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Chapter One
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BUCKINGHAM PALACE. REBECCA Marshall still couldn’t believe she was going to be living there. She’d known for a week, but the reality of it simply hadn’t sunk in. But now here she was.

Becoming a maid of honor at Queen Victoria’s court was the biggest surprise she’d ever had in all of her eighteen years. Her mother, Lilly, had been hoping for this elite position to be bestowed on her daughter, but Lilly hadn’t told Rebecca that she’d called in a few favors to obtain it. She hadn’t wanted Rebecca to be disappointed if it didn’t come to pass.

Rebecca wouldn’t have been disappointed. She’d never even considered being a maid of honor at the royal court. But she knew that it was something her mother had aspired to. Lilly often spoke of her lost chance to be a maid of honor, or even a lady of the bedchamber once she’d become a married woman. Her family had been staunch Tories like her husband. And with the Whigs in power, controlling all of the court appointments, Lilly had been unable to achieve her fondest wish and had finally given it up. After all, the Whig political party had retained power for a long time.

But now the Tories, more recently called Conservatives, were finally back in office, with Sir Robert Peel as the new prime minister. Out with the old, in with the new, as it were. With new appointments being made, Lilly had quickly petitioned party officials for an appointment for Rebecca. There was no guarantee that Rebecca would receive one as there weren’t many appointments to be had. But the letter had arrived last week. And like an excitable young girl, Rebecca’s mother had actually shouted for joy after reading it, she had been so thrilled. And her excitement had been contagious.

The last week had been a whirlwind. Mother and daughter had only just started planning for Rebecca’s come-out in London during the next winter Season, which was still months away. They were still in the early stages of having her new wardrobe designed, with nothing created yet! So many extra seamstresses had to be hired, and decisions had to be made quickly. There were trips back and forth to the nearby town of Norford, sometimes two or three trips a day. And underlying it all was the excitement and Lilly’s nonstop chatter about this being the most golden opportunity of Rebecca’s life.

It was also going to be the biggest change in Rebecca’s life since her father’s passing. The Earl of Ryne had died when she was only eight. Lilly had never entertained the idea of remarrying. The earl’s title had gone to a male relative of his, but the manor near Norford where Rebecca had grown up wasn’t entailed. She’d spent her whole life there, hadn’t even gone off for her schooling as had some of her closer friends. Lilly hadn’t been willing to part with her, so she had arranged for Rebecca to have the best teachers right there at home.

Rebecca had loved that arrangement. It allowed her and her mother to spend a lot of time together. Both adept horsewomen, they rode nearly every day when the weather was good. Rebecca was going to miss that. With both of them having so many friends in Norford, there was always someone stopping by to visit, or some social gathering to attend. Rebecca was going to miss that, too. But they wouldn’t be so far apart. Norford was only a few hours’ ride north of London. However, Lilly was determined to give Rebecca some time to get settled in and used to her position, before she visited. She didn’t want to appear to be an overprotective mother, even if she was!

Actually, this appointment to the queen’s court would be the second golden opportunity for Rebecca that mother and daughter had extensively discussed. The first had arisen five years ago when they were in complete agreement on their first choice for Rebecca’s future husband. No need for a Seasonal launch if she could catch his eye, and he was a neighbor, too, Raphael Locke, the Duke of Norford’s heir. So convenient! But the esteemed fellow had up and married someone else before Rebecca was old enough to put herself forward, and that had ended that.

Such a shame. She had been looking forward to being a part of that interesting family. Preston Locke, the duke, had five sisters, all married and living elsewhere now, but they often returned to Norford for visits. Lilly had told stories about the days when most of those ladies had still lived at home and how the Lockes had quite dominated the local society, and in fact some of the grander parties Rebecca had attended had been at Norford Hall when she was a child. She had almost got closer to that family when she became friends with the youngest daughter of the house, Amanda Locke. It was too bad they had lost touch with each other after Amanda was sent off to private school.

The duke hadn’t entertained much after that because it was only him and his elderly mother in that big house. His wife had died years ago, and while every available lady in the neighborhood had probably tried to catch his eye over the years, he remained a widower. But Ophelia Locke did the entertaining there now, the woman who had captured Raphael’s heart before Rebecca could!

Two lost opportunities in that illustrious family, a best friend and a husband. But this new opportunity was upon her. A maid of honor at Queen Victoria’s court! Rebecca knew all the benefits. Holding the position was comparable to attending the most elite finishing school in the world. She’d be meeting the most important people in England and royalty from across the Continent. There was no reason to wait for a Season if you were part of a court with a queen who loved to entertain. If Rebecca was lucky, the queen might even have a hand in picking her future husband. Anything was possible.

Miraculously, Rebecca’s wardrobe was finished in time for her departure for London and was much grander than it would have been for a mere Season. Lilly had spared no expense. And she accompanied Rebecca and her maid, Flora, to London.

It wasn’t the first time Rebecca was seeing London. There had been a few shopping excursions over the years, a horse race Lilly just had to attend since the sire of her mare was racing that day, the wedding of an old friend Lilly had been invited to, and, of course, Rebecca had joined her on all of those trips. But this was the first time she was seeing Buckingham Palace. There had been no reason to visit it before when no monarchs had made it their home until now.

Alighting from the coach with her mother and Flora, Rebecca stood there in awe of the grand structure that she would be living in for months, possibly years. It was so much bigger than she had imagined! Even the marble arch of the ceremonial entrance was stories high! Palace guards were marching nearby in their brightly colored uniforms. Other people passed under the huge arch that Rebecca would be walking through.

Her feet wouldn’t move. Nervousness nearly overwhelmed her. She already knew Lilly wasn’t going to escort her inside, but she wasn’t ready to say good-bye! She’d never had to say good-bye to her mother before, not like this.

Lilly took her hand and squeezed it. She understood. In that simple gesture, she gave Rebecca courage.

“Your father would have been so proud, had he lived to see this.”

Rebecca glanced at her mother. It was a poignant moment. Lilly was so happy for her daughter, and yet she was no doubt recalling her own missed opportunities. It was in her expression, close to tears yet smiling.

“You two aren’t going to cry, are you?” Flora asked in a complaining tone.

Lilly laughed. Rebecca managed a grin. Flora was good at relieving tension with her candor.

Unfortunately, Flora wouldn’t be living in the palace with Rebecca. She would only stay long enough today to get Rebecca settled in. They both knew that Rebecca wasn’t going to get a room to herself. There simply weren’t enough rooms for all the members of the court, let alone for their servants. So Lilly had rented a flat for Flora nearby so she could come to the palace each day to maintain Rebecca’s wardrobe and perform her usual duties.

Lilly had been entertaining the idea of buying a town house in London for Rebecca’s first Season. But now that Rebecca’s “Season” had begun under a completely different set of circumstances, Lilly was more hesitant about the idea. While some of the ladies at court owned homes in London where they spent their nights instead of sharing a room at the crowded palace, Lilly wanted Rebecca to experience every aspect of court, and the surest way to do that was to live there. If the Marshalls had a town house, Rebecca might be tempted to go home to it each night.

Lilly gathered Rebecca into her arms for a long hug. “I’ll see you in a few weeks, darling. At least I will try to stay away that long.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do,” Lilly cut in. “This is your time, not mine. You’re going to enjoy every minute of it. But you must write me every day. I want to hear about everything.”

“I will.”

“But most of all, Becky, enjoy yourself. Wonderful things are going to happen for you. I just know it.”

Rebecca really wished she had more of her mother’s enthusiasm, but her own excitement had waned now that their separation was imminent. This was her mother’s dream. She wished Lilly could have had it instead of her.

But for Lilly’s sake, she put on a bright smile, gave her mother one last hug, and hurried inside the palace.



Chapter Two
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D’YOU THINK WE’LL ever get there?” Flora whispered to Rebecca with a grin as they followed a liveried servant who was dressed more grandly than some noblemen down an incredibly long corridor.

The maid was joking, but the footman leading the way heard her and glanced back to reply, “Lady Rebecca’s room is just around the next corner. It’s actually closer to the main rooms than the accommodations some of the other ladies have been given. The queen remembered meeting the Earl of Ryne when she was a child and suggested the room herself. A good start for you, m’lady.”

Flora beamed. Rebecca blushed. A footman shouldn’t know things like that. Then again, this was the palace! The servants here probably knew more about the courtiers’ private lives than anyone else did. Hadn’t her mother warned her not to snub any of them?

“I never snub servants,” Rebecca had reminded her mother.

“I know you don’t, m’dear, this just wouldn’t be a good time to start.”

Just one of many silly things Lilly had said in the last week, due to her exhaustion in getting Rebecca ready for her new life at the palace. However, after a good night’s sleep her mother had brought up the subject again.

“If the servants take a liking to you, they can be extremely helpful. Remember, working at the palace is their livelihood. Some of them may even deal in one sort of intrigue or another, just to keep above the rest. But the point is, they will have information that you will find useful, and if they like you, they won’t mind sharing it.”

With her mother’s advice in mind, Rebecca smiled at the footman and said, “Thank you . . . ? ”

“John Keets, m’lady.”

“Thank you, John. It’s good to know my father is well remembered.”

He nodded. He was a personable fellow with sandy-brown hair, tall, young, his expression completely stoic until he spoke, when it became much more friendly. Flora was actually giving him an admiring glance. But then Flora cast admiring glances at most men. As she was a pretty young woman with black hair and brown eyes, she usually got more than her share of glances back.

The maid had worked for the Marshalls for the last six years. She was only a few years older than Rebecca, but she’d been taught by her own mother, who had also been a ladies’ maid, how to excel in that profession, and the Marshall ladies had never had their coiffures done up so superbly prior to Flora’s arrival.

John noticed Flora’s glance and, in his own way, returned the compliment with one of his own. But they had finally reached the end of the corridor, a T. He turned right and opened the first door they came to.

“Your trunks will be delivered shortly,” John said, ushering them into the small room. “And removed, as soon as they are unpacked. You will be sharing the room with Elizabeth Marly. Unfortunately, the queen isn’t aware yet that Lady Elizabeth can be something of an instigator. You might not want to become too friendly with her.”

He said no more. He’d said so much! What the devil did “something of an instigator” mean?

Flora must have been having the same thought because as soon as the door closed behind John, she said, “That sounds ominous.”

It did, but Rebecca wasn’t going to jump to conclusions. “It could mean she just starts things, they don’t have to be bad things, maybe just things inappropriate for the palace?” At Flora’s doubting look, she added, “Well, I can better judge once I meet her, and I’ll have no choice about that, since we’re sharing this room.”

Flora snorted. “This room is much smaller than I imagined it would be. Why, it’s barely the size of your dressing room at home!”

Rebecca grinned at the disdain that had crept into Flora’s tone. Actually, the room was much bigger than her dressing room, just much smaller than her bedroom at home.

“I don’t think we’re meant to spend much time here. It’s just a place to sleep and change clothes,” Rebecca replied.

“And you’ll be bumping elbows doing that.”

That was true enough. There wasn’t much clear floor space. A double bed that looked more like a wide cot, with two narrow bed tables on each side of it that held the only two lamps in the room, took up most of the space. There was no fireplace, only a brazier that probably wouldn’t be needed for another month. A small tub was located behind a screen in one corner, along with a commode stand with a pitcher of water and several towels. There was a tiny, round table that might hold a tray of food, but only one narrow chair, and a single vanity table. The room’s most prominent features, however, were the wardrobes, which lined two and a half walls! They even blocked the windows, which let in only a smidgen of light around the edges of the wardrobes on that wall.

Flora was staring at the wardrobes, too. “Imagine that, and a good thing, too. I assumed that you’d have a separate dressing room, even if you had to share it. I never imagined your room here would be a dressing room. And of course there would have to be this many wardrobes for two ladies, wouldn’t there? Your fancy gowns will take up at least one wall of these. Half of them better be empty . . .”

The warning note ended with a task as Flora opened the nearest wardrobe and found it full. She moved down several feet before opening another and found it full, too. So Lady Elizabeth had claimed that wall, obviously. Flora moved to the wall with the blocked windows, but the first wardrobe she opened there was also full, and the next. She finally found one that was only half-full, and the last two were empty. She also checked the two wardrobe filling up half of a third wall. Only one of those was empty, too.

Flora started to laugh. “D’you get the feeling Lady Elizabeth wasn’t expecting to share this room?”

“It would appear so,” Rebecca agreed.

“Well, the lady has too many clothes, there’s no doubt of that. But she’s going to have to get rid of some of them, or end up with wrinkled gowns, because you’re claiming half of these, Becky my girl, and I’m going to see to that right now.”

Flora got to work moving dresses around. Rebecca helped her. The room had no bureaus either, not that there was any space for them, but at least the bottom of each wardrobe had a large drawer where she could store clothes that didn’t need to be hung up.

They hadn’t had to stuff Elizabeth’s clothes into her share of the wardrobes—too much. She’d actually been using one whole wardrobe for just two ball gowns, and another for what looked like an assortment of costumes.

“There now,” Flora said, satisfied with the new arrangement. “We should be able to make do with just this one wall, so the lady can have the extra two wardrobes, but no more’n that. You’re not getting wrinkled just because she brought too many clothes to court. And you know,” Flora added, staring at the wall of empty wardrobes waiting to be filled with Rebecca’s clothes, “there’s no reason for you not to have a little light. These wardrobes aren’t ideally situated. Why block both windows when it isn’t necessary. They can be moved a little both ways so you can squeeze in there to open a window if necessary. I’ll borrow a strong shoulder when your trunks arrive.”

Flora did just that, getting at least half of one window unblocked. The two men who carried in the first of Rebecca’s four trunks didn’t mind helping at all, once Flora smiled at them, and a dirty sheer, white curtain that had probably been hidden for months or longer was revealed. Flora promised to get it cleaned tomorrow.

The maid left soon after that to get her own flat in order, chuckling on her way out the door, “My rooms are bigger than yours,” which left Rebecca smiling.

Her humor didn’t last though. She was overwhelmed by how alone she was going to be here at court.

She’d been tutored at home, so she’d never been separated from her mother before. Not a day of her life had gone by without her mother being nearby. For that matter, Flora had been within shouting distance, too. But this court appointment was definitely a cutting of the apron strings, and it was happening much sooner than Rebecca had expected, and without her having a husband to rely on.

Yes, there would be endless opportunities to socialize and meet interesting people, and, yes, she’d probably meet her future husband here. But deep down, Rebecca would have preferred a normal come-out during a normal Season, with her mother by her side. She just hadn’t been able to spoil her mother’s elation by telling her that. Yet they weren’t just mother and daughter. They were actually friends. She should have told her. . . .



Chapter Three
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NOTHING WAS SCHEDULED for the remainder of the day, which was why Flora had left after unpacking the trunks. For Rebecca, it was time to relax, get settled in, and recover from an exhausting week. She had been assigned to the Duchess of Kent, Queen Victoria’s mother, but the duchess wasn’t even in residence today and wasn’t expected back until tomorrow.

Rebecca stretched out on the bed. As she lay there, she thought about the queen. She was in residence, but Rebecca might never meet her. After all, not everyone who lived in the palace was introduced to the queen. Or she might meet her and they could become great friends. Anything was possible when you lived in the palace, Rebecca thought as she dozed off.

“What did you do?” a shrill voice asked. “Why did you move those wardrobes? I sleep late. You will, too. We don’t need daylight waking us earlier than necessary.”

What a rude awakening from her brief nap! Rebecca blinked her eyes open to see the young woman who had entered the room and apparently lit one of the lamps next to the bed before she started her tirade. Short and plump, she was pushing at the seams of her orange day dress. She had dark golden hair tightly coiffured except for a few ringlets about her cherub cheeks. Someone should tell her that orange was not her color, Rebecca thought. It made her look sallow. She might have been pretty if she didn’t have such a snarling expression.

Green eyes were glaring at the wall where half of a window was exposed. The sun had set while Rebecca had napped. No light was currently coming from that direction.

Still half-asleep, Rebecca thoughtlessly replied, “That’s what curtains are for.”

“Curtains, no,” the lady disagreed in the same sharp tone. “Thick drapes possibly, but we can’t reach the bloody pulls for drapes, can we? If we had some, which we don’t.”

Rebecca was quickly waking up. The lady really was angry and not even trying to hide it. About something this trivial?

Rebecca sat up and frowned at the window that was causing such offense. This was not a good start if this was Lady Elizabeth, and she had no doubt that it was.

“I could tack a petticoat over the window before retiring and remove it after you awake in the morning?” she offered. “I’m sorry, but daylight has never woken me so I don’t think of it as a nuisance. Lighting lamps in this room when daylight can stream in seems rather silly.”

She probably shouldn’t have added that, because the young woman turned away from the wardrobes and glared at her. “Then you’ve never slept in a room with windows that face the sunrise, have you?”

Rebecca flinched inwardly. “No, I can’t say that I have, and you’ve definitely made your point. I will be sure to rectify the problem.”

When Rebecca stood up, she towered over the shorter girl. Like her mother, she was rather tall at five feet nine inches. She took after her mother in most things, actually. Both of them were slim yet curved nicely where they ought to be. Both were blond, though she might have gotten the golden shade of her hair from her father, since Lilly was a much lighter ash blond. She had her mother’s blue eyes, too, though Rebecca’s were a darker shade of blue. But they both had high cheekbones, a patrician nose, and a gently curved, firm chin, all of which Rebecca was grateful for, since Lilly was considered quite a beautiful woman.

Rebecca smiled, making an effort at a new start. “Lady Elizabeth, I presume?”

“Yes, and you are—?”

The young woman’s tone was still stiff and somewhat imperious. Rebecca found it hard to believe that Elizabeth hadn’t been informed who her new roommate would be.

“Lady Rebecca Anne Victoria Marshall.”

She almost blushed. She rarely mentioned her middle names when she met people. Her family and friends merely called her Becky, though her mother was known to call her Becky Anne when she was delivering a scolding. Rebecca was sure her parents simply hadn’t been able to make up their minds about her name, which is why she’d ended up with so many. But she had no idea why she’d just given them all to her roommate. Possibly because she already suspected they were not going to be friends. Which was too bad. They were going to be sharing a bed, for goodness’ sake. They needed at least to be cordial.

“Named after the queen, were you? How droll,” Elizabeth remarked before she marched over to one of her wardrobes and yanked open the door.

Perversely, Rebecca was delighted that it was now her wardrobe and said, “No, actually, she wasn’t the queen at the time nor even in a close running when I was born. You, however, share your name with many queens. Do you find that droll, too?”

Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder. “You shouldn’t have touched my belongings. Don’t do it again.”

“You weren’t here—”

“The arrangement was perfect as it was.”

Rebecca choked back a laugh at that petulant reply. “No, I beg to differ, it wasn’t even close to equal. It still isn’t. We left you the extra two wardrobes.”

Elizabeth apparently wasn’t grateful for the boon. She didn’t even acknowledge it and instead inquired, “We?”

“My maid and I.”

“Your maid got a room here?” Elizabeth swung back around with a gasp. “How did you manage that?”

“I didn’t, and, no, she didn’t. We—”

“Ah, you have a town house,” Elizabeth cut in. “My family doesn’t have one, so my maid had to stay at home. But if you have a house in London, why don’t you use it instead of crowding me in this small room?”

If Rebecca had had any doubts that Elizabeth resented her presence, they were now gone. The young woman couldn’t have stated more clearly that she didn’t like having a roommate. Rebecca could have been embarrassed by it. A girl with less mettle might have been. But she wasn’t for a good reason, which John Keets, bless him, had given her.

“Even if this room hadn’t been assigned to me, which makes it half mine, it was chosen for me at the queen’s suggestion. I don’t think I’d care to insult the queen by requesting a different room, but if you find the arrangement so deplorable, perhaps you should make that request for yourself.”

Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Had she really thought that she could cow Rebecca into leaving or apologizing for the situation, just because Elizabeth had moved in first?

“But as I was going to say before you interrupted,” Rebecca continued, “no, my family doesn’t own a London house, but we found a flat nearby for my maid, so she can come to the palace daily to attend to her usual duties.”

“How nice for you,” Elizabeth said in a pouting tone. “Not everyone can afford such frivolous luxuries. Where is your maid now?”

Rebecca was blushing a little and she didn’t know why. Of course not all noble families were wealthy. That hers was wealthy was certainly no cause for embarrassment.

Fortunately, Elizabeth had moved over to the single vanity they would be sharing, so she didn’t notice the blush. She pulled out the velvet-cushioned stool that had been shoved underneath the lace-edged table and sat down to check her coiffure.

To Elizabeth’s back, Rebecca said, “There was no reason for Flora to stay, since there is nothing on my agenda today for which I would require her assistance.”

“Not everything at the palace happens with a great deal of warning. You will need to adjust accordingly on occasion, if you intend to be well prepared for any happenstance.”

That actually sounded like good advice, Rebecca realized, she just couldn’t imagine why the resentful girl would want to give her good advice.

“Perhaps you can make amends for the changes you made to my room—without permission—by having your maid do my hair. I’ve been using Lady Jane’s maid, but she’s rooming on the other side of the palace.”

Rebecca should have known Elizabeth would have an ulterior motive for offering her advice.

“I doubt Flora will be agreeable to the extra work,” Rebecca replied.

But Elizabeth didn’t let it go at that. “What has she to say about it? She works for you, she does what you tell her.”

“Actually, she works for my family. Maybe you would like to take this up with my mother?”

That brought a sour expression to Elizabeth’s face. “Never mind, I’ll manage as I usually do.”

Rebecca shook her head. If Elizabeth had made a little effort to be friendly to her, Rebecca would have left the matter to Flora. She would even have slipped the maid some extra coins for her trouble.

Before she forgot about it and heard more strident complaints from her roommate in the morning, Rebecca dug out her thickest petticoat and squeezed between the wardrobes to tuck it over the old curtain.

“Did you bring a costume?” Elizabeth asked. “Drina has declared a masque for tonight.”

“Drina?”

“The queen, of course.”

Rebecca could be forgiven for her mistake because only members of the royal family called Queen Victoria by her childhood nickname. Surely she hadn’t been put in a room with a member of the royal family and had unknowingly been treating one of them less than deferentially.

For the first time in her life she wished that her mother had raised her more traditionally instead of in the relaxed manner that she did. If her father hadn’t died when she’d been so young, her upbringing would probably have been more in line with that of other young gentlewomen of her day.

Virtuous, innocent, yes, indeed, she was barely eighteen and had never been kissed. Adept at playing at least one instrument and singing—yes, she could sing, but she was simply all thumbs when it came to musical instruments and she’d tried four different ones before Lilly had thrown them all out. She should know a smattering of a foreign language or two, and she was indeed fluent in French. Dutiful, yes, she was a dutiful daughter and she could probably be a dutiful wife. At least, she would try. Too scatterbrained to be able to form an intelligent opinion, no, she was a complete failure there.

Lilly had confided, “We’re just supposed to keep our intelligence, if we have any, mind you, to ourselves. And you’ve been warned, m’dear. If you have to pretend to be stupid, then you must do so. Unfortunately, it’s what the average nobleman expects of his wife, but maybe you will be lucky enough to marry a man who is not average. Maybe your husband will enjoy having an intelligent conversation with you that doesn’t revolve around servants and the household, which is all most husbands expect their wives to be knowledgeable about. But if you aren’t that lucky, well, you’re smart enough to be stupid!”

Of course, if Lilly had raised her in the strictly traditional manner, she would probably have fled in tears from Elizabeth’s abrasiveness. But life with her mother had given her the tenacity to stand up for herself. Life with her mother had taught her that there was more to being a woman than what men expected. Life with Lilly hadn’t ruined her, it had prepared her for anything—except insulting a member of the royal family.

All color drained from her face with that thought. “You are related to the queen?”

“Whatever gave you that idea?” Elizabeth said in a smug little tone.

Rebecca understood now that Elizabeth was merely making sure that Rebecca realized that she knew much more about the court than Rebecca did. The alarm she’d caused Rebecca had merely been an added bonus for her.

Relieved that she hadn’t insulted royalty, but annoyed with Elizabeth, Rebecca said stiffly, “I wasn’t informed about any masque.”

“You weren’t here to be informed, were you?”

That was true enough, but surely she wasn’t expected to attend without being invited. Elizabeth apparently thought otherwise.

“It can be hoped you brought more than one costume with you, and items to improvise others. The queen enjoys all sorts of entertainments, but she truly loves costume balls, and even if she refers to such an event as a masque, you can be sure you need to attend in full costume. She is young, after all, not too many years older than you and I. Why wouldn’t she be fond of the same things we are?”

Rebecca felt herself blush again. A costume, the one thing she and her mother had overlooked for her wardrobe. She didn’t even have a domino mask for a half-costume.

Elizabeth guessed as much. “Well, that’s a shame. Off to quite a bad start, aren’t you?”

Was that a bit of relish Rebecca detected in Elizabeth’s tone? Probably, yet the girl continued, “I’d loan you one of mine”—she paused for a long glance up and down Rebecca’s tall, slim frame—“but they obviously wouldn’t fit.”

“I will simply have to be excused—”

“Not unless you’re ill, which you aren’t. We’re expected to attend all of the entertainments, to fill out the court, especially since the foreign dignitaries who are favored with invitations need ladies to dance and converse with. It’s all in the interest of the monarchy putting on a good show.”

Lilly had warned her about that. It’s why court could be considered the come-out to top all come-outs. She would meet some of the most eligible bachelors in the world and, in return, be part of the pomp and circumstance designed to impress those same dignitaries. She would have to let her mother know. Lilly could arrange to have some costumes sent to her by the seamstresses at home, who already had her measurements, but that still wouldn’t take care of tonight. But how could this count against her when she simply hadn’t known?

“I believe I am feeling ill—”

“Be quiet and let me think,” Elizabeth said. “The other ladies who might have extra costumes you could borrow are like me, too short to accommodate your height. What did you do, take after your father?”

“No, my mother.”

Elizabeth wasn’t listening. “Let me see if I have anything that might be useful,” she said, and went straight to one of her wardrobes. After a moment of rummaging around in it, she swung around holding a tricornered hat of the sort favored several centuries ago. She was even smiling. What an amazing difference it made to her face. It softened the edges and made her look friendly!

“My last roommate left this behind. It’s too bad she took the jacket and breeches with her that finished off the costume, but I’m sure we can find you a jacket, maybe even the breeches to go with it. Some of the footmen around here dress quite lavishly, in case you didn’t notice.”

Rebecca frowned doubtfully. “And my costume would be?”

“A musketeer, of course. I’m sure no one will notice you don’t have a rapier to add the final touch. It’s the old-fashioned hat that makes it, you see. And it’s such a perfect costume for a woman. A man couldn’t pull it off. Remove the hat and he wouldn’t be in costume! But a woman—it’s the one time we can wear breeches, you know! For us, it is a costume and a good one.”

Elizabeth was right, actually. And she seemed so pleased with herself for finding this solution for Rebecca that Rebecca didn’t have the heart to say she’d rather take her chances with the disapproval she might incur for not attending than show up in a silly-looking patched-together costume that could earn her disapproval of a different sort, for trying to masquerade as a man.

“You will want to put your hair up under the hat,” Elizabeth added as she tossed it toward Rebecca. “It’s too bad you sent your maid off for the day, isn’t it?”

There, that was better. That catty remark and tone were more in line with what Rebecca expected from the other girl. She could be forgiven for mistrusting her roommate’s sudden offer of help.

But Elizabeth didn’t seem to expect an answer. She pulled a costume out of her wardrobe for herself, but didn’t lay it down on the bed. She just draped it over her arm.

“I prefer to have my hair done first, which usually means I must cart my clothes all over the palace so I can dress afterwards,” she said with a sigh. On her way out the door, she added, “I will have a jacket sent to you.”

She probably wouldn’t do any such thing, Rebecca thought as she sat down on the bed, alone again. Elizabeth’s mentioning the inconvenience of having to go to someone else’s maid to have her hair done pretty much guaranteed it. She was sure Elizabeth wouldn’t do her any favors. But then a jacket was delivered, and not five minutes later another footman handed her some breeches to go with it. Suddenly Rebecca felt quite bad for doubting Elizabeth Marly.



Chapter Four
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REBECCA WAS RATHER pleased as she stood back from the vanity mirror to have a better look at her improvised costume. She wished the room had a longer mirror, but the oval one at least let her see some of her length.

Her height was going to help her pull this off. The breeches actually fit! That made her decide to go ahead and dress the part of a dashing cavalier. Had the jacket been less fancy, she might have claimed the role of a pirate instead, then she wouldn’t have had to stuff her hair away. The hat, with its rakishly long feather, would probably have worked either way.

While she would rather have looked perfect for her first public appearance at court, the costume was obviously a costume. She turned around and glanced at her backside in the mirror and was assured that she could pass for a man until someone got a look at her face. Finished primping, she was beginning to feel excited. This was her first ball of any sort. She would have missed it altogether if not for Elizabeth’s help. She owed the girl an apology for doubting her.

She hurried out of the room, then slowed down considerably as the long corridor stretched in front of her and she realized she had no idea where the ball was taking place. One of the main rooms, surely, and once she got to the end of the corridor, there would no doubt be servants she could ask.

“Got your days mixed up, old chap?” a male voice asked from behind her. “The costume ball is tomorrow night.” The man turned his head and glanced at her briefly as he walked by.

Rebecca stopped in her tracks. Him? What was he doing here?

The man didn’t stop to hear her reply, not that she could have replied because she was speechless. His long legs carried him far beyond her and soon he was out of sight. He hadn’t looked at her closely enough to realize his mistake in assuming she was a chap. But she’d seen enough of his face to recognize him and be rendered dazzled and dumbstruck for the third time he had come into her view.

She thought of him as The Angel. He was too beautiful to be just an ordinary man. So tall and strapping, with long black hair that bounced about his shoulders with his long stride. She’d thought his eyes were a light gray, but then she’d never been so close to him before. At his brief glance just now, she saw that they were actually a lovely shade of pale blue.

The first time she’d ever seen him had been in the town of Norford, and she’d been so awestruck, she’d imagined an ethereal glow about him, thus he’d become The Angel in her mind. The notion had been reinforced the second time she saw him, when he’d been riding along the road to Norford Hall, a sunbeam peeking through the tree branches shining directly on him, like the light of heaven. She’d been awestruck that time, too. She might have thought she’d imagined the whole thing if she hadn’t been with her mother the second time and Lilly had noticed her reaction.

“He’s related to your future husband,” Lilly had said. “One of Raphael Locke’s many cousins, I believe. I swear, that entire family was blessed with exceptional looks.”

Her mother had had such great expectations that she would marry the Locke heir. Rebecca had had them, too. From the day she’d first met Raphael Locke when he’d come to one of her mother’s garden parties, she’d been enthralled by his handsomeness and charming manner. So she’d been in wholehearted agreement when Lilly had suggested he might do for her husband. Unfortunately, that had been five years ago when she’d been way too young for marriage, whereas Raphael had already been of a marriageable age.

Rebecca and her mother had both worried when he’d gone to London for his first real Season. But then the rumors flew that he wasn’t looking for a wife yet. Then more rumors flew about how most of the mamas of the debutantes that particular Season refused to believe that he wouldn’t be enamored of their daughters. He had tried to put them off by having one brief affair after another, hoping for the title of rake rather than eligible bachelor.

It didn’t work. The mamas still trotted their daughters forward. As the Duke of Norford’s heir, Raphael was simply too good a catch to ignore. They hounded him so badly that they more or less chased him out of London and right off to the Continent for a two-year tour of Europe. Which was a relief for the Marshall ladies. They saw it as a reprieve, time for Rebecca to grow up a little more.

But when Raphael returned to the homeland, something unexpected happened. With no rumors to give warning, and not even a courtship, he up and married Ophelia Reed, the most beautiful and spiteful woman in London. What a disappointment that had been. Rebecca had been left floundering without a goal.

Of course Lilly had blamed herself for introducing the subject of marriage when Rebecca hadn’t been close to the age for it. She didn’t make that mistake again. Marriage was still discussed, but just in a general way that didn’t involve any specific names.

But here was Raphael’s cousin where she would have least expected to find him. Come to think of it, it wasn’t so far-fetched to see him at Buckingham Palace. He was a marquis, after all. At least, she thought he might be a marquis. Hadn’t his mother married one, then next they heard, she had become a widow, so the title went to her eldest son? He could certainly have been invited to the palace for one of the entertainments.

Coming out of her daze, she realized that this was the first time she was seeing The Angel when she didn’t have designs on his cousin. Previously, she had put aside as inappropriate her curiosity about the man. Besides, he wasn’t well known in Norford. His mother, one of the duke’s many sisters, had married and moved to London before Rebecca had been born. So she’d never learned his full name, as people referred to him as Raphael’s cousin, or Julie’s son. He simply remained The Angel to her.

Of course she knew he wasn’t an angel. She’d even heard some vague rumors about Julie Locke’s son being a notorious skirt-chaser, which was a kinder way of saying he was a rake of the worst sort. She hadn’t believed a word of it. How could anything tawdry be associated with him?

Alone in the empty corridor, Rebecca started moving again, but she didn’t take more than a few steps before she came to a dead halt again. So utterly distracted by who had given her the warning, she hadn’t fully processed what that warning entailed.

There was no costume ball tonight? Could Elizabeth really have gotten the days mixed up, or did she lie to make Rebecca look the fool? She would certainly have looked foolish showing up at a social event dressed as she was. Some sort of entertainment must be taking place, or Elizabeth wouldn’t have concocted a plan designed to embarrass her in front of others. If it had been a plan.

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Rebecca mumbled under her breath. “Give her the benefit of the doubt. She really could have been trying to make amends only to have it backfire on her. It would be a shame then to make accusations only to be wrong and end up looking the fool anyway.”

She walked slowly back to her room, all of the ramifications running through her mind of what could have happened if The Angel hadn’t passed her in the hall. What would her mother do? She wished she could ask her for advice, but Lilly was probably back in Norford by now.

Rebecca closed the door to her room and leaned back against it. She wasn’t sure if she should just retire so she would be fresh for her first full day at the palace, or change clothes and seek out Elizabeth to demand an explanation. The window caught her eye. The offensive window. The silly window draped with her petticoat! The kernel of anger she was trying to ignore couldn’t be ignored any longer.



Chapter Five
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DID YOU FIND your room satisfactory this time?”

Rupert St. John, Marquis of Rochwood, reposed in the stuffed chair in an insolent manner, a leg draped over one arm, his back resting against the other. He sniffed the brandy he was handed, but didn’t drink it, and he didn’t answer the question. The disrespect he showed to his superior was deliberate. But then he despised Nigel Jennings and they both knew it.

The first time Rupert had been asked to reside in the palace for a few days so he could be close to his quarry, he’d been shoved with his servant into a room so tiny it could by all accounts have been called a box. This time he’d been given a suite of rooms that a foreign king had just vacated. So the question didn’t require an answer. He hadn’t really complained about that other room, he’d merely told Nigel never to ask him to stay in Buckingham again, particularly since his home was no more than a five-minute ride from the palace. But Nigel had stressed how important it was. So Rupert had in fact been a little surprised by the grandeur of his current accommodations.

His pale blue eyes remained on Nigel as the older man poured himself a glass of brandy as well, or half a glass, and began looking for another bottle in the cabinet. Short, wiry, and unassuming, Nigel Jennings could blend into any crowd—which made him all the more deadly. Rupert couldn’t do the same. He had a face no one ever forgot. Handsome, excessively so, he’d even been called beautiful on occasion, which could set off murderous impulses inside him, since his beauty was what had gotten him into his present role in the first place.

Not that he didn’t like what he did. He enjoyed the danger. It was almost addictive. He enjoyed the thrill of success as well. And he liked being the unknown hero. He just loathed how it had all begun.

Distracted by the search for that second bottle, Nigel asked, “What did you find out, darling?”

Rupert stiffened at the endearment and said precisely, “One of these days I’m probably going to kill you.”

Nigel swung around in surprise, and, apparently having realized what he’d accidentally said, he paled slightly. “That didn’t come out right.”

“Didn’t it?”

“I was joking. It won’t happen again.”

Rupert didn’t believe it and said in a hard, thoughtful tone, “You impressed a boy into thinking only he could save his country from doom. You impressed a boy into believing that this face”—he stabbed a finger at his cheek—“was the only thing that would work.”

“You were perfect for that mission,” Nigel insisted. “When I first saw you when you visited George’s court with your father, good God, you were the most beautiful child I’d ever encountered. I never forgot that. Years later when a particular mission became necessary, you came to mind for it immediately, so, yes, I sought you out, and at fourteen you hadn’t quite matured to your full masculinity, yet you were old enough to decide for yourself—”

Rupert continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted, “You enlisted a boy to do the unthinkable—for the sake of his country. And you really wouldn’t have given a damn if he had done it your way, instead of finding a different way that didn’t tarnish him for life. But that boy is no more.”
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