, Michael noted that Jane had paused by the silly bumpkin who had received the face-slap from her feathered hat. She spoke to him for a moment, laughing at something he replied in return. 

				The man no longer appeared upset, either. In fact, he was regarding Jane with sudden interest.

				Michael frowned. When he and Jane had been abroad, naturally she’d attracted attention because she was often the only white woman present. As such, she was an oddity. 

				Here there was no such excuse, and yet . . . he looked about the room and noted with vague surprise that several men were watching her, some with very pronounced interest, even with Ammon scowling over her shoulder.

				That’s certainly odd. His explorer’s soul stirred a bit, and in an attempt to understand this mystery better, he decided to list the evidence at hand. For the first time since he’d hired her, Michael looked at Jane critically, trying to see her with unknown eyes. With a man’s eyes.

				She wasn’t a beauty, though he had to admit that she wasn’t ugly, either. She was a small woman, with a slender figure. She had plain brown hair, brown eyes, and because of her years in hotter climes, brown skin. Though she looked a bit of a hoyden because of her coloring, she was still unmistakably feminine. Her face was piquant and delicately cast, with high cheekbones, a straight nose that barely held up her spectacles, and a stubborn little chin. In fact, everything about her was small—her feet, her hands, everything except her thickly fringed brown eyes and her wide, mobile mouth. 

				Those two items seemed overlarge for her slender face yet oddly balanced one another.

				He rubbed his chin, finding this mystery—like all mysteries—intriguing. 

				Perhaps it is her mouth that attracts such attention . . . He narrowed his gaze. Something about her mouth made her appear sensual. He’d never noticed that before, though now that he thought about it, the sulfi who’d held him prisoner had been most vocal in his admiration for the no-nonsense Miss Smythe-Haughton and her lush mouth. 

				In fact, the man had been a positive idiot about the matter, even writing a poem. “A poem,” Michael muttered.

				“Pardon?” Mary asked.

				“Nothing.”

				“Michael . . . is she wearing boots?” Mary’s voice sounded strangled.

				“It’s what she wears when we’re on expedition.”

				“But you’re not on expedition here. She’s in town.”

				“What does it matter how she dresses? No one is funding her.” He was a little envious of Jane’s freedom, truth be told.

				Mary gave a puff of indignation. “Because she will be laughed at, of course. Surely you don’t want that!”

				His jaw tightened. “I dare anyone to laugh at her.”

				Mary’s eyes widened.

				Michael ignored her. He hadn’t meant to become angry, but—blast it—Jane wasn’t like other women, who had to don silly finery to prove their worth. She already had worth in making his life go as smoothly as possible. Damn it, I wish I hadn’t invited Jane to this blasted ball. But it was too late. She had finally broken free from the bumpkin who’d tried to monopolize her, though the idiot was gazing after her as if longing for something more. As he passed, Ammon sent the man a withering gaze, which dealt with the situation well enough. 

				Michael muttered “Fool!” under his breath. Jane would never be interested in such a man. Thank Ra she’s not a ninny like so many other women who— 

				Jane finally broke from the crowd and was now standing before him, Ammon behind her. Michael looked at his pocket watch. “You’re late and Mary says your hat—”

				“Michael,” Mary interrupted hastily. “Please introduce us.”

				“Oh, no,” Jane said, “there’s no need to bother Mr. Hurst with an introduction; he’s spoken of you so often that I feel as if I know you.” She dipped a curtsy that even the biggest stickler of society couldn’t fault. As she rose, she held out her hand to Mary and smiled warmly. “Lady Erroll, it’s delightful to finally meet you! I’ve enjoyed the newspaper serial so much, though I’m several issues behind.” 

				Mary looked pleased. “Thank you. Not many people know I write it.”

				“Which is a great pity and means you’re denied the glory that is your due.” Jane leaned forward and said in an undertone that carried quite clearly, “I’ve been telling Hurst he should come clean about that and announce you the authoress, but he’s far too lazy to do it.”

				Mary sent a startled glance at Michael, who scowled at them.

				Jane merely laughed. “Oh, never mind Hurst. He is always in a mood when he’s forced to wear society clothing. But have no fear; those who work for him never take his dark moods to heart, do we, Ammon?”

				The servant inclined his head from his incredible height.

				Mary looked at him with interest. 

				Jane introduced the servant. “Lady Erroll, I have been remiss! This is Ammon, Hurst’s valet and aide-de-camp.”

				“Speaking of which,” Michael broke in, “Ammon, why are you here? I didn’t expect to see you.”

				“I met Ammon on the stoop outside,” Jane said. “The butler wouldn’t allow him to enter, so I took matters into my own hands and, well, here we are.”

				Ammon reached into the folds of his tunic and produced a small, tightly folded missive. “The missive you were waiting on arrived, sir. As you instructed, I brought it directly here.”

				“Excellent!” Michael withdrew his spectacles from an inner pocket and slipped them on. Then he opened the letter and scanned it. “Interesting.”

				Jane tried to peep around the letter to see it, but he swiftly folded it and tucked the letter and his spectacles into his pocket. 

				She frowned. “Being secretive, Hurst?”

				He didn’t usually bother with such silliness, but he was irritated with Jane, though he couldn’t exactly say why. “I’ll explain it to you tomorrow.”

				For a moment, it looked as if she might argue, but after a second, she shrugged. “Fine. I’ll wait.”

				“I won’t!” Mary pinned her stern gaze on Michael. “What’s in that missive that you couldn’t have waited to read it after the ball?”

				“Nothing that concerns you,” he retorted instantly.

				“Lady Erroll, I’m sure Ammon didn’t mind the trip here,” Jane said in a soothing tone. “He’s from a nomadic tribe, you know. I’ve often wondered how he can stand to remain in one place for so long as it is.” 

				Mary blinked up at Ammon. “You . . . you’re from a tribe?”

				He bowed his head. “Yes, my lady.”

				She eyed his turban with interest. Seeing her expression, Jane launched into a humorous story about how she’d attempted to wear a turban but it had come unwound at an unpropitious time and had gotten caught in the wheels of a passing cart and sent her spinning. 

				Within moments Mary was laughing heartily, and though he didn’t smile, even Ammon’s stern visage had relaxed.

				Michael regarded them all with a growing sense of satisfaction. His sister was in the hands of a master. That was one of Jane’s gifts; no matter where they were, in the wilds of Africa or a sulfi’s palace or even the treacherous ballrooms of London, she knew just what to say and how to say it. 

				It was that particular ability to understand others and to blend into whatever society she was in that made his many expeditions so profitable. Where another explorer might be greeted with distrust, after a few deft words from Jane, Michael and his party were almost always welcomed and charged far less for services than others. 

				Jane continued to draw out Mary. Soon, Jane’s clothing and hat were forgotten, and the two women were talking quite animatedly about marriages and children and other frivolous topics that Michael knew Jane cared nothing for.

				She must have read his thoughts, for though she continued to chat with his sister, Jane sent him a laughing look beneath her lashes, which he answered with faintly raised brows and a mocking smile.

				After several more moments of listening to female chatter, Michael yawned.

				Ammon immediately stated, “It is time to retire.” 

				“He can’t leave,” Mary exclaimed. “He hasn’t spoken to a single potential sponsor yet.”

				“I’m not going to, either,” he said. “This damned cravat is too tight and I wish to go home.”

				“Then we shall go home,” Ammon announced.

				Jane tsked. “Ammon, Mr. Hurst cannot leave yet. He has a chore he must complete first.”

				Michael scowled. “Not this evening.” 

				“Hurst, think about it. You must speak to at least one potential sponsor before you retire from this evening, because if you don’t, you will have wasted the time you’ve already spent wearing that atrocious cravat.”

				He’d been tugging on the damned thing when she said that, which made him stop. “Atrocious?”

				“Oh, yes. Quite atrocious. Made all the more so, since you’ve been tugging on it. If you don’t find a sponsor tonight, you’ll just have to wear it again and again and again—”

				He made a disgusted noise.

				Jane continued as if she hadn’t heard it, still speaking in an annoyingly perky tone: “—and again and again until you do. If I were you, I’d refuse to leave this ball until I’d found a sponsor.”

				He scowled. “I hate it when you speak of something that I dislike in such a bloody happy tone.”

				Her eyes twinkled. “I know. Which is why I do it as often as I can.”

				“Oh, look!” Mary nodded toward the refreshment table. “There’s Devonshire! His grace expressly asked to meet you.”

				“Who?”

				“The Duke of Devonshire,” Mary said impatiently. “I told you in the carriage on the way over that we were to speak to him here. Weren’t you lis— No. Of course you weren’t.”

				“Devonshire might support more than one expedition,” Jane said, looking as pleased as if she’d discovered a reference to a new tomb. “He’s dreadfully wealthy.”

				Michael sighed. “Stop your blathering, you nagging wench!” He ignored both Jane’s grin and Mary’s scowl. “I’ll do it. I just wish I’d brought a bigger flask.” He squinted at the refreshment table. “Which asinine fop is Devonshire? Please tell me it’s not the man in puce who looks like a fool. I can’t— Bloody hell, are those diamonds upon the lace at his wrists?”

				“He may be a fop, but he’s a very well-heeled fop,” Mary said. “And he’s already stated to several people that he’s interested in sponsoring the great Michael Hurst; Devonshire’s an avid follower of the newspaper serial.”

				Michael sighed again. “Which means he thinks I wrestle crocodiles by the dozen.”

				Jane choked, and even Ammon looked as if he might break into a sudden grin. “I beg your pardon,” Jane said, “but . . . crocodiles? Oh, dear. I do need to catch up with the newspaper serial.”

				Michael eyed her sourly, even more unhappy when Mary looked as if she might join in the laughter. “Blast you both! I wish these fools would just mail me a cheque and leave me the hell be.”

				“So do I,” Jane said in a soothing tone. With a deft touch, she smoothed his lapels and tucked a corner of his cravat back into his waistcoat. “But fools that they are, they seem to think they’ll enjoy speaking to you. I’m sure that if they knew you as I do, they’d never wish to speak to you at all.”

				“Thank you,” he snapped.

				“You’re welcome. But that’s what happens when you allow a nice person to write a newspaper serial for you; now the world thinks you’re nice, too, which is silly in the extreme. Sadly, it’s a burden that you must bear.”

				“Hold it. If I have to speak to that fool, you do, too.”

				“No, I don’t. I now realize that though I’m wearing my best gown and my favorite hat, I’m woefully underdressed and so must leave before I damage your prospects. I shall take Ammon with me, too.”

				Michael was about to answer with a strong “You’ll do no such thing!” when Mary added, “Miss Smythe-Haughton, since you’re leaving, I’ll escort my brother to meet the duke.”

				“A perfect plan.” Jane’s brown eyes shimmered with mockery as she met his gaze. “I’m so disappointed not to meet the duke, but you know how it is.”

				“Fainthearted twit.”

				“Cravated grump.”

				“Saucy, foul wench.”

				“Ham-fisted curmudgeon.”

				“Shrill shrew—”

				“Please!” Mary interjected. “Both of you!”

				Michael kept his gaze locked on Jane. “Admit it: you have no more wish to talk to that fop than I.”

				“Oh, no,” she returned gravely. “It’s my dearest wish, especially as you’ll be answering questions about how many crocodiles you’ve wrestled.”

				“Damn it, it’s a blasted false story, and—” He realized that Jane’s eyes were once again alight with laughter. “You’re a pain in the rear.”

				Mary moaned. “Oh, Michael, pray attempt to be less rude!”

				But Jane just twinkled up at him. “Hurst, need I remind you that I will not work for you if you don’t have the funds for my very considerable wage?”

				“No, you don’t. You’re already far too fond of reminding me of that fact.”

				“Because it’s true. So you’d best find a sponsor, and soon. You’d find it very inconvenient if I were to leave your employ. Who would make certain your favorite pillow is in your tent each night?”

				“I don’t have a favorite pillow.”

				“Yes, you do; you just don’t know it. You also like your meals on time, your notebooks stowed in a particular order, certain foods upon your table, and clean socks at every stage of the journey.”

				He couldn’t refute that, so he just glowered.

				She didn’t seem the least bit upset by it. “If you wish those things to continue, then you’d best set about wooing a sponsor . . . or ten, if need be.” 

				Damn it, he hated it when she was right. He searched for a scorching response but had to be satisfied with “It would serve you right if I dismissed you.”

				“Which you won’t do, because no matter what you say, you do like having your favorite pillow with you when you travel and I cannot, for the life of me, see you washing your own socks.”

				Does she wash my socks, too? He couldn’t remember ever seeing her do so, but he had to admit that he’d never faced a dirty pair on any of their long sojourns. 

				Jane turned to Mary. “He pays me quite well, you know, but I’m worth every penny.”

				“I don’t doubt it,” Mary said fervently.

				Jane held out her hand. “Lady Erroll, it was lovely finally meeting you.”

				Mary clasped Jane’s hand warmly. “It was lovely finally meeting you as well! I can see that Michael is in good hands when he’s on expedition.”

				“I do my best. Now, if you’ll excuse us, Ammon and I will slip out the terrace doors. Hurst, I’ll stop by your town house tomorrow afternoon and we can plan our expedition to pursue the Hurst Amulet.”

				“No,” Michael said, seeing a way to exact vengeance upon his dulcet companion. “There’s been a slight change of plans.”

				“Oh?”

				“Yes. I’ll tell you about them tomorrow. We’ll leave at six.” He waited for that to register before he added, “In the morning.” He grinned at her frown. 

				Her gaze narrowed, but she didn’t balk. “Fine. I’ll be ready. At six.” She dropped a stiff curtsy. “Good evening, Mr. Hurst.” Jane delivered a much friendlier and more graceful curtsy to his sister. “Good evening, Lady Erroll. I hope to see you again soon.” After again clasping Mary’s hand, Jane turned and made her way to the terrace doors, her large hat wreaking havoc as she went. 

				Michael grinned until he noticed that the bumpkin who’d so eagerly spoken to Jane on her way in was already pressing through the crush, trying to reach her once again. The blasted fool had better not importune her. Michael would deal with such an impertinence swiftly and without pity.

				Fortunately for them all, Jane slipped through the terrace doors, her yellow hat and Ammon’s tall, dark figure disappearing from sight. Her would-be admirer was left trapped in the middle of the crowded room, looking disappointed. 

				“Serves the fool right,” Michael said.

				“What fool?” Mary asked.

				“Never mind.” He patted his neckcloth again and then left it to its fate. “Now, where’s this duke of yours? Jane’s right about one thing: I’ll be damned if I wash my own socks on my next expedition.”
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