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After the debut of my first novel, Once Upon A Wager, I was surprised and thrilled to receive letters asking for Jane’s story. And Benjamin’s story. Or best of all, a story that found the two of them together. So, to everyone who wrote, emailed, sent a note through social media, or left a message on my web page, thank you so much! This book is for you.
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Chapter 1

London, England

June 16, 1813

One young lady, going astray, will subject her relations to such discredit and distress as the united good conduct of all her brothers and sisters.

—Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women

It was a miserable day by anyone’s measure, unseasonably cold, with rain just beginning to fall and thunder rolling across a darkening sky. As Jane burrowed deeper into her black, woolen cloak, a sigh escaping the tight line of her lips, she decided the weather was well-suited to the occasion. That was her father, after all, boxed up in a casket and being lowered into the ground. At least her veil hid the fact that she wasn’t crying.

Not that anyone was there to notice. Despite having passed only two days ago, Lord Reginald Fitzsimmons had been dead to the world these past nine months, an outcast in Society, a scandal. The wages of sin and all of that. When you maligned a war hero and tried to compromise the girl he loved in the process, you were not well-liked. And his passing had made him all the more shameful. He’d died in a pool of his own blood outside London’s most hardened gaming hell, either murdered for his winnings or set upon for sport. The Bow Street Runners hadn’t even mounted an investigation. As if she’d needed a reminder he would not be missed.

Nor would she be, if some unfortunate accident happened to befall her. She was all but invisible now, just like her father, a pariah in the Society that had once prized her. Such a paragon she’d been, no less than the founding patron of The Ladies Auxiliary to Improve Manners and Morals. How amusing to remember a time when friends did not cross to the opposite side of a street as she neared.

She shook her head to clear it. She was not only being maudlin, but also unfair. Not all of them crossed the street. Nor was she entirely alone. Sir Aldus Rempley, Father’s only remaining friend, was here at the graveyard too, a small act of kindness, even if he was a good distance away. Beside another grave entirely, as a matter of fact. Far enough away that no one would see him offering his last respects to a rogue.

Just yesterday, he’d sent a note promising to call, along with a bank draft to settle the burial’s expenses. She should have refused it, of course, but she could no longer afford her pride. The reading of Father’s will had made that abundantly clear. He’d gambled away almost everything in the long, final months of his disgrace.

A cough sounded, recalling her attention to the two men waiting with shovels nearby, the grave diggers, clearly restless. Waiting for the minister to finish, so they too could finish, covering Father’s casket with the dirt piled beside it. Returning him to the earth, and ultimately to dust.

She wished the cleric would get on with it. What was the point of praying for absolution when there was none to be had? Besides, the rain was starting to come down in earnest now, pooling in the dirt, sending streams of muddy water into the pit where Father lay. She could feel it seeping into her cloak and through the leather of her serviceable boots. How she envied the enclosed carriage that had just stopped at the edge of the graveyard. The walk home would be interminable. Perhaps the loneliest she’d ever undertaken.

With a dull sense of detachment, she watched as a postilion jumped down, umbrella in hand, to open the carriage door. A man with a multi-tiered greatcoat stepped out, though she couldn’t make out his features at this distance. He took the umbrella and turned towards her, coming forward with long strides, moving like a shadow through the descending darkness.

Was he here for someone else? She looked behind her, but even Sir Aldus had departed now. Turning back, she lifted her veil, the better to see the stranger’s approach, and her breath caught. How quickly he had come upon her. Benjamin Alden, the Viscount Marworth. It made no sense he was here.

“I am sorry I did not arrive for the start, Miss Fitzsimmons,” he said, his voice hushed. “Please accept my sympathies for your loss.”

For a moment, she didn’t know what to say. He had come here, in the pouring rain, to pay his respects when they were only acquaintances. She ought to be touched—moved even—but instead, she was suspicious. Because Marworth was one of those other people, the kind who’d been born under a perfect alignment of the stars. Parties in Society weren’t counted a success until his arrival. When he wore a new style of waistcoat, men raced to their tailors for the same. And he was almost painfully handsome—blond, with the bluest of eyes and classically sculpted, symmetrical features. The man moved seamlessly through life, encased in a nimbus of perfection. Even the minister had stopped his droning, struck no doubt by the appearance of a seemingly celestial being.

“Thank you for coming, Lord Marworth, and for the protection of your umbrella. A moment later, and I would have turned my back on this whole sorry affair and swum my way home.”

And what incredibly poor taste she had, to jest at a funeral, to disrespect the dead. She felt so far away now from the woman she’d been just nine months ago. Was that why he’d come? For a moment’s amusement, to see a lesser being laid low? To marvel at the depths to which mere mortals could plummet? Didn’t he have a party to attend or an innocent to seduce? According to rumor, he excelled at that, too.

But he merely gave her a sad smile and said, “I am sure it is the rain that has kept others away.”

“I am sure it is not, but how polite you are to say so.”

The minister cleared his throat then, apparently freed from his Marworth-induced bemusement. “May he rest in peace,” he said, before ducking away and heading for cover. Determined to move quickly, the gravediggers punched their shovels into the dirt—thick mud now—slopping it into the pit, her father’s final resting place, where she doubted there was any peace to be had. Marworth clasped her gently by the elbow, perhaps to move her from the sad scene and towards the carriage.

“You needn’t witness this.”

But she would not move till it was done. She stood firm until he released his hold. Then she reached down and took a fistful of the mud, and then another, throwing them onto the simple pine casket, which was rapidly vanishing beneath the muck. “My father left me alone to clean up the mess he made of things,” she said, hearing the bitterness in her voice. “This is as good a place as any to start.”

• • •

Much later, Jane was once more in the home that was no longer to be hers. Gerard, her cousin and Father’s heir, had sent a note that his family would be moving into the house on Curzon Street by the month’s end. Supposedly, little Violet, his daughter, loved the view from Jane’s bedroom window, with its small, enclosed garden filled with roses. So, quite simply, she would have it, along with the bedroom Jane had slept in since she was a child. They would tolerate her as a guest, but not for long. It was the way of things. No matter how unfair.

The house felt so empty now. When they’d been consigned here together, Father had at least been company, despite his misery. She was eternally grateful to Thompson, their longstanding butler, for staying on despite the fact that his wages were overdue. And also to his wife, Bess, who served as cook and housekeeper. Jane was struck again by the irony of it. She was gently bred, of course, but as poor now—if not poorer—than the pair of them. If anything, she should be the one cooking and cleaning. But it was not the way of things, so they would not hear of it.

Really, there was so little she was suited for now. She was more than well-enough educated to be a governess, but who in Society would hire her? And while she could probably give a lecture on Britain’s parliamentary system, having learned it at her father’s knee, she had no other discernible talents. She painted watercolors insipidly, desecrated any tune, and couldn’t stitch a straight line, despite her best efforts. She’d never be hired at a dressmaker’s, that much was certain. The one thing she excelled at was being a lady in the strictest sense. But that did not feed you. And how she loathed her self-pity, even though she couldn’t seem to suppress it.

All of a sudden, however, a solution presented itself. Thompson entered Father’s study and announced a visitor. Sir Aldus Rempley.

Willing away the indigestion the announcement prompted, she took several calming breaths. Because there could only be one reason he was here. She’d turned down his previous proposals of marriage, but she no longer had the luxury of choice. And really, she should be thankful for his offer. He’d come to rescue her from a fate unknown—and likely terrifying.

She ran quickly to her bedroom via the backstairs and rinsed her mouth out with a brush and powder. After a glance in her bedside mirror, where she smoothed her hair and pinched her cheeks, she descended the front stairs with as much dignity as she could muster, to find him waiting, hat in hand, in the drawing room. With a smile at Thompson, indicating they would be fine alone, she sat upon Mother’s favorite settee and waited for her future to unfold.

“May we speak privately, Miss Fitzsimmons, or if I may call you so, Jane?”

“Of course,” she said, even though her smile was forced. Didn’t he realize they were already alone? Their union would be truly tedious if he hadn’t wits enough to discern that. It was unkind to think it, but he was grey-haired and paunchy, when she’d once hoped for so much more. This would likely be the man to bestow her first kiss. To introduce her to the intimacies of the marriage bed. A remarkably depressing thought.

“You are looking unwell, my dear. Understandably so, given the shock you have suffered, but you owe it to your looks to take better care.”

“Burying one’s father in a storm does make appearances difficult to maintain. Wouldn’t you agree, Sir Aldus?” Dear Lord, had she really voiced it aloud? When had she become so flippant? Surely, he expected better manners in a would-be wife. Even in the face of a comment bordering on the obnoxious.

He flushed an unbecoming shade, embarrassed perhaps. “One does not wish to speak ill of the dead,” he continued, “but your father has left you in a vulnerable position. Alone and without the funds to support yourself.”

Really, had it been necessary to remind her? Did an intelligent person ever have to state the obvious? According to Father, Sir Aldus was a man entrusted with state secrets, for goodness’ sake. A bit of subtlety should come naturally. But she held her tongue. The one that suddenly wanted to run away with her mouth, contravening their longstanding peace. “May I thank you for your help with his funeral and for your attendance? It was an affirmation of the friendship the two of you shared, and I am sincerely grateful.”

“It was but a small thing, the first of many I hope to do for you, Jane,” he replied, his gaze disconcerting. “Can you guess why I am here?

“I think so,” she said, with what she hoped was becoming modesty, even as her stomach roiled. She could do this. She knew she could. She had no other choice.

“I have a very personal question to ask, an offer to make,” he said, smiling intently, looking quite old and oily. Old, she’d reconciled herself to, but oily was another matter. She decided to be bold, though, because the quicker this was settled, the better.

“My answer is yes, Sir Aldus.”

She’d expected a smile and a small expression of affection. That dreaded kiss, perhaps. Instead, there was only a look that struck her as sly, lascivious even.

“Do you know what you are saying yes to?”

“I was foolish to refuse your proposals of marriage before. I can see that now,” she said, as discomfort settled upon her. “However, I know we will deal well together. Our lives intertwined will be happy ones.”

“Jane, you do understand I no longer offer marriage? Your reduced circumstances and reputation don’t support that possibility.”

Over on the mantel, the clock struck, its clang a dull thud echoing in the room. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Could you please repeat yourself? I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Even though she suspected she did.

“If only you’d not spurned my last proposal, when I was still willing to protect you from all this.” His eyes were harder now. “But I can offer carte blanche. A small home of your own, a carriage at your disposal, a lady’s maid, a butler, and a modest clothing allowance. I’d prefer a bit more color on your person, however, and necklines that showcase your assets.”

She was dizzy with mortification, and for the briefest of moments, she wondered what the members of The Ladies Auxiliary to Improve Manners and Morals would do in this situation. Politely decline? Offer tea and a tract on the unfortunate diseases associated with indiscriminate sexual congress? If only she could be Shakespeare’s Ophelia in this moment and get herself to a nunnery, sidestepping the need to reply at all. Although, wasn’t a nunnery actually a brothel in the Elizabethan era? She’d read that somewhere. Perhaps a brothel was more appropriate after all.

All the while, he sat watching her, that sly smile on his face, hat in hand, oozing expectancy. He had a bulbous lower lip. If she pulled on it hard enough, could it be swept up over his face and secured at the back of his head with a spike? How tempted she was to try. “Is this how you repay my father’s friendship to you, Sir Aldus?” she asked, ice in her veins and voice. “By shaming his daughter?”

“I should think you’d be honored by my willingness to see you set up in a house of your own. I understand you won’t long be welcomed in this one.”

“You do me no honor. When have I led you to believe such an offer would be welcome? I’ve been raised as a lady, and despite my reduced circumstances, a lady I will remain.”

“Always so proud, Jane. On the contrary, I do you a great honor. You have your mother’s beauty, which I greatly admired, but none of her zest. It’s unfortunate she died so young. She might have loosened you up a bit.”

This was all so hideous it couldn’t possibly be happening. And how dare he mention her mother, who’d died when she was only twelve.

“I insist that you leave.”

“There are things I can show you, Jane, and pleasures to be had. Better me than a stranger on the street.”

“You are a disgusting individual.” It would serve the man right if she vomited upon him, for she was distinctly nauseous now. He’d donned his hat and eyed her up and down in the most outrageously insulting fashion.

“I will give you a week to understand just how desperate your situation has become, and then I will return. I sincerely hope we can come to the point that very day, so to speak, because it’s better for you to know how it will go on between us, don’t you think?”

“Nothing will go on between us,” she seethed. “Of that, you may rest assured.” But dear God, he was right. Her situation was far worse than she’d allowed herself to believe. And he knew it. He’d discarded all pretenses of gentlemanly behavior.

“If you choose the streets over me, Jane, your fine manners and lofty pretensions will hardly protect you.” He turned to the door but stopped before opening it, looking back at her. “Then again, it might be exciting to see you brought low and not quite so proud.”

And with that, he departed, as her horrified gasp echoed in the room.

• • •

After the frightening encounter with Rempley, Jane returned to the library, her feet unsteady. Everything in the room was several degrees off center, as if distorted in a poorly crafted looking glass. Or was she the one off center? She’d always been so proud of her place in Society, confident her breeding would protect her. She’d just learned otherwise. None of her etiquette books would offer a way out of this fix.

She sat behind Father’s desk, withdrawing a piece of parchment and a quill to write out a list of her options. She was very fond of lists, which were so orderly and concise, after all. Once she’d mapped everything out, things would seem far less bleak.

Option One: Submit to Sir Aldus.


Which she refused to do. Better to take up holy orders, even though she wasn’t much in charity with the Lord right now. And given her behavior this morning, He’d probably spear her with a lightning bolt if she dared to try.

Option Two: Throw myself upon the mercy of my few remaining friends.


When the scope of Father’s misdeeds had become public, Alec and Annabelle, the Earl and Countess of Dorset, had invited her to stay at Arbury Hall in Nuneaton, away from the palpable disaffection that followed her in the City. But, any day now, Annabelle would give birth to their first child. And besides, one could only tolerate so much marital bliss. When she was feeling less than charitable, their love bordered on the nauseating.

There was also Sophia Middleton, the Countess of Marchmain. An eccentric with a spotted reputation of her own, Lady Marchmain was planning a European tour and had claimed she’d be lonely without Jane’s accompaniment. A bold lie, of course, though an appreciated one. But the countess was in Nuneaton, as well. Annabelle was her niece, and while it was difficult to imagine her bearing witness to the birth, Lady Marchmain would certainly be the first to toast it with a glass of brandy. Not that she would stop at one.

Option Three:


She chewed on her lower lip, because that small bite of pain sometimes sparked inspiration. So did drumming her fingertips on the surface of the desk. She also stroked the quill against her cheek and moved the inkwell precisely two inches to the left, because it looked better there.

Unfortunately, Option Three was not making itself readily apparent. Perhaps answers lay elsewhere? Her eyes swept the room, falling to the sideboard not far from the fireplace. Upon it sat the last bottle of Father’s prized French cognac, a short glass beside it.

She promptly looked away. She’d never indulged in spirits, and now was no time to start. The very idea!

Then again, Father had always claimed it made a bad day brighter. She’d need a vat of the stuff to improve this one. Setting aside her list, she walked over and uncorked the bottle, pouring a small measure and lifting it to her mouth. Its wafting smell was enough to make her eyes sting. Best to get it down all at once then. Offering a silent apology to A Lady of Distinction’s Guide—which glowered from the bookshelves in condemnation—she closed her eyes and swallowed. The cognac burned, nearly curdling the contents of her stomach, but she’d not let weakness defeat her. She was far too determined.

Luckily, the second glass descended more easily.

And the third? Well, it was very nearly bliss. No wonder Father had liked it so much. Ladies of Distinction did not know what they were missing!

She’d read that the excessive consumption of spirits led to very bad things … bilious features and fevers, degenerative illness, and atrophied body parts. But none of that seemed consequential at the moment. She was so glad she hadn’t saved the cognac for her cousin, Gerard. He was a bit of a bastard and hardly deserved it.

Dear Lord, just a few small tipples and she was swearing like a docker. Not that anyone could hear her. And wasn’t that a marvelous thing to realize? She could think all sorts of shocking, scandalous thoughts. She just couldn’t say them aloud. The rule to which she’d always adhered—be ladylike in thoughts as well as deeds—had just been shattered by the lovely haze of her insobriety.

She wished she’d discovered cognac sooner. She was close to crying because she hadn’t. Why must men keep all the best things for themselves? Like strong spirits, and boxing clubs where one could purge one’s frustrations, and ancestral homes. God save the King and all that, but Britain’s inheritance laws were horribly unfair. And very possibly, they encouraged insanity. After all, old King George had been given any number of titles, estates, and countries upon his birth, and he babbled incessantly now, talking to dead people. Or so Father had said.

She wished she could talk to dead people. She’d ask Father why he’d mucked up so many things.

Why she was being forced to leave their home.

If little Violet, too, would sit in the window seat of Jane’s bedroom, dreaming of a handsome husband and the blessings of children …

This would not do, this depressing turn in her thoughts. Perhaps another glass—just a tiny one—would return her to the heady state of her initial euphoria. She poured a draught, although the mouth of her glass had shrunk in size, causing some of the cognac to slosh over its sides. Such a loss! But she swallowed its contents nonetheless.

Really, it was marvelous stuff. Perhaps Thompson and Bess would like some? She reached for the bell pull, but they’d be too shocked by her drunkenness to join in. With whom should she share the pleasures of this sin, now that she’d abandoned all propriety? Because one ought to be generous. She’d not forget that dictate.

Someone known for enjoying sin. Someone who’d already proven he had little else worth doing today. Someone well acquainted with the intimacies the wretched Sir Aldus had hinted at.

It took her a moment to find a piece of stationery and yet another to still her hand enough to write the thing. Even if her usually impeccable penmanship had deserted her, she was quite happy with the note when she was done and rang for Thompson. She had an invitation that needed delivering this very instant.


Chapter 2

Like everything else of greatest value, sobriety’s worth is best known by its loss.—Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women

Benjamin read the note in his hands for the third time, as if that might possibly change the wording of it and make him feel less guilty than he already did. When it had arrived, he’d been preparing for an evening out, making the final adjustments to a new cravat design that Withers, his valet, called The Pinstripe. It had been more than an hour in the making—an absurd waste of time—but people expected perfection from the Viscount Marworth. Not to mention effortless charm and wit. How long had he pretended to be someone he was not? A lifetime, it seemed. And now this note, a reminder that his time was not his own and that his actions were less than honorable.


Lord Marworth,

Thank you for coming to my father’s graveside. At first, I suspected your motives. But I’ve since decided you are my best and most sincere friend. Therefore, I invite you to join me in a bottle of cognac. Although be warned, it is vanishing quickly.



Sincerely,

Jane Fitzsimmons


He rubbed a hand over his eyes to block his vision of the thing, because the woman hardly deserved the situation in which she found herself or the condemnation that had befallen her. Nor, in all honesty, his visit to her father’s funeral today.

He was not her best friend. Far from it.

While there were those who suspected otherwise—people who made it their business to be suspicious—he knew her to be an admirable woman. He’d been there, after all, at the occasion of her downfall, the debut of the luminous Annabelle Layton, now married to his friend, Alec Carstairs. Jane’s father had planned an elaborate ruse to destroy them. All because Alec had fallen in love with Annabelle while courting Jane.

But Miss Fitzsimmons had uncovered his plan and exposed it, causing her own social suicide in the process. Because, in London society, scandal was a contagion, killing off not just the guilty but their family members, too. It had been a singularly courageous act on her part.

Really, Benjamin had felt like a vulture circling a corpse today. That slight figure, wreathed in mourning, alone in a cemetery in the rain. Her grief had been a palpable thing. Her bitterness, too, well-earned, because Lord Reginald Fitzsimmons had been an ass of the first order. But was he any better? He’d gone to the graveyard not to offer comfort but to sow the first seeds of a connection, to ingratiate himself and gain her trust.

He just hadn’t expected to accomplish it so quickly. Good God, best friend indeed. No doubt that had been the cognac speaking, though it was hard to imagine her indulging in spirits, let alone to excess. Jane Fitzsimmons had always been as stiff and starched as any dowager duchess. Even his best attempts to charm her had fallen flat—and he could be very charming when he set his mind to it. In his line of work, it was an imperative.

Still, the deceit of this left a sour taste in his mouth. She was a woman in mourning, vulnerable and possibly drunk in the bargain. Essentially defenseless. This was no time to take advantage. It went against every gentleman’s code of conduct.

But he would set aside his guilt, because he was a gentleman in name only, and her invitation was too good an opportunity to pass up. Turning to a cheval mirror, he made a final check of his appearance and paused. So many seemed to envy the reflection staring back. Was he the only one who noticed the stiffness of that ready smile? It had etched faint lines near his mouth and at the corners of his eyes, each of them cracks in his façade. Turning away from the image, he called out to a footman for his carriage to be brought round. It was too late for self-reflection and past time to find out if Miss Fitzsimmons knew any of her father’s secrets. Because there was every chance he’d been more than just a man trying to avenge his daughter. There was every chance he’d been a traitor, selling Britain’s secrets to her enemies.

• • •

“The Viscount Marworth, to see Miss Fitzsimmons,” he said, handing the butler his card. The older man stepped aside, ushering him into a broad hallway with marble floors and pleasing lines. There was very little furniture in the large space, however, and its walls, covered in a faded cream damask, showed the outlines of paintings no longer there. Fitzsimmons’s gambling losses had not been exaggerated.

“Right this way, my lord,” the butler said, disapproval steeling his voice. No doubt he’d been the one to see her note sent, and they both knew it was not done—inviting a gentleman to visit an unmarried woman alone. Just a short way down the hall and to the left, they stopped. The butler rapped gently on the door, a female voice mumbling something in response. “My mistress is not herself this evening, so I will be right outside this door.” And though the man was at least thirty years older than Benjamin and about six inches shorter, he’d obviously intended the words as a warning.

With a faint nod, Benjamin moved into the room, and whatever he’d expected to see, it had not been this. Prim and proper Jane Fitzsimmons sitting in a puff of black skirts on the floor, tossing books into a fireplace with the zealousness of a religious convert, and sighing in satisfaction as they curled to a crisp.

“I didn’t take you for the sort to burn books, Miss Fitzsimmons.”

She turned at the sound of his voice, her eyes widening as they settled upon him. “Lord Marworth, you’ve come. I’m so glad! It has been a challenge to save the cognac for you, but that’s what friends do, is it not?”

And if the whole of her statement had been slurred rather than spoken, he would not mention it. “The books, Miss Fitzsimmons? May I ask what they’ve done to deserve such a tortured end?”

“These books, you mean?” She gestured haphazardly to the pile beside her.

“Indeed.” His eyes scanned the shelves behind her. At least she hadn’t pulled all of them down. Socrates and Plato were still safe … for the moment.

“Well, they’re good for nothing now, you see. They’re books on etiquette and manners, and I’ve decided not to give a damn about them anymore.”

Had she really just done that? Sworn out loud? Society’s paragon of all things proper?

“I hadn’t known there were so many on the subject.” At least a dozen remained in the pile, and by the look of things, she’d been at this for quite some time. Her face was flushed from the heat of the fire, and her brown hair had escaped its tight bun to curl in tendrils about her face. She looked … beautiful, actually, if slightly manic. He’d always considered her an attractive woman, with a high forehead, an elegant nose, and striking eyes. They were a rich chocolate in color, flecked with amber. But he’d rarely seen her smile. One always had the sense she had something more important to do than fritter about Society. And his persona was very much that of a fritterer. Right now, though, she was beaming up at him, and it was something to behold, that smile. It seemed to light her from within.

“Oh, the cognac!” she suddenly cried, rising unsteadily on her feet to toddle over to the desk. “I’m afraid there’s only the one glass, but you can drink out of the bottle if you want to … no, I forget myself. That is an impolite offer for such a good friend. You may have the glass, and I will take the bottle.”

“That won’t be necessary, Miss Fitzsimmons,” he said, fighting back a wry smile. “I’ll request an additional glass.” As promised, her butler was still at the door. “An extra glass and a pot of strong tea, if you please,” he said in an undertone. “If you can make it resemble cognac, all the better.” When he returned his attention to Jane, she was watching him with soulful eyes, like a puppy. Damnation, he’d always had a weakness for strays, and she seemed more lost than most. It would make his task here all the more difficult.

Speaking of difficulty, she was experiencing quite a bit of it as she tried to pour cognac into the waiting glass. With great concentration, however, she managed it without a spill and turned to face him, beaming with pride, her slender body swaying slightly.

In three quick strides, he was taking the glass from her hand and guiding her by the elbow to a wing chair near the fire. He sat down in a matching chair on the opposite side, determined to get this over and done. “Miss Fitzsimmons, you’ve had quite an upset, what with the sudden passing of your father. It must have been a shock.”

“Oh, yes indeed,” she said, the glow dimming in those remarkable eyes. “He’d been so desperate of late, what with the scandal and being booted from the Lords, and losing the income on his lands. And, of course, no one liked him anymore. I think that was the hardest thing of all … ”

Intoxicated individuals were often moody, but she’d fallen into sadness so quickly, it was like watching a candle be snuffed out. She was staring into the fire, and he fought the instinct to offer comfort, because she’d share more information this way. Grief usually broke through the strongest wall of reserve.

“And the manner of his death,” he continued, feeling like a reprobate. “That was most unfortunate, as well.”

“Beaten to death outside a gambling hall.” She said it without looking up. “A very sad end, indeed.”

“Sharpe’s ... I was surprised to learn he’d been found there.”

“He said he was going to restore our fortunes,” she said quietly. “I’d thought he had plans to discuss with Sir Aldus. But he must have gotten waylaid. Damn the man.”

“You’ve every right to be upset. Your father said and did things he ought not.” Betraying his country most likely among them.

“I know that,” she huffed, her eyes taking on a militant light. “But I’m not damning my father. I’m damning that damned Sir Aldus.”

She had an inordinate fondness for the word. Four damns in a single conversation. Astounding. “What did Sir Aldus do?” It was because of Rempley, after all, that Benjamin was here. He’d reported the theft of the dispatches, sent from the frontlines by Wellington himself. If they ended up in the wrong hands …

“He’s the reason I must burn all my books,” she replied, tossing another one into the flames.

Obviously, Benjamin needed to be more specific. “What did Sir Aldus do to upset you?”

“He was at the funeral, you know,” she said, sliding back into her sadness. “And he sent a draft to help cover the costs of it. I was certain he meant to propose when he came to the house today. He’s proposed any number of times.”

Unease crept along his spine. “What happened instead?”

“He insisted he was doing me quite the honor.”

“Go on,” he said, as unease flared into something else. Something darker.

She flushed with color. “He expects me to be his mistress.”

How repugnant, to take advantage of a woman who’d buried her father this very day. Pushing aside the nagging thought he was doing much the same thing, he focused instead on the man trying to debase a grieving innocent. It went against everything decent.

“Are you sure that was his intention? It sounds out of character.”

“I may be drunk, Lord Marworth, but I am not a dullard,” she said haughtily, only to ruin the effect by hiccupping. “He is giving me a week to realize I have no other options.”

“No matter what he says, you need not submit to him.” The bastard.

“Oh, I’d never submit to old Rempley. But perhaps you can help me,” she said, brightening briefly. “By reputation, you’re familiar with the ladies of the demimonde, and I’m wondering if that’s something I should aspire to. Because courtesan sounds so much nicer than whore, don’t you think?”

With that bald statement, she burst into tears. Shattering sobs, messy and unattractive, but they tilted something within him, throwing him off balance. Perhaps it was the helplessness of her situation? Life wasn’t kind to women without standing or fortune. He’d always known this, but Jane Fitzsimmons was flesh and blood before him, the picture of despair.

His purpose in being here felt absurd now. He’d been foolish not to see it sooner. If she’d suspected her father of betraying the crown, she would have called him out for it. After all, she’d already done so in front of the ton at great personal expense. It didn’t mean Fitzsimmons wasn’t guilty, but it absolved his daughter of the knowledge of it.

“Don’t cry, Miss Fitzsimmons,” he said, moving across the room to pat her rather awkwardly on the back, because he had little experience with drunken women in tears. “I will return tomorrow, with a far better choice for you.”

He didn’t add that he had no idea yet what it would be.

• • •

After seeing her into the care of the butler and his wife, both of whom had swept in moments later with that much needed tea, Benjamin excused himself, returning to his waiting carriage, his driver and postilion at the ready. But inside the carriage, he was alone with his thoughts. And his conscience.

At the start of the evening, he’d planned on paying a visit to Claudette, his mistress of over a year. She was beautiful, charming, and best of all, they didn’t have the messy entanglement of sincere affection between them. For the first time, though, he wondered how she’d settled upon her profession. He’d never bothered to ask, because they generally had far more enjoyable matters to attend to. With her skills, it was difficult to believe she’d ever been an innocent, like Miss Fitzsimmons. Still, the thought persisted, making him uneasy. Only a hypocrite would try to protect one woman from a life of prostitution while enjoying the admittedly inventive talents of another.

A better man would offer Miss Fitzsimmons marriage, but that was not a sacrifice he was willing to make. Not when it would cost him the petty but perfect revenge he’d planned against his father. He could always settle money upon her, of course, but she’d still be an outcast. People would assume he’d become her protector. Alec and Annabelle would take her in, but that would be akin to torture, living in the same house as the man you’d once hoped to marry, as Miss Fitzsimmons had.

Surely there was another option. She was courageous. And intelligent, tonight’s behavior notwithstanding. When Alec and her father had co-sponsored a soldier’s bill in the House of Lords, she’d reportedly offered insights on its crafting that stunned them both. He knew she was fluent in French, courtesy of her native-born mother and the nurse who’d helped raise her. She was well-read, too, and not just on the subject of etiquette. He’d once offered a snippet of obscure verse, and she’d known the author instantly. He’d memorized the stupid thing to impress Annabelle Layton, only to forget it a day later.

And she was beautiful. How odd he’d not really noticed it before.

There was also the problem now of Rempley, a suspicion that could not be ignored. He’d been one of the few members of the ton not to shun Reginald Fitzsimmons; supposedly, they’d been friends of long standing. Yet Rempley had admitted to Whitehall when reporting the theft that Fitzsimmons was the only likely culprit. Days before making a vile proposition to his daughter.

Over the course of the evening, as Benjamin traveled first to a musicale, then on to a ball, and finally to a card game ending just before dawn, an idea percolated. The more he pondered it, the more audacious it seemed. He’d have to speak with the others, of course. As highly placed members of Society, they knew the circumstances behind her disgrace. But he’d have to convince them of his plan. It would keep Jane Fitzsimmons close, so he could dig deeper into the extent of her father’s involvement in the theft of the dossiers. And it would allow him to explore Rempley’s role in all of this. His attraction to the woman might prove useful.

But would she do it? Should he even ask? Knowing too much information might put her in danger. As if what he meant to propose was not dangerous enough.

• • •

“You can’t believe she’ll actually agree to this scheme of yours?” Lucien St. Alban, the Duke of Greystoke, all but exclaimed. Which was itself rather shocking. Rigid and forbidding, he rarely showed emotion of any kind. “Miss Fitzsimmons is a sober sort. She’ll think you’ve taken leave of your senses. And I’ll agree with her.”

“She’s not as sober as you think, but I know it’s an unorthodox plan.” Benjamin watched the faces of the men around the table, trying to gauge their reactions. If Greystoke could be convinced, the other two would likely follow his lead.

“It borders on the absurd.” This from Ian Hampden, the Viscount Torrington, who had a reputation for being direct and also merciless.

“Perhaps, but people see what they expect to. And they generally believe what they’re told. It’s one of the things we count on in our operations.”

“This isn’t what we planned,” Greystoke said dismissively. They were not friends after all, merely a network of associates at the urging of Lord Liverpool, England’s prime minister. On this night, they were tucked away together in a secure room in the basement of Whitehall. “You were supposed to insinuate yourself. Gain her confidence. Find out what she knew of her father’s dealings.”

“As I said earlier, she’d have come forward with anything suspicious. She’s already proven that.”

“It’s one thing to expose your father’s schemes to right an injustice,” said Nicholas Borneman, the Marquis of Winchester. “It’s quite another to offer up information that will see him charged with treason and hung by the neck.”

“Granted, but the man is dead now and thus safe from repercussions. If she’d discovered the dispatches among his papers, she’d have informed the authorities.”

“I’m willing to acquit her of any complicity,” Greystoke said. “But we know Fitzsimmons was a desperate man. And we know he was at Rempley’s the night the dispatches were taken, less than twenty-four hours before his death. I still believe they’re hidden somewhere in his house.”

“Doesn’t this make you at all suspicious about Rempley? His behavior towards Miss Fitzsimmons proves he’s not the man he’d like others to believe.”

“Neither are we,” Torrington said. “I can find him guilty of extremely poor taste but little else.”

“What about a marked absence of good judgment?” Benjamin asked, frustrated by their inability to recognize what he saw so clearly. “Why were the dispatches at his home to begin with? They should never have been taken from the committee’s files at Whitehall.”

“Regardless,” said Winchester, “that’s his prerogative as chairman. I sit on the same committee, you’ll recall. And Rempley has always been aboveboard.”

“Well, I find it bloody suspicious. Why did Rempley need to study them in the privacy of his own home, before you and the other committee members had seen them? What are the chances he was in collusion with Fitzsimmons? That with Fitzsimmons’s sudden death, he had a convenient scapegoat to disguise his own involvement?”

“I find it highly unlikely,” Winchester replied. “While I might be disappointed in his behavior towards Miss Fitzsimmons, I’ve never had cause to doubt Rempley’s patriotism. He was the person, after all, to bring the case to Lord Liverpool. He knows the prime minister has a network that will investigate his accusations, even if he doesn’t know our identities.”

“Still, Marworth makes a good point,” Greystoke said. “Several, in fact.”

“If Miss Fitzsimmons agrees to my plan, we’ll not only have access to the documents she may unwittingly have in her possession, we’ll also have the means to tempt her father’s accomplices—if there are any—out into the open. And if Rempley is involved, all the more reason to act quickly. The man is privy to our nation’s most guarded secrets, and, I might add, he only succeeded to his post after Fitzsimmons’s downfall.”

“I realize her present circumstances are perilous, but I can’t believe Miss Fitzsimmons will want to play a part,” Torrington said. “Why would she be willing to sacrifice so much, when this will likely end with her father being exposed as a traitor?”

“We don’t know that for certain,” he replied, willing away an uncomfortable flush of guilt. “And I think it’s best she not know he’s a suspect. We’ve a better chance of securing her involvement that way.”

Perhaps it was unfair. A manipulation of sorts. But then again, little in life was fair. He knew it from personal experience. And she’d be compensated in the end, after all, even if her father proved to be the culprit. She’d have the means to secure a new future for herself, away from Sir Aldus Rempley. That was more than enough, wasn’t it?

A low whistle sounded in the room, drawing his eyes to Winchester. “You’re a cold one, Marworth.”

How well he knew it.


Chapter 3

Nature appears to have formed the faculties of your sex with less vigor than those of ours.—Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women

Jane awoke the next morning to the sound of someone groaning piteously, only to realize she was the one doing the groaning. Surely she was near death. If only her heart would stop beating already, so the pain cleaving her head could cease.

She’d once read even a broken heart would beat, however, and after a few more minutes of intense misery while she lay still as a corpse, waiting for the Reaper to strike, she realized her heart meant to keep at it. Thump, thump, thump, in a steady and torturous drumbeat so loud, surely even Bess and Thompson below stairs could hear it.

During the night, someone had replaced her brain with rocks that ground against each other whenever she tried to lift her head. She couldn’t bear to open her eyes either. But she must do both, because very soon now, the contents of her stomach would empty themselves in a highly unpleasant way. If she didn’t reach her chamber pot in time, they’d be scattered all over her counterpane.

Somehow she managed it, and as she retched, she was almost grateful for the privacy of her disgrace. Were her life its formerly well-ordered self, she’d have been forced to go on morning calls today, all while on the verge of expiring from nausea. Then again, in her former life, she’d not have gotten riotously drunk. The shame of it was almost as bad as the nausea.

Dear God, had she really invited Marworth to join her in a bottle of cognac? Or offered that the word courtesan sounded nicer than whore? Not to mention all the swearing. How appalling.

Best to pretend it had never happened. No doubt Marworth must be eager to do so. Despite a vaguely remembered promise of assistance, she doubted he’d ever again acknowledge her. In similar circumstances, she’d respond the same way. As she stood hesitantly, wiping her mouth with a nearby cloth, Bess entered the room, chattering about a restorative brew specially ordered by Lord Marworth last evening. “He said it would set you to rights, my lady,” Bess declared, even as she flushed with what was likely mortification.

Unable to meet Bess’s eyes, Jane took the brew and a small sip. She’d become quite good last evening at swallowing past an initial burst of pain, but this was something else entirely. “What in the world is this horror?” she wheezed, eyes watering.

“A bit of this and that. Perhaps it’s best if I’m not overly specific.”

“If you told me an eye of the newt and the toe of a frog, I’d not be surprised,” she said, morbidly pleased she could remember Macbeth in a moment such as this. “I’ve never tasted anything more revolting.”

“Still, my lady. Lord Marworth insisted you’d feel better afterwards. He said it’d help with your … ah … recent indisposition.”

She would never recover from this embarrassment. To have fallen so far into her self-pity that others had been forced to take care of her. Thompson had practically carried her up the stairs last night. “I do thank you, Bess, for your concern. And … for staying with me, the both of you, when you’ve far better opportunities.”

Bess’s brows shot to her hairline in surprise. “Why, Miss Jane,” she sputtered. “Don’t you realize you mean the world to us? We’ve been with you since you were a wee one. We’ll not abandon you now.”

She wanted to hug the woman, but it would be quite out of character, and she’d done enough of that already, with appropriately disastrous consequences. So instead, with a grateful smile, she swallowed down the rest of the concoction. At first, it threatened to follow the cognac right into the chamber pot. Moments later, though, it settled in her stomach, establishing an uneasy truce with her digestive tract. Minutes after that, her headache eased slightly, enough that she could begin to contemplate more important things. Like her future.

As Bess bustled out of the room, Jane decided it was not as dire as she’d first believed. She was not the first woman, after all, to find herself in reduced circumstances. She could move far away from London, perhaps finding employment as a governess in a remote village. Perhaps she could even author a primer on how to fall from grace with aplomb. Surely, with time, she could find a place for herself and some way to be useful. And if she’d once dreamed of something more, dreams were not reality. She’d learned that well enough.

How she despised last night’s weakness. It was the sort her father had indulged in, and look where it had landed him. She might have lost almost everything, but she still had her dignity. At least most of it.

• • •

“Are you at home to visitors, Miss Jane?” Thompson asked after she’d settled herself in the family parlor with a stack of Father’s legal papers and personal correspondence. The task of sorting it was better suited to the library, but she wasn’t ready to face the scene of her shame.

If a caller was here, there was even more shame to come. She was dressed in a light blue gown, which violated every rule of mourning. One should wear black for at least a year following the death of a family member. However, there’d only been time and money for one mourning outfit, and it was a wrinkled mess now, the smell of cognac clinging to it.

“I suppose it depends on who that visitor is,” she replied cautiously. “It’s not Sir Aldus, is it?”

“No, my lady. Lord Marworth has requested a moment.”

Her still fragile stomach sank. He’d said he would return today, but she’d hoped he would save her the embarrassment. Apparently not.

“Thank you, Thompson. I will join him in the drawing room shortly.” As he departed, she stood, sighing as she caught a glimpse of herself in the wall mirror. Whether it was vain or no, she generally approved of her appearance. She had pretty hair, a straight nose, and a chin that did not offend. But to say she was not in her best looks was redundant. How could her eyes be both puffy and sunken at the same time? And she was unnaturally pale. Not that it mattered. If one thing was certain in her upended world, it was that Marworth was not here to pay court. She’d be lucky to get through this encounter without collapsing into a humiliating heap upon the floor.
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