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“Heartless” Cordelia Bering refuses every marriage offer she receives. Yet men still try to win her, drawn by her sharp wit and intoxicating green eyes. But Cordelia knows a marriage could reveal her deepest secret and truly endanger her life. Besides, she hasn’t met a man worth considering, until…


Sebastien Thorne, a spy in the service of the Crown. One of the elite agents in the group known as the Zodiac, he comes to London determined to solve a mystery with roots on the Continent. He won’t let anything distract him. But is Cordelia a distraction, or the key to the mystery? As he learns more about the “heartless” woman, he becomes embroiled in secrets, plots, and a design that could change the future…and Cordelia is at the center of it all.
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Chapter 1

London, Spring 1806

The steel clad ship gleamed silver in the bright marine sunlight, its own brilliance rivaling that of the flashing sea. It was like staring into the depths of a diamond. And, like a diamond, the ship itself was nearly indestructible. The sails, white as summer clouds, billowed in the winds, an old technology still essential in this new age of innovation. But beneath the hull was yet another surprise...steam. The combination of a metal hull and a steam-powered propeller made this ship unique. What could stop such a creation? Cannon-fire could not sink it, weather could not slow it. Such a beauty of the high seas deserved a worthy name, the name of a warrior goddess: Andraste.

But clouds were gathering on the horizon.…

* * * *

In her landlocked London home on the quiet drive of Quince Street, Cordelia Bering shivered. She had been distracted, daydreaming of her ship again. As a gifted engineer, she’d designed several ships in her life, but none captured her imagination like this one. She shook her head, bringing herself back to the present. The breeze coming in through the open window of her bedroom hinted at an unusually cool night for late spring. She briefly considered staying in, but her aunt Leona did enjoy the parties of the Season, and Cordelia hated to disappoint her. The two women were all that remained of the close Bering family.

Cordelia herself had little interest in these events—at 27 years old, she ought to be on the shelf. But she did not relish staying home every night, when the time stretched out too long and lonely. Her days were full. Her nights were not.

With a little sigh, she returned to the final details of her outfit. The high-waisted silk dress she wore would scarcely keep her warm even on a balmy night. The thin, fashionable fabric, dyed a deep golden yellow, would be useless this evening. So Cordelia twirled her cashmere shawl around her shoulders, casting a look in the large mirror above the vanity.

“Bond, can you fetch the pearl drops for my ears?” she asked her maid as she considered her reflection. “I think they’ll go best with this gown.”

“What? Oh, yea.” The young woman was still adjusting to being called by her last name, instead of Lucy. She was dressed in a stiff starched blue gown that marked her as a lady’s maid, and was taller than many her age. She hurried to the jewelry case and extracted a pair of earrings for her mistress. Then she hastened back, her brown curls bouncing as she walked. “Here they are, ma’rm.” Bond offered the earrings with a slight bob.

“Madam,” Cordelia corrected gently. “Or ma’am.”

The girl flushed. “Madam,” she repeated carefully, in an accent now much closer to Cordelia’s own. “Here are the pearls, madam.”

“Perfect.” Cordelia took the earrings from Bond. “You’re doing very well.” Bond had only been Cordelia’s lady’s maid for a few weeks, but she was a fast learner. Her hazel eyes lit up at Cordelia’s praise.

“Thank you, madam.”  

“And, Bond, ladies’ maids don’t say yea. They say—”

“They say yes, madam,” Bond replied quickly. She paused, then confessed, “It’s so hard, ma’am. And to think there’s men about who can speak French and Latin too.”

“It’s just a matter of practice. You’ve come a long way. Soon, I’d be able to put you in any home in London.” Cordelia smiled at the girl as she put on the earrings.

“Oh, ma’am! I wouldn’t want to work for anyone but you. Just think if I worked in another house and someone found out about me, where I’d been!” Bond shuddered. “I’d die of shame, ma’am. That’s all there is to it.” Lucy Bond was not exaggerating. Only a few months ago, she’d been in Bridewell, a hideous place even compared to other prisons. Many women would die of shame before admitting that they’d seen the inside of it.

Many more would die because of the stigma alone. No reputable house would hire a former criminal, leaving the convicts who managed to complete their sentences little choice but to return to a life of crime simply to survive. So what kind of house is mine? Cordelia wondered for the thousandth time. But she didn’t let her thoughts show. The young woman standing in front of her had enough burdens.

“Nonsense, Bond.” Cordelia looked back to the mirror, examining the pearls and casting a final look over her appearance. “Within a few months, you’ll forget that horrible place. And rest assured that I have no intention of shipping you off anytime soon. I need a lady’s maid, after all.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll do my best.”

“Besides, I imagine you’d miss Jem.” She looked archly at the girl, whose blush deepened.

“Yes, ma’am. I would at that.” Bond’s attraction to Cordelia’s footman, Jem, had been as instantaneous as it was mutual. Cordelia, who kept a very close eye on her household, saw it at once. Unlike many other mistresses, however, she did not discourage the match. Of course, nothing about her household or her servants was traditional.

“Enough of this talk. It’s for another day. Now, how do I look?”

“Perfect, ma’am,” the maid said, casting an admiring look over Cordelia’s ensemble. “Shall I call for the carriage?”

“Yes, I’ll be down in a few moments. Let my aunt know as well.”

Drawing a deep breath, Cordelia turned toward her window, which looked out over the grounds behind the house, where lush gardens and a carefully maintained lawn made the property appear much larger than it was. The last hints of twilight were fading in the sky, leaving most of the grounds in deep shadow. The lights of nearby houses occasionally twinkled through new leaves, reminding her that she was not as alone as she sometimes felt.

Then why did this melancholy come upon her so often of late? Cordelia tried to ignore it when it surfaced. She had a number of good friends to visit, and she normally relished time spent alone in her study, where she worked both for business and pleasure. Cordelia had plenty to occupy her mind. In addition to her shipbuilding work with various clients—under a male pseudonym, of course—she also created speculative designs for her own amusement. The Andraste was one such, and she enjoyed tackling the various practical issues it presented. She even occasionally penned scholarly articles describing some of her innovations, but she never mentioned the ship itself. It was too close to her heart.

But something had got into her with the advent of spring. A slight sadness, coupled with a restlessness…and a sense of foreboding. She watched the quiet scene below her window and tried to shake the feeling. She had a calm, well-ordered life, she told herself. Nothing was going to change it.

Cordelia headed down the stairs a moment later, her gown trailing along the steps. The deep gold fabric set off her black hair to perfection, and the cream colored wrap accented the dress without showing it up. She sighed. Once, she would have been ecstatic to think of the looks that would be cast her way tonight. But it had been years since the attentions of men had been anything but a burden.

A small, delicately built woman stood in the foyer, looking up at her with a gentle smile. “Cordelia, my child. You are a vision.” Cordelia’s aunt, Leona Wharton, had lived in this house since the death of her husband many years ago. She had been a lifeline in the days after the death of Cordelia’s father, and despite all the small tragedies in her past, she maintained a cheerful, calm disposition. She was both a chaperone and a friend, and Cordelia couldn’t imagine life without her.

“Thank you, Aunt Leona. So are you.” Her now-silver hair was held up with delicate silver combs, showing off the fine bones of her face and neck. She was dressed impeccably as well, in a trim, dark blue frock covered with a cropped jacket in a lighter shade. Leona stopped wearing mourning clothes for her brother—Cordelia’s father—years ago. But she rarely wore light colors anymore.

“Did Ivy really tailor that coat?” Cordelia asked. Ivy was technically a parlormaid, but she performed many duties for Leona, who didn’t feel she required a dedicated lady’s maid herself.

“Yes. She is clever with a needle. But you.… I expect no less than two proposals tonight.”

“Are you counting Hayden’s proposal in that prediction?”

“Oh, heavens. Has he asked yet?” Her aunt clucked indulgently.

“He has not,” Cordelia noted, with considerably less indulgence, thinking of her latest admirer. That Hayden hadn’t formally proposed yet actually surprised her a little. The man was charming, polite, and very attentive, but a little too insistent in his protectiveness of her, particularly considering that she had only met him about four months ago. She hoped he would not be at tonight’s event.

“Well, I expect it will not be long. One can’t blame him for trying to win you. I have always thought that you were, and are, the finest prize in London.”

At that moment, the butler appeared in the foyer. “The carriage is ready,” he informed Cordelia in his gravelly, low-pitched voice. He wasn’t a tall man, but he had a certain presence due to his sharp blue eyes and an ugly scar on one cheek, evidence of a misspent youth. He stood out, even in the uniform of a servant, which too often rendered people invisible. Oh, but my servants want to be invisible, she reminded herself.

“Thank you, Stiles.” Cordelia nodded to him. “I think you should not expect us before three. Lord Gough’s events tend to be lengthy.”

“That’s very true,” Leona agreed. “Once, years ago, he held a ball on a Tuesday, and Walter and I didn’t come back home ’til Friday.”

Cordelia laughed. “I pray tonight won’t be a repeat of that!”

“We shall await your return, ladies,” Stiles rumbled. “Have a pleasant evening.”  He held the great front door open for the women to pass through. A large ginger cat glided in, as though the butler had opened the door for him especially.

“I see Nero is in for the evening,” Cordelia commented, smiling at the house cat. She took her aunt’s hand as they stepped out into the night. “It’s too bad for the contestants then that I have chosen not to marry,” she said, resuming their conversation.

“But someday, dear child…” It was a discussion they had had many times before. Stiles inclined his head almost reverentially as they passed, and if he was listening to the rather personal conversation, he gave no outward sign of it.

“Aunt, I have no need of a husband, and no wish for one. I have explained that.” They walked down the short flight of steps to the stone-paved drive. A younger man, angular and lanky, with dark hair and eyes, stood at attention by the carriage. His lips curved into a beaming smile when he saw the ladies in their finery. He had been born James, but went only by Jem. He frequently acted as both footman and driver. He offered a hand into the coach, first to Leona, then Cordelia. A moment later, he sprang onto the driver’s seat. The women settled back as the coach began to move forward down the white gravel drive.

Leona didn’t feel she had been convincing enough. “My child, marriage can be a partnership. Your parents were very happy together, and even Walter and I, though we did not marry for love, found each other well suited.”

Cordelia knew that was true. “I understand what you are saying, Aunt,” she said patiently. “But I am afraid that marriage is just not in my future.” She was grateful that the carriage was dark inside. The shadows concealed her expression, and she did not want to upset her aunt. Cordelia knew that marriage was more than just “unlikely,” it was impossible. She had a host of secrets to keep. Her household’s past, her unconventional occupation, and her own method of paying for it all. What man would allow such activities? A husband, who by law could know all her secrets, was a danger she could not risk.

Leona, though unaware of her niece’s turmoil, gave up the argument gracefully, and turned to lighter subjects. The carriage clattered onward, away from the house and toward the heart of London.

When they arrived in Mayfair, the ladies saw a line of carriages stretching for an eternity before the palatial townhouse that Lord Gough maintained during the Season. It was nearly always packed; the man held entertainments constantly. Cordelia looked at the line in resignation, then called up to Jem.

“Just pull around the parked carriages and let us out where you can. We can both walk that distance.”

“Yes, my lady,” Jem called back. He restrained himself from muttering a few choice curses at some of the other less alert drivers as he guided the vehicle down the street.

He soon pulled the horses to a clattering halt. Cordelia and Leona waited patiently. A second later, the door opened and Jem’s dark head appeared. “Quickly, ladies, if you please.” He helped them both out. “Shall I wait?” he asked, his expression betraying his distaste of the idea.

“Heavens no, Jem. Go on home. We’ll hire a cab when we choose to leave.”

“Very good, my lady.” Jem couldn’t suppress a grin as he remounted the carriage seat and grabbed the reins.

Cordelia and Leona turned toward the townhouse, and joined the stream of glittering people entering the open doors, where candlelight flooded outwards into the cool spring night.


Chapter 2

Lord Gough’s party was a legitimate crush. The heat of the packed bodies welled up into the air, mingling with the scents of wine and hothouse lilies. Dozens of couples waltzed to the strains of the very latest music, performed by musicians imported from Vienna. Everywhere one looked, it seemed there was a fashionable lady, dressed to the nines and blooming like a flower. The only flaw in the picture was the predatory look each one wore. With narrowed eyes, Sebastien Thorne surveyed the scene from the doorway. He decided he’d seen battlefields less menacing than this place.

As he stepped into the room proper, he felt eyes from every direction settle on him. At over six feet, with broad shoulders, there was plenty on which to settle, and not a few ladies smiled at what they saw. Lord Thorne, the new Earl of Thornbury, had nearly all the makings of a prize catch on the marriage mart. Handsome, titled, and decorated with military honors.… The only question was why he had not already been ensnared.

“My lord,” one matron purred as she all but stepped into his path. “It’s so marvelous to see you back in town. You remember my daughter, Rose.” The simpering miss beside her inexpertly flickered eyelashes at him. The mother went on, “You are never about in London. It’s quite criminal the way you avoid us all.”

“How kind of you to say it,” Sebastien returned. “Of course, I would spend more time in London if my finances permitted, but Cheshire is lovely, for those who like the secluded life, as I do.”

He didn’t have to add anything more, since the matron had pulled back visibly at the intimation that London was too expensive for him. Earldom or no, she would never let her daughter marry a pauper. With a secret smile, he continued on, secure in the knowledge that he could still fend off the worst of the marriage-obsessed ladies of the ton.

Thorne waded past the scores of ladies and their mothers, as well as other gentlemen he knew. He paused to exchange pleasantries when he had to, but he kept moving, always aiming for a particular alcove on the upper floor. Damn Neville for arranging this rendezvous at a ball. He was used to unconventional meeting places, but a ton ball was a trap for a bachelor like himself.

Finally, he reached the alcove, where an unremarkable looking man stood watching the crowd below.

“Have I offended you in some way, Neville?” Sebastien wondered aloud, when he came within earshot of his comrade.

The man threw an amused glance back at him. “I assure you, Lord Thorne, I have nothing but respect for you.”

“Then why have you forced me to walk this gauntlet of marriageable women?”

The other man laughed soundlessly. Julian Neville held the military rank of captain, but no one would think of him as one. Rather short and lightly built, with sandy-colored hair and a face most often set with a mild expression, Neville didn’t look like the image of a heroic officer. Thorne knew that looks were deceiving. Neville had saved more lives than nearly anyone Thorne could name. His affable expression also hid a mind like a steel trap.

“It’s good to see you, Sagittarius,” Neville muttered as Thorne came abreast of him and leaned against the balcony rail.

“You too, Aries,” Thorne responded in the same tone. They knew each other well, but habit forced them both to use their code names. For the two men were more than just fellow officers. They were members of a unique circle of spies, one so secret that even most members of Parliament had no idea it existed.

“When did you get back from abroad?” Neville asked, not referring to France by name. Thorne looked more closely at the other man. Under his customary calm demeanor, Neville was tense. Lines showed around his eyes, as if he slept little these days.

“Two nights ago. Something tells me my reprieve won’t last long. You have some information for me?”

“I am afraid so.” Neville paused, managing to examine the immediate area for eavesdroppers without actually moving a muscle. His voice dropped to a lower tone, one that didn’t carry past Thorne’s ears. “We have word that an unfriendly person is keenly interested in some engineering plans that are here in London…something to do with shipbuilding. A weapon or war machine, we just don’t know. Ever since his fleet was routed at Trafalgar last autumn, Bonaparte has been mad to rebuild his navy with ships that can challenge England at sea.”

“He’s got his work cut out for him, then,” Thorne noted. The British Royal Navy was the dominant force in the Atlantic. No other power could come close to matching their fleet strength, in either number of ships or the guns they carried.

“True,” Neville agreed. “Necessity is the mother of invention, though, and we got word that someone has developed some sort of machine that could change everything.”

Thorne inhaled. “Where did we hear this?”

“One of our agents overheard a conversation while he was on another mission, but was unable to identify or apprehend the speakers.”

“But it’s trustworthy?”

“Most certainly. We do know the code name of the endeavor: Andraste.”

“Is that a proper name?” asked Thorne.

“A deity, I think?” Neville shrugged, annoyed at his own lack of knowledge. “Some ancient name. And no, we can’t figure out if it means anything specific to the project.”

“Where am I going? What nation is behind it?”

“That’s where it gets interesting. The plans are not with a government. The owner is a private citizen. And judging from a few other points our agent overheard, it seems highly likely that this person is actually in London.”

“That narrows it down,” Thorne muttered sarcastically. “The French will try to buy the plans.” 

“Not just the French. Every government in Europe would try for them. Prussia, Spain, the Dutch…not to mention the upstart nation across the sea. Especially them. Considering the length of coastline they have to defend, the United States’ navy is laughable.”

“Forgive me for not laughing at the moment. We’ll have to find him and get the plans first.” He didn’t like that their side had just learned about the plans when the French already knew they existed. Staying one step ahead of the emperor Napoleon’s spies was hard enough. Now it sounded like they were two steps behind.

“I was just going to order you to do that,” Neville noted in his mild voice. “You’re taking all the fun out of things.”

“Apologies. Is this a solo mission, then?”

“The Astronomer says so.” As always, Neville avoided mentioning any detail about their superior’s identity. “Of course, others from the Circle are available to aid you. But this is all yours. We have great confidence in you.”

Thorne nodded. “I hope I live up to it.” Like a dog on the scent, he was eager to get out of this place and start his work. “I’ll start right away.”

“Thorne, don’t leave this party for at least an hour, do you understand?”

“Why, for God’s sake?” His eyes flickered around the vast house. The din alone was enough to drive him outside. Considering the clashing scents and all too observant guests, he grew conscious of a strong desire to hide behind a curtain, as if he were still a child in the nursery. “Events like this give me hives.”

“You just arrived,” his friend explained patiently. “Everyone knows you’re here. And since you rarely attend such events, people will note it. As, indeed, they already have. So linger. Play the carefree aristocrat.”

“So that’s why you had this meeting here.”

“Partly. You do have a reputation to maintain, and I’ve kept you so busy you haven’t been in town much. Also, the meeting place was convenient for me,” Neville said. His tone was still agreeable, but his eyes had hardened.

“I wasn’t thinking,” Thorne said quietly. “I expect you have a lot on your mind.” As the Astronomer’s right-hand man and the First Sign of the Zodiac, Neville was privy to secrets that would make most men insomniacs. He once confided to Thorne that the only reason he could sleep at all was because he had been given some power to respond to those secrets.

Neville nodded slightly. “We live in interesting times.” Then he took a breath, deliberately relaxing. “When you do leave, go out through the gardens. There’s a package concealed in the statue of Diana in the third grotto on the south side of the lawn. Just look for your mark. All the details I can give you will be there. Encoded, as usual.”

Thorne nodded. His eyes flicked once more around the ballroom, committing it to memory. Most of London’s polite society were there, it seemed. He surveyed the banquet of figures, all decked out to the utmost, glittering with jewels and silk, as if there were no world beyond this room.

Sebastien glanced down at a vision before his eyes. A woman in a golden yellow gown swept across the floor below, the dress throwing her creamy flesh and raven hair into sharp relief. Even from a distance, it was obvious that she was a beauty. A retinue of gentlemen followed at her heels, drawn to her like magnets to iron. He said, “I suppose I could stay a little while.”

  Neville saw the path of his attention and laughed. “Enjoy the view, Thorne. This one is different from your usual missions. And there are some benefits. Just keep your head about you.”

“When have I not?”

Neville said, “I remember how we met, Thorne. You weren’t always so cool-headed.”

Maybe not. Sebastien’s gaze lingered on the woman below for a moment. Lingered on the smooth white skin, in such contrast to the black-as-night hair so artfully curled and twined about her head, just begging him to loosen it, to let it fall over that skin, fall down to her narrow waist, hidden by the lines of the ballroom dress. Sebastien could picture her without that proper attire. The alternative made his lips curve.

Then he took hold of himself. He wasn’t in London to pursue a woman, lovely as she might be. He had work to do. Thanking Neville one more time, Sebastien turned and walked away, leaving the beauty behind.


Chapter 3

Unlike the extravagant townhouse where Cordelia and Sebastien both lingered unwillingly, the Bering house on Quince Street was quiet. Stiles and the other servants had completed most of their required daily tasks, and nearly all of them were in the kitchen after the late meal, enjoying an hour of relaxation.

Outside the house, a shadowy figure watched for any sign of stragglers. The home was located at the end of a twisting, tree-lined drive, rather isolated from other homes in the area. Secluded, quiet, the garden was filled with hiding places, and only a few lights were on in the home. He noticed that the ground floor windows were set low, and at least three doors in addition to the main entrance opened to the outside.

As a burglar, the shadow was delighted with the place. He carefully approached one of the long windows on the ground floor. Clumsy thieves tended to have very short careers.

He reached the window and pulled out some specialized instruments. These tools were not intended for any honest purpose. Slender lengths of metal, they were meant to shimmy open a window sash, or to slip a lock open in place of a key. Despite his skill, the window nevertheless gave him some trouble. He cursed softly once or twice. The house was not as easy to break into as it seemed. But he kept at it, wondering if he would have to go so far as to break the glass to gain entry.

Before it came to that, however, the window lock gave with a snap. He slid the pane up and slipped through the casement, a tight fit even for a man of his slight size. Once inside, the man held still as a statue, hoping the slight sounds he made hadn’t been heard by anyone. After a few moments, all remained calm.

He began to methodically cover the room, searching in drawers and on shelves for something very particular. Beautiful ivory statuettes were ignored. A silver cup was passed over. Finding a locked cabinet, the thief took out another tool and worked at the lock until it gave. He then extracted a large object from the lowest depths of the cabinet.

“There you are,” he muttered. “Right where he said you’d be.”

He carried the object a few steps away, then placed it on a table and pulled out a tool designed to pry the box open. Within seconds, he worked it into a narrow gap and snapped the heavy metal at the hasp. He pulled out a stack of papers, and held them close to his chest. He slid the box back onto its shelf, then closed the cabinet door. With luck, no one would even notice the broken box and missing papers for a few days. He moved back to the window to leave. All went well until the man took a step and felt something move under his foot. There was a loud yowl as a huge cat leapt into sight, and the man instinctively leapt back, crashing into a bookcase. The clatter echoed through the house, and a woman’s voice shrieked from a nearby room.

The thief cursed in rage as the papers spilled out of his hands. Frantically, he gathered them up.

“Hey! Stop there!” a voice called out.

The thief looked at an angry maidservant in the doorway of the room. He grimaced. But he had the papers again, so he wriggled through the window, then hurtled out onto the lawn.

“Jem! Mr Stiles!” The maid yelled to others he couldn’t see. “Someone’s broken in!”

Jem burst out from a door on the other side of the house, where the kitchen lay, and charged after the fleeing shape. The thief had a long head start though, and Jem knew he’d have to catch him before they reached the main road on the far side of the property. He kept running, following the crashing sounds, since it was too dark to see anyone in the heavy undergrowth.

He gained on the thief, but just as he lunged forward and actually touched the edge of the man’s coat, they reached the road. Turning suddenly, the man shoved Jem roughly, knocking him backwards. Then he ran along the roadside, vanishing around a curve further ahead.

Breathing hard, Jem scrambled up from the ground, watching in consternation.  He’d never get the thief now. Sighing painfully, his breath coming in heaves, he turned back toward the house.

He found the study a blaze of light, with the furious housemaid Ivy, Stiles, and now Bond all surveying the damage.

“Jem!” Bond cried when she saw him. “Did you get hurt?”

“No, I’m all right,” he said, leaning on the doorjamb. “Afraid I didn’t catch him, though, sir,” he added, looking at Stiles.

“Too bad,” Stiles growled, his face red. “I had a few things to say to him.” His hands clenched into fists.

“Was anything taken?” Bond asked anxiously. She swallowed, thinking the same thing as everyone else. If any sort of officials came to the house, they would question everyone, looking for an easy suspect. That was something that struck fear in any servant’s heart. For these particular servants, such an event would be tantamount to a second trial.

“He was holding something,” Ivy declared. “But I’m afraid I didn’t notice what it was. Maybe he dropped it outside?” 

Jem shook his head. “Maybe. It was dark. I think he was startled before he could get further into the house. He couldn’t have wanted anything in here, right?” He looked at Stiles for confirmation. “There’s nothing worth much money here. It’s just Miss Bering’s study.”

Stiles agreed. “He probably just broke in through here because it was the furthest room from where we were.”

“But Nero sounded the alarm,” Bond said proudly, now holding the cat in question tightly in her arms. “I’ll find an extra piece of fish for you, sir.” Nero purred loudly, his injury forgotten.

“We may be grateful for that,” Stiles said. “And there’s no need to consult the authorities. But I will inform Miss Bering when she returns. Jem,” he said, turning to the footman, “I’ll have to ask you to stay awake tonight, lad. We may have scared him off, but…”

“Aye. I’ll stay up, and I’ll walk the house every hour. Nothing will happen that I won’t hear.”

“Good. Ivy, ask Cook make up a bit of soup for the boy,” Stiles ordered. “He looks in need of a bite, after all that running.”

“Sure I will, and Bond will bring it to you.”

“I’m going to check the rest of the windows and doors,” Stiles said grimly. “And we’ll have to take steps to improve the locks. Imagine! Breaking into this house!” he said in mild astonishment.

“Well, they don’t know who we are.” Ivy chuckled.

Bond gasped. “But what if they do? Perhaps that’s why they chose it! They knew we wouldn’t want to make a fuss!” Nero, riled by her tension, leapt free and disappeared out of the room.

“You worry too much, Lucy,” Jem said, putting his arm around her. “I’ve been in this house for years now. No one knows what little secrets we may have, aside from our own families. It’s just a coincidence.” He looked at Stiles and Ivy over her head, warning them not to disagree and upset the girl further.

Whether or not Bond believed Jem, she relaxed slightly, and certainly didn’t mind his closeness.

“A coincidence,” Ivy said strongly, whether she believed it or not. “And if they do come back, we’ll make sure they know we’re not to be trifled with.”


Chapter 4

The party quickly became too much for Cordelia to tolerate. She left her aunt with their mutual friend Sir Dunham, who was quite charming enough that her own momentary absence would not be missed. She decided to go outside for a while.

Pacing through the gardens, Cordelia found herself sighing restlessly. She never really minded the London Season, but this year’s distractions were unsettling. She couldn’t put off the feeling that she was being watched…and not just by admirers.

She found a hidden grotto in the garden, the sort of den trysting lovers might hide in. But it suited her purposes as well. She desired more than anything else to be alone. The usual crowd of men had clung to her tonight, all polite and all attentive. Too attentive.

She sat on a stone bench, lost in thought. Perversely, as soon as she was truly alone, she felt a sense of melancholy wash over her. Something about the evening reminded her too much of a particular evening in the past.

In a flash, she realized what memory had been teasing her all night. She had been nineteen. On a night just like this, she received the proposal that her heart had been aching for. Her childhood sweetheart Vincent Jay had asked her father for permission, then asked her to marry him; she had erased the nervousness in his eyes with a happy, innocent kiss. That spring night was the beginning of an all too brief period of joy, one that abruptly ended in Vincent’s untimely death. Years later, the pain was still there. She couldn’t forget it. If only she could explain it to someone.

“Stop it, you goose,” she muttered to herself. She didn’t need anyone to comfort her. She had endured years of solitude; she could endure one more night. She continued to sit quietly as the sounds of people walking by rose and faded. A couple walked by, speaking in low tones. Though she could not discern any words, the intimacy of the conversation needled her, making her oddly jealous of the pair.

A gaggle of voices suddenly became louder, and a rustling of leaves brought her to her feet. It sounded as if someone had found her grotto. Then a huge shadow loomed over her.

“Oh!” Cordelia stepped away, nearly tripping on the bench behind her, and found herself staring at a tall—and devastatingly attractive—gentleman.

“Pardon me.” The man bowed slightly, looking just as surprised to see her. “I didn’t know this hiding place was occupied.”

“Are you in need of a hiding place?” she asked, finding her footing.

He smiled faintly. “I fear I am being stalked by the…mothers.” As if to emphasize his predicament, he kept his voice low. Dark eyes gleamed with amusement.

Cordelia hesitated for a second, then decided that for once, propriety could be ignored. She was old enough to sit with a man in a secluded spot if she chose. And she was curious about the newcomer. “Please join me, then. I can sympathize with the need to avoid matchmakers.” She sank slowly back onto the bench.

He sat next to her. “I’m sorry to have intruded on your privacy,” he said.

“It’s of no matter,” she said, putting out her hand, white in the dappled moonlight. He took it, bowing his head just a bit, in a polite gesture. Then they caught the voices of the matrons every bachelor in London most dreaded, much closer this time. Putting a finger to his lips, he held her to silence while they passed by.

When it was safe to speak again, Cordelia couldn’t suppress a soft laugh. It seemed that he really was just a fellow victim of the marriage mart. “You are being stalked, aren’t you?”

“It’s a curse.” He looked at her, and she felt the intensity of his gaze. “I think you understand the feeling of being pursued.” 

Cordelia shivered, thinking not of the dozen marriage proposals she’d received recently, but of the odd daydream she had earlier.

He had not released her hand yet, and when Cordelia shivered, he must have felt it. She withdrew her hand, not even aware that he’d exceeded the bounds of politeness by keeping hold of her so long.

“I wish they’d leave me alone,” she muttered, half to herself. He heard her comment though, saw her rub her arms to rid herself of the goosebumps that had arisen.

“Are you cold?”

“No,” she said lightly. “Well, yes. A little. It’s nothing to concern yourself with.” But he had already shrugged out of his jacket and draped it around her. Cordelia was cocooned in a comforting warmth, along with a masculine smell like leather, and perhaps sandalwood. The gesture was as intimate as it was chivalrous, and she was suddenly conscious of how much a stranger he was to her.

Casting for a safe topic, she said, “I haven’t met you at these events before.” She waved her hand to indicate the Season in general. “Do you live in London?” She tried not to notice the lines of his body, suddenly revealed now that his coat was off. She hoped the darkness hid her involuntary glance. He was worthy of a second glance, which she was determined not to indulge in.

“I don’t, to be truthful.” He laughed to himself, at some private joke. “Circumstances force me to travel. I have, um, one house here in London.” He paused, perhaps considering how much to tell her. “My family estate is in Cheshire. I don’t get to spend as much time there as I’d like, either. Too much time abroad.”

“I have never been out of England,” Cordelia admitted. “My father once told me he took me to Scotland when I was three, but I don’t think that counts, do you?”

“Not if you don’t remember it.” The man smiled. “You live with your father?”

Cordelia stilled. “He has passed away.”

He apologized instantly. “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have asked.” 

“How could you know? Anyway, it happened some years ago.” She didn’t need to mention that her mother was gone as well; something in his expression told her he understood.

“I suppose I should return to the house,” Cordelia said after a moment.

“Don’t go,” the gentleman said suddenly, an odd tone in his voice. 

She looked at him, searching. “Why not?”

“It’s too pleasant out to go in that hot box again. I’m not one for crowds. And I barely know anyone in there, aside from Lord Gough…and all the mothers.” 

“Then why did you come?”

Again, he smiled as if he had a secret. “I have to attend some functions. It’s expected of me.”

“You don’t seem the type to endorse the obscure dictates of polite society,” she noted, thinking that he only played at being a gentlemen. There was something rather rebellious about him.

“Perhaps not.” He looked at her again, and Cordelia suddenly felt the hiding place had somehow become a lair. His lair. He managed to corner her without moving at all. “But tell me something. Why are you here? You come to a party only to hide in the garden? I noticed you inside, in that lovely gown. You were surrounded by admirers.”

“I was tired of being around people,” Cordelia said, leaning back into the stone wall behind them.

He murmured, “Yet you invited me in.” His words seemed to wrap themselves around her, warmer than the coat he’d already lent.

“I should not have,” breathed Cordelia.

He reached toward her, slowly. Drawing her closer to him. “But you did anyway,” he said. “I may have to take advantage of that.”

Cordelia didn’t know how he got so close. Her brain was swirling in the scent of him, now stronger than before, strangely exciting. “What sort of advantage?” 

“Just a kiss,” he returned, still gazing at her, noting every flutter of her eyes.

“I do not kiss,” she said primly. Or she tried to be prim about it. She leaned away from him, preparing to return to the party. “By your own admission, you are not familiar with London society, sir, so let me tell you what they call me. Heartless. It’s a true description. And you’ll forgive me if I leave you now.”

He stopped her with a look. “You may leave when you return my jacket.” Was he laughing at her?

“Here, take it.” Cordelia stood up and almost flung the jacket off. He stood as well, preventing her flight. “Thank you,” she added. Her breeding would not let her be too impolite.

“Is it so unbelievable that I want to kiss you?” he asked, real curiosity in his voice.

“It is not unbelievable at all,” she retorted. “For years, I’ve put up with this kind of thing. God grant I get old and ugly quickly so it will stop.”

“God forbid. You’ve never once found a man you’ve wanted to kiss?” he continued, as if truly interested in the answer.

She paused. In truth, there were few she could remember who had stirred her even a little since her first love. The man in front of her now, though, certainly commanded her attention. “Why should you care?”

“Because you’re too lovely to be put on a shelf. You’re made for living.”  

“I suppose you are the judge of such things,” she said sourly.

“I have some experience,” he drawled. “And I can tell one thing about you already. You want to prove me wrong. So here’s your chance. One kiss, and you may flee back into the ballroom, secure in the knowledge that I am as disappointing as all the others.” His absurdly self-assured tone belied his words.

  Cordelia stood stock still. She’d never heard an offer like that before. It was not veiled in a proposal, and it had a kind of honesty about it. “All right.”

If the man was surprised at her acquiescence, he didn’t show it. “You’re game? Have a seat, then.”

“No. One does not need to sit for a single kiss.” She was very determined on that point.

“Have it your way,” he shrugged. He cupped her face in his hand, looking at the sensual curve of her lips that even her pout couldn’t erase.

“Is this a necessary step?” she asked.

“I have only one kiss to give you. I must make sure it’s well planned.” 

Cordelia caught the teasing in his voice. “Well?”

“Patience.” He bent down and laid his lips on hers. He moved his hand to the back of her neck to better control the kiss, and let his mouth linger.

Cordelia felt her resolve slip when he touched her, and when she felt his tongue tease her lower lip, she gasped at the sensation. He didn’t let her go, he only continued to brush her mouth lightly, using even his breath to titillate her.

He sensed her relative inexperience, but also her interest. He deepened the kiss, parting her mouth to dart inside with his tongue. She fluttered beneath him, her heartbeat surging.

Cordelia had never connected the word kiss with what was happening to her now. This was far beyond anything she’d expected. And she didn’t want it to stop.

When she felt the man’s arm slip around her waist, she knew she had to end this madness. Her hands were somehow laid flat against his chest, so she pushed him a bit. He released her instantly, but didn’t step away. An insolent smile hovered on his lips. “Heartless, you said?”

“Yes,” Cordelia said shakily. She wasn’t sure her legs would work properly to let her walk away. “Don’t think you’ve changed my opinions.”

“You’ve changed a few of mine,” he said, watching her back away. “Perhaps I was mistaken in not attending more society functions.”

“So you could seduce women in dark corners?” she asked sharply.

“So I could meet you.”

Cordelia frowned. “You haven’t met me. And I assure you that we’ll never see each other again.”

He tilted his head. “Don’t place too high a wager on that, beauty.”

Cordelia rushed out the grotto without looking to see who might be around. Fortunately, this part of the garden was quiet at the moment. She hurried back to the house to find her aunt. She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but her whole body was singing with unfamiliar sensations. Whoever that man was, he was dangerous. She was lucky she had escaped with no more damage than bee-stung lips and an admittedly disturbed brain. It was high time to leave, before she could encounter him again.

* * * *

Sebastien waited for the goddess to disappear, then took a long breath.

He wasn’t fooled by her nonchalance earlier. He knew fear when he saw it. That woman wasn’t heartless. She was frightened. Of what? Him? No. She never would have let him get so close. But something had been on her mind. Sebastien felt a familiar growl boiling up, a need to strike out at whatever was threatening him. But nothing was threatening him. He wondered why that protective urge was uncurling now. The gold-gowned lady was a beautiful thing, but it wasn’t as if she was his responsibility.

The woman had affected him far more than she ought to have. Despite her age, she was rather innocent…although her reactions to his kiss hinted at her being a very quick learner.  And he’d be more than happy to teach her. No. He had to stop that line of thought. He deliberately shrugged his shoulders, willing himself to forget the encounter. He did not dally with women of her sort.… It was not his style, nor did he relish the idea of being trapped into marriage after an indiscreet encounter. Widows, courtesans, Cyprians…those were his sort of women. Practical, delightful women who didn’t entangle one in drama.

He scolded himself for getting carried away by a beautiful face. Then his eyes narrowed. Why was such a beautiful, supposedly innocent woman hiding in just the place where he was supposed to pick up the hidden information?

Thorne suddenly lunged toward the statue. After a moment, he found a tiny folded letter marked with a barred arrow, the astronomical symbol for Sagittarius. She hadn’t taken it. But could she have read it? The letter was sealed, and written in code, but there were ways around that. And it had been almost an hour since he last saw the woman in the ballroom, surrounded by her admirers.

He reassured himself that it was probably just coincidence. Though he should have learned her name. He tucked the folded letter in his pocket and sauntered back out into the main gardens, looking for all the world like a slightly drunk gentleman getting a breath of air. Why was he unable to get the thought of the goddess out of his head?

Was the woman a spy? Was she after the plans too? Or was she just in the wrong place at the wrong time? Or the right time. He smiled, remembering the kiss.

Shaking his head, Sebastien paused to take out the letter. Standing under a lantern, he unfolded it and read the cramped and cryptic handwriting. Neville, using a coded language known only to the Zodiac, related every last detail that he knew of the affair. Sebastien read the letter carefully, then read it again.

“Kingston China Company, on Dock Street.” He muttered the name of the front the other agent had overheard, too quietly for anyone but himself to hear…not that there was anyone nearby.

After the third reading, he nodded to himself, confident that he had memorized everything in the letter. He reached up to the lantern, opened the glass door, and thrust the paper into the flame. It flared for a moment, then turned to ashes. He headed back to the house. He’d walk straight through the ballroom. He wouldn’t even look for the green-eyed beauty.

He had work to do.


Chapter 5

Aunt Leona was not wrong about the length of Lord Gough’s balls. As the hours wore on, more and more people arrived. Despite the fact that the house seemed unable to hold any more bodies, more appeared anyway.

Thankfully, Leona did not notice Cordelia’s preoccupation, as she was being entertained by Sir Dunham. Though only a baronet (and a recent one), Dunham was a regular fixture in society due to his charming manner. A widower for years, he was a sought-after companion among older ladies at these events.

Of late, Dunham seemed to know when Leona Wharton would be attending something, and he was frequently at her side. The development had not gone unnoticed among the ton, and Leona was getting some jealous looks.

Cordelia rejoined her aunt and stood alongside Sir Dunham. She sipped her punch, hoping that the drink would cool her. The stifling heat in the house had only increased since she arrived, and the faint night breeze could do nothing to alleviate it. Even if it were freezing, though, she would still be heated from the kiss of the mysterious gentleman. What had she been thinking, to allow him such a liberty?

“Bonaparte is no longer a threat,” one of the gentlemen standing in their group asserted. “We routed him at Trafalgar.”

“Oh, did we? I thought it was Lord Nelson and the brave Royal Navy who routed the French and Spanish fleets,” Dunham noted. His dry wit was renowned, and he could wield it like a scalpel when he chose.

“By we, I meant England, of course.”

“Of course,” Cordelia echoed. The man was really insufferable. She was glad Dunham was there to take the brunt of his boorishness.

“My point,” the other man went on, “is that we don’t have to worry about an invasion. The French advance is over.”

“Perhaps we are safe from an invasion—perhaps—but I’ve heard that Bonaparte is considering keeping British ships from trading at European ports, which will pinch in the coming months. We need a real peace, not a stalemate,” Dunham argued.

The voices of the men blurred as the talk turned political. Cordelia, distracted, looked around. She was certain that someone had been looking at her, very intently too. She wondered if it was the man from the garden.

She decided to escape the feeling by heading for one of the small rooms off the ballroom kept free for ladies to rearrange their hair or fix a ripped hem. Although she didn’t need to do either, she was grateful to slip into the room limited to women only.

Of course, it was crowded, just like the rest of the house. Two young ladies in striped silk empress gowns chattered away near the door. One of them was picking at the diaphanous fabric of her dress, but it was clear that she was far more interested in what her friend was saying.

“Mama told me everything. He’s just returned to London, and he’s here tonight. He never attends balls, says Mama. Not for years. But he’s got the title now. So he must be looking for a wife at last.”

“But Belle said he was absolutely penniless!” the first girl insisted passionately. “He gambled it all away, and there’s nothing left but some moldering ancestral home miles from anywhere, so entailed that it’s nearly worthless.”

“He’s an earl,” her friend noted. “That’s all I need to know, should he glance my way.”

“A title won’t keep you very warm in winter. I’d rather have an income to buy decent clothes.”

“If I were married to him, I wouldn’t need any clothes. I’ll point him out to you, darling, and it will all become very clear.”

“Oh, that’s wicked!” Her friend giggled and blushed at the same time. The two made their way back out to the ballroom, leaving Cordelia to shake her head over their conversation. She had no idea who they were talking about, and she tried to be grateful she would never need to worry about such things. A pulse at her neck warned her that a headache was coming on.

“Cordelia, my dear,” a voice broke in. “Are you not well?” It was Aunt Leona, looking lovely in the soft light of the room, save for her concerned expression.

“I’m well enough, Aunt.” Cordelia rubbed her temples, hoping to thwart the headache. “It’s just so warm in there.”

“Yes,” Leona agreed. “But that’s not all that’s bothering you.”

“I have been worried lately, for some reason,” Cordelia admitted. “And tonight.… I felt like I was being watched.” She of course could not say she’d also been kissed by a complete stranger, or that she had enjoyed it far more than she ought to, which was to say, at all.

Her aunt took her hand. “Darling, you are undoubtedly being watched, but I am sure none of the watchers are malicious.”

“Too admiring, then.” Cordelia shrugged. “I wish I could explain that their attentions are unwanted.” But she had wanted the kiss. Oh, Lord, she needed to stop thinking about that!

“My dear.” Leona said nothing more than that, instead providing the only support she could—simply being there for her niece.

“I am sorry, Aunt. I don’t mean to spoil your fun.”

“Not at all.” Leona leaned in closer. “To be honest, this crowd is rather dull tonight.”

“Politics seems to be the topic on everyone’s lips,” Cordelia agreed. “Even Sir Dunham can’t stop himself from guessing Bonaparte’s next move.”

“Ah, those discussions are for larger heads than ours. Let’s go home,” her aunt urged.

“Yes, Aunt.” Cordelia tried to shake off her uneasiness. She was no one special, after all. She wasn’t important to the ton, or influential in any way. True, engineering was an odd profession for any woman. But virtually no one knew she did it, so why would anyone be watching her? Still, she was grateful that they were leaving.

Leona led her niece through the throng, but before they could mount the great staircase to the entry hall, a cultured voice halted them.

“My ladies, surely you are not running away!” Dunham emerged from the crowd, his twinkling eyes surveying them both.

Leona answered, “I fear that the heat has quite overwhelmed me, and my niece is taking pity on an old woman by accompanying me home.”

“Old?” Dunham put on a shocked expression. “Never say so! You outshine half the ladies here tonight, Mrs Wharton.”

“You have a flattering tongue, sir.” Leona smiled.

“You spare me the difficulty of lying, madam. The words are sweet because the subject is.”

“Such gallantry. You make me sad to leave, and Cordelia as well, I’m sure.” Leona frowned slightly, seeing that Cordelia was distracted, staring off into space. “Darling? Will you not bid Sir Dunham good night?”

“What?” Cordelia suddenly recalled herself to the conversation. “Oh, yes! Sir Dunham, you are always a gentleman. And you deflected that popinjay, whatever his name was.”

“I am always pleased to serve as your knight protector, Miss Bering.” He bowed slightly. “But now you must take your charming chaperone home. I wish you a speedy recovery, madam.”

Leona smiled winsomely, and Cordelia thought she detected a slight blush, over and above what could be blamed on the heat. The ladies left the party, grateful to step into the cooler outside air. One of Gough’s footmen hailed them a hired coach.

Except for the rattling of the vehicle on the London streets, the drive back to the house was a quiet one. Cordelia sat lost in thought, and her aunt was too gracious to interrupt with idle conversation. The carriage turned up the long drive to the house itself, the gravel crunching under the wheels.

Whoever had first designed the property clearly enjoyed the idea of privacy. The drive twisted in a way that concealed the house from the street, so arriving in front of the home was always a bit of a surprise. When the horses halted at the front steps, the driver leapt down to open the carriage doors.

They walked toward the door. As soon as Cordelia saw a grim-faced Stiles waiting there, she knew something was terribly wrong.


Chapter 6

With the housekeeper Mrs Landry standing nearby, Stiles watched as they ascended the steps. His posture gave no hint if he was weary from waiting up until the ladies returned. Considering he’d been awake since dawn, it was likely, but he would never let such a thing show on his face. Looking at him, one would think he’d trained from the cradle for his position. The idea made Cordelia smile, since she knew that his past had been quite different.

“I see you have endured the evening unscathed, my lady,” Stiles rumbled.

Stiles was a perfect butler in nearly all respects. The only obvious deviation he made from proper address was to call the mistress of the house Lady Cordelia. In point of fact, she held no title, and so should properly be called Miss Cordelia Bering. Stiles ignored this rule entirely. To him, she was and always would be Lady Cordelia, and the rest of the household staff took their cue from him.

“None the worse for wear,” Cordelia admitted, still concerned by the man’s expression. “But I shall retire now. Can you send a little tea up? Aunt Leona?” She looked over toward her aunt. “Do you want chocolate?”

Chocolate was properly a morning drink, but Leona never let a thing like custom get in the way of modest enjoyments. “The day I don’t want chocolate is the day you’ll call the undertakers, dear.”

“Oh, don’t say that!”

“I’ll say it and mean it! I’m going to my room. Goodnight, Mr Stiles.”

“Good night, madam.” He bowed stiffly. Mrs Landry disappeared toward the kitchen to convey the orders.

Leona headed off to her own chambers, which were located in a separate wing on the ground floor, unlike the rest of the bedrooms. She loved the gardens in the back of the house, and spent most of her free time working in them. She said the upper floor was too far from the scent of flowers.

Stiles looked back at Cordelia, a somber expression on his face. “My lady,” he began.

“What happened?” she asked in a low voice.

“Someone tried to break into the house tonight,” he said. “Did break in, in fact. He opened a window in your study. Fortunately, Bond was in the hall and heard the noise. She yelled for us. Jem tried to chase the man down, but he lost him.” 

Cordelia went white at the news. “My study?” she whispered.

Stiles saw his mistress’s distress. “Yes, my lady. We’re fairly sure he didn’t have time to get further inside. But do you think he could have been after something there?”

Cordelia didn’t answer his question for the moment. “Stiles, I felt like someone was watching me tonight at the ball.”

“Are you sure?” From his tone, she knew he did not disbelieve her, and for that she was profoundly grateful.

“It was just a feeling,” she admitted. “I have no proof.”

“Still, on the same night someone breaks into your home…” Stiles shrugged eloquently. “If I wanted to steal something, I’d watch the owner, too.”

“But it could be coincidence,” she argued, with no hope that it was.

“If this were an ordinary theft, it’s possible,” said Stiles. “But I am getting the impression, my lady, that you do not think this was ordinary.” He looked at her with his keen blue eyes, more sympathetic than worried.

“I must check the study,” she said, agitated. “If he took…”

She was interrupted by the arrival of the maid Ivy, bearing a tray to take to Leona’s room. From her distressed look, it was obvious that all the servants were concerned about what happened.

“Did you tell her, sir?” she asked.

“Ivy,” Stiles said wearily. “How does one greet one’s mistress when she returns to the house?”

“Oh!” The girl’s eyes widened when she realized her lapse. Then she pasted a smile on her face and bobbed a curtsy. “Welcome back, madam.”

“Thank you, Ivy,” Cordelia said, relieved the events of the night had not thrown the servants off too much. “And don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.”

Stiles nodded in affirmation. “Now take that to Mrs Wharton or it will get cold.”

Ivy nodded and hurried off.

“Come with me to the study,” Cordelia instructed Stiles. “I’ll explain everything there.” 

“In a moment, my lady.” Stiles turned to lock the great front doors with the large key on the ring he held. Cordelia picked up her skirts and walked quickly down the hall to her study.

Opening the door, she viewed the small space, lit only by the moon filtering in through the windows facing the back garden. She lit the lamp on the table, and the signs of the burglary attempt became clear. The furniture had been pushed slightly out of place, and a few books still lay on the floor, where they had been knocked aside.

She knew what the most valuable thing in the room was. She hurried to the front of a cabinet, which was normally locked at all times. Now, however, she pulled it open with no resistance. With a sinking feeling, Cordelia saw the wooden box on the lowest shelf. The lid sat slightly askew. It had been pried open.

Even before she looked, she knew the contents were gone.

 Cordelia sat down heavily, too stunned to think further.

She looked around the study where she spent so many hours. It was not merely a room to her. It was a place of memories. The fact that someone had stolen from her was bad enough. The fact that they took something from this room felt like a gross violation.

This was where her father had spent his days, poring over books or encouraging his young daughter to help him as he pictured a new idea on paper. So many of them didn’t work—would never work—but that didn’t matter.

Cordelia remembered some of the more ridiculous notions they’d devised together. Anyone can make a boat that floats, her father would say. Let’s design a boat that can sink! And little Cordelia would join him to craft a mad design like that.

  As she grew older, she learned the methods behind his apparent madness, and found out why scholars and tradesmen corresponded with him from all over the country, and even across the continent. Alfred Bering was a self-taught engineer, and he had a gift for finding ways to make small changes in a design that ended up profoundly altering its effectiveness. Ships were his great love. He had sailed in his youth, before marrying and settling into a new career as an engineer. He taught his daughter to love the sea and ships as much as he did. Until his death, they had spent summers at their cottage in Bristol, where her father could take young Cordelia to watch the ships come in and talk to the captains.

After he died, Cordelia could not bear to live in the little seaside house in Bristol anymore, so she returned to this quiet London home and made his study into her own, continuing to create plans and plot ideas, many of them based on their own wild dreams.

But she could not get rid of her father’s work. Every time she looked at one of his designs, she felt like he was speaking to her again. And now someone had taken their most valued design, for the ship she’d named Andraste. The one item that she swore she’d keep safe.

A sound behind her broke her reverie. “I have brought you some tea, my lady,” Stiles announced, bearing a small tray.

“It’s gone, Stiles,” she said, distracted. “It’s gone! I don’t know how they knew where it was. I should have destroyed it…”

“My lady.” The butler put the tray down on a clear spot, and carefully approached his mistress. Seeing her glassy eyes, he produced a handkerchief out of nowhere. “You must remain calm.” He turned and poured the tea himself, then handed her the cup, which she gulped down like a child.

“Thank you.” Cordelia tried to smile at her longtime servant, but it wobbled.

“You are certain the burglars took something?”

“That box is empty.” She pointed, and hated the way her finger wavered. “It contained a number of papers which my father and I had been working on when he died. I fear that they may be quite valuable to certain people.”

He looked around, wondering how old books and papers could possibly interest a thief. “I am no scholar, my lady,” Stiles admitted, with his gift for understatement. “You’ll have to tell me what is so important about old notebooks that someone would want to steal some.”

“Not some. A very specific set of plans. Papa and I talked about a new ship I began to design. He might have mentioned it to someone he should not have. He corresponded with a number of other gentlemen. They exchanged ideas and discussed problems they encountered. So it is very likely that he said something to one of his colleagues, and the idea circulated.” Cordelia frowned, remembering. “If someone thought Papa had plans for something important like this, they might go far to get the details.” She unconsciously started to shiver. The vision of a ship floated in front of her eyes, a ship of the future, ironclad, beautiful…and valuable.

“The plans really could be that important?”

She nodded. “In truth, they are…were…the most valuable thing in this house.”  She looked up at the butler. “Stiles, I must tell you something else. The thieves will undoubtedly return.”

“And why is that?”

“Because once they examine those papers, they will realize that they are incomplete. The other vital part of the plans are with my own work. I continued working on it after Papa died.”

The butler paused, considering. “Can you destroy them?”

“I will not do so unless it can’t be avoided. The ship could be very important…if used well.”

“If the papers cannot be removed from the house, we will have make the house harder to get into,” Stiles said decisively. “If you will permit me, my lady, I will oversee certain improvements to the house to deter thieves.”

“I suppose I should have done that years ago.” She balled her hands into fists. “I never thought.… Not a word in all these years, and now someone is after them.”

“They won’t get them. I’ll think like a thief, and there won’t be a way for anyone to sneak in when I’m done.”

“Please do whatever is necessary. Don’t worry about cost.”   

Stiles stood up even straighter. “If I may be so bold, my lady. I don’t believe the papers are the most valuable thing in this house. You are. And you will find your household will do everything we can to keep you safe.”

Cordelia was touched. “Thank you for that, Stiles. And you’re right, of course. We must make some changes to the house. I’ve been foolish to think I could avoid this.”

“Put it out of your mind tonight, my lady,” Stiles urged. “A good night to you.” He left the room, leaving Cordelia alone with her thoughts.

She didn’t know how long she had been sitting there when Bond appeared in the doorway. “Ma’am? May I see you to bed? It’s very late.”

“I doubt I can sleep,” Cordelia said.

“You should try, ma’am. There’s nothing more you can do tonight. Jem will stay awake to be sure no one returns. Tomorrow we’ll discuss the best way to protect the house and you.”

Cordelia let Bond walk her up to her room. Once in bed, she lay with her eyes wide open, staring into the darkness. “Where has my curiosity taken me now?”


Chapter 7

The same night Cordelia discovered that part of the plans were gone, Thorne pursued his own hunt for the information the Zodiac charged him to find.

From Gough’s party, he directed a carriage to take him to a house in a neighborhood of the city that no one would associate with a true gentleman. The place was sturdy enough, though outwardly run down. While the street was still respectable, it was not far from St James Street, where there were several gaming hells and other places of dubious repute. Thorne sometimes found it very useful to be close to those places. He had purchased the property almost as soon as he joined the Zodiac, knowing that he needed to keep one part of his life secret from his family.

The house was set back a little from the street, and the windows were always blocked by heavy curtains. Everything about the place discouraged curiosity. Thorne liked it that way.

He paid the driver and walked up the pathway to the main entrance. He let himself in with his own key; there were no servants here. The house was his secret alone.

Inside, he lit a candle and headed up the narrow staircase to the upper floor, where the bedrooms were. He’d made improvements to the rooms, particularly the ones that he used as a bedroom and a study. A large clothes press in the bedroom held an array of items that had no place in a gentleman’s wardrobe. Rough trousers, carefully scuffed boots, mud-stained jackets…even a selection of hats and wigs, in case Thorne really wanted to go unrecognized.

He doubted that he would need anything so drastic tonight. He selected a few pieces of clothing, plain but not worn, and all in black. He laid aside his fine apparel from the party and pulled on the new items, amused by the knowledge that many men of his station would never even contemplate doing this without a valet.

He traded his smooth leather shoes for a worn pair of work boots that he’d commandeered from one of his stablers a few years ago. The long greatcoat he donned was dark grey, a rough fabric with artful stains along the bottom, as if he could not afford to have it cleaned. He tousled his brown hair, and then grabbed an ill-fitting, battered hat that he kept around for such occasions.

Glancing in the mirror, he grinned at his reflection. No one would mistake him for an earl now. He looked very much like a typical citizen of London. Clothes did indeed make the man. Dress like an earl, and people treated him like an earl. Dress like a pauper, and he’d be lucky if he could get a carriage to stop in the street.

Satisfied with his appearance, he left the house, locking the front door behind him. Thorne lost no time in beginning his hunt for the documents. Truth to tell, he was glad of the assignment. He hated the idle time between missions. He had never cared for the usual aristocratic diversions, and he was in no mood to be chased by silly ladies seeking a titled gentleman to lead them to the altar. No, give him a life or death mission every time. What woman could compare to that? He tried to push away the memories of the woman who did threaten to compare to that, the lovely vision in the garden.

According to Neville’s now destroyed letter, the people after the mysterious plans had a front called the Kingston China Company. It was in the shipping district, close to the docks. It was not necessarily a dangerous place, but he took the usual precautions. He hired a hackney cab to take him as far as the main street, then he began to walk, covering the distance quickly with his long stride. He walked through streets that became narrower and darker, the buildings looking more workaday and worn. As he moved towards the smell of the river, he considered everything that had brought him to this point.

Fifteen years ago, he’d never imagined that he’d be an honored peer, let alone a trusted agent of the government. No, fifteen years ago he’d been a rowdy, frustrated younger son—the “Honorable” Sebastien Thorne—whose only goal was to cause his family as much aggravation as possible.

With no expectations for him to live up to, he’d sunk to ever lower levels of behavior, daring his parents and older brother to call him on his debauchery. At first it was fairly mild, a bit of gaming and a lot of women. But he’d quickly fallen deeper and deeper into debt, seduced by the chance and excitement of gambling, always ready to convince himself that his bad luck would turn.

It wasn’t until the day that he’d woken up on Hampstead Heath outside the city, still drunk from the night before, with nothing more than the clothes on his back—his money and watch long gone—that he admitted he might have a problem.

His father was not sympathetic when Sebastien had returned home to beg for more money. The elder Lord Thorne had heard similar speeches many times before. This time, he agreed to settle Sebastien’s debts on one condition—he would buy a commission and serve as an army officer. It seemed the only way to prevent his dissolute son from falling back into his old ways.

And, by pure good luck, it did the trick. The army proved to be the perfect place for Sebastien. It demanded an order and discipline that he’d never been asked to give, but—after a few humiliating encounters—he found that he craved. He learned there was a vast difference between the respect men gave to a title and the respect he could earn with his actions. All at once, he was not only part of something greater than himself, he was directly responsible for the lives of others. He felt like he’d finally grown up.

He wasn’t long in the army before he gained the notice of a few particular people. As a commissioned officer, he was given tasks somewhat different than the enlisted men. When he proved that he could be trusted to perform those tasks, he was given other, more mysterious jobs, and he quickly found his strength. Sebastien Thorne was a good soldier, yes. But he was an exceptional spy.

Thorne didn’t know exactly what event attracted the attention of the group he now worked with. But one day, he met another officer named Julian Neville. Neville told him the story of the Zodiac, a small group of agents dedicated to protecting the Crown of England against all enemies. The history of the group stretched back many decades, but there were never more than twelve agents active at any time. If anything happened to make a certain sign available, a new agent was selected after careful consideration. Thorne had been recruited as Sagittarius. He was wise enough to never ask what happened to his predecessor. He was also wise enough to never ask what would have happened to him if he’d refused the honor of joining the Zodiac.

To say that the group was secretive was an understatement. Thorne didn’t even know everyone else who was in the Zodiac. The agents generally worked alone, with only a few trusted contacts. Neville was Thorne’s superior, and he couldn’t imagine a man better suited to be an agent. It was Neville who trained Thorne in the finer points of espionage, and Neville who gave him the missions. In turn, Neville reported to the “Astronomer,” the one who truly ran the Zodiac. Thorne had no idea who the Astronomer was, and knew that he would probably never find out. He didn’t mind in the least. Knowing that he’d been chosen to serve was all the recognition he needed.

It had been over a decade since that first meeting with Neville, but Thorne hadn’t lost his zeal for a good mission. Now, he found the place he was looking for, the Kingston China Company. He found a hiding spot across the street from the doors and hunkered down to watch the warehouse.

As Thorne waited for any sign of life from the warehouse, his mind drifted back to earlier that evening, to the gorgeous creature at Lord Gough’s. She had been a sight to behold, even if she was, as she claimed, heartless. Sebastien smiled into the dark. He wondered if he could change her perspective, given the chance. All that fine skin couldn’t be so cold, even if her heart was. Then he shook his head.

“Stop it,” he warned himself in a mutter. It had been some time since he’d been with a woman. That must be why the lady had such an effect. He must remedy that situation, before he found an excuse to see the heartless beauty again.

Suddenly, he heard voices from around the corner. Ducking down further, he strained his ears to catch any hint that these were his men. The thickening mist from the river distorted sound, but he heard two distinct tones. A pair of men approached the door of the warehouse. He heard the rattle of a key in the lock, and then the squeak of the door. Thorne moved like a cat through the shadows, reaching the door just as it swung closed. He was lucky—the men didn’t check to see if the latch caught on the door. They were not being careful.

Without a sound, Thorne eased the door open again, slipping into the musty smelling warehouse. He heard the sound of footsteps fading away, but he paused to take in his surroundings.

It was definitely a warehouse, but it did not appear to be a well-used one. Wooden crates were stacked in piles, and sawdust and wood shavings, probably once packing material for china, lay scattered across the floor. He narrowed his eyes, seeing where the feet of the men he followed left their mark on the floor. He’d have to be careful not to give away his own presence by disturbing the sawdust. That meant keeping well into the shadows, by the wall…or stepping exactly where his quarry had.

He chose to stay near the wall, and he kept his ears open as he crept through the darkness. He’d covered several yards when he heard a noise behind him. The door had opened again. Sebastien slid between two large crates, hardly daring to breathe. He heard more footsteps, but they passed his hiding spot without slowing. He exhaled slowly.

The latecomer rounded a corner, and a rough voice greeted him. Thorne used the sound to cover his approach. He desperately wanted to hear the conversation, hoping it would relate to the plans he was seeking.

“You got it?” a voice asked.

“Barely. I got into the house, but some little git of a maid heard me and raised the alarm.” The newcomer’s voice was both defiant and nervous. “One of them chased me all the way to the road! I was nearly caught.”

“You deserved to be, if you couldn’t slip in under the noses of a bunch of drowsy chambermaids! You said you could handle this!”

“So I did. More than you can say, since you couldn’t be bothered to do it yourself. Here.” The sound of something hitting the surface of the table echoed through the warehouse.

Thorne wormed his way forward until he could catch a glimpse of the newest arrival through a gap in the boxes. By his profile, he was a middle-aged man, though as thin as a young boy. Candlelight revealed the sheen of sweat on his face.

The mostly-hidden man at the desk opened the package eagerly and began to sift through the stack of papers inside. He unfolded several, putting them aside. As he worked his way through, he sounded angrier. “Something is missing.”

“I got everything in the box,” the thin man protested. “Every scrap of paper!”

“So you say. How do I know you haven’t hidden what I need?”

“I wouldn’t know what to hide! Those scribbles all look the same to me. If you need more, they must be somewhere else in that house. Just tell me where the rest of the papers are, and I’ll go back.”

“They’re alert now,” said the other unseen man. “It’s too late.”

“Look, I can get it. I need the money!”

“Too bad.” There was a scraping sound as one of the men stood up. “Your incompetence has muddled things up.”

The thief’s eyes widened in fear, and Thorne had a moment of premonition. Although he couldn’t see it, he knew the other man was drawing a pistol.

The thief snapped out of his momentary shock, and he turned to run back to the door of the warehouse. A shot echoed through the building, but it went wide of its mark. The thief was still running. Thorne waited as the two other shapes dashed by his hiding spot and left him behind.

He moved like lightning to the table where the men had been, but the surface was empty. One of the men must have taken the papers with him. He swore in frustration.

There was little more Thorne could do inside. He trailed the others out of the building, moving as fast as he dared. Fortunately, he remembered the streets immediately around the warehouse, and he knew where the thief was likely to run. Once he got outside, he slipped into the alley where he had been hiding before, and watched. The thief was nowhere to be seen, but the first two men he’d seen now chased up and down the street, casting about for their quarry. One ran in the opposite direction from the alley, toward the main thoroughfare. The other moved more slowly, walking toward the riverfront. As he went, he peered down the alleys and into the various doorways. Thorne noticed the gleam of a knife blade in the man’s hand.   

Picking up a small stone, he hurled it so it clattered at the far end of one alley. The man heard the sound and moved toward it, not knowing he’d pass Thorne on the way. His eyes flicked from right to left as he walked, but even so, he was very surprised when Thorne stepped out of the shadows and delivered a quick blow to his head.

The man grunted, stumbling backward. Thorne easily grabbed the arm holding the knife and twisted it so that the blade fell to the ground with a clatter. He kicked it, sending it sliding into the dark shadows of the alley. Then he turned to face the man, memorizing his face. At the moment, he was more concerned with the thief, so he regretfully decided that this man could wait.

“What do you want?” the man asked. His voice came out in a sharp whine. “I don’t have any money.” He squinted, trying to see Thorne’s features in the darkness.

“I don’t want your money,” said Thorne. “I want you to be quiet.” Without another word, he hit the man once more, and this time he crumpled to the ground. A quick check revealed that he didn’t have the papers on him. Too bad, thought Thorne. He turned around and headed back out to the street, moving at an easy pace, but keeping a sharp eye out for the thief. He was one Thorne wanted to talk to tonight.

He hadn’t gone far when he caught sight of the thin man scuttling down the further end of the street, almost at the river. Thorne didn’t run, but his long legs carried him quickly to the water. The thief saw him coming and halted for a moment. He saw that Thorne was a stranger and not one of his sometime employers, but his natural instinct was still to run when he saw a large, unsmiling man coming toward him. By that point, however, it was too late. The thief turned tail, but only got a few paces when he was seized by the man in the greatcoat.

“What’re you doing? There’s a mistake…”

“Shut up,” Thorne said quietly. The menace in his tone was enough to stop the thief cold. He even forgot to try to wiggle free of that iron grasp. “You robbed a house tonight.”

The man began to deny it, but the words died on his lips when he saw Thorne’s expression.

“Are you…” He frowned. “You’re not with Helm’s gang.”

“Helm? That’s who hired you to rob the house?”

“Aye. Jerrod Helm. He was going to pay me to take a box from this one house. Said it would be an easy job!”

“We’ll talk about this on the way,” Thorne said, prodding the man forward.  “Move.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’re taking me to the house you were trying to break into.”

“Are you working against Helm? Because I don’t want to be in the middle of this…”

“You’re already in the middle of this, friend,” Thorne hissed. “And if you were smart, you’d stop worrying about Helm. He’s not here right now, but I am. And if I decide that you’re not being helpful, I’ve no reason to keep you around. Understand?”

The man nodded quickly.

“Now, where was the house?”

“Pretty far out. On Quince Street. But they’re looking for me!”

“Never mind them.” Thorne looked up the street. “Walk along the river until we get to the next street. Then we’ll pick up a ride. What’s your name?”

“John. John Bailey,” he stuttered nervously.

As they walked, Thorne kept a close eye on his prisoner, even though he made no move to run away. They reached the main street without seeing any sign of Bailey’s former employers. Thorne hailed a cab for hire, and they were on their way, after Bailey was forced to give the directions.

In the carriage, Thorne leveled his gaze on the unfortunate thief. “Tell me what you were after at this house.”

“Helm hired me to break in and take a box out of a study on the ground floor. He said the owners of the house would be gone and only servants would be there. He said it would be easy, and it did look easy. But a maid heard me when I made a noise. Then one of the other servants chased me all the way off the property.”

“What was in this box?”

“Don’t know. Just papers. It was a heavy wooden strong box with a lock. I knew I wouldn’t be able to run with the whole thing, so I pried it open and took the papers.”

“Why would Helm want a strong box of papers?” Thorne had a guess, and didn’t like it. Helm, whoever he was, must have somehow learned about the plans and decided to steal them so he could sell them to the highest bidder.

Bailey must have thought the same. “He’s got his fingers in a lot of pies. He probably wants to sell what’s inside. He’ll sell anything for a profit.”

“Suppose I’ll have to have a word with Jerrod Helm,” Thorne noted. Bailey paled at his tone. “Who were you stealing them from?”

“I wasn’t told any name. Helm just let me know where the house was. Said I didn’t need to know more than that.”

Thorne grunted, thinking. “Why’d he hire you? Why not just do it himself, if he knew where it was?”

“Helm doesn’t get his hands dirty like that anymore. He’s a boss now. Not to mention, he’s too fat to be a good thief nowadays.”

The coach jerked to a stop. Thorne put one hand on the door. “I’m stepping out first. No tricks, or you won’t be getting home tonight.”

Bailey nodded. He climbed out after Thorne and looked nervously at his surroundings. They alighted on the corner of Quince Street, a neighborhood of quiet, stately homes. It was not the most fashionable district of London, being a little too far from the heart of things. But it was thoroughly respectable, and Bailey clearly felt out of place.

“All right,” Thorne said as the coach clattered away. “Let’s go.”

“This way.” Bailey took the lead, walking up Quince Street with a shuffling gait. The silence of the neighborhood at that hour, only shortly before dawn, was almost deafening.

They reached a driveway flanked by two gateposts. On top of each one, instead of the usual eagle or lion, there was a sailing ship wrought in iron. “This is the place?” he asked Bailey.

“Yes, sir.” If Bailey hoped that was all his captor wanted, he was mistaken.

Thorne dragged him forward. “Come on then. I want to see the house itself, and where you broke in.”

His shoulders slumped, Bailey lead Thorne up the drive. He looked like he expected to be attacked by a vengeful butler or footman at any moment, but the stillness was not broken. Soon enough, after they had made their way through a copse of trees that hid the house from the road, Bailey halted. “There it is. The study is at the back of the west wing, just round the corner there.”

“I want to see it.” Thorne noted every detail of the grounds as they crept toward the wing with the study, keeping to the shadows on the edge of the deep green lawn that surrounded the house like a moat. They stopped again, as Bailey pointed. “That’s the window I used. I’d have gotten out all quiet if I hadn’t tripped over the blasted housecat. Look! They’ve left a light burning!”

“They were worried you’d come back,” Thorne muttered. That was interesting. The people in the house either knew or suspected that the thief had not fully succeeded.

“The box’ll be gone now,” Bailey guessed aloud. “They’ll have moved it.”

Thorne withdrew into the deeper green of trees bordering the lawn. “I’ll be staying here for a while.”

“You plan on getting the other papers so Helm can’t?” Bailey asked.

“Is that any concern of yours?” Thorne asked, his voice deceptively mild.

“No,” Bailey assured him hurriedly. “But Helm will come looking for me, and what am I supposed to tell him about you?”

“Nothing,” Thorne said, looking Bailey full in the face. “In fact, if you’re smart, you’d better disappear altogether.”

“What do you mean?” Bailey began to back away, looking even more nervous when Thorne reached into his coat. But he only pulled out a small bag that made a distinctive jingling sound. He took out several coins. “You’re not from London,” he noted, as Bailey stared at the money.

“I was born in Dorset,” he admitted.

“Go back there,” Thorne advised. “And don’t stop at your home to get anything. The further away you get, the more likely you’ll live.”

“What are you after?” Bailey asked fearfully, staring at Thorne as if unsure he was human.

“Something much bigger than you, friend. Now go.” He dropped the money— probably more than the thief would have earned from five jobs like this one—into Bailey’s palm. “Godspeed.”

Bailey lost no time in disappearing. Thorne was relatively confident that Bailey would live. The man was a weasel, but weasels were usually interested in self-preservation. In any case, he had to concentrate on getting the papers out of this house and to the Zodiac, where they would be safe. He noticed the sky lightening in the east. He would stay only long enough to learn the layout of the house. One circuit around, and then he’d vanish.

* * * *

Up in her room, Cordelia stood at her window in the cool hour before dawn. She had dreamed of the Andraste again. Unlike her early dreams of it, in which the sides shone silver like a knight’s armor, in this dream the ship was the blue black of a folded blade. The sea it sailed over was dark, the waves tinged red by sunset. The sails were filthy with salt and grime, and the shouts of men—sailors? soldiers?—echoed over the water. She stood gazing at the ship from a headland, watching in despair as her beautiful creation, the bright ship Andraste, became blood-stained in battle.

At the window, Cordelia bowed her head. What had she been thinking? She thought her design would save lives, not help destroy them. She’d been a child when she first dreamed up the Andraste, with a child’s naiveté.

Something caught her eye outside. Cordelia watched a shape drift over the lawn. Something—someone—was on her property. The bulk of the shape was scarcely noticeable in the dim light, and she stared hard for a minute to make sure she was not mistaken. But then it moved again. Yes, it was a man. A man watching the house.

She knew she should pull the bell to summon help. Jem could try to chase the man down again. But something held her in place. She tried to see the outline of the man on the lawn. Was he old? Young? Fat? Was he the same man who had broken in before? Cordelia kept to the side of her window, hoping that she was invisible to the watcher. Who was he?

Suddenly, the shape moved again. Walking parallel to the edge of the lawn, the man made his way to the gravel drive, where he halted for a moment. Then he turned and disappeared. But right before he did, Cordelia caught the shape of his silhouette against the white gravel. She had no reason to believe that she had seen this man before, but the impression was seared onto her overactive brain. The shape of the head, the set of the broad shoulders. Even under the greatcoat that covered his frame, she knew who it was. It was the man who had kissed her.

She could not forget the shape of him.

She trembled, remembering how close he had gotten to her…but why had he followed her in the gardens, if not to force her to give him the papers? 

Blinking, she realized his kiss must have been part of a cold-hearted seduction plan. Did he really think seduction would work? Hadn’t it, almost? She couldn’t pretend she hadn’t been extremely affected by his attention. She ruefully noted that he’d been quite sure of his effect on her. But even worse was that little pull in her heart. She had liked him, even before he kissed her. He seemed…fascinating. Part of her wondered what it would be like to have someone like him at her side. If they could be allies.

Shivering, Cordelia turned away from the window. “I know what you want,” she whispered to the air. “But I’ll never let you get it.”


Chapter 8

The morning dawned bright and glorious, but no one in the house on Quince Street was in a mood to appreciate it. A few servants, led by Stiles, paced around the yard, discussing the house in a very professional manner.

“Those windows are so low to the ground, you can practically call them doors,” Jem noted critically. He’d been a pickpocket in a former life and, as a member of a gang, had also stolen from several houses of the gentry. “We can’t keep watch all night, every night, so we’ll have to secure them somehow.”

“And locks alone won’t do,” Bond added. “Any decent thief knows how to muffle the sound of broken glass.”

“Towel.” Jem nodded.

“Or cut a pane out with a jeweler’s knife,” Bond suggested.

“You did that?” Jem asked, looking at her with a certain respect.

“Not to a window,” she explained. “I cut out a wee bit of glass on a locked cabinet. Just enough to turn the latch from inside.”

“And what was inside?”

“A jewel case. Most of the stuff was paste, but there were these pearls…” Bond’s eyes grew dreamy. “Ludd only gave me one tenth of what he got for ’em. Stingy bastard…considering I did all the work for ’em. I ate like a queen for three months, though.”

Stiles grunted, interrupting her reverie. “That is not the sort of story you should be proud of, Miss Bond.”

She shrugged. “No sense denying the past. We’ve all done things we shouldn’t to fill our bellies.”

“Well, put your talents to better use now.”

Bond said, “Many homes bar the ground floor windows.”

“Ugly,” noted Jem. “Miss Bering won’t like it.”

Bond considered the side of the house. “You could plant something nasty and thorny in front of the windows…but that takes time to grow, and Mrs Wharton might take issue if we alter her gardens.”

Jem laughed shortly. “Might take issue? We’d be run out of town if we touched a single plant!”

“Bars it must be then,” Stiles said. “Jem, could you get into the upper windows?”

“I could,” Jem admitted easily. “But I’m not sure that most would try. It wouldn’t be a quick job, that’s for sure. If it were me, I’d climb that vine-covered trellis over there, then scramble over to the window that opens at the end of the hallway.”

Bond gasped, measuring the distance Jem described. “You’d fall and break your back!” 

“I’ve made further leaps, my girl,” he said, grinning. “Don’t you worry about me. Though if I did get hurt, would you kiss it to make it better?”

“That’s enough!” Stiles rumbled. He frowned at the young couple. They were having entirely too much fun. “We must put a sash lock on the window by the trellis. No one could pry it open while hanging from the sill.” Satisfied that they could secure the house against most intruders, the butler directed his underlings to return inside, where they had other duties. He would see to the protection of the home.

* * * *

In the house, the mistress slumbered at long last. After seeing the stranger in her garden, Cordelia had lain on her bed, staring at the walls, her mind consumed with memories of her father and the awful days following his death. When daylight finally crept into the room, she fell into an exhausted, dreamless sleep, though she felt no better when Bond woke her later.

“It’s eleven, ma’am,” Bond said after she’d shaken Cordelia awake. “You said I should never let you sleep past eleven.”

“No,” she agreed groggily. “I should be up and about.”

“Shall I bring your tea up?”

“I’ll take breakfast downstairs,” Cordelia insisted.

Bond selected a gown for Cordelia and helped her into it with a minimum of fuss. The dress was a filmy, Grecian style gown in white lawn. That style, with its high waist and tiny sleeves, was the height of fashion, though Cordelia privately found the shape a bit scandalous. She couldn’t deny how comfortable it was to wear, however, particularly in warm weather.

“It will be hot today, ma’am,” Bond said as she buttoned up the back of the gown. “It’s already hot on the east side of the house. Here.” She handed Cordelia a fan, the thin wooden spine covered with silk dyed a rich shade of green. Cordelia idly snapped it open and fanned herself experimentally.

“Ah, very pretty, ma’am. Brings out your eyes. Do you want the jade necklace?”

Cordelia shook her head. “A good thought. Not at the moment, though. If I go out, I’ll wear it.”

“Yes, madam. I’ll put it aside then,” the maid replied easily. She had clearly retained everything she’d been taught about clothing and jewelry, Cordelia noted as she watched Bond gather up the dress from last night to take downstairs to press and repair it if necessary.

Cordelia went downstairs, where she found her appetite revived by the smell of baked bread and fresh jam. When she was nearly done eating, Stiles appeared in the dining room. He customarily went over the details of the household every morning, from the daily menus to more particular issues. Today, his mind was still on the robbery.

After a perfunctory review of the daily tasks, he related his plans to add bars to the windows. Then he added, “I talked it over with Mrs Landry. We agreed that it may have nothing to do with your father’s work. Rather, it may have to do with one of us, one of the servants,” he finished.

Cordelia looked at him, her eyes wide with a newfound concern. “Oh, no. That’s impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible, my lady. You know our pasts, and so do others. I know I won’t surprise you by admitting that I made many enemies in my time.”

“But that was years ago,” she insisted, as if that could ward away the logic of his argument. “You even changed your name.”

“A grudge can last a lifetime, my lady. And people talk. Maybe someone finally discovered that I’m not as dead as they thought. My name is different now, but I can’t do much about my face. It may be best that we leave this house in order to protect you.”

“No!” Cordelia said. “Absolutely not. Where would you go? What would I do without you?”

Ivy appeared in the hall, bearing a tray holding a small teapot and cup. The scent of tea drifted in the air. She halted when she saw her mistress arguing with Stiles.

“Ivy, take that to Mrs Wharton in the garden,” Stiles ordered.

“Have you told her then?” Ivy asked, ignoring the order. “We’ll go if that’s what’s best, ma’am. Don’t know where I can go, but I’ll be damned if my old boss takes what I done out on you.”

“Ivy!” Stiles growled. “Language!”

The maid looked abashed. “I meant that I’d be quite distraught,” she corrected herself.

“No one is going anywhere,” Cordelia said firmly. “If anyone is to blame, it is me. I should have destroyed those papers long ago. I didn’t. But I will decide how to…extract this household from any future entanglement. I promise.”

Though how she could do that when she didn’t know who her enemies were would be quite a challenge.

* * * *

Despite his late night, Sebastien only slept for a few hours after returning to his family’s townhome, once again dressed as the gentleman everyone presumed him to be.

He awoke just after nine, his brain too fevered to sleep anymore. In his dreams, he chased a thousand threads throughout the city, looking for the elusive papers. Not knowing what exactly they were for made everything worse. He feared he would look right at them and not recognize what he was seeking.

Groaning at the sunlight, he summoned his valet to help him dress, then went down to the breakfast room.

The townhouse that the Thorne family had purchased several years ago was located in a quiet, well-to-do neighborhood. The building itself was not large, nor was it particularly ornate. Sebastien was glad of that, because he knew what other families of his class spent on maintaining their homes in town, and the idea of squandering funds on that sort of thing made him furious.

The walls were painted rather than papered, and ornamentation was restrained compared to earlier eras. The molding was inspired by Classic art. Sebastien’s eyes followed the flow of one design that marched around the room just below the ceiling. It looked simple, and it was simple, but a trick of the eye made it hard to decide exactly what the pattern was. Not unlike his life, he reflected ruefully.

He poured coffee into two separate cups. He had no intention of sharing—he merely wanted to avoid getting up to refill anything. He carried those to the table, then pulled together a plate of cold meats and bread off the sideboard. Sitting down at last, he decided to forget his mission for the space of time it took him to break his fast. There was nothing he could do at the table to solve this mystery.

His mother sought him out before his coffee had a chance to cool. She appeared in the doorway, dressed in powder blue damask that set off her fair complexion and still golden hair. Sebastien had inherited his father’s coloring, not his mother’s. But he did have her stubbornness.

She surveyed him with narrowed eyes. “Are you slipping back into your dissolute ways, Sebastien? I am told that you didn’t get home until well after dawn.”

“Gough’s ball,” he explained shortly, hoping to put her off. He lifted the first coffee cup to his lips and drained it. His mother looked on in frank disapproval.

“You hate those things.” She sat down across the table from him, her back ramrod straight, helped only a little bit by her corset. The woman had been born with perfect posture.

“I met an old friend there. Another officer.”

“And then went carousing all night, I’ll warrant. Sebastien, when will you admit that you cannot live like a young lad first off in the world? You are thirty-five, and the heir now. You need to take responsibility!”

Sebastien bit his tongue. The facade he had to keep up in front of his family was by far the worst part of his role for the Zodiac. Of course they knew nothing of his work as an agent, and his best screen to fool everyone was to pretend that he hadn’t changed much from his callow youth—that he remained an inveterate drinker and gambler. It worked, but it wasn’t without consequences.

“I was being responsible,” he said, now trying to think of a way to soothe her. He took a sip of coffee from the next cup to give him a moment to come up with something.

“Oh, indeed. How exactly?”

Inspiration struck. “I was auditioning young ladies for the part of countess.”

Her expression softened a bit. “And did you find any to your liking this time?”

“One,” he said honestly, and smiled, remembering the kiss.

“Well, well. Who is she?” His mother looked delighted now.

“Sadly, I didn’t get her name.”

“What? You were not introduced? How do you know that she would be suitable?”

He remembered her figure as being perfectly suitable, not that he could tell his mother that. “The sight of her across the room was enough to get my interest. Fate dictated that I wasn’t to get her name last night. But she intrigued me, Mother. Trust me.… I’m going to find out more about her.” Such as her name, where she lived, and if she was a spy.

Unaware of the particular direction of his interest, she said, “Well, I suppose that’s the best I can hope for. You know, Sebastien, that the continuation of the line meant so much to your father. Knowing that you were settled would be a great comfort to me in my final days.”

“Final days? You’re at the peak of health!”

“We thought the same of your father, remember. And his heart gave out with no warning. And Fate took your brother too. You must promise me that you will pursue a proper marriage, dear.”

“Don’t rush me, Mother. I’m still getting used to the title. It weighs more than you’d expect.”

“You miss George. So do I.” She bent her head. Sebastien knew she was fighting off tears.

In a proper world, his older brother George would have been the one to carry on the glory of the Thorne line. And in fact, he had, for too brief a time. He had been the one with the training and the attitude to be a proper heir.

But only a short while after he became earl, he didn’t come back from a ride. The household was sent out to look for him; they found him on a disused track, his back broken and his horse gone. He died within days.

So Sebastien, once the carefree younger son, found himself elevated to the lesser title of viscount with the death of his father, and then, all too soon, to earl after George’s passing.

He looked at the woman across from him, her face fragile in the morning light. “I know I disappointed you.”

“No, Sebastien. Don’t ever think that. You worried me, you enraged me. But you never disappointed me. You were a wild young man, and I should have begged your father to take you in hand long before events took over. The army did seem to help you. I know you would have liked to stay. But you are needed here. I’m only sorry it took the death of your brother to bring you back home.”

He reached over and took her hand. “At least I am back home.” Giving his mother a reassuring smile, he added, “And I’ll try to live up to your expectations.”

After placating his mother, Sebastien went to his office to dispatch some legitimate business for a few hours. The running of the family estate was not really burdensome, since the family’s retainers were all old hands who were thoroughly competent. But Sebastien knew familiarity was key if he was ever to truly step into the role his brother left. He also wanted to make sure that the men running the estates didn’t get too enthusiastic. The finances of the Thorne family had been troubled until very recently. His father’s gambling habit had not been as rampant as his second son’s, but he had debts too.

In the short time that George had been at the head of the family, he wisely spent money on restoring the Cheshire estate, Thorne Hall. He had planned to make it his permanent home after finding a wife. Though necessary, renovations had not been cheap. Unfortunately, George’s death meant that the estate was still underused. His mother and little sister Adele would go there after the Season ended.

The accounts were newly fattened from a few seasons of good management, but Sebastien planned to spend the money slowly. The last thing he needed was to alert society that the Thorne fortunes were restored. Oddly enough, he wondered if the gold-gowned temptress would care about his income.

The larger plan was for Sebastien to marry and take his wife back to Thorne Hall so they could raise the next generation. But he had another commitment, to the Zodiac…which his family knew nothing of. He considered the safety of the nation to be far more important than his own marriage, at least while the war continued. But he couldn’t tell his family that without compromising himself and his fellow agents.

After dispatching with family business, he turned his mind to the work of the mission. Energized now, Thorne started to make notes, detailing all he knew so far and all the items yet to be discovered. He wrote his notes in a sort of coded shorthand, so no secrets could be revealed by accident.

He knew the work would be difficult, but he already had a short list of things to find out as soon as possible. The first was to learn who lived in the house Bailey broke into. He had to know if the owner was to be trusted or not. He also had to find the man who hired Bailey, this Jerrod Helm. Fortunately, Bailey had told him where Helm would be found. Thorne knew Helm was only a middleman. But he would lead to the next level, where things might get interesting. The third thing he had to find out, and quickly, was what precisely the Andraste plans were for. But learning either of the first two items would help him with the last.

The first was easy. A few inquiries among the various social directories his mother kept, and Thorne learned who the inhabitants of 42 Quince were: the head of the house, a Miss Cordelia Bering, daughter of the late Alfred Bering, and also a Mrs Walter Wharton.

Sebastien laughed out loud when he realized that he had a family connection to the elderly Mrs Wharton. He had met her when he was much younger. He thought it wouldn’t be too difficult to beg a renewal of acquaintance. Searching his memory, he summoned an image of a very kind woman. Leona Wharton had taken a more than cursory interest in the young Thorne boys. Sebastien realized now that it was probably because she had no children of her own. He hoped keenly that she was not involved in the problem of the papers. It seemed unlikely, considering who and what she was.

Of course, the ladies who lived there might not even know what was in the house. Perhaps they were innocent, and didn’t realize what they had lost. Yes, that possibility made far more sense. Perhaps the late Mr Bering had left something behind, and that’s what the thieves were after. Thorne decided this only made his job more important. He had to get those papers before anyone else did…and before either woman could do something foolish.


Chapter 9

That same afternoon, Cordelia was hard at work in her study. The windows had been opened to allow the fresh air in, and the result was a constant, soft rustling of papers on the large desk.

Cordelia still worried about the theft, but she tried to dismiss the issue until she could take some action. Less easy to banish was the memory of the man in the gardens at Gough’s party. The rationality of daytime made Cordelia doubt what she thought she’d seen through her window. She was probably imagining that the same gentleman had somehow appeared on her lawn later. It was an absurd notion. She had been so entranced by his kiss that she kept seeing him, and simply mistook a dream for reality.

The memory was seductive enough to make her lose concentration for a while. She stared outside at nothing in particular while she savored the memory of his mouth on hers, and the way his fingers teased her skin so lightly.…

She flushed, suddenly realizing that her muscles had grown warm and languid, and that she was unconsciously wetting her lips. What was wrong with her? She must forget that it happened.

There were other problems at hand, ones that she was actually able to solve. Shuffling through a small stack of recent correspondence, she selected one letter, her eyes scanning the enclosure with a thoroughly professional air.

“Cannot adjust capacity of intake in new design,” she murmured aloud. “May have omitted element in early version. Please review enclosed sketch. Can you offer any advice, Mr Lear?”

She smiled to herself. “Yes, I think I can, sir.” She reviewed the sketch for a few moments, and the issue became obvious. She began to draw an altered plan that would work properly. Her worries of the past few days fell away as she worked.

Cordelia knew that, as a woman, she would never be taken seriously as an engineer. Her father was respected because he was intelligent; but also because, as a man, he could meet with other colleagues, prove his worth, and earn their trust. She could not. While he was alive, she did not mind using her father’s name on her own work. She owed him everything, after all, and they privately laughed at their secret: that many of Alfred Bering’s later ideas were not his at all, but those of his daughter.

But after her father’s death, she could no longer hide behind his name. However, that didn’t prevent her from inventing someone else to hide behind. Thus, Mr Lear was born. Cordelia dreamed up the eccentric professor and gave him a personality. He was precise and neat, and lived in London after being exiled from his native village following a private disagreement, an affaire du coeur that threatened to end in a duel. (Cordelia had been considerably more romantic when she was younger.) Shy in the big city, Lear never went out. He hired a secretary to record his works. His mail went to an address in a quiet neighborhood of London, and eventually ended up at the residence of his sole confidante, the now late Alfred Bering.  

Cordelia had successfully maintained this facade for several years. The work that “Lear” did provided much of Cordelia’s income. “Lear” only corresponded via letter, and he regretfully declined all invitations to conferences and meetings on the basis of his extreme shyness and frequent poor health. Cordelia saw no reason why she couldn’t keep it up indefinitely. It was annoying, but it worked.

A knock at the door broke Cordelia’s concentration. Ivy said, “Mr Jay is here, my lady. Shall I show him in?”

Cordelia blinked. “What time is it?”

“Just after three.”

Visiting hours already? Cordelia hadn’t realized how much time had passed. She put the pen down on the desk. “Well, yes, please show him in.”

Ivy nodded, then paused. “I should ask Mrs Wharton to chaperone, should I not?”

Cordelia sighed. Of course. Despite her age, she was still expected to act like a flighty girl in her coming-out Season. “She is probably in the gardens. Tell her she need not rush inside. After all, Mr Jay is practically family.”

In fact, William Jay was the only person in the world besides Cordelia and her servants who knew that Lear was a complete fabrication. Cordelia had taken him into her confidence before she invented Lear. Jay had been an occasional student of her father’s, and Cordelia knew she could trust him.

The other reason she knew she could trust Jay was simple. He was the younger brother of her beloved Vincent, to whom she had been engaged for such a short time. When he died in battle, Cordelia and William had grieved together. They became friends.

He also served a vital purpose, since he could deliver “Lear’s” work to various conferences and institutions. More importantly, he was a man who could claim that he had met Lear, thus providing a necessary bolster for the otherwise invisible man.

Moments later, Ivy returned with a young man at her heels. William Jay was only twenty-three, and his lanky frame and unselfconscious smile made him appear even more youthful. His clothing was perfectly correct for an English gentleman, a brown broadcloth coat worn over a spotless white shirt and buff pantaloons that were tailored precisely to eliminate the merest possibility of a wrinkle. He kept his light brown hair as short as possible, having found that any longer style just vexed him. He was, above all, a practical young man.

“Miss Bering, how are you this afternoon?” he asked as he entered. He carried a thin leather case with him. At Cordelia’s invitation, he sat in a chair opposite her.

“I am well enough,” she said, smiling at him. “And you?”

“Extremely busy. But I had to visit for a moment to pass on my best wishes to you, and my congratulations to Mr Lear. Sadly, I expect that he is enjoying his afternoon nap right now.” The last part came out with a sly smile and twinkle in his blue eyes.

“The professor has been ill again,” Cordelia replied, keeping a straight face. “But I shall be pleased to pass along any message to him for you.”

“You may tell him that the design created for the Scottish firm worked perfectly.”

“It’s just a matter of seeing what’s there,” she said.

“If it were that simple, the firm would not have paid for outside help. It’s just as well Lear doesn’t care to be social. I suspect that smaller minds probably resent the fact that his work illuminates their own failings.”

“How cynical, Mr Jay. I’m sure they know such aid is never meant to show off or belittle their own efforts.”

Jay shook his head. “You think far too highly of people, Miss Bering. You’d be appalled if you knew what men say about each other.”

“But tell me, what have you been working on?” she asked.

Excited to share, Jay started to explain his latest project, and Cordelia felt the last of her worries about the previous evening slide away. She was in her element, working with a friend who understood her. Everything would sort itself out.

* * * *

Meanwhile, Sebastien continued to work on his mission. Fortunately, this next foray did not require him to dress in carefully fatigued clothes and pretend to be someone else. No, this time he strove to look exactly like what he was, a peer of the realm with every expectation that the world functioned to serve him. He called for his carriage, which was brought round immediately. “42 Quince Street,” he directed. It was time to meet the ladies who called that place home.

The house, unsurprisingly, looked less sinister in the daytime. Part of the building was older, with narrow windows and fretwork done in stone. On either side of the original house, though, more modern wings had been built. These boasted larger multipane windows and cleaner lines. The house was not large, but would still be extremely generous for two women and the small household they would require.

The grounds were lush with greenery and thousands of flowers in various linked gardens. Thorne glimpsed the corner of a building that served as a mews and stable and carriage house. A narrow framed young man was just brushing down a horse, and he paused in his work to look at Thorne. Thorne caught something odd in the man’s gaze.… A certain kind of insolence. Then he shrugged off the feeling. There was no reason to suspect the servants of anything. The property showed every sign of being well cared for.

He walked up the wide stone steps. He had barely dropped the heavy knocker once when the door swung open. A petite maid appeared behind the heavy door. “Good afternoon.”

“Is Mrs Wharton at home?” he asked, presenting his card. “I am a friend of hers.”

“I will find out, my lord,” the girl curtseyed, very precisely.

“It’s been quite a while, but I hope she will remember me.”

“Please step inside. Just a moment, my lord.” The maid disappeared through a set of heavy doors, one left open just enough to let the girl slip through. It was, of course, perfectly acceptable for someone to decide to whom they were “at home,” but Sebastien had long ago decided that it was a stupid custom. Though the maid’s voice was pitched low, he caught her words.

“A Lord Thorne to see Mrs Wharton, my lady. He says he is a friend.”

My lady? Thorne wondered at the term. He thought he’d learned the names of everyone in the house, and there was certainly no mention of anyone with a title. So who was the maid talking to? There was a period of silence, but Thorne wasn’t sure if he simply could not hear a reply. The little maid came back.

“Mrs Wharton is not in the house at the moment, my lord. But Miss Bering is, and she said that if you would not mind joining her and her guest for a moment, Mrs Wharton will be here shortly.” The longer speech gave Sebastien a chance to better hear her accent, and he was momentarily confused. Her voice had no traces of a lower-class accent. She sounded like a lady herself.

“I do not mind at all,” he said, smiling. Inwardly, he was still puzzling over the my lady. Perhaps the maid was new, and misspoke out of nervousness. She took his hat and bore it away to some cloakroom. A certain mechanical air about her movements attracted his attention. It was just slightly off, as if it wasn’t quite natural. He decided again that she must be new to the job.

“This way, my Lord,” the parlormaid said, and led him down the hallway through the doors to a small study in the new wing, where two people were sitting.

Seeing them, he stopped short, dumbfounded, although part of him should have expected this. Miss Bering, looking as gorgeous as before, was the woman from the gardens. The same one who nearly seduced him without any effort…and the one he suspected was a spy.


Chapter 10

Cordelia was stunned by the appearance of the man she knew only as a devastatingly handsome mystery, and the one she thought had been watching her house earlier. She’d convinced herself she was wrong, but perhaps she shouldn’t be so quick to absolve him.

“Lord Thorne, ma’am,” Ivy announced, even as she saw her employer’s expression. The maid glanced nervously around the room.

“Thank you,” Cordelia said distantly. Then she blinked, and was the mistress of herself once more. “Please find Aunt Leona—Mrs Wharton, that is—in the gardens and let her know she has a guest. Now.” She nodded to her maid with a significant look.

Ivy curtsied and left the room.

Cordelia glanced once at Jay, and then at the designs spread on the table between them. Although there was no reason for the papers to be hidden—after all, they weren’t even hers—she was uncomfortable with this particular man perusing such work in her house. If only she had learned his name last night when he found her in the garden! She would have known what to expect today.

Her friend caught the look and moved to put the papers away. Before he could, Sebastien stepped right up to look at the papers as if he had every right in the world to do so.

“Miss Bering, I am sorry. I have no one else here to offer a formal introduction,” he began.

He didn’t look the least bit sorry to her. “It is too bad that my aunt is still on her way inside,” Cordelia replied.

Fortunately, Jay redirected Thorne’s attention. “Good afternoon. I am William Jay, sir,” he said, standing up. “How do you do?”

Thorne acknowledged him with a brief, almost mocking bow. “How do you do. I do hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”

Cordelia was now certain she did not like the idea of Lord Thorne and Jay in the same room. She cleared her throat, and then said lightly, “Certainly not. In fact, Mr Jay was just on his way out. He has a number of other calls to make.”

“But you both look to be hard at work on those.… What are these?” He leaned over the designs and made a show of examining them. “Is this for a boat of some type?”

She took a breath, then said, “Yes, it is for a boat of some type. My dear friend Mr Jay is an engineer.” She stressed the dear friend slightly.

“Is the boat for you?”

“For me?” Cordelia asked.

“Why is he showing you plans for a boat?”

“That is none of your business,” Jay said, affronted.

“It’s all right,” Cordelia said, smiling at Jay to reassure him. She turned to Thorne, losing the smile. “Mr Jay was one of my father’s last students. He was showing off his latest work to me. I think it’s very kind of him to remember his teacher’s family so well.”

Sebastien looked nonplussed. “Of course,” he managed. “Most thoughtful.”

“But alas, he does need to be going,” Cordelia went on, throwing Jay an encouraging glance.

“I could certainly stay until Mrs Wharton returns,” Jay offered, even as he began to put the plans back into his leather case.

“That’s not necessary,” Cordelia said. “I do not wish to put you to any trouble. Thank you so much for calling on me.”

“Very well, Miss Bering,” Jay said, then coughed. “I am glad to leave you in good health. Please convey my message to Mr Lear, and do let me know if there is anything at all I can do to aid him.”

“I will,” Cordelia assured him. “Now you must hurry on. I wouldn’t want to make you late for your other appointments.”

Still with misgivings, Jay fled the room, followed by Thorne’s cool gaze. “Mr William Jay,” he said quietly. Cordelia didn’t like his tone at all.

She stood up, watching Sebastien as though he were a panther about to strike. “So you are Lord Thorne. And I am to believe you actually do know my aunt?” Cordelia asked skeptically.

“Yes, although I think the last time I saw her I was about thirteen years old. She is the one I hoped to find here today.” He smiled in a way that almost made him look harmless. Almost. “I’ll be honest, Miss Bering. I did not expect to meet you again. And certainly not here, nor in this capacity.”

“What capacity are you referring to?” she asked.

“I am most interested in renewing some old acquaintances, now that I’ve been elevated to my father’s title.”

“Why now?” she asked. Why right after someone robbed me and you tried to seduce me?

“I am just back from abroad, and I find the adjustment to London rather jarring. I like to have people I can trust about me.”

“Yes, you said you traveled.” Cordelia said in an even voice. “Are you back from France?”

“Yes, in fact,” he replied, his expression becoming far more guarded.

“Is it very difficult to come and go, considering the tensions between our governments?” Cordelia knew she shouldn’t goad him, but she couldn’t resist. There was something very wrong about his appearance at her house.

“I’ve never been one to let obstacles get in my way,” he said.

“Of that I have no doubt, my lord,” Cordelia looked him directly in the eyes. Before he could respond, Leona stepped into the room.

“Cordelia, darling, Ivy told me we had a guest…” Leona’s face lit up. “My Heavens! It can’t possibly be…Sebastien Thorne!”

“Mrs Wharton. How do you do.” He bowed, and smiled a bit smugly. He plainly enjoyed the look on Cordelia’s face.

“So you do know each other,” she said.

“Oh, yes. What a surprise,” Leona laughed, the silvery sound temporarily disarming them both. “Sebastien Thorne. Except you’re not just Thorne any more, are you? I’d heard something…”

“He is the Earl of Thornbury,” Cordelia said, recalling the words on the card she’d been shown.

Leona raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? You must be introduced to my niece, Miss Cordelia Bering.”

“We are acquainted already,” Cordelia said, then bit her tongue. Oh, how could she ever explain the manner in which they’d actually met?

Sebastien was amused at her discomfort, knowing its source. “So we are. Meeting your niece was a most charming discovery. But I didn’t know until just now that she was related to you. And it is you I hoped to see, as I have very fond memories of you.”

“Heavens, but you were just a boy when I saw you last. In Cheshire, it must have been, when Walter and I stayed at your family’s home.” 

“You have a good memory. You were very kind to me and my brother. Even when we came into the dining room dripping wet from the rainstorm.”

Leona laughed again, remembering the scene. “Your mother was most concerned about the carpet. Did it survive?”

“It was forever changed,” he admitted. “But tell me how you have been. You live here in London now?”

Cordelia explained, “My aunt came to stay with us several years ago, not long before my father died.” 

“I was only recently widowed at the time,” Leona added.

“So Alfred Bering was your brother?”

“Exactly so.” Leona smiled at him. “How time flies. Look at you. And now you must be married with children of your own.”

“No.” Sebastien laughed a little. “I expect I shall remain a bachelor until I die.”

“Not if you’re now the Earl of Thornbury, I expect,” Leona said. Then she frowned. “But if I recall, you are the younger son.”

“My brother George died just over a year ago,” he explained. “An accident while riding. I was in France at the time, and I could not return for many weeks.”

Cordelia watched his expression, and sensed that his brother’s death still hurt painfully. She suddenly felt cheap for attacking him about his motives in calling. “I am sorry for your loss, sir. We did not mean to summon bad memories.”

“I don’t need any aid to summon them, Miss Bering.” 

For a moment, she felt only sympathy for him.

“Let us not dwell on the past,” Leona said hastily. “And certainly not when we can do nothing to alter it.”

“As you wish, Mrs Wharton,” he said, turning his attention back to the older woman. “How can I brighten your present, then?”

“You might start by telling me how you know my niece. I don’t remember Cordelia ever mentioning she was acquainted with you.”

Cordelia interjected hastily, “I cannot remember who introduced us just at the moment.” She didn’t want her aunt to have an inkling of the real events surrounding their meeting. She hated that her subterfuge meant trusting Sebastien to go along with her lie, but he appeared to be game, judging by his tiny wink at her.

He said, “I can’t remember either. Once I saw Miss Bering, I forgot everything else.”

“Pretty words, sir,” Leona said, a smile lighting her face. “You’d best watch yourself if you wish to remain a bachelor.”

“I shall remember your advice, Mrs Wharton,” he replied easily. Cordelia could tell that her aunt was charmed.

Sebastien continued to charm her by explaining that he hoped to widen his circle of acquaintances, and wished specifically to cultivate those people he had known before he became earl, since those were people he could be sure of. Cordelia, though still suspicious of him in general, had to admit his plan made perfect sense.

After a few more moments of inconsequential banter, Leona turned to her niece. “But Cordelia, my dear, are we keeping you? Don’t you have to attend Lady Priestley’s dinner tonight?”

“That’s tomorrow evening, Auntie,” she corrected.

“Is it really? I could have sworn…” She looked rather flustered. Watching them both, Sebastien wore a slight, satisfied smile.

Cordelia didn’t like it. “Does something amuse you, sir?”

“Only the fact that you once told me that you were not a social butterfly. Yet it seems you’re about all of London. Gough’s ball last night, a dinner party tomorrow. You underrate your appeal, Miss Bering.”

“Exactly what I have always said!” Leona chimed in. “Perhaps you can talk some sense into her. My niece would shut herself away from the world if she could.”

“That would be a crime and a great deprivation to society.” 

Cordelia marveled at how sincere he sounded. “Your words are very kind, sir,” she said, keeping her tone as neutral as possible.

“He only speaks the truth, Cordelia. You should not hide away here. I know the unpleasantness last night upset you, but…”

“What was that?” Thorne asked quickly.

Leona lost no time in relating the drama of the previous night, at least the version that Stiles and Cordelia had given her earlier. Thorne listened with every appearance of surprise and concern. Cordelia watched, her eyes narrowed as she tried to see a chink in his facade. But she only began to doubt herself. She hadn’t seen the man in the garden clearly. Perhaps it wasn’t Thorne after all.

But then, why was he here now? Whether he was the thief or not, it was too much for coincidence that he would simply show up on her aunt’s doorstep the day after he met Cordelia and kissed her insensible.

“…don’t you think, Cordelia?” Leona asked.

She blinked rapidly. “I’m sorry? My mind has wandered.”

“Lord Thorne was asking about the stolen items. Of your father’s. He has very generously offered to help in their recovery.”

“Indeed?” She focused on Thorne. “That is generous.”

Leona said, “You can tell him the particulars. Lord knows I never understood what Alfred and Cordelia chattered on about with those things!” Her aunt then stood up and began to walk toward the door.

“You’re leaving?” Cordelia asked, alarmed.

“Sir Dunham is escorting me to the opera tonight. Don’t you remember?”

“Oh, of course. You’ll want to be ready when he calls for you.”

Leona turned back to Thorne and bestowed a motherly smile on him. “I am sorry I cannot stay to chat. But will you call again, my lord? It would be lovely to hear about your family and how they are doing.”

“I’d be delighted, Mrs Wharton,” he said, smiling slowly. “You may depend on it.”

Leona departed, leaving the two alone again. Cordelia almost called her back, seeing as her aunt’s role was to chaperone her in just this kind of situation. But Cordelia had often railed against the need for anyone to chaperone her at all, seeing as she was an old maid. She could hardly protest now. If Sebastien noticed the older woman’s lapse, he said nothing.

Cordelia regarded the man. She said, “You were speaking of my father’s work. Go on.”

“I thought you might tell me something about what went missing. I have some useful connections, and if there is a way to recover what was lost, I would be most happy to assist.” 

“My father’s work interests you?”

“Er, yes. Of course.”

“Was there a particular aspect that intrigued you? His improvements to hull valves? Or the mast fortifications he devised? I know that several other engineers have taken his advances further in the past several years. It may be that my father’s work is quite out of date now.”

He paused. “You are very protective of your father’s work?” he noted mildly, making it a question.

“Someone has to be,” Cordelia responded.

“I’m surprised you kept everything. The scribblings of scholars are rarely of value to anyone but the scholars themselves.”

“My father was a genius,” Cordelia said defensively. “His scribblings often saved lives!”

“How so?”

“Well, he used to look at the crippled ships pulled into harbor after a storm, and he saw that the masts nearly always broke at the same point near the base. So he designed a new base that was reinforced twice over. The captains who adopted his design swore that it got them through storms that would have destroyed another ship.”

“I see. What else did he think of?”

“Many things. Little improvements to make life easier at sea, or to build stronger ships. Even lifeboats can be improved. My father sailed for years, and he gathered a lot of practical knowledge. Just because there is a traditional way to make ships doesn’t mean it’s the best way.”

“You’re extremely knowledgeable about his work.”

“For a mere woman?” she asked archly.

“I am only noting your unusual interest.”

“Forgive me if I find your interest in it rather unusual, my lord.”

“I like to be useful. Your aunt was alarmed by the break-in, but she was clearly relieved that the papers were the only thing taken. Your reaction is rather different. You think those papers are valuable.”

Cordelia stared at him. He was far more observant than he first appeared. She would have to be very careful around him. So she hedged, “I was told that the contents of the box were unique.”

“Told by your father?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “He asked me to keep them safe. Obviously I failed.”

His expression softened. “I would like to help you recover them.”

“I would like to believe you.”

“But you don’t.”

“Your appearance here is very well timed.”

He frowned. “You don’t trust me.”

Cordelia actually laughed out loud at that. “Why should I?”

He allowed the point with a slight nod. “I wish I had the time to convince you that I am acting in your interest.”

“Alas, I do not have the rest of our lives.”

“A pity,” he said, his eyes flashing. “Miss Bering, you should know that I am the soul of courtesy compared to who you’ll meet next.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No, a warning.”

“It’s a bit late, then. The papers are gone, and I don’t think the thief will return simply to nip the silver.”

“For your sake, I hope no one returns.” He sounded truly concerned. Lord Thorne confused her more every time he spoke.

“If someone does,” she said finally, “he’ll regret it. I will not stand by passively while someone tries to take more of my family’s legacy.”

Thorne only smiled. “Well said, Miss Bering.” If he thought her words were a threat aimed at him, he gave no sign.


Chapter 11

A few minutes later, Thorne took his leave. A courtesy call should not last more than a half-hour, and he already passed that mark. Besides, he decided Cordelia Bering was dangerous for him to be around. She had an answer for everything.

He met the maid at the door, where she already had his things ready. She opened the door for him, and stood almost at attention as he passed.

“Good day, my lord,” the little maid murmured, with her perfect curtsey. She closed the door softly behind him. He noticed, yet again, a slight strangeness in her manner, but he couldn’t put his finger on what was odd about it.

He walked back outside, glad to be in the fresh air and away from the distracting Miss Bering. Something was terribly wrong in that house. Something simple perhaps, but significant.

Thorne headed for his favorite club, a haven for gentlemen trying to escape the life of the ton, and the likely location of a friend he needed to speak to. The building itself was set back from the street, and even the neighbors seemed to forget that it was not a private residence. Thorne walked up to the massive door in the front, and a liveried servant opened the door for him.

The interior was cool and relatively dim, since the old stone walls of the mansion were thick, and the few windows in the front hall had their shades drawn. Another man saw him and said, “Good afternoon, Lord Thorne.” He was the club’s equivalent of a butler. His name was Baxter, and he had a terrifyingly accurate memory.

Thorne nodded to him. “Do you happen to know if Lord Forester is here?” Which was a silly question. Baxter undoubtedly knew the precise location of every person in the building, and probably what they had all ordered to drink as well.

“He is in the library, I believe,” Baxter murmured.

Thorne went up the stairs. He found the man he was looking for exactly where Baxter said he would be, sitting in a large leather chair with a book his hand, although he was not reading it. Instead, he was sleeping.

“Wake up,” Thorne said as he got closer.

Forester opened his eyes even as Thorne spoke, suggesting that he hadn’t really been asleep. Bruce Allander, Lord Forester, was even taller than Thorne; his legs stuck out past the chair and under the one that sat opposite him. His jet black hair was messy. An untouched glass of whiskey sat on the table by his side.

“Are you busy?”

“Do I look busy?” Forester laughed, spreading his arms to indicate the complete lack of activity surrounding him. In fact, they were the only two people in the small library at the moment, which suited them both very well.

“I have a question about astronomy,” Thorne began.

“For that, I have to get some air,” Forester said. “Step outside with me.”

The two men walked back down to the ground floor, exchanging a few words with Baxter as they left. They strolled toward a park, not speaking until they were well away from any buildings, and no one was near them on the path.

“What’s in the wind?” Forester finally asked in a low voice. He didn’t look at Thorne as he spoke, and anyone watching the pair would merely think the two men were chatting idly while heading someplace equally idle.

In truth, idle was a terrible word to describe Forester. Like Thorne, he had been recruited into the Zodiac several years ago. He’d joined the army more out of curiosity than any need to prove himself. He was a big man, naturally athletic, and had a good mind for strategy. When Neville first assigned the two men to work together on a mission, it had been the start of a camaraderie based on mutual respect. Whenever Thorne needed a second, Forester was the man he went to.

Thorne began to explain. “I’m looking for some plans for something called Andraste.”

“What the hell is that?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Aries mentioned you had a new mission, but he didn’t elaborate,” Forester said. “He knew you’d tell me if you needed anything. How can I help?”

“I ran into a name. Alfred Bering. Did you ever hear it?”

Forester considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. Who is he?”

“Who was he. He was an engineer. Primarily, he designed ships.” 

His friend nodded. “I think I begin to understand. But this man is dead?”

“For years. But the work he did is still around, and people are now very interested in it. Someone stole papers from his daughter’s house last night. I’ve just come from there,” Sebastien added.

“And you think they are the plans?” 

Thorne nodded. “My best guess is a new ship design. Something that the French think will help them defeat us at sea.”

“Sounds like something we ought to prevent them from getting,” Forester said, with typical understatement. “But you say he’s dead. What about his family?”

“As I said, I just spoke with his daughter, who didn’t tell me everything she could have.” Not that he blamed her, considering the theft.

Forester tipped his head. “Alfred Bering. Wait, is the daughter Miss Cordelia Bering?”

“Yes! Do you know her?”

Forester barked a laugh. “I never met her personally. ‘Heartless’ Cordelia Bering is rather well known though, just for her eccentricity. She’s refused every proposal extended to her. Even one from a duke, if I remember correctly, so at least you can’t accuse her of holding out for something better.”

“She’s rich?” Thorne guessed.

“Not that I know of. But…well, you met her. What did you think?”

Sebastien tried not to think of Miss Bering’s appeal and instantly failed, particularly when he remembered how the afternoon light had—for one wonderful moment—suggested the shape of her figure under her white lawn dress. “I think some men might act very foolishly around her.”

Forester’s eyes narrowed as he guessed Thorne’s meaning. “So she is involved, you think?”

Thorne hesitated, considering. “Miss Bering is an intelligent woman. She certainly isn’t ignorant of her father’s work. So this isn’t a matter of someone tricking an innocent person into giving over a valuable document. She was extremely leery of even discussing the nature of the stolen plans with me. I think someone perhaps did approach her about buying the plans earlier, and she rebuffed them. Thus, the robbery.”

“Or that’s what she wants you to think,” said Forester.

“But she was distressed about the burglary.”

“She appeared distressed about the burglary,” his skeptical friend corrected. “A very different thing.”

Thorne shook his head. “No. I already tracked down the man responsible. The robbery was real enough. By his account, the servants nearly had him by the heels.”

“All to make it look real. After all, someone told the robber where to look.”

Thorne shook his head. “A lot of drama for no obvious audience. She’d have to be playing several moves ahead. I don’t know if she’s capable of that.”

“So you must find out more about her.”

“Lord, yes. I plan to. But I can’t investigate everyone at once. That’s what I need you for.”

“Tell me what needs to be done.” Forester said.

“Help me eliminate the obvious suspects and dead ends. Can you find out about the servants? Names, ages, where they’ve worked before? It is possible that one or more of them aren’t what they seem. In fact, I’d bet on that.”

“What do you mean?” Forester asked, curiosity in his eyes.

“I don’t know. The one I saw was decidedly odd.”

“Lazy? Impertinent?”

“Not at all. Rather, she was perfect. As if she adores Miss Bering and lives to serve her. She actually calls her my lady, or at least she did when she didn’t know I could hear her. Miss Bering has no title.”

“That’s certainly strange,” Forester allowed. “If she’s new, she might be nervous. Or maybe Miss Bering is just a kind mistress.”

“That’s not really what I meant.” Thorne sighed in frustration. “It was just a feeling I got when I was in the house. They’re—all of them, including Miss Bering—acting in a play. As if they are playing at being servants and she’s playing at being served. I know that doesn’t make sense.”

“Not exactly, but if you feel there’s something strange going on, I’d cover a bet on your intuition. I’ll find out who the servants are. You keep at Miss Bering. Gain her trust.”

“She doesn’t seem a trusting person,” he said. Of course, there were several time-honored ways to gain a woman’s trust. He could attempt a few of those.

Thorne left Forester, and continued to turn over the options in his mind. He had a host of things to discover, but first he took what news he had to Neville. The officer was relieved to hear that Sagittarius had already made progress. Though some of the plans were gone, the intelligence that something remained was reassuring.

Thorne said, “Remember the beauty we both saw at Gough’s?”

Neville visibly searched his memory. Sebastien couldn’t believe the image of Cordelia hadn’t burned itself into the brain of every man who had seen her. How the hell could Neville forget? “Oh, yes. The one in gold. What about her?”

“She has the remaining plans.”

Neville couldn’t hide his surprise. “A woman?”

“Miss Cordelia Bering, daughter of the late Alfred Bering. He was an engineer. His work remained in the house, leaving her as the caretaker of them.”

Neville groaned in frustration. “The tiniest threat would have her spilling all her secrets. Thorne, you have to convince her to trust you enough to give you the remaining plans. Do whatever you have to. Understand?”

“She’s a lady.”

“You’re a soldier. And we are in the midst of a war.” Neville paused. “I could assign someone else.”

“No,” Sebastien snapped. “I’ll take care of it.” 

Leaving the Zodiac’s headquarters, he reflected on the mission. He loathed the idea of another agent, another man, getting close to Cordelia. Or rather, Miss Bering. And wasn’t he the best person for this mission? He had a better claim to know Miss Bering than any other agent. Forester encouraged him to get closer to her, and Neville all but ordered a seduction. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d slept with a woman solely to gain information. True, he never had to seduce a lady of his nation and class before, but the steps would be the same. The stakes would not be. The thought came unbidden and unwelcome. If something went wrong, she would be either compromised or ruined. And it would be his fault.

“But if she just gave me the papers, she would not risk anything,” he said to himself. She had already made it plain that she didn’t trust him, and part of him did not want her to. Because seducing Cordelia Bering could be quite enjoyable. She said she was heartless. Thorne could be, too.  

He nodded to himself, having made his decision. He’d do whatever he had to, no matter how pleasant it ended up being.

* * * *

For Cordelia, the rest of the day was largely lost. Her thoughts drifted continually back to the gentleman called Thorne. Though she wasn’t sure gentleman was the right word for him. He was more like a savage animal, playing at being civilized. The perfectly cut clothes didn’t fool her; that man was used to rougher environments than London. And his sudden interest in her family, in her father’s work, on the very day after someone tried to break into her home.… Cordelia decided that the first thing she had to do was find out more about this man.

The next day, as soon as it was appropriate to begin visiting, she was in her carriage on her way to the home of her dearest friend. Eleanor Ramsay was one of the best-informed gossips in London. If Thorne had a past worth knowing about, Elly would know.

Elly was the wife of a wealthy tradesman who had invested shrewdly in shipping to India (which was indirectly responsible for the ladies meeting), and she lived in luxury in Park Lane. Elly always wore the latest in gowns, and her hats were confections of the milliner’s art. She cultivated a circle of friends based on her charity work, which also proved to be a rich ground for gossip.

But for all her outward appearances, she had troubles of her own. She was often separated from her busy husband, and in society she was snubbed by higher-class women who resented her for her wealth, particularly because of where the wealth had come from. Elly hid the unhappy side of her life from nearly everyone but Cordelia.

When Cordelia arrived at Elly’s palatial home, the footman permitted himself a brief, respectful smile for the good friend of his mistress. “Mrs Ramsay is in the gardens. If you will follow me, Miss Bering?”

He led her through the marble foyer and the gracious rooms on the way to the gardens at the back. They were a riot of spring color, the flowers competing for attention with the cloudless sky. Dressed in a spotless white lawn dress, Elly sat at a small table covered with tea things. She looked over as the footman’s step crunched on the gravel path.

“Cordelia, my dear!” Elly stood up, her smile warm as the day. “How thoughtful of you to call! I have not seen you for ages.”

“A week, I think,” Cordelia corrected with a wry smile. Elly was prone to fits of poetic exaggeration. The two ladies sat down at the table, where Elly had already begun to take her tea. The garden was beautiful, and Cordelia marveled at how peaceful it seemed. Elly poured a cup of fresh tea, which Cordelia accepted gratefully.

“Well, it seems ages. Do tell me what you’ve been up to.” 

Cordelia got right to the point. “Have you ever heard of a gentlemen called Sebastien Thorne?”

Elly sat up a little straighter. “Do you mean the Earl of Thornbury?”

“Yes,” Cordelia said. “The one with a family holding in Cheshire.”

“Yes, of course that one! Cordelia, are you telling me you haven’t heard of Thorne?”

“Why should I have?”

“You ought to circulate in society more,” Elly sighed. “Thorne is the catch of the moment, dear. All the women are wild about him.”

“And why is that?”

“Well, his life story is just romantic!”

Cordelia raised an eyebrow inquiringly, which was all the encouragement Elly needed.

“He is quite handsome, to begin with. Tall and dark and all that.”

Cordelia couldn’t disagree with that assessment, though she said nothing.

“He is the second son to the Earl of Thornbury. And he seemed to embody all the worst tendencies of second sons. He drank, he wagered, he consorted with scandalous women.” Elly paused, blushing a bit. “Not that you would know about that, dear. Suffice it to say he was a rakehell. Drove his family to despair. He has a younger sister who was convinced he was going to perdition, and she cried her heart out about it.”

“That hardly sounds appealing as a marriage prospect.”

“Well, I’m getting to that. One night…so the story goes…he was gambling all evening in one of the worst of the hells, drinking whiskey, with a woman on each arm…or something of that manner. He lost more and more money, but he wouldn’t stop. Some men can’t, you know. The thrill of cards or dice is a lure they can’t resist.

“Anyway, he was enticed out of the gaming hell by the women, who turned out to be thieves. He was blind drunk, so they robbed him of everything he had on him and left him for dead in a gutter or a field somewhere.

“He woke up not knowing who or where he was. Utterly ashamed of his life—not to mention broke—he crawled back to his father, begging forgiveness. Vowed he’d start over. He made a name for himself in the army. Straightened out, served gloriously and saved lives of innocents. The usual.”

“I see,” Cordelia murmured. “But he lost his family.”

“Yes. First, his father died of heart failure, making his older brother George the earl. Then the new earl was in an accident. So young Thorne retired his commission and came back to take on the duties of Earl of Thornbury. Thus he has gone from scandalous to sought-after.”

“Certain women have always looked to marry wealth,” Cordelia sniffed.

“But he’s not wealthy. That’s another sad part of the tale. The estate was poorly managed, and there were gambling debts as well. I’ve heard Thorne Hall is little more than a ruin. But even so, he has the title, and great expectations of turning around his fortunes. But why do you ask about Thorne, dear?”

Cordelia had thought long and hard about how much she should say. She decided to try to get away with as little as possible. Elly must not even suspect that Thorne had already done something as scandalous as kiss her. “I met him yesterday,” she said.

“Did you?” Elly looked delighted. “How did that come about?”

Cordelia said, “It seems Lord Thorne knows my aunt. He paid a call on her—us—yesterday. Quite unexpected, since he last saw her when he was a boy.”

“Is that so?” Elly asked speculatively. Her romantic brain was already turning. “And you just happened to be there! Did you charm him?”

“I seriously doubt it.” Cordelia laughed in spite of herself, thinking of the real situation and the tension between them. “I hadn’t heard of him, so I wondered if he was who he said he was.… I had the notion that he might have been some…unsavory character, using a false acquaintance to get something from me…my aunt, that is.”

“Oh, no. He’s precisely what he claims to be! I think he is looking for a wife.” Elly’s excitement made Cordelia simultaneously amused and sad. She knew that Thorne had no interest in her.

“He certainly wasn’t looking for me to fill that role. And I am not interested in marrying anyone.”

“Come now, dear. I’ve seen Lord Thorne. Are you telling me you don’t think him handsome? Your heart didn’t flutter just a little when you looked at him?”

Cordelia’s whole body had reacted to him during their first encounter in the garden, but she couldn’t confide that to Elly. Her sudden blush, however, couldn’t be stopped.

“You turn pink just remembering his face! I knew it. You’re not heartless at all.”

Cordelia waved a hand self-consciously. “I assure you he did not express the slightest interest in marrying me. He is far above me in station, if not wealth. Why would he consider it?”

Indeed, why did Cordelia consider it, even for a moment? She didn’t want to marry anyone, let alone the arrogant Lord Thorne. “Let’s talk about something else.”

Elly pouted briefly, but then brightened. “I did want to ask you if you had any recommendations for a footman. I had to let one of mine go.”

“Why?”

Elly lowered her eyes. “He was impertinent.” She didn’t elaborate, but Cordelia guessed the story. As Elly’s husband Percival was gone so often, it might have occurred to an ambitious young man that the wife was bored, and thus amenable to an illicit arrangement that would result in a promotion or gifts. It was not an uncommon thing to happen, though no lady ever talked about it directly.

Elly was no older than Cordelia, and just as attractive, with her plumper curves, limpid eyes, and very modish clothing. It wouldn’t have been the first time Elly had to deal with unwanted attention. Fortunately, she had a friend in Cordelia, who seemed to always know how to find a good, reliable servant.

“A recommendation? I think I may,” Cordelia said, smiling a bit. “Give me a few days and I shall have some names to give you.” She often asked her own servants if they knew anyone trustworthy in need of a position. Then she interviewed every one of them herself to assess what role each one would excel at. The result was a pool of unlikely but talented people skilled enough to work anywhere.

Elly sighed. “I don’t know how you do it, dear. Your house is so well run, and here I am, with twice as many servants…and all the best ones have come from you!”

“I suppose that is my one gift.”

“Not your only gift,” Elly disagreed.

Before she could return to the topic of Sebastien Thorne, the footman reappeared, announcing another visitor. At Elly’s approval, an older woman soon joined them in the garden. Dressed with more enthusiasm than elegance, the brash Mrs Smallhand exuded a kind of breathless energy.  

“Afternoon, dear Mrs Ramsay. And you are…” She looked at Cordelia, who looked steadily back. She had met the woman before, but people often did not remember Cordelia—she had little influence in society, and had a very small circle of friends. Her looks and unmarried status undoubtedly added to the problem. Most women could not believe Cordelia wasn’t in competition with them (or their daughters) in the hunt for a husband.

“This is Miss Cordelia Bering,” Elly said gently. “You may have seen her at one of my house parties.”

“Pleased to meet you, Miss Bering,” the older woman said, looking Cordelia up and down. “A bit long in the tooth for a miss, are you not?”

“I am resigned, Mrs Smallhand,” Cordelia said. She was used to giving that sort of answer. This time, however, the words were more difficult to force out. The appearance of Sebastien Thorne had quite disturbed her equilibrium. Perhaps she was not entirely resigned to a life of spinsterhood.

“We were just lamenting the difficulties of finding good servants,” Elly explained, hoping to steer the conversation away from Cordelia’s marital status.

“A perennial topic! My housekeeper dismissed a maid this very morning. Tea leaves going missing! And her with new shoes. I ask you!” Her theatrically raised eyebrows filled in the rest of the story. Tea was fearsomely expensive, costing a typical London laborer perhaps one third his weekly pay. Thus in most homes, it was guarded jealously by the housekeeper, kept under lock and key. Many servants did a fine side trade in drying once-used tea leaves and then reselling them. But theft was also common…and it was easy to blame a maid. Cordelia knew that it was just as likely that the one who kept the keys was responsible for the theft. But a lady didn’t want to get rid of a housekeeper. Maids were cheaper to replace.

Elly made a sympathetic sound after hearing Mrs Smallhand’s remark. “Well, Miss Bering has uncommon luck with servants. Perhaps she could recommend one for you.”

“Oh, Miss Bering, if you have somehow found the knack of hiring an honest servant, then you are a gifted woman indeed. The servant class, it seems, is almost entirely composed of thieves and ingrates.”

“I have been quite satisfied with the moral fiber of my household,” Cordelia said, carefully controlling her expression.

“And could you offer a name to another lady?”

“I’d be pleased to do so,” Cordelia said. Her brain was already churning. She thought of a former maid who had taken leave to care for a sick parent. Cordelia happened to know that the girl would soon need another post. “I shall send a name to your home within a day or two.” 

The trio discussed a few other items of gossip. A most eligible bachelor, Charles Wolverton, was suddenly no longer eligible. “Engaged to a bluestocking now,” Mrs Smallhand said. “Good family, but the Brecknell girl isn’t much of a catch to my mind. She is too tall for fashion, and quite…odd. Bookish, you know.”

“I have a soft spot for odd girls,” Elly said, smiling sidelong at Cordelia. “When will the wedding be? I love a wedding.”

“Not for a while,” Mrs Smallhand said. “Wolverton plans to buy out his commission at some point next year. We may hope that England and France will declare a lasting peace soon. This Emperor Napoleon must see reason. And where else will Britain engage in real war, if not France? Mark my words, soon there won’t be a reason for a young man to join the army at all.… At least not a man who joins for excitement. No, Europe will soon tire of war.”

“Peace would be a wonderful thing,” Cordelia murmured, not believing it for a moment. Mrs Smallhand had to be blind. Any reasonable person knew that Napoleon Bonaparte was not reasonable. The man was ambitious in the extreme. He crowned himself emperor. Such a man did not agree to a peace treaty in good faith. Once again, she wondered about Thorne. She knew he was curious about the Andraste designs. But why?

Finally, Mrs Smallhand departed, and Elly took a breath. “She would shape the world to her own vision, wouldn’t she?”

“What?” Cordelia asked. She had barely heard Elly’s comment.

“Cordelia, you are miles away! What are you thinking of?”

She sighed. “Am I old, Elly?”

Elly looked at her. “Old? Did that harridan’s remark sting you? You’re not a debutante, dear, but you’re not on the shelf yet. Why? Regrets?” she asked shrewdly.

“A few, perhaps.” Cordelia fiddled with a spoon on the table. “I always chose to pursue the things that interested me, with little thought for what others might think. But perhaps I will pay for it soon. I have few friends, and hardly any family. You heard what Mrs Smallhand said about the Brecknell woman: tall and odd! Dismissed with two words. How could I have tricked myself into thinking society would just let me in when it suited me? I see now that an unmarried woman doesn’t have many places to fit.”

“Neither does a married woman,” Elly pointed out. “Our paths are laid out for us, no matter who we are. But marriage does confer some privileges. You would get the protection and the wealth of your husband. You’d be sheltered, even as a widow. A good husband would take care of you.”

“But I’d lose all my rights,” Cordelia objected. That was the core of her fear of marriage. A husband would be able to stop her from designing ships. He could stop her from working as Lear. He would certainly stop her from hiring servants as she did now. If he so much as suspected the servants’ history, they’d all be punished severely, and Cordelia would be to blame. In fact, any man who knew even one of her secrets would be unlikely to consider her suitable for a wife at all. “You say a good husband would take care of me. But what if I chose badly? I couldn’t function as a man’s property.”

“It’s marriage, not slavery.”

“That decision is the husband’s to make,” Cordelia said sourly.

“You’re exaggerating. You have been cooped up too long. You are still attending the dinner at the Priestley house tonight?” she asked. “You promised, and it’s been planned for weeks.”

“Yes, I agreed to go for your sake.”

“Good. Mr Ramsay will escort us, but I know he’ll talk business with Lord Priestley all evening.”

“We shall entertain ourselves,” Cordelia assured her friend, little suspecting that the dinner would prove far more entertaining than she expected.


Chapter 12

Even after sunset, the warmth of the day lingered. Cordelia didn’t know how she’d handle a hot and stuffy dining room, but a promise was a promise. Bond selected a new gown for the evening, one cut along the same lines as Cordelia’s morning gown. This one, however, was of an even finer weave, the white zephyr almost as smooth as silk, with a layer of shadow lace floating above it. Cordelia glanced at herself in the mirror. “It looks a bit low cut.”

“It fits perfectly, madam.”

“That is my concern,” Cordelia muttered.

Bond laughed as she tied a wide green ribbon at the high waist of the dress. The band of satin ran under Cordelia’s chest, and the maid fluffed the bow at her back.

“The jade necklace and earrings, madam,” Bond said next, presenting the items. “They will complement the green ribbon…and your eyes.”

Cordelia put the jewelry on, and felt only slightly more comfortable with her appearance. The neckline was fashionably low, and Cordelia didn’t remember her bust being quite so…

“Will people look at the necklace?” she asked nervously. “That is, I hope that’s what they will look at.”

The maid chuckled. “Not all the diamonds in the world will distract some men! But the necklace is a lovely thing, ma’am,” Bond noted professionally. “Never seen a jewel like it.”

Cordelia touched the heavy, strangely twisted jade pendant that hung on the gold chain. “My father bought it on one of his voyages to the South Seas when he was a young man. It’s a sort of native good luck charm, so he was told. He gave it to my mother on their first Christmas.” Her vision grew misty for just a second. She had been barely more than a baby when her mother had taken sick, but she knew her parents had been happy together.

“Oh, I love it when a stone has a story to it,” the maid said. With a critical eye, she checked her mistress over, then opened a small glass pot and applied the tiniest bit of color to Cordelia’s cheeks. Young ladies of the upper classes never wore cosmetics, but Cordelia was just old enough that their judicious, subtle use would not be seen amiss. “Nothing too dramatic, but you have been a touch pale these past few days, ma’am. That’s better. And look at your eyes now! You’ll be the envy of all the ladies.”

“Bring my shawl and fan,” Cordelia stood up, blinking to clear her eyes. “If I shall be the envy of all the ladies, I’d best get it over with.”

Elly and her husband had arranged to take Cordelia with them to the dinner party, since Leona would not be accompanying them that evening. Elly cooed over Cordelia’s ensemble, reassuring her, and even Mr Ramsay seemed to be in a reasonably good mood. Their new landau was exquisitely appointed, and Cordelia allowed herself to hope that the dinner might be as comfortable as sitting on the plush cushions.

Lady Priestley’s home was fronted by tall Grecian columns in white painted wood. Behind the columns, the tall glass windows were all alight, even those on the upper stories, so that the whole house sparkled.

“Don’t forget to compliment the columns,” Ramsay warned. “She just had them put in at great expense. I suspect this dinner is being given solely to garner praise for the house.”

“Fortunately, they look quite impressive,” Elly added. “I always feel so wretched when I have to say something kind about some garish ornament a lady has insisted on.”

Cordelia laughed, feeling that this conversation was proof that her life was heading back onto an even keel. Leaving the carriage, they avoided the mud in the streets and stepped up to the door, which was opened instantly by a footman.

As the hostess greeted them effusively, Cordelia caught a glimpse of someone she’d rather have avoided. Her frequent admirer Mr Hayden was there; he would no doubt be seated next to her at dinner. She sighed inwardly. Everything was quite back to normal, and she had to fend off her admirers, just as she had done for years.

Elly gave her no help. “Oh, there is Miss Brecknell! Come, Mr Ramsay, we must congratulate her on her engagement!”

Before Cordelia could evade Hayden, he saw her and lost no time in adhering himself to her side. The slim, dark haired man was attractive enough, but he had no idea when to stop. He praised Cordelia, claiming ever more extravagant things about her beauty and grace. She suspected he got most of his compliments from volumes of poetry. She listened with half an ear while surveying the rest of the dinner guests.

“Miss Bering, your eyes are like jade butterflies,” he was in the midst of saying.

“How pretty, Mr Hayden. But a butterfly made of jade would have a difficult job of actually flying, wouldn’t you say?”

“How clever you are, Miss Bering,” he said, his enthusiasm in no way dimmed. “Brains as well as beauty. You must have pity on me and accept my adoration at some point.”

Cordelia rolled her eyes.  She was used to the attentions of gentlemen, many of whom made proposals. Theodore Hayden, however, had not done so, though he laid broad hints of his deepening interest. Furthermore, she had grown nervous of the way he looked at her…as if she were a meal to devour. But he never said anything outwardly offensive, or made any move so bold that she could feel justified in refusing his attentions completely.

She looked for Elly, hoping that her friend would rescue her from this conversation. But Elly was talking to another couple, clearly as ensnared as Cordelia. Before she could decide what to do, there was a commotion at the entrance. A male voice echoed through the rooms, and something about the tone made a shiver run up her spine. It couldn’t be…

A moment later, the all-too-familiar shape of Sebastien Thorne appeared, just visible through the double doors. The hostess betrayed herself with an utterly panicked look before she bustled over to find out why the earl had appeared in her hallway before a dinner party. Elly, quick to notice any new person, also saw Thorne’s entrance. She looked at Cordelia from across the room and raised her eyebrow significantly. Cordelia almost fainted. It would never do for anyone, even her close friend, to think that Thorne was pursuing her.

Snippets of the conversation that floated over to her made Cordelia more than suspicious. Thorne appeared to be convinced he had been invited to dinner, and the poor hostess could hardly tell an earl he was wrong. She suddenly remembered Aunt Leona’s casual mention of the dinner party when he was in the room. Thorne must have crashed the party for the sole purpose of getting near her.

Within a few moments, an accommodation was apparently reached, for Thorne stepped into the room where the guests gathered and began to circulate among them, his manner easy and not in the least lordly. He seemed to know several people in passing, and the comments he made to ladies certainly had an effect. Every woman in the room, married or not, had an eye on him.

Cordelia was no exception. She couldn’t stop herself from surveying his progress. He was dressed in the height of style, with a perfectly cut jacket in a rich chocolate shade, which only made the white lawn of his shirt look whiter. Buff-colored pantaloons hugged his legs like a second skin. Combined with his height and natural grace of movement, he was undeniably handsome.

When he caught her gaze, she looked away quickly. A second later, she heard him laugh, ostensibly at something his companion said. She flushed in embarrassment. Thorne was far too perceptive.

Her heart thumped, despite the fact that she hardly knew him. Don’t be foolish, she told herself, trying not to stare at the figure, which was difficult considering how different he was from everyone else there. Taller, darker, much more vital than the dandy who hovered nearby.

Hayden sniffed loudly. “Such a peacock. These high-born lords, who have never known what true hardship is.” As a member of the gentry, Hayden couldn’t have been terribly accustomed to the rough life himself.

Cordelia bristled at the characterization. “If I recall correctly, Lord Thorne served in the army for several years. Surely that entails some hardship.”

“You are too kind, Miss Bering, too kind. He deserves no sympathy from you, and yet you give it freely. Your heart is too beautiful for this world.”

“But I have heard that Miss Bering is quite heartless,” a voice broke in. In the few moments during which Cordelia hadn’t been riveted by his appearance, he’d managed to move right next to her.

Hayden looked affronted. “What a horrible thing to say to a lady!”

“There is no need for offense,” she interjected. “I myself told Lord Thorne that when we first met.”

“So you know him!” Hayden said, surprised.

“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Cordelia said dryly. She turned to Sebastien. “Good evening, my lord. I didn’t know you would be in attendance tonight. What brings you here?” Driven by some odd impulse, she offered him her hand.

He took it and bowed elegantly. “Why do you think I came, Miss Bering?” He paused for one moment before releasing her hand. “Even a lord has to eat.”

Unaccountably, she smiled at his evasion. Talking with Sebastien kept her on her toes, at least.

Hayden was not so amused. “So you eat at other people’s tables?”

“Did you bring a picnic lunch this evening? I’m sorry, you have the advantage of me, sir.”

The sarcasm in the words was clear. Thorne didn’t think much of Hayden.

But Cordelia thought she should level the field. “Lord Thorne, this is Mr Theodore Hayden. Mr Hayden, as you already know, this is Lord Sebastien Thorne, the Earl of Thornbury.”

The two men exchanged a look that made Cordelia glance heavenward.

Then Thorne said, “Well?”

“Well, what?” asked Hayden, irritation in his voice.

“Did you bring a picnic lunch…sir?”

Before Hayden could do something rash like call Thorne out, Cordelia said, “I think we will all enjoy Lady Priestley’s fine supper…if we make it to the dining room without doing battle.”

Thorne accepted her warning with a suspicious alacrity. “Certainly, Miss Bering.  As it happens, though, I did have another purpose in coming here tonight.”

“And that is?”

“Merely to ascertain that you and your household have suffered no more acts of burglary or other things of that nature.”

“I thank you for your concern. There has been no repeat of the event.”

“Once ought to have been quite enough,” Hayden agreed. “Imagine the distress Miss Bering felt on finding her father’s work missing!”

“Did I mention that to you?” Cordelia asked, suddenly looking at Hayden. She didn’t recall doing so in the short time at the dinner party.

Hayden looked flustered. “I think so.… Yes. Or how could I have known?”

“How indeed,” Thorne said, looking harder at the man.

At that moment, Lady Priestley called out that dinner was served. Thorne offered his arm, and Cordelia accepted it before she fully comprehended what it meant.

Hayden, however, noticed immediately, and objected. “I had expected the honor of escorting Miss Bering into dinner.”

“Oh, I told Lady Priestley that I didn’t mind in the least.” Thorne’s deliberately casual response left Hayden floundering for a suitable reply.  

Cordelia, realizing she would sit next to Thorne instead of Hayden, felt a moment of giddy relief. “No doubt there is another lady in need of your charming company,” she told Hayden.

Sebastien smiled tightly and walked Cordelia through to the dining room. “So quick to rid yourself of an ardent suitor.”

“It will take far more than that to get rid of Hayden. He is persistent.”

“When did you meet him, if I may ask?”

“Last November. He was presented to me at some function. I think it was at the Athenaeum. Why?”

“Curiosity.”

“Well, I assumed as much, or you would not have asked,” Cordelia replied.

They had reached the dining room, and Thorne held out the chair for Cordelia.  He seated himself before replying.

“You shouldn’t assume too much about me, Miss Bering. But, since I have the honor of sitting beside you, I have another question having nothing to do with Hayden.”

“Excellent. What is it?”

“Who is Mr Lear?” he asked.

“Excuse me?”

His tone was too nonchalant. “Your friend Mr Jay mentioned him the other day. Who is he?”

Cordelia bit her lip. She didn’t want to discuss the existence of Lear in public. She would be happier if no one connected her with the name at all. At least no one appeared to have overheard the remark in the bustle of sitting down.

“A friend of the family,” she said shortly. “I keep in touch with him. Mr Jay knows him as well.”

“An engineer like your father?”

“Yes,” she said unwillingly.

“I’d like to meet him,” Sebastien pressed. “Perhaps you could arrange an introduction.”

“He is extremely shy. I don’t know that he’d welcome a new acquaintance,” Cordelia said, hoping to put him off.

“As an acquaintance, I really can be rather charming.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that.”

“You haven’t found me so, Miss Bering?” He leaned back, the picture of a confident lord.

  She restrained herself from rolling her eyes. What arrogance. “If one judges an acquaintance by how much happier one becomes after starting it, I must admit that I find yours less than satisfying,” she said, reflecting on how much he had unsettled her brain since she met him.

“Most women find me quite satisfying,” he said in a lower voice.

Cordelia flushed instantly. She couldn’t believe he would say something so scandalous at a dinner table, in the presence of others. “Lord Thorne,” she hissed.

“I offended you,” he said quietly, contritely.

“Yes,” she whispered, staring at her plate.

“It’s possible we got off on the wrong foot.”

“Possible?” Cordelia arched an eyebrow at him.

“Certain. Would you accept an abject apology?” he asked.

“Are you offering one?”

“Yes.”

Cordelia looked at the man, her insides in turmoil. She wanted to ignore him, but something drew her to him as well. “Will you behave like a gentleman, then?”

“To the best of my ability.” He smiled then, as charmingly as possible.

“Then I accept your apology.”

Once dinner was served, Sebastien ceased his difficult questions, and Cordelia breathed a bit more easily. The talk turned to more general topics as guests bandied gossip and jokes around the table.

Aware that he’d been aggressive, Sebastien retreated a bit as dinner began. He now knew he couldn’t come on too strongly. He glanced at the other people around the table. His eye grazed Hayden, who was chatting with the woman next to him. She appeared to be amused.

Sebastien wasn’t. He had an instant and hearty dislike of Hayden. As soon as he saw the man dancing attendance on Cordelia, he wanted to toss him out onto the street. There was no reason for him to stand so close to her before dinner. Though he admitted that any man who didn’t notice how very well that evening dress fit her figure was either blind or dead. The curve of her breasts was damn distracting, and the exotic jade necklace she wore only drew more attention to her body. Thorne had never actually envied a piece of jewelry until tonight.

Sebastien put considerable effort into simply looking at her face, which carried dangers of its own. Cordelia’s green eyes were alight with intelligence. She had understood both layers of meanings in his words, while Hayden appeared to struggle along the surface.

And now, dinner brought new challenges. The lively conversation around the table amused her, and he heard her laugh for the first time. God, even her laughter was alluring. And her smile.… He only once caught himself staring at her mouth, but that was enough to send a shock down his spine.

Her embarrassment at his earlier innuendo was unmistakable. Perhaps she wasn’t as experienced as he’d assumed. Perhaps she was even innocent, in every sense of the word. That would make his seduction of her a bit more difficult, and a lot less justifiable.

* * * *

Ignorant of the musings of her neighbor, Cordelia listened to the end of a story told by a gentleman who had just returned from a trip to America.  “…and I said to the man at my left, ‘Can you imagine going through life with the name of Barnacle?’ Well, he looked sympathetic and said ‘Indeed! I am grateful to be Mr Cheerybabble!’”

Everyone laughed, even though some suspected the details might have been embellished.

“But Americans are so odd, anyway!” one woman said.

The sentiment had a general consensus around the table. Then Thorne cleared his throat. “Speaking of odd names, I heard a strange one just the other day: Andraste. Mean anything to anyone?”

A sudden silence fell around the table. Cordelia looked sharply at Thorne.

“Anyone?” Thorne asked blandly. “Miss Bering?”

Before Cordelia could answer, the blonde woman across the table spoke up. “Andraste is the name of an ancient British goddess,” Miss Brecknell said. “I thought everyone knew that.”

“Not everyone reads Tacitus after dinner,” one of the other guests noted with asperity.

Miss Brecknell looked unfazed. “I refer to the work by Dio Cassius. But it’s true all the same. In his history, Queen Boudicca is described as praying to Andraste for aid in her battle against the Romans.”

“She didn’t pray hard enough,” Thorne noted, getting a general laugh. Cordelia was grateful the bluestocking Sarah Brecknell was so clever. She didn’t want to discuss the name at all.  

“A vicar would say that she prayed to the wrong god,” Miss Brecknell added. “Of course, anyone going against the might of the Roman army would probably pray to anything and everything that presented itself.”

“Truly ecumenical,” Cordelia said quietly. She tried to laugh a little, and was helped by Sarah Brecknell joining in.

“Indeed, Miss Bering!” the other lady said. “The desperate will ally themselves with almost anyone.”

“I hope to never be that desperate,” Cordelia returned, scanning both Hayden and Thorne anxiously. Where had Thorne heard that name?

“I also hope you’ll never be that desperate,” Hayden said, holding his wine glass up to her in salute. Though the words were supportive, his tone made her nervous. She wished that she had some pretense to stop him from paying his attentions to her. Of course, she could simply tell him to leave her alone. But something in her quailed at that idea. Hayden was frequently charming, attentive, and polite. But there was a very strange look in his eyes sometimes, almost cold. Somehow she knew he would not react well to being told to go away.

Involuntarily, she glanced toward Sebastien again. She was strangely conscious of his presence. She noted the shifts of his body, the slight variations in his tone when he spoke. Why could she not treat him as she did any other man? He offered compliments to her and jibes to Hayden with equal measure, but he never appeared to focus on either of them too much. Cordelia doubted if anyone else at the table noticed Thorne’s attention. Or was she imagining everything, overwrought from an odd week of encounters? By the time the dessert course was served, Cordelia was ready to climb the walls in an effort to escape.

Afterward, the ladies went to the drawing room for tea. The gentlemen, of course, all stood as the women filed out. They would linger briefly for a drink and smoke before rejoining the women.

Cordelia knew that Elly wanted to speak to her about the unexpected appearance of Thorne, but she needed a moment of peace. As the ladies passed through the hall, Cordelia murmured an excuse and left through a door that led to another wing of the house. Following a narrow and twisting hallway, she ducked into the first open room she found. It appeared to be the host’s study. The room was lined with books on one wall, with a reading desk set near the far end. A single light burned on the desk, leaving the room quite dim. She disliked intruding, but she would only need a moment to recover her balance. She must tell Hayden to stop his attentions. For the first time in years, Cordelia soundly regretted not having a male relative she could trust. If her father were alive, he would have dealt with this nonsense by now. Of course, if her father were alive, she would not be in this situation at all.

She had been in the room for perhaps three minutes when she heard something.

“Miss Bering,” a voice came behind her, shattering her nerves. “I hoped to have a moment alone with you.”

She whirled around. Hayden stood there, his eyes fixed on her, his smile charming but out of place.  

“Now is not the time,” she said.

“You fly like a bird, and I only want to be near you,” Hayden said, his voice mild. “Must you tease?”

She stood up straighter, anger overtaking fear. “Tease? How dare you follow me and then accuse me of leading you here? I wanted a moment alone!”

“And here we are. Alone.” He stepped nearer.

“I didn’t mean together. This is quite unacceptable. Leave me,” she ordered.

“I cannot.”

“Leave me,” she repeated.

But he only moved closer. “I wish I could, Miss Bering. Cordelia. You must let me say Cordelia.”

“Do not call me that. I am serious. Leave now.”

“No.”

“Then I will!” But he stood between her and the way out. Cordelia walked toward the door, giving him as wide a berth as the furniture in the room allowed.

The sudden appearance of a dagger in his hand stopped her cold. “You won’t leave, Cordelia. Not until you have given me the other half of the Andraste papers.”

She looked into his face, where the charm had drained away. All the months she had let him near her, as he pretended interest in her. He had only ever wanted the papers!


Chapter 13

She lunged past him. “Oh, no, you witch.” He darted toward her and grabbed her arm, twisting it painfully. “Don’t be stupid now. If you’d given in right away, I’d have just taken all the Andraste designs and left you. But you had to be difficult. And now I can’t wait any longer.” His eyes were bright in the glow of the table lamp, and Cordelia saw some kind of nervous excitement in them. His breathing came fast.

She asked, “How did you even know where they were? How did you know what they were?”

“Don’t be naive. There are always men interested in acquiring knowledge like the ship designs your sainted father made. And as for where they were, you told me yourself.”

“I did not!”

“Oh, you didn’t say it outright. But remember when I asked about your father’s study a few months ago? You showed me several things, but you never went near that locked cabinet. I even asked about it, and you tried to distract me. Knowing how clever you are, I backed off. Now what would be important enough to lock up and keep secret? I made a guess, and waited long enough that you wouldn’t connect my tour with the theft.”

“You courted me just so you could steal the papers and sell them?”

“No, darling. I intend to build the Andraste. Or a more useful version of it. Thanks to a few careless words by you, my associates were able to secure part of the necessary designs. But it can’t be finished without the other components. Give me the rest of the plans, and you’ll never see me again. You’ll be safe.”

“What do you mean, a more useful version?”

“Your father’s little boat has no guns. The real Andraste will.”

“You can’t do that,” she said, aghast.

“Of course I can.” He looked at her. “Adding guns to it will sink whole navies. You should be flattered, really. In fact, I might name the real ship after you. How does that sound? The Cordelia? Seems appropriate that it’s ironclad.” He laughed.

Scared now, Cordelia tried to twist out of his grasp, turning her back to him. But he was stronger than her.

“Let me go,” she warned him. “I’ll scream.”

“I’ll say you asked me here,” he hissed. “And they’ll believe me, especially if they find us in the dark.” With those words, he reached across the desk with one arm and doused the only light in the room.

Cordelia renewed her struggle to get free. “Let me go, you…bastard!”

“Such language for a lady! Not till you give me what I want. Tell me where the remainder of the papers are, and I’ll let you go as soon as I have them.” 

With those words, Cordelia felt his hand move away from her body. She breathed a sigh of relief, but then gasped. He was now holding something very sharp at her back. She had forgotten the dagger. Cordelia started to shake, real terror creeping up her spine. “What are you doing? You can’t get the papers if you kill me.”

Hayden withdrew the knife, and the sharp pricking sensation near her spine eased. But he forced her around so she had to back up against the desk. Then he held the knife to her throat. “You mean I can’t get them if I kill you first.”

“How do you think you can build a ship like Andraste in England without someone noticing?” she asked, desperate to distract him. “Who are you working for?”

Her eyes were slowly adjusting to the darkness, but the strange light coming in through the windows played tricks on her, too. She thought she saw another shape moving in the room, behind Hayden.

He didn’t notice her gaze. “Who do you think I’m working for, you idiot woman? Your father’s ship will be very valuable if we can build a whole fleet of them. Why should Britannia rule the seas? Other nations want to have a chance, and will pay for that chance. And as soon as I take the plans back to my employer, we’ll start building and change the world.” The knife blade was cold against her skin.

He reached for her with his open hand, intent on getting a hand around her throat. Leaning back as far as she could, she saw another person an instant before Hayden was abruptly pulled off her. She felt a streak of heat across her neck as the blade moved.

The struggle was a short one, and nearly silent. Hayden began to shout, but the new player clapped a hand over Hayden’s mouth, then twisted the man around to face him. The lamp was swept off the table to the floor.

Cordelia saw the new man swing his free arm. A sickening thud signaled the moment when the man’s fist connected with Hayden’s head.

Hayden went limp. As Cordelia’s would-be suitor slid to the floor, she saw the face of Sebastien Thorne, looking deadly dangerous, with something like fury in his eyes.

He watched his opponent go still. Then he focused on her, and the expression changed. “You’re all right?” he asked.

Cordelia nodded, then realized he might not be able to see her move. She cleared her throat. Instinctively, she put her hand up to her neck where it hurt. “He was going to.… I didn’t ask him to…” It seemed very important that Sebastien understood that Cordelia hadn’t invited Hayden’s attentions.

He looked around at the disturbed furniture, carpeting, and knocked-over lamp. “I guessed you didn’t ask him to,” he said. Stepping over the prone body, he took her by the shoulders. “He must have been desperate, to try this in a house filled with people. He probably thought that showing you the knife would scare you enough to tell him what he wanted to know.”

“If only the knife had just been for show,” she hissed, remembering the flashes of pain at her back and along her neck.

“Did he actually use it?” Sebastien looked her over more carefully.

Cordelia inhaled when he laid one finger on her throat and traced a line, from her ear to just below her chin. She turned her head so he could see better. “There’s not a mark, is there?” she asked.

“This will be hard to explain away,” he muttered. “It’s just a scratch, but it will be red within minutes.”

Cordelia turned back to look at him. “I can perhaps wrap my shawl…”

“You’re not wearing one,” he said, taking in her whole appearance now.

“It fell off.” Cordelia moved a few steps, searching the floor where Hayden had first grabbed her. In the pale light through the windows, she saw the pile of fabric in a heap, and bent to pick it up.

“Wait,” Thorne said behind her.

Cordelia began to turn, but felt his hand on her back. “He tore your dress.”

She twisted to see the damage. “He was quite free with the knife, once he decided to use it.” 

“I should have hit him harder,” he said.

“I’m only sad that I didn’t get to hit him myself.”

“It’s not too late,” Sebastien pointed out.  

She contemplated the helpless man at their feet, then shivered. “No. I’d actually just like to get out of here.”

“Excellent notion. But wait one moment.” He grabbed Hayden’s arms and dragged the unconscious man over to an ottoman and heaved the body up onto it. Then he straightened Hayden’s clothes a bit. “There. Obviously, he passed out from too much drink.”

“No one will believe that.”

“They also won’t believe he’s a spy after the Andraste designs.”

“So you do know about them,” she said, watching Thorne with new eyes.

“Yes, and believe me, Miss Bering, that’s something we’re going to talk about very soon.” 

As she processed the events of the last few moments, Thorne was looking thoughtful. “Well. This is a slightly awkward situation.”

“You mean us being alone in a dark room? Or that we’re standing over a body?”

“Both, in fact.” He paused. “You seem to be taking this all rather well. So I’d like to suggest something scandalous.” 

“Trust each other?” Cordelia asked.

He was pleased that she guessed his intention. “Do you think you could you trust me?”

She looked again at the figure sprawled across the ottoman. “I trust you more than him, at any rate.” Which wasn’t saying much.

“Good. What matters now is getting you out of this room in such a way that no one ever dreams you were in it. I can do that, but you must follow me and do exactly what I say. I promise I’ll keep you safe and, God willing, uncompromised.”

With no other option, Cordelia accepted his word. She followed him through a series of darkened, deserted rooms and corridors until he pushed through one small door. “How do you know your way around this house?” she whispered.

He gave her a significant look. “I went through most of those rooms as I was looking for you, or more accurately, for the bastard who was also looking for you.”

“Oh. Where are we going?”

“I’m trying to find a way to get you to the gardens.”

“What good will that do?”

“From the gardens, you can reenter the house and say you stepped out for a moment because you needed a breath of air. That shouldn’t raise too many eyebrows. You seem to enjoy hiding in gardens anyway.”

“And you seem to enjoy finding me in them,” she said tartly. All the same, she smiled.

His answering grin was far too knowing. “You didn’t protest too harshly.”

She raised her chin and looked away, trying to look prim. “You forgot the part where I left you.”

“As you will need to do again, sadly,” he said, “I want you back with the other guests within three minutes. You can’t afford to be connected to the unconscious man that someone will eventually find in the library.” It would be extremely awkward if anyone discovered she’d ever been in a room alone with either of those men; in fact, she would be drummed out of society.

Sebastien led her through several more rooms until they found one with large windows overlooking the gardens. “This will do.” He pushed the sash of one window up. “Out you go.”

Cordelia was flustered. “That’s not a door.”

“It’s the best I can do at the moment.” He frowned. “What’s the problem?”

“I shall have to…lift my skirt hem somewhat to climb over the sill.”

He shook his head in exasperation. “After all this…oh, of course. You’re a proper lady. I promise I won’t look.” He took a step back and closed his eyes. “Are you moving yet?”

“Yes.” Alert to the fact that being seen climbing out a window would be as bad as being seen alone with Sebastien, Cordelia wasted no more time. She picked up the hem of her dress, sat on the ledge and swung herself around so she could place her feet in the garden bed. Fortunately, the window was low to the ground. She straightened up and allowed the dress to fall back down to her ankles.

“I’m outside.” She leaned over the sill and peered into the shadowy room. “You can open your eyes, my lord.”

“I already did.” Sebastien said. He stepped over to the window, leaning down so his face was level with her own. “Make your way through the garden and enter though the parlor doors. They’re open. If you have to explain yourself to anyone, claim you just stepped out.”

“What will you do?” she asked.

“I’m closing this window and then wandering back to rejoin the men.”

“And your explanation for going missing?”

He smiled arrogantly. “I’m an earl. I don’t give explanations.”

“I see.”

“Miss Bering?” he asked, in a different tone. “I need to speak to you. You understand that?”

She nodded. “About the plans, I know.”

“It’s vital. And our talk must be private.”

“What do you suggest?”

He paused for half a second, considering. “When you get back inside, plead a headache. Call for your carriage. And for God’s sake, don’t let anyone see your neck.”

“Wait, I don’t have a carriage,” Cordelia said. “I came with Mrs Ramsay.”

He waved a hand to dismiss her objection. “Even better. Tell the footman to hail a carriage for you.”

“And then?”

“And then you get in it, Miss Bering.” He grinned. “Leave the rest to me.” Without warning, he reached out to cup the back of her neck in his hand, then kissed her swiftly on the lips.

Cordelia was too startled to stop him, and then she was too mesmerized by the feel of his lips on hers. A very fanciful part of her hoped that he was imparting some of his strength to her. She breathed in deeply when he pulled away. “What was that for?”

“Luck.” He smiled at her. “Now go, Miss Bering. And be careful.”

Cordelia managed to slip inside the main doors with no one the wiser. She found a large mirror on one wall and looked for signs of the disturbances of the last half hour: first Hayden’s mishandling of her, then Thorne’s well-timed but exasperating rescue, and finally a walk through darkened garden beds and a dance to avoid a host of thorny rose bushes.

Fortunately, save for her shoes, which were soiled horribly, her outfit survived mostly intact. The rip at the back of the dress was slightly difficult. She draped her shawl to cover the hole, and prayed that the dim light of the candles would keep her secret for her. Cordelia patted her hair back into place, and pulled a few strands loose, drawing them down to at least partially conceal her neck. Then she heard a voice behind her.

“Cordelia, where have you been?” It was Elly.

“I stepped out to get a breath of air,” Cordelia said, proud of the way her voice didn’t shake.

“It is warm in here, isn’t it? My heavens, you’re quite flushed!”

Cordelia seized the opportunity. “My head aches quite badly, in fact.” She let her hand flutter up to her forehead, hoping she wasn’t overdoing it. “I think I should go home.”

“I’ll have our carriage brought round and take you myself. Mr Ramsay can find his own way home.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that,” Cordelia said, thinking quickly. “You have been enjoying your husband’s company this evening.”

“But, dear…”

“No, no. I realize how rarely you can go to an event with him. Just allow me to bid goodnight to our hosts. Then the footman can hail a carriage for me. It’s a short ride, and I shall be quite safe.” Strange words for someone who had just been threatened at knifepoint, but Cordelia knew that Sebastien wanted her to get in a carriage…and she trusted him, at least in this.

Cordelia asked Elly to retrieve the reticule she’d left behind, while she waited in the dim hallway. Elly returned with Lady Priestley on her heels. Cordelia apologized for her imaginary headache and said a quick goodnight to the hostess.

“Thank you for attending,” Lady Priestley said. “You were a good sport about letting Lord Thorne escort you in to dinner, by the way. I can’t imagine forgetting that I issued an invitation!”

“Quite a turn of events,” Cordelia murmured, not trusting herself to say more.

“I thought he seemed quite taken with you, Miss Bering.”

“We had a most interesting conversation at dinner.”

“Perhaps the beginning of several conversations,” her hostess added, plainly delighted with the idea that her seating arrangements might lead to a match.

“Oh, I doubt that. We move in quite different circles.” Cordelia tried to put an end to any speculation that she had an interest in Thorne…or that he had any in her.

“Too bad,” her disappointed hostess murmured.

Elly accompanied Cordelia to the door, where the footman hurried out to fetch a carriage to hire.

“Are you sure you’re quite all right?”

“Yes, it’s just a headache. Shall I send you a note tomorrow?”

“I think I will call on you! You may have fooled our hostess, but you haven’t fooled me. There’s something between you and Lord Thorne.”

“Nonsense.”

“We shall see,” Elly said cheekily. “I saw him watching you, dear. He was mesmerized.”

The footman returned and escorted Cordelia out to the street. She climbed up into the carriage and heard the footman issue her address to the driver. She sat back, exhaling as she suddenly felt all the nervous energy run out of her.

“You were prompt getting out of there. Well done,” a man’s voice said. Sebastien leaned forward out of the shadows. He’d been sitting quietly on the other side.

Cordelia jumped. How had she missed him? “How did you manage to get into this coach? You told me to ride home alone!”

“I told you to get in the carriage alone,” he corrected.

“This is hardly proper.”

“Only if we’re seen. Which we won’t be. Besides, I’ve already seen you in quite an improper situation, Miss Bering.”

She flushed, remembering his kiss. “I shouldn’t have let you…”

“Let me what? Stop Hayden from stabbing you?” Then he stopped, guessing her train of thought. “Oh, I wasn’t referring to that situation.”

“Good.” She cleared her throat. “In fact, I’d appreciate it if you never refer to it. Or, in fact, ever think of it again.”

“I promise not to refer to it, if that’s what you request.” He grinned. “But I can’t promise not to think of it.”

“I believe any foolish transgressions on my part are not the reason you took such pains to meet me in this carriage,” she hinted.

He sobered instantly. “You’re right, Miss Bering. I do need to ask you something. Now that we trust each other, what if we tried something truly scandalous?”

“What might that be?” she asked, oddly excited by the question.

“Telling each other the truth.”


Chapter 14

Cordelia felt a jolt through her body, both from Sebastien’s suggestive tone and from the words themselves. The truth was not something she was prepared to part with. “Where are we going?” she asked first.

“I’m taking you home. But not until we understand each other.”

She doubted she would ever understand the man in front of her.

As the carriage rattled down the streets, Sebastien sat opposite her and looked her over. He leaned forward, and laid one hand on hers. “You can take a breath now.” Then, with far more calculation, he stroked the back of her hand with one thumb.

Cordelia exhaled, barely aware that she’d been so tense. “Did you hurt him badly?”

“Hayden? No. He’ll wake up with a headache,” he said. “That’s all.”

“I thought you meant to kill him.”

He released her hand for the moment. “I try not to do that, as a general rule. Would the loss of Hayden distress you?”

She raised her chin defiantly. “Not nearly as much as the loss of this outfit would. I pray it can be salvaged.”

He laughed softly. “You keep your head, Miss Bering, I’ll give you that.”

She unconsciously tightened her grip on her reticule. “I thought I could protect myself if I only acted sensibly.”

“I did warn you that the people after you would not be civilized.”

“I see that now.” She paused. “Yet you are also after the plans, and you didn’t attack me.”

“I prefer to use other methods to get what I want.”

Sighing, Cordelia sat back, but then winced.

Sebastien saw the pain in her eyes. Without waiting for permission, he moved across the carriage so that he sat next to Cordelia. “Turn around. Let me see. He must have done more than simply tear your dress.”

“That’s not necessary…” She blushed at his proximity.

“It is,” he insisted.

Cordelia half turned away from him, allowing him to look at her back again. Her hand drifted to where the pain was worst, but he caught it in his own, stopping her.

“Don’t touch,” he warned.

Cordelia waited, one hand in his, while his other probed her back gently through the fine fabric. “Well?” she asked.

“Be patient, I’m looking. Does it hurt here?” He barely touched a spot near her spine, low on her back.

“Yes,” she hissed, surprised at the pain. His hand tightened around hers.

“There’s a little blood.” Sebastien shifted, and Cordelia felt him press something against her back, over the cut.

“What are you doing?” she asked, trying to look over her shoulder.

“I only have a handkerchief, but it will have to do until you get home.” 

“Oh.” Now that the cut was covered, she let both hands settle in her lap, wondering what a proper lady would do in this situation. Oh, yes. A proper lady would never, ever permit herself to get into such a situation. The fact that his hand rested there, inches north of her bottom, made it virtually impossible for her to think clearly. “I can hold it there myself,” she said.

“I like to be useful.” He delivered his refusal in such a deadpan tone that she had to laugh.

Sebastien took the opportunity to settle her against his side, a pose that she would never allow if she were not so preoccupied. “Just sit quietly,” he advised. “It’s not a long ride.”

Cordelia tried to sit quietly, but it was difficult to relax when Sebastien was sitting next to her with his arm around her body. The seriousness of the situation suddenly became very clear. Someone broke into her house, then someone threatened her life, and now she had put her life and reputation in the hands of a man she barely knew.

“Lord Thorne—” Cordelia looked over at him and was caught by his eyes, dark and sensual in the half-light.

He was looking at her neck.

“What is it?” she asked. “I’m not bleeding there, too, am I? It only stings…”

Before she could go on, he bent his head to kiss her throat. Cordelia breathed in when his mouth touched her skin. This kiss was far more intimate than the ones he’d given her before. Her heart started hammering in her chest. His mouth lingered on her neck, moving slowly down along the very line that the knife had traced earlier.

Reveling in the sensation, she didn’t tell him to stop. Heat seemed to rise off her skin. He reached the hollow at the base of her throat, and Cordelia murmured a warning when his tongue flicked out and tasted her there.

At the sound, he paused long enough to catch his own breath and, she realized, to listen if she would say something he wanted to hear. She didn’t even have the words to ask for what she might want. Before she could say anything she would regret, he pulled back.

He smiled then, completely disarming her. “Does it still sting?”

“No,” she breathed.

“Good. I do like to make myself useful.”

“Useful,” she echoed. Then she frowned. “Is that why you are so interested in my father’s work?” she asked, recalling the matter at hand.

“It’s not the only thing I’m interested in, Miss Bering. But if I’m to get the plans back for you, I need to know everything I can about the Andraste designs. Do you know anything about them?”

“Of course! That is.… Yes, a little.” Cordelia reverted to the image of a dutiful daughter, only slightly aware of her father’s genius. “What do you need to know?”

“Everything you can tell me, and probably more.” He looked concerned. “Yet I can’t keep you out all night…appealing as that notion is.”

“You must not call at my home again,” she warned him. “It would be far too difficult to explain your continued presence.”

He was aware of her predicament. “Then what do you suggest, Miss Bering?”

She considered the issue for a long moment. Finally, she hit on an idea. “Can you be at the East India Docks at two o’ clock tomorrow? If you walk to the quay where the packet ships dock, I will find you there and we can talk, with no one to overhear.”

“You can’t go there alone,” he objected.

Cordelia shook her head. “I won’t be. I shall have a chaperone. Not Aunt Leona, of course. Don’t worry, I know how to conduct myself in public.”

“That sounds like a bit of a censure toward me.”

She glanced at him. “And why not? I already have some idea of how you conduct yourself in private.”

“Miss Bering, you have no idea how I conduct myself in private,” he said, with a slow smile that threatened to unhinge her.

At that moment the carriage pulled up the drive to her home. She sighed in relief. Sebastien leaned over her.

“What?” Cordelia asked.

He said nothing, but lowered his mouth to hers once more. Cordelia didn’t even think to protest. The kiss was brief, but she was still a bit shaken at the end of it. “Why did you do that? Not to make yourself useful this time, and not for luck.”

“I don’t know if you’re good luck or bad luck, Miss Bering,” he said, looking at her intently. “But I do know that you fascinate me.”

He moved away from her then, before she could make a fool of herself. “Are you strong enough to walk up your steps?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then forgive me for not helping you out this time. I’d think you’d prefer me to remain as unobtrusive as possible.”

“I’m grateful for your discretion.”

“See? I can be a gentleman…sometimes.” He touched her hand. “Have one of your people care for those cuts immediately.”

“I will.” She climbed out the carriage, keeping her head down so the driver wouldn’t see her face if he happened to be looking. “Tomorrow at two,” she reminded him.

“I’ll be there.” 

Cordelia hurried into the house as the carriage rolled away behind her. Jem was playing footman tonight, and she merely gave him a pleading look when he saw a hired carriage leaving the scene.

“Anything we should know, my lady?” he asked bluntly.

“Yes,” she replied. “You will be driving Bond and me to the harbor tomorrow afternoon. No questions and no comments.”

“Yes, my lady,” he said. He shut the door behind her, bolting it securely.

“Oh, and send Bond up to my room as soon as possible, with some clean cloths and alcohol. Someone tried to stab me earlier tonight.”

A part of her truly enjoyed Jem’s stunned expression as she said it.

Upstairs, she caused a certain amount of trouble for her maid as well.

“Oh, my lady!” Bond wailed. “What did you do? I don’t know if I can save these shoes!” The young woman showed far more distress over the state of Cordelia’s evening wear than she had over the knife wound, which Cordelia took as a good sign.

“Try your best. If they can’t be saved, then give them to Ivy. We’re of a size, and the shoes will still keep feet dry.”

“I shall endeavor, my lady.” Bond grimaced. Then she put the shoes down and turned her attention back to her mistress. “Are you quite comfortable?”

“I’m well enough.” 

Bond had already cleaned the wound and bandaged it well, assuring Cordelia that it was minor. “And I can sew the dress as good as new. But that’s not the half of it! You were attacked, my lady.”

“Fortunately, I was rescued.”

“By that man. The one in the house yesterday.”

“Lord Thorne, yes.” Cordelia paused. “I am very grateful to him, in fact. He not only saved my life, he saved my reputation as well.”

“Let’s hope he doesn’t hold it over you,” the maid groused.

“I don’t think he would. A gentleman wouldn’t do such a thing.” Cordelia considered the possibility that Sebastien Thorne might use his knowledge against her. If he wanted to, he could easily blackmail her…for the portion of the Andraste designs still in her possession, for example. Was that the real reason for his kisses and sudden attention?

Bond, meanwhile, was unaware of her turn of thought. “You don’t know much of men, begging your pardon.”

“You don’t trust Thorne?”

“Does a lamb trust a wolf?”

Despite herself, Cordelia smiled at her maid’s characterization. “To tell the truth, I know there’s something about him that doesn’t add up. So it’s just as well that you’ll accompany me when I happen to run into him tomorrow at the harbor.”

“Well indeed,” Bond huffed. “I’ll not let you out of my sight.”

The maid settled Cordelia into her bed, then turned down the light and closed the door.

However, sleep was the furthest thing from Cordelia’s mind. She relived nearly every moment of the evening, from the terror of discovering Hayden’s treachery to the moment when Sebastien kissed her nearly senseless in the darkened coach. She closed her eyes, remembering the feel of his lips on her skin.

It had been a daring, scandalous, and perhaps insulting thing to do. What kind of woman did he take her for? Then she admitted to herself that she had certainly given him plenty of leave. Really, it was wanton. And yet, she loved the feelings he’d stirred in her. She knew that she would let him kiss her again. She might let him do more than kiss her. Being still unmarried at her age left her quite curious about some things. When she finally drifted off, her dreams were filled with images of Sebastien Thorne, a man she didn’t yet understand, but couldn’t ignore.


Chapter 15

Privately, Cordelia had doubts about the wisdom of meeting Sebastien at the harbor. But she didn’t see any alternatives. She could not let him keep coming into her home, whether he claimed to be visiting Leona Wharton or not! Furthermore, she didn’t want her aunt to learn too much of her own activities surrounding shipbuilding. The less Leona knew, the less danger to her.

Cordelia admitted to herself that she had rather taken advantage of her aunt’s trust over the years. She had told her nothing of her secret work as Lear, for instance. And Leona was blissfully ignorant of the servants’ rather shady pasts.

So Cordelia couldn’t risk Sebastien getting further involved in her household. She also couldn’t risk any gossip about them circulating about the ton. His first visit she could explain away by mentioning his connection to Aunt Leona. More than that and he’d have to be courting her, which was outside the realm of plausibility. The newest Earl of Thornbury must select a young and wealthy bride. She was neither. For him to pretend that she was a tenable candidate for countess was laughable.

Nevertheless, she spent a good deal of time dressing for the meeting with Sebastien. Bond endured three costume changes and her mistress’s doubts as to her hairstyle. “You must pull it back, ma’am,” she said finally. “That raven hair is a beacon, even under a hat. Not to mention the wind!” The maid expertly twisted Cordelia’s hair into a low knot and secured the style with several pins. “There now. You will not blow apart in a breeze.”

Dressed in a pale cream walking gown covered with a green pelisse, Cordelia finally descended the stairs.

“Will you be out long, my lady?” Stiles asked. He, of course, had been apprised of the events of last night.

“A few hours at most, Stiles,” she assured him.

“Just as long as it takes to get that lord off our backs,” Bond added.

The butler glared at her. “Mind your tongue, Bond. A servant does not speak of her betters in that fashion.”

Cordelia intervened. “She’s not wrong, Stiles. Once Lord Thorne is satisfied, our household will return to normal.”

“I pray that’s the case, my lady.” He opened the door for them and shook a warning finger at Bond as she followed Cordelia out.

Jem drove toward the harbor. Bond, dressed in one of Cordelia’s old morning gowns, sat next to her mistress. She was playing the role of chaperone, and she looked the part. Despite her humble origins, Bond’s height and fine features gave her the air of a lady, and she had used her recent weeks of gainful employment to study and imitate her mistress; she could mimic tones and gestures with uncanny accuracy.

Of course, Bond wasn’t all lady. She took her duty seriously enough that she concealed a knife on her person. “He may be a lord or whatever, but if he so much as touches you, my lady, I’ll gut ’im like a fish.”

“Bond, that is not how ladies’ maids talk!”

“Aye, but I’m a very special lady’s maid, ain’t I?” Bond said, deliberately reverting to her natural accent.

Giving up on lecturing, Cordelia smiled back. “Yes, I would say you are.”

* * * *

Cordelia wasn’t the only person feeling dubious about the meeting. Thorne couldn’t stop debating in his own brain whether or not Miss Bering could be trusted. Despite Forester’s theory, he could tell she was truly distressed about the theft, just as she had been surprised by Hayden’s actions the night before. But there were many aspects that didn’t add up.

He reviewed all the intelligence he’d gathered and put it together. Miss Bering was a spinster, but she had no difficulty funding her home and maintaining an uncommonly large staff of uncommonly conscientious servants. She had to get that money from somewhere. The easy answer was that she was selling something of value…and what else would that be but the work of her late father?

He didn’t want to think of her as a traitor. In fact, he was uncomfortably aware that he wanted to act as her protector…when he didn’t want to seduce her for the pure excitement of it.

His musings were cut short by more urgent matters. His sister Adele cornered him at the breakfast table and asked him several uncomfortable questions regarding his activities the previous few nights. Though far younger than him, she showed a remarkable maturity so far…and very little deference to him. He was short with her, partly because he was feeling so conflicted about his plans for Miss Bering.

“Did you stay out at your club? I sent a message there.”

“You did? Why?” he asked.

“Because I needed to know where you would be today, dear brother. I thought you might want to know that Mama has been plotting to get you to meet some more eligible ladies.”

He groaned. “That’s the last thing on my mind right now. Can’t she just let me alone?”

“You’d best be gone by noon, unless you want to get snared.”

“I’ll be gone as long as necessary. Tell Mama you have no idea where I am.”

“We hardly ever know where you are. You are not getting ensnared in your old vices, are you?” Adele paused. “I’d hate to see you…regress.”

“You don’t have to worry, Adele.”

“Just be careful,” she warned.

Heeding his sister’s advice, Sebastien kept a low profile, and found his way to the docks at the appointed time. He’d dressed carefully, choosing clothes that suggested he was a gentleman, but which were nondescript enough that he should not be noticed as he walked. His jacket was a fog grey, worn over a simple white shirt and darker pants. Plain black shoes made him look much like any other man, and a black hat gave a measure of anonymity. Not that he expected anyone he knew to be walking the quay. Cordelia had been clever to think of it. But then, she was a clever woman.

He began to stroll toward the end of the quay. Though it was spring, a stiff breeze off the river kept people from being too idle, and the level of activity around him gave him the comfortable feeling of being alone in a crowd.

But he was not alone for long. Two women approached him. The tall one, obviously the subordinate, addressed him first. To a watcher, it would have appeared that she was asking directions, perhaps to a particular ship. But Sebastien heard something quite different.

“Good morning, sir,” she began. “I am given to understand that you will be walking with my lady for a short time.” Her voice was cool and proper, and several classes above where he suspected she came from.

“That’s correct.”

“Then know that I am watching you,” she said simply, the threat in her voice unmistakable.

Before he could respond, the other woman joined them. Cordelia wore her raven hair bound tightly under her wide brimmed hat, protected from both the wind and prying eyes. “That will do, Bond. Lord Thorne and I will walk. Please follow at a distance.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the maid said.

Sebastien offered his arm, which Cordelia took.

“You’re not afraid to be seen walking with a man at the harbor,” he said.

“People see what they expect to see.” She shrugged a bit. “No one here knows our identities. We could be family, or a married couple.”

“So we could,” he agreed, not at all perturbed by the suggestion.  

“I suppose, if we are to trust each other, then we are…friends?”

He gave her a long, considering glance. “I certainly wouldn’t want you for an enemy. So yes, friends.”

“Then please call me Cordelia,” she asked in a rush.

“But only when no one else is around,” he added her unspoken thought.

“It would raise questions if you used my Christian name in the presence of others,” she admitted. “But I should like you to, when you may.”

He nodded, unaccountably flattered by the offer. “Then I will. And will you do the same for me, Cordelia?” He spoke her name slowly, savoring the taste of it.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

“Of course…”

“Sebastien,” she finished. It came out a bit breathily, as if she felt a little bold using his name like that, in the open air.

“That didn’t tax your sensibilities, did it?”

“Less than certain other liberties you have taken,” she said.

“I’m not sorry that I kissed you.”

“I understand why you did it.”

“You do, do you?”

“Yes.” She swallowed. “You said last night…you preferred to use methods other than force. Seduction can be as effective a tool as violence to get information. You thought to expose my weakness by appealing to my baser instincts.”

He said, “I thought ladies such as yourself had no base instincts.”

“Apparently, a well-executed kiss can summon them.”

“Oh, really.” He smiled lazily, pleased by her inadvertent confession.

“That wasn’t an invitation,” she said hastily.

“But it sounded so inviting.”

Cordelia looked down, embarrassed by the turn the conversation was taking. “Fortunately, I did not succumb to your ploy.”

“Maybe I just gave up too soon.”

Behind them, Bond coughed loudly.

“Your chaperone has sharp ears,” he noted.

Cordelia turned and gave a look to the maid, who grudgingly slowed down a few paces. “She’s very dedicated.”

“I’ll be a perfect gentleman,” he promised, remembering the maid’s challenge.

“Good. Now, you proved last night that you value my life slightly higher than some others do, like Hayden. I suppose you saved my life, and certainly my reputation.”

“You’re welcome,” he said dryly.

“I thank you. And I will try to trust you. You have questions. Ask me.”

“Let’s start with the plans everyone wants. What are they for, exactly?”

“You don’t know?”

No, he didn’t, but he had no desire to look like an idiot. “I want to hear it from you.”

Cordelia took a deep breath. “They are for a new type of ship called the Andraste.”

“Before a few days ago, I’d never heard of it.”

And where exactly did you hear it? she wondered again. But she said, “Almost no one has. If and when it is built, the Andraste will be the first of its kind. My father designed it.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke. “However, I did choose the name.”

“After the goddess.”

“Yes, a goddess of Britain, who a British-born queen turned to for help and protection during her battle. It seemed appropriate.”

“Why should that name be so fitting? What kind of ship is it?”

Cordelia pointed to a frigate, sweeping her hand in a grand gesture to encompass the whole ship. “That ship is well made. The hull is built to withstand ocean swells and storms. The masts are strong. Yet, as you know, even a perfectly built wooden ship is vulnerable to cannon, or to fire…even lightening in a storm.”

“Yes, of course. But what can a ship be made of, if not wood?”

She said, “Imagine a ship made of steel, strong enough to withstand a blast from a 68-pound gun.”

Sebastien tried, and was immediately horrified by the implications. “Made of steel? How is that even possible?”

Cordelia made a slightly disappointed sound. “Well, it’s not made entirely of steel, of course. Not yet. The Andraste would be the first step. The hull is wooden, just like a regular ship. But plates of steel are hammered to that hull, both above and partly below the waterline. The plates are treated to be resistant to salt water, so there’s no worry about rust or corrosion—in theory. And steel is fireproof as well. Thus the ship would be safe from cannon or even a substance like Greek fire.”

“But it would be too heavy to float,” Sebastien protested.

“Yes, the weight is a significant factor. But by balancing the internal volume of the ship against the surface area of the hull, one can determine a safe range of size and weight. The Andraste isn’t meant to be a cargo ship. Rather, she would be used for running messages from point to point, or ferrying passengers.”

“Or soldiers.”

“Well, yes,” she admitted. “Though that wasn’t the intent when…my father first designed it.”

“I had been under the impression that it was a weapon of some sort,” said Sebastien, though he knew it was very possible the information had been garbled somehow before the Zodiac got hold of it.

Cordelia shook her head. “My father would be furious if he knew that people were after this design with the intent of making it a weapon, which is Hayden’s idea. He mentioned adding guns to it. I don’t know how many he could add, considering the issue of weight.”

“You have to tell me a little more about it. How big is it? How many men could it carry?”

“The prototype is fairly small. It should be capable of carrying about twenty people comfortably, plus the crew, allowing for some excess weight. Obviously, theory is all well and good, but until a working prototype can sail—or steam—through a few successful journeys, we won’t know if all the calculations are correct. Did I mention that the Andraste will be propelled by steam as well as sail?”

“You didn’t.”

“Yes,” she noted proudly. “No more fear of getting becalmed. Or losing a sail. The ship will be able to travel without impediments, even through a battle. Of course, improvements will need to be made, following a successful launch…” She trailed off, noticing that Sebastien had stopped walking. “What is it?” she asked, turning to look back at him.

“You know a lot about this,” he noted, watching her narrowly.

Cordelia flushed. “I’ve had to learn, haven’t I? When it became obvious that unscrupulous people were after the plans, it behooved me to know everything about it.… Everything I could, I mean,” she added hastily.

He nodded, accepting her explanation for now. “Let me ask this. Why didn’t you destroy the plans immediately?” he asked. “You could have burned them.”

She flinched. “I probably should have, but…it would have felt like burning a book.”

Sebastien considered the woman walking beside him. If she were coldly practical, she would have gotten rid of the plans as soon as she realized someone else wanted them. Then he never would have been assigned to get them himself. And he never would have met her. “I understand your reluctance to dispose of something your father created,” he said slowly.

“Do you?” she asked.

“My own father died only a little more than two years ago,” he explained. “And while he never created a thing like the Andraste, I would be loathe to get rid of anything he owned that was more valuable than a tiepin.”

Cordelia beamed at him. “You do understand what I’m trying to say.”

“Well, to a point. For instance, my father’s tiepins wouldn’t be much use in a war.”

“No,” she admitted, her worry returning. “So we are back where we started.”

“Maybe not.”

“How so?”

“Last night, Hayden cornered you because he still wanted something. I heard him say something about the remainder of the papers.”

“You have sharp ears,” she noted.

“Did you have any intention of telling me the whole truth, friend?”

“I have not spoken my piece yet.”

“Then do so, Cordelia. The burglars did not get everything.”

She shook her head. “No. They got the designs that relate to the hull. That is, they could build the outer shell of the ship now. But they’re missing an essential component, which is the propeller screw. Without it, the ship would be virtually impossible to sail capably, making it little more than an armored island.”

“Not a bad thing to have,” Sebastien said.

“Perhaps not. But they’re after the whole ship. And you’re right. They won’t stop till they get the rest of the designs in my possession.” Unconsciously, she twisted her hands together.

“So you have something you are both afraid to keep and afraid to destroy. You trust me a little, I hope,” said Sebastien. “Would you allow me to keep the designs safe for you?”

“How do I know that you could?”

“You didn’t ask whether I would.”

“No.” Cordelia bit her lip. “For some reason, I do trust you. I spoke to a friend about you. She told me.… I heard you served in the army. You were wounded during the War in the Vendée, correct?”

“Slightly.” He waved it off.

“But you understand that war isn’t a game.”

“Lord, yes.” He knew that all too well.

“So you see why my father was reluctant to offer the designs to just anyone. He knew some of his work had military applications.”

“And you also wish to keep those plans from being exploited,” he said, finally feeling as if he was beginning to understand the woman.

“Precisely. I would need some…assurance that the plans were in good hands,” Cordelia said. Then she turned to her maid, who had somehow managed to follow them quite closely again. “Bond, give us a moment alone.”

“Yes, my lady.” The maid reluctantly slowed her pace once more, dropping out of earshot. Cordelia shot her a warning glance before telling Sebastien to continue.

He couldn’t tell Cordelia about the Zodiac. He couldn’t admit that he was an agent, even if he was on her side. But she demanded some kind of guarantee.

“You named the ship Andraste,” he began.

“Yes.” She looked at him, expectant.

“A British name, for a British ship…created by a British man,” he went on.

“Yes…”

“So you naturally want it to stay British. Safe, here on this island.”

“Indeed I do.”

He tried to speak as carefully as he could. “I can tell you that I share your concerns. Remember, I too am a British man, who fought for a British king. And I hold a British title. Now I can tell you that I am in a better position than anyone I know to keep Andraste safe, here on this island. And I have some powerful friends. Do you understand?”

Cordelia watched him as he spoke, her green eyes all too alert. She saw how precisely he chose his words. She nodded slowly. “I believe so.”

Thorne didn’t want to press the issue of the remaining designs yet, and he still had many questions for Cordelia, more than this simple walk could answer. “Did you think this theft was a possibility? Is that why you separated the plans?”

“I wish I was so forward thinking.” Cordelia shook her head sadly. “It was a matter of luck. The propeller screw necessary to run the ship was successfully completed only last year. Thus, it was never in the same box with the other plans.”

“Who did it? Not your father, obviously.”

She looked away suddenly, her expression closing. “His colleague. Lear.”

“And you know he wouldn’t sell the plans?”

“He is as trustworthy as I am,” she said.

But just how trustworthy was Cordelia? Sebastien dearly wished that he knew. “How do you know you can rely on Lear?” 

“I’m quite intimate with him.” Cordelia swallowed. “We are friends.”

“Then you can arrange a meeting.”

“That would be difficult.” She looked out over the water, resolutely not facing him.

She was so evasive whenever the subject of Lear came up. “You implied as much last night. Why should it be difficult?”

“He’s a retiring individual,” she said. “Virtually a hermit.”

“I’ll be brief. You can’t pretend that this isn’t important.”

An indefinable look crossed her face. “I’ll bring it up with him,” she promised.

They had reached the end of the quay. Thorne paused for a moment, looking out at the river. “I suppose we should head back,” he said.

  “I haven’t promised to give you any papers yet.”

Sebastien still looked over the water. “I wanted to give you until the other end of the quay to get used to the idea.”

“I already know that the sooner they are in a safe place, the safer I’ll be.”

He sighed. “I am glad you admit that, Cordelia. Can you at least promise me they are safe for the moment?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now I have to ensure Hayden won’t try for them again. I’m going to find him.”

“You must be careful,” she said impulsively.

“You’re worried about me?” he asked.

“Of course I am, Sebastien.”

Her declaration troubled him. He did not want Cordelia to worry about him. He did not want her to care about him. He only wanted to keep her attention long enough to get what he needed.

The rest of the walk was silent.

Cordelia and her chaperone left him at the end of the docks, returning to the carriage they arrived in. Thorne caught a dark look from the driver, the same lanky young man he’d seen before.

Thorne watched the carriage roll away. Cordelia Bering seemed designed to infuriate and intrigue him. For every scrap of truth he pried from her, more questions emerged. She pretended ignorance about her father’s work, but she obviously understood both the details and the import of the designs. Why? And her maid! The woman all but threatened him physically, and what was more, she nearly convinced him she could follow through. The Bering house must be utter madness.

But before he could tease out the layers of secrets that Cordelia was hiding, he had other work to do. Thorne knew that he must return to the Kingston China Company and find Helm. The weasel he’d caught the night of the robbery was only that…a weasel, a hired thief who knew nothing about what he was supposed to steal. Fortunately, Bailey had wisely given up the name of his direct employer.

Thorne had to keep climbing this ladder until he got the real prize. In the international game Thorne played, even Helm would only be a low-level rat, with a dim idea of the importance of the papers he was after. Thorne hoped he’d know something, however. What Cordelia had shared about the plans frankly scared him. The little information he knew was already enough to make some guesses as to who might be working hardest to get the plans. He just had to use those scraps of knowledge to fool Helm into revealing more.

But first he had to find the man.

He headed for his private home near St James. When he was working for the Zodiac, the place was his only safe haven.

Once again dressed in clothing most inappropriate for a man of his station, Thorne headed back to the poorer, working district of the city he’d been in before. He wasn’t known to the residents of the neighborhood, but a few were happy enough to talk once he passed out some small coins. He got the name of the building where Helm usually spent his time, not far from the supposed china company.

He let himself in the building and found his way to a cramped office that might have doubled as a junk room. A portly man was inside, facing away from the door as he rifled through a box of odds and ends.

“Jerrod Helm,” Thorne guessed. The man’s whole back stiffened up. He moved suddenly, but Thorne moved like a cat and caught hold of his shoulder as he spun around. Helm had half-drawn a knife, but Thorne was faster. “So you are Helm.” He pried the knife from Helm’s grip. “Aren’t you?”

“Sure. Who does that make you?” Helm watched the knife vanish with keen disappointment.

“No one you need to remember.”

“Then what do you want?”

“You’re after some ship designs. I want you to tell me about them.”

Helm’s eyes widened just slightly, but then he let out a blustery laugh. “Where’d you get that idea? I look like a clerk?”

“You look like a man who knows something I want to know. And I’m not feeling very patient.”

“I’m not telling you anything.”

“You already have, actually.”

“Oh, is that so?” Helm sneered.

“You regret getting involved, for one. You thought it would be easy. The one who hired you seemed to know where the papers would be. He described the address, the room, even the box they were in. But you’re lazy, so you got a smaller rat to do the dirty work. Bailey tried and failed to get all the papers. You tried to silence Bailey, but he got away.”

“How do you know all that?” Helm asked, looking less sure of himself.

“I’m the one who let Bailey get away. You see, I also want the papers.”

“But I don’t have the Andrews papers, or whatever they’re called,” Helm pointed out, growing more nervous.

“Because Hayden already took them from you?”

“Yeah. Wait, how do you know about him?”

Thorne grinned. “Never mind. You have something else I want.”

“Which is?”

“The name of the other person who wants them. Not Hayden. Tell me who he works for.”

“I can’t tell you that!”

“How good a thief will you be once I cut off your right hand?”

Helm jerked, trying to escape. “I can’t tell you.”

Thorne sighed. Slamming Helm’s hand against the wall, he pressed Helm’s own knife against his wrist. “I hope you keep this sharp.”

Feeling the blade bite into his flesh, Helm choked off a scream. “Stop!”

“Tell me a name.” Thorne pressed the blade in.

“Wait!”

“Why?”

“I don’t know who he works for. But I can tell you something you don’t know.”

“Which is what?”

“What his boss looks like.”

Thorne pulled the blade back. “Very well. Impress me.”

“I saw the two talking from my window. Hayden was taking orders from the man. He never got out of his carriage. He looked like he was shorter than you, though. And all white hair. Not a wig. A gentleman, by his clothes and the carriage. Very posh. Not that you’d know a thing about what makes a gentleman, you dog!” 

The gentleman in laborer’s clothes gave that bit of insight exactly the weight it was due. “And what precisely did Hayden tell you?”

“Just what you said. He wanted the box of papers. Didn’t say why. Just that he couldn’t be seen taking them because he was in the middle of a long con. I was to get them from the house and let him know the moment it was safe so he could get them from me. He offered a pretty sum.”

“How much?”

“One hundred.”

Thorne almost burst out laughing. He suspected the Andraste designs were worth a thousand times that amount. “What was he planning to do with them?”

“Sell them, I think.”

“Why let him? Once you had the papers, you could sell them yourself.”

Helm shuffled. “Not me. Wouldn’t know who’d be interested.” That part was probably true. Helm would typically fence far more mundane things.

“Did he mention anyone as a customer?”

“No. All I know is that it sounds like something I don’t want to be tangled in.”

“Then why agree to do it at all?”

“He…” Helm paused. “He was persuasive. Polite, like a gentleman. But some men got a way about them. I didn’t want him to get angry. I saw him angry after Bailey bungled it. He was furious that not all of the them were there, but…”

“Tell me.” Thorne’s eyes narrowed.

“He let something slip while he was screaming. Seems the papers Hayden was after weren’t all in the one swell’s house. There were others.”

“Where?” Thorne was suddenly excited, but hid that from the other man.

“At this place called the Athenaeum. A sort of club for inventors, I think. Hayden thought he might need something from there.”

“Is that so?”

“He tried to hire me to get them, too. But after Bailey messed up the first job, I told him to shove off. I don’t want any more to do with this. It stinks of politics.”

“That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said. Trust me when I say you want no part of this,” Thorne assured him.

“What’ll I tell him, then, if he comes asking about you?”

“Tell him whatever you want. But if he thinks he’s getting those papers without a fight, he’s wrong.”

Thorne left Helm in his rubbish heap of an office. Thorne knew that Helm was too greedy and scared to stop entirely. But he hoped that his appearance would jolt either Helm or Hayden into doing something without thinking first. A rash move would give Thorne an opportunity to strike at his real adversary.

As it happened, one man did something quite rash.


Chapter 16

Cordelia returned to the house more pensive than before. Bond’s silence throughout the drive hinted that the maid was lost in her own thoughts. Perversely, Cordelia wished the younger woman would say something, even if it was only another tart comment about Sebastien Thorne. Cordelia knew that the man wasn’t motivated by simple concern for her. She guessed that he was using her, though in a slightly different way than Hayden had. Could she take advantage of that somehow?

Cordelia drifted into her study, though she had no head for working right now. Instead, she stared at all the items on the shelves. That was where Stiles found her.

He cleared his throat. “My lady? I have to tell you someone has been asking questions about this household. About everyone who lives here.”

She looked up. “You mean the burglar asked about the people who work here to learn our habits?”

“Perhaps the thief is part of the issue. But as recently as this morning, a neighbor’s footman was asked about how long Jem has worked here. And not because they wanted to hire him away from you! No, someone is trying to find out about everyone’s past. Also, I suspect the house is being watched.”

Though he didn’t come right out and say it, Cordelia knew exactly what he feared.   Every worker at Quince Street had a secret to keep. If someone was snooping around, they would all pay. Jem and Bond would likely end up in prison again, or possibly transported to New South Wales. Even Cordelia, as their employer, would face serious consequences for hiring people of such dubious reputations. Stiles, on the other hand, would be sentenced to die by hanging for his previous crimes. He had cheated death before. It was unlikely he could do it again.

“What can we do? And do not tell me to let you all go.”

He looked down at the floor. “The situation is not so simple, my lady. You took us in when no one else would. We won’t abandon you.”

“But there must be something we can do.”

“You have an enemy who wants something of yours. As long as you have it here, we’re all in danger. It must be moved and hidden more securely.”

“If you really think the house is being watched, then I have another idea,” said Cordelia. “Let’s take away their reason for watching.” She wondered who was watching. Hayden? Thorne? Both?

She had thought that hiding the plans would be enough to keep them safe. It was now clear that powers far larger than her were interested in the plans. Hiding them was no longer an option. But maybe she could exploit her watcher, or watchers, to solve her own difficulty. Though her idea was impulsive, she knew it would work. It would hurt, but not as much as losing her reputation and all her household.

“Hiding won’t do, Stiles.” Cordelia stood up. “It’s time I did what I should have done long ago. And we can’t wait a moment longer.”

She summoned Bond. Together, the women went up to Cordelia’s room, where she instructed the maid to pull out her plainest outfit and help her dress.

“What are you planning to do, madam?” Bond asked.

“I’m going to set several things on fire,” Cordelia said airily. Her heart, though, was quaking. “Follow me. I need to gather fuel.”

To Bond’s credit, she had learned enough of her new role to know that asking questions at this point would do no good at all. Stiles joined the two women in the study, where Cordelia sorted through things and put several notebooks and rolled diagrams aside.

“Those must all be burned,” Cordelia instructed. “Jem keeps a barrel by the stables, doesn’t he?”

Bond nodded. The trio gathered up all the papers and books. Stiles frowned at the idea of Cordelia doing the dirty chore of disposing of rubbish, but he knew better than to object. He definitely appreciated the need to see a job done personally.

Outside in the small courtyard by the stables, Jem, who had been tending to the horses, quickly turned his attention to the new task.

He lit a fire in the wide barrel he used to burn rubbish. Slowly, Cordelia fed every scrap of paper into the fire, watching as the paper caught, the ink darkened, and everything turned to ash.

She was startled when the butler offered her a handkerchief, because she didn’t even realize that tears were running down her face.

“You should go inside, my lady,” Stiles said quietly. “It’s all gone now.” Cordelia blinked, seeing that in fact all the papers were burning, and that Bond’s hands were empty.

“Well,” she said, an empty feeling settling in her chest. “That’s that.”

Stiles nodded to Bond. “Take the mistress to the drawing room and bring her something to drink. She needs to rest.”

The maid took Cordelia by her arm, and led her back to the house. “This way, madam. I could ask Mrs Wharton to join you in the drawing room after she returns home, if you would like. I bet she has some stories of your father as a young boy that you haven’t heard yet.”

Stiles overheard the maid’s remark, and smiled at her insight. Cordelia surely was thinking of her father, and needed happier memories to replace the darker thoughts in her head. How many housemaids would understand that, and offer a solution? He reflected, not for the first time, that Lady Cordelia had created a very rare family in this house. A motley collection of disgraced souls and outcasts had found a harbor.

* * * *

Cordelia washed the soot from her face and changed into a more suitable outfit for the evening. Ivy brought tea and a small plate of fruit to the drawing room. Cordelia sipped from a teacup without tasting anything.

Leona, who had been out visiting friends, returned only a half-hour later. “Cordelia? Bond said you were feeling poorly.” She sat down next to her niece.

“I am just melancholy,” Cordelia said. “I feel as though life has become…” she trailed off.

“Tiring?”

“Complicated. I’m not sure I have the wherewithal to deal with it alone.”

“You are not alone, dear.”

“I know I have you, Auntie,” Cordelia said quickly. “I just mean.… Oh, I don’t know. I want to be in charge of my life, but should I be?”

“Your father knew you would be capable, my dear. He left everything to you, with no clauses or catches. If nothing else, that act shows his faith in you.”

“Thank you,” Cordelia said, the tears pricking in her eyes. “You’re right, of course.”

“Now please smile, my dear. I’m worried at seeing you so pale and drawn.  I know the robbery has upset you, even if you try to pretend it has not. But you must move on. It happened, most unfortunately, but it is over now.”

The warm feeling in Cordelia’s heart vanished again, although she kept the smile on her face. Her aunt didn’t know that things were far from over. Until Sebastien Thorne could be persuaded to forget about Lear, Cordelia couldn’t rest easy. But how could she produce a phantom? She picked up the teacup again.

Leona had moved on to other subjects. “You’ll never guess who I ran into today,” she said.

“Should I try, or will you tell me regardless?” Cordelia asked.

“You’d find out soon enough,” Leona laughed. “I called on my friend Lady Carey, and who should be there but the Countess of Thornbury. It turns out the ladies both tried to buy the same horse years ago and nearly came to blows over it,” she said, exaggerating the conflict, no doubt, “but they are now good friends. Anyway, I told her that her son had just kindly called on me. She was rather pleased with the boy, I think, for remembering an old acquaintance.” Leona leaned forward, even though they were alone. “I think she feared he was returning to gambling.”

“Maybe he has,” Cordelia pointed out, feeling that everything Thorne did seemed to hold an element of risk.

“True. Oh, my, we should not speculate. But the point is that, as she left, she said she would send an invitation round to a party she is holding this Friday evening. She is looking forward to meeting you.”

Cordelia recoiled. She doubted that very much, and she wasn’t sure she’d be up to the challenge of conversing and dancing as if she had no cares in the world. Sebastien would be there, and she didn’t know if she could act like a mere acquaintance toward him. “That may not be an altogether sound idea.”

“Why should it not be? You’ll enjoy yourself.”

“But Thorne…”

 “Seemed most attentive to you when he called. Why, would you prefer not to see him again?” Leona asked rather impishly.

“It’s not that. It’s just last week I didn’t even know these people existed. And now we’re invited to their parties?” 

“They may have titles, but your blood is every bit as noble as theirs. Don’t forget that your mother was a lady.”

“But I am not.”

“Nonsense. You are the daughter of a lady and a gentleman, and you have lived according to your station. You have nothing to be ashamed of in front of the Thornes.”

Cordelia looked at her aunt. “I still can’t believe that you recognized Sebastien Thorne after all these years.”

Leona blushed slightly. “Well, the truth is that I didn’t. Ivy told me he was in the room before I joined you. I enjoy playing at surprise sometimes.”

“Auntie!” Cordelia gasped. “That’s dreadfully deceptive of you!”

“I know it.” The older lady preened. “But deception is so invigorating. You must try it sometime.”

Cordelia looked down. Her aunt could not possibly know the extent of her own deceptions. Could she?

* * * *

“I’m not attending a party,” Thorne said flatly. It was hours after Cordelia had met with him at the docks, and he could still remember the way the wind played with the few free strands of her hair. He recounted their conversation in his head several times, and admitted that one of his reasons for doing so had more to do with the way he remembered Cordelia’s luscious mouth moving, rather than any need to memorize what he’d learned.

In contrast, the thought of enduring another inane party thrown by his mother nearly caused him to wince in real pain. He was now safely ensconced in his family home, waiting for his mother to see reason. She did not appear to want to do so. “I’m not attending a party,” he repeated.

“Yes, you are. You may be the earl, but I’m still your mother, and you will do this for me.”

“I have a host of things to attend to,” he protested. Unfortunately, he couldn’t talk about most of them. “I certainly don’t have time for driveling conversations with potential wives. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”

“There may be a few suitable young ladies present,” his mother admitted. “I want you to meet Lady Mary, who is the Marquess of Bromley’s daughter. But there will also be old friends coming. It won’t be painful, Sebastien. And you must step more into the role of earl. Our family has held the honor for so long, and I know you shouldn’t wish to tarnish the luster of our name now.” 

She turned to the housekeeper, who was jotting notes down on a pad. “Oh, that reminds me. Add Leona Wharton and her niece to the list of dinner guests. I’ll have to find two more gentlemen for the list then…” she muttered. “Or perhaps someone will not attend…”

Sebastien went still. Had his mother somehow managed to independently invite Cordelia? What trick of the gods brought that about? He’d have a chance to see her again without subterfuge. He could ask her about Lear, if he hadn’t tracked the man down by then.

“Very well,” he said suddenly. “I’ll be there. But don’t think you can assign all my dance partners on my behalf.” He’d be damned if he got stuck with a vapid miss while Cordelia danced with someone else.

An expression of triumph and relief settled on his mother’s features. “Just be there. That’s all I ask.”

He merely nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The inclusion of Cordelia on the guest list was convenient, so he’d have to take advantage of it. But first, he had much more to learn about Lear and the plans for the Andraste. The business of not tarnishing the title would simply have to wait.

He had to know what was in the Athenaeum, which Helm had been so sure was another target of Hayden and his group. Unfortunately, it would be odd for a man with his past reputation to show a sudden interest in such scholarly things. He couldn’t just walk in the next day. So he did the sensible thing: he broke into the building that night.

The Athenaeum stood at the corner of Adam and Manchester Streets, a tall, narrow building with a granite facade. Carved faces of learned men stared out from underneath the roof. The building housed the library and meeting rooms of the Britannic Society for the Advancement of Scientific Learning, which was founded many years ago with the ambition to collect and preserve the scientific works of citizens, and to promote the cause of progress. Alfred Bering had apparently been quite active in the society during his lifetime.

Dressed entirely in black, Thorne found it surprisingly easy to gain entry to the Athenaeum. The society did not even hire a guard to watch the building.

But then, he thought, who would think the contents were so valuable? The Society’s members were those sheltered types who never dream of sordid individuals taking advantage of their intellectual pursuits.

Thorne found the reading room and, soon after, the adjacent stacks, where boxes of loose papers, roughly bound manuscripts, and the occasional slim volume in leather lay in state along the shelves. He uttered a quiet prayer of thanks when he saw that the library’s contents were sensibly arrayed by the name of the author. He went directly to the Bs, and at the shelf labeled Bering, A. he saw an impressive pile of material. The entries stopped abruptly in March of 1800, which must have marked his death. As Cordelia suggested, nearly everything had something to do with shipbuilding, either specific parts or whole ships. But none of the pages he saw were marked with the name of Andraste. So either those plans never made it to the society, or they had already been stolen. But how could he be certain which was right? The sheer weight of paper was intimidating. Even if he broke in every night, he could spend weeks going through all of the papers, and he did not have weeks.

He moved on to Jay, W., where he found a far more modest contribution. He chanced a look through those, surveying the titles and dates. Several early papers thanked Alfred Bering in the first few lines, making the younger man’s link to his teacher clear. Looking deeper, Thorne saw that a few other papers mentioned another name: Lear. The men looked to have written at least a few things together. Jay must also know where Lear lived and how to approach him. Thorne might be able to persuade him if he could not convince Cordelia to help.

Eager to find some hint to the coveted plans, Thorne moved to another bookshelf, where the Ls resided. Lear’s contributions were more numerous than Jay’s, even though the oldest one was dated fairly recently, in late 1800. Thorn leafed through them, reading titles.

“New Methods to Prevent Breakage of Sheerline. Why the Maid of Kent Sank. Employing Steam in Propulsion Over Distance,” he muttered aloud. Lear appeared to know his stuff. But Thorne didn’t, and he had to admit that he was lost in the Athenaeum. He couldn’t begin to guess which of these things, if any, might be the one Hayden sought.

Then his eyes fell on something tucked among the articles: an invitation asking Society members to contact Lear regarding a problem he was working on. A street direction was listed. Thorne felt a wave of relief. The night was not a failure. He memorized the address, vowing that he’d go there first thing the next day.

He stood up. His mind was racing. Bering, Jay, and Lear were all connected. Something about the years of their work nagged at him, but the more important question was how to identify the all-important papers that Hayden wanted. It looked like only Lear could do that.

Thorne slipped out of the Athenaeum and melted into the undergrowth around the building. Perhaps he could convince Lear to simply tell him, if he could find the man. And if he was not as scrupulous as Cordelia thought, Thorne could offer to buy the plans himself. He grinned, thinking of the bill he’d then send to Neville.

Of course, he could act on behalf of the Zodiac and simply take all the Athenaeum’s papers by Lear. Neville wouldn’t like it—such a move would be indiscreet and provoke questions, and the Zodiac hated questions—but at least the papers would be safe. Of course, they still wouldn’t know which paper was the key. Thorne shook his head as he emerged along the street.

The only real answer was to find Lear. At least he had a way to that now. With luck, he could met the man tomorrow and discover everything. He’d wrap up the mission in a day or two more. And then do what? he suddenly asked himself. Wait for the next crisis? Focus on becoming the Earl? Marry a woman he barely knew to secure an heir? Lie to her about his other life? Leave her a widow if something went wrong? The questions rolled on.

Thorne had accepted his role in the Zodiac because at the time he didn’t have to make those choices. Years later, his life had changed dramatically, and he was being pulled in two very different directions. Sooner or later, he’d have to choose.

“But first, I’ll finish this,” he muttered out loud. The shadow of Thorne disappeared into the night.


Chapter 17

The next morning, Thorne woke very early and drove himself to the address that the Athenaeum had listed as Lear’s. He surveyed the building and the street, and felt cheated. It was a tobacco shop. But then he noticed the floors above. Perhaps the man rented rooms there.

He went into the shop, where a young woman of about sixteen years was dusting the counter, and asked to see the proprietor. A matron came out of a small back room. “Yes, sir. How may I help you?”

“I am looking for a Mr Lear. I was given this address. Does he live here?”

“None but my family live here, sir. Just above the shop, all seven of us.”

The young woman spoke up. “I think he means the gentleman who has his mail delivered here.” She looked shyly over at Thorne, to see if her guess was correct.

“Oh, of course. Lear!” the mother exclaimed. “Of course. He pays us a small sum to have his mail held.”

“And he picks it up?” Thorne asked hopefully.

“He comes round every week or so,” the young lady explained. “Usually in the mornings, just after I open the shop. That’s why my mother doesn’t often see him.”

“And you give him whatever mail has come.”

“Yes, sir. He usually gives us a penny per piece, though he’ll still leave a penny even if there’s nothing for him. He’s a very thoughtful gentleman, sir.”

“Could you describe him to me?”

“Yes, sir.” From her sudden blush, Thorne guessed that she quite looked forward to the man’s visits. “He has brown hair, and he’s rather tall, and is lean for his height.”

“Middle-aged?”

“Oh, no.” She giggled. “He couldn’t be over five and twenty. He always carries a very thin leather case. Like a portfolio, sir.”

Thorne had assumed that Lear must be of an age with the late Alfred Bering. But this girl was describing someone closer to William Jay’s age. No, he suddenly realized, she was describing William Jay exactly.

“When was the last time he came by?” he asked, his mind racing.

“This Wednesday past, sir.”

“Thank you, dear.” He offered a coin for the girl’s information, which she accepted with a nod.

Then he left, enlightened in one way but now with new questions. Why would Jay pick up Lear’s mail, and why would it be delivered to a shop instead of a home?

Every time he thought he found something new, it always led back to Miss Bering and Mr Jay. He decided that his mother’s party couldn’t come quickly enough.

* * * *

That same evening, Cordelia attended a small dinner at the Ramsays’ home. Cordelia fended off several questions from Elly regarding Lord Thorne, and begged her friend to drop the whole matter.

“I do not wish to even be mentioned in the same sentence as him, Elly. There is absolutely nothing between us.” The lie stuck on her tongue. Thorne had made his specific interest in her very clear, and she wondered how long it would take for him to offer an arrangement that any true lady ought to refuse. Cordelia didn’t know if she would refuse. Despite the dangers of a potential affair, he had an appeal she couldn’t deny.

Elly relented on that line of questioning, and the rest of the dinner was pleasant enough. Topics ranged from the political, such as the threatened embargo of British ships from French-controlled ports, a topic that worried Mr Ramsay a great deal, to the smaller social issues of the Season. Cordelia heard more about the likely pairing off of young ladies in their coming out Season, and—from one guest—speculation about the finances of certain families.

“Take the Thornes, for example,” the man was saying. “The finest ancestors one could ask for, with an honor granted by the Conqueror himself, and yet now they are scarcely more than beggars.”

“I think you exaggerate,” Elly said smoothly, barely glancing at Cordelia to see her reaction.

Cordelia pricked up her ears, as she seemed to do whenever Sebastien Thorne was mentioned.

“Not by much,” the other said. “Mark my words, either the new earl or that young daughter must make a sterling match to restore the family’s fortunes. I hear Lady Mary Marshall has 30,000 pounds a year, and that the Countess of Thornbury has expectations in that direction. For her son, that is.”

Cordelia kept her eyes on her plate. A title and 30,000 pounds! If those were the qualifications necessary to grab the attention of Sebastien Thorne, Cordelia might as well not exist.

When she left, Cordelia felt oddly drained by the occasion, despite the fact that it was merely dinner at her friend’s home.

Jem had waited this time. He saw her into the carriage and began to drive away. Looking back, Cordelia’s eye was caught by another carriage, this one with a lantern blown out on one side. She remembered seeing the same vehicle on her way to the Ramsay house’. She gave up all pretense and watched it from the back window. It followed them until the moment Jem turned into the drive of the Quince Street home.

Jem jumped down to open the door when the carriage halted before the house. Cordelia stepped out and hurried up the steps, where the front door was already open.

Stiles stood in the hall to take her wrap. “Good evening, my lady. Do you plan to retire immediately, or shall I keep the study lamp on?”

“No, Stiles, I shall be going upstairs right away.”

“Very good.” He paused, seeing his mistress’s frowning expression.

“Stiles, have you checked the locks on the doors and windows tonight?”

“I check them every night,” he said somewhat stiffly. Then Stiles looked at his mistress more carefully. “Has something happened to concern you, my lady?” 

“It may be nothing,” Cordelia said. “I saw something odd tonight. A carriage followed me all the way home. The left-hand lantern was blown out, which is why I could tell.”

“That man wants to scare you.”

“Hayden?”

“Who else? He didn’t get the plans, he lost his opportunity to hurt you, and now he seeks another. You must not go anywhere unprotected, my lady.”

“That thought won’t help me sleep,” she said.

A hard light glinted in Stiles’ eyes, and it was suddenly much easier to picture him as the smuggler he used to be. “I shall personally check every door and window in the house, my lady. If anyone is fool enough to try to get into this house again, he’ll regret it.” Then, just as suddenly, the proper tone of a butler returned. “I’ll have Bond bring you up some chamomile tea. Sleep well.”

* * * *

Cordelia had heard from neither Hayden nor Thorne in two days, nor had she seen anything particularly odd around the house. She hoped that the whole business was over, even though she knew that was unlikely.

The evening of the Countess of Thornbury’s party approached all too quickly. Bond dressed her in a gown of shell pink silk. The cap sleeves were entirely Belgian lace, dyed the same shade as the dress. Long silk gloves completed the outfit.

Though Cordelia was fair skinned, the color reflected on her skin to bring out a blush, and the contrast between the light gown and her midnight hair was striking enough that Bond didn’t want to distract from it, so Cordelia’s headdress was restrained, little more than a wide ribbon and a few long ivory feathers. She allowed Cordelia to wear only a simple silver locket and a coral ring of her mother’s.

“There you are,” Bond said proudly, putting finishing touches to her hair. “Done up like a princess.”

Cordelia laughed. “Then should I not be draped with diamonds or some such?”

Bond shook her head. “All the jewels in the world can’t make a plain woman beautiful. Only God’s grace can do that.”

“Well, I shall try to be graceful as I can.”

Leona was waiting for her downstairs in the drawing room. The older woman was perfectly attired in a slim gown of stormy grey. Her gloves were black, and she wore a ruby at her throat. The colors ought to have made her look somber, but her impish smile belied the outfit. “Are we prepared?” she asked.

“As much as one can be,” Cordelia said.

“Then let’s be off!”

* * * *

Standing in the main ballroom of the townhouse, Sebastien Thorne plastered a smile on his face and endured a series of interminable encounters. His mother had, quite frankly, tricked him. The “few eligible ladies” she mentioned actually numbered over a dozen, and the one who campaigned the hardest was Lady Mary Marshall. She managed to hover at the edge of his vision, and just when he thought to escape, it was time to partner her in a dance.

To be fair, Lady Mary was a charming young person. She was quite pretty, with wide blue eyes and thick waves of brown hair cast over one shoulder. She was witty for nineteen, but that meant little to Thorne, who was used to older companions. Lady Mary was not much older than his sister. The idea of wedding her would have made him laugh if he were in a better mood. As it was, he found himself eager for the end of the dance.

Before the music concluded, though, another figure appeared in the corner of his eye. The glimpse of black hair was enough to make him turn, and then he nearly forgot the next steps in the dance.

From the entrance to the ballroom, Cordelia Bering watched him with a cool expression. Her eyes took in the whole scene, and whether she was impressed or not he wouldn’t dare guess. But she herself was impressive, and he knew he wasn’t the only man there who noticed. The pastel silk she wore hinted at the perfection of the flesh it concealed, and it highlighted the darker pout of her mouth. He wanted to reach out and touch her from across the room.

Lady Mary said something, and he was forced back into the moment. “Excuse me?” he said.

“You are somewhere else, sir,” she said, her voice smooth and teasing.

“Pardon me. I did not mean to be.” With an effort, he finished the set and led Mary off the floor. He returned her to her chaperone, who was ensconced against the wall with several other matrons, and turned around, hoping to see Cordelia again.

* * * *

Cordelia stood not far from the ballroom doors, waiting to be introduced to the countess. She was terribly nervous that the dress had been a poor choice. She worried it made her look as if she were trying to appear young, like that lovely butterfly who had been fluttering near Sebastien. She felt old and out of place, despite Aunt Leona’s assurance that she looked perfect.

An older woman in a stunning gown of sapphire blue approached them. That must be the countess, Cordelia thought.

A second later, her guess was confirmed. “Mrs Wharton,” said the blonde lady. “How delightful to see you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Leona said easily. She took a half step back to reveal Cordelia. “May I present my dear niece, Miss Cordelia Bering?”

“Of course,” the countess said, focusing on Cordelia. Eyes accustomed to assessing now assessed her.

Cordelia curtseyed briefly. “I am so glad to meet you, Lady Thorne. You were most kind to include me in your invitation.”

“Well, the Season would dull quickly if we never met anyone new,” the countess said with a smile. Then she turned and gestured imperiously. “Oh, Sebastien!” 

Cordelia looked over. Thorne was walking toward them, looking exactly like an earl should. Cordelia felt a fluttering in her stomach. Whether she trusted him or not, she knew that she was attracted to him. A different teen-aged girl, as blonde as the countess, accompanied him. A sense of panic began to well up in Cordelia’s stomach. She was not used to this sort of setting.

“I’m glad to still see you here,” his mother said when Sebastien met them. “I expected you to vanish halfway through the evening.”

“If I had, I would have missed reacquainting myself with these two ladies,” he returned, bowing extravagantly.

The blonde girl was watching Cordelia with avid curiosity. “You are Miss Bering,” she said. “I am Adele Thorne. Sebastien’s sister, you know.” She was far younger than Sebastien, and the countess’s last child. By the modest cut of her dress and the excitement in her eyes, Cordelia guessed that Adele had not yet had her first Season, so being allowed to join the party was an indulgence on the part of the family.

“How do you do,” Cordelia managed.

Sebastien gave his sister a stern look, then said to Cordelia, “Please let me introduce you to Adele, though she has already introduced herself.”

The young lady blushed at her gaffe, but wasn’t silenced. “I’ve not seen you around before.”

“I don’t think either of us spend much time in society, but I am pleased to meet you,” Cordelia said. She smiled as well as she was able, considering the scrutiny she was under.

Sebastien’s mother was a bit more subtle. “I am always keen to meet my son’s acquaintances. Although I don’t know precisely how you are acquainted…”

He interjected, “I met Miss Bering when I called on Mrs Wharton a while ago.”

“I see.” The older woman nodded. She surveyed Cordelia top to toe. “So you live here in town?”

“During the Season, ma’am,” Cordelia said. “I also have a house in Bristol, where we sometimes spend our summers.”

“Bristol!”

Cordelia smiled at the lady’s reaction. “Yes, near the shore. My father, Alfred Bering, sailed before he married my mother.”

“Your mother,” the woman echoed.

“Yes. The Honorable Rosamund Russell. The only daughter of Lord Russell.”

“Indeed.” This intelligence marked a visible change in Lady Thorne’s attitude.

Sebastien shot a warning glance at his mother.

Adele surveyed Cordelia’s ensemble. “I say, that’s a marvelous gown. Is it French silk?”

“I think so, and thus I may not have another like it for a while,” Cordelia said, referring to Bonaparte’s determination to block French goods from being sold in Britain.

“Reason enough to stop a war,” Sebastien said quietly. Adele’s eyes widened. Perhaps her brother was not usually so obvious in his attentions, or she was simply unused to hearing such exchanges. He went on, “I should like the honor of escorting Miss Bering for the next set, unless you have need of her, Mrs Wharton?”

Leona waved a hand. “I am content to watch you young people enjoy yourselves.”

“We can catch up,” the countess added, her tone hinting at gossip to come.

“Miss Bering?” Sebastien offered his hand.

She wasn’t much of a dancer, but putting her hand in his felt perfectly normal, as if they had danced together many times before.

He led her to the floor, where they took their places in the lines of ladies and gentlemen. “I must thank you sincerely for agreeing to dance,” he whispered on the way.

“Am I aiding you on some matter, Lord Thorne?” She was reminded of the first time she saw him, ducking into her shadowed grotto in the garden.

“Yes, you are indeed.” He looked around. “I’d like to disappoint some people. And dancing with a beautiful and mysterious woman will destroy some dreams, I hope.”

She warmed at his comment, though she knew it was flattery. “I don’t get asked to destroy a dream every day. If I can be your diversion, I will do so.” The dance began, taking her away from him for a moment.

When they reunited, he said. “You’re hardly a diversion, Miss Bering.”

“Except in the tactical sense.”

“Not even then.”

“Come, now. Once people realize that Lord Thorne’s dance partner is merely Miss Bering of Quince Street, your pursuers will redouble their efforts.”

Another circling away and back around. Cordelia felt her skirts swirl around her ankles, and realized she was having a good time.

Sebastien did not forget the conversation. “They had better not, if they have any sense.” He looked down at her and grinned. “But never mind that. Divert me with your intelligence, Miss Bering.”

She could think of one piece of intelligence important enough to divert him. “I am being followed,” she said, as though merely noting a change in the weather.

He raised an eyebrow. “I won’t ask if you’re certain.”

She appreciated his belief in her judgment. And when the pattern of the dance separated them for another moment, she missed his nearness.

They both met again, following the steps, and she smiled when he took her hand. Thorne returned the smile, but asked in a low voice, “Will you be followed from here?”

“Quite likely.”

“But no one has approached you, or spoken to you?”

“Not since Hayden revealed his true nature,” she said. Cordelia spun and found herself temporarily partnered with an older gentleman to whom she had been introduced once before, but didn’t much remember. Her thoughts were too far away for her to engage in anything but the most superficial pleasantries.

A few seconds later, she returned to Thorne. “Your opinion?” she asked, as if she wanted to know his thoughts on her dress.

“It sounds like Hayden wasn’t discouraged completely. Either he wants to frighten you…though you don’t seem easily frightened,” he added. “Or he’s following you for a more practical reason.”

“Such as?”

“He thinks you’ll meet someone. Or go somewhere in particular.”

“He’ll be disappointed then,” Cordelia said.

A separation, and then the rejoining. Thorne reached for her hand and held it rather tighter than the dance dictated. “What do you mean?”

“I burned all my father’s papers.”

His eyes flashed once, but then a sympathetic expression settled on his face. “Was it painful for you?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I know it had to be done. I think Hayden had someone watching my house. I hope he’ll realize there’s nothing left to find.”

“Good. That leaves only Lear’s work, and what lies in the Athenaeum.”

She glanced over at him. “You know about the Athenaeum?”

“You’d be shocked at the things I know. But I wonder—” The dance concluded before he could continue his question. People would notice if he spent too much time with any particular woman tonight. Trying to conceal his irritation, he dutifully walked her back toward her aunt. But Cordelia told him that she wanted to sit by a window, and he changed direction to secure her a seat.  

“We’re not done yet,” he warned. “Don’t think to run away before we talk again.”

“You need not chase me,” she said.

He leaned over and murmured, “I would chase you even if you knew nothing, Miss Bering.” He left her then, and Cordelia waited until her heart returned to its normal pace.

Shortly after that, Adele came up to her. “May we talk, Miss Bering?” she asked, rather shyly.

“Of course.” Cordelia smiled at the girl. “To be honest, I expected to be a wallflower.”

Adele laughed. “You? Mama says you never lack for admirers, even if you refuse to marry them.”

Cordelia raised an eyebrow, and the girl blushed. “Oh, I think I should not have said that.”

“It’s not a secret. But tell me, what do you think of the party tonight?”

“Mama always puts on excellent affairs,” Adele said. “When I was a child, I used to peek at the guests arriving from the top of the stairs. I’m so happy to be allowed to attend properly this time. But tonight, you know, it’s all for my brother’s benefit.”

“Is that so?”

“She wants him to marry. Most of the ladies here have just been invited because they are eligible. But they bore him to death. They always do. Even that French emigree from last Season.… Do you remember her? Covered in diamonds half the time. She set her cap at him. But he couldn’t be bothered to see her after a few weeks.”

“Maybe the language barrier was a problem.” Many of the aristocratic refugees from the Terror had never really bothered to learn English.

“Oh, it wouldn’t have been. Sebastien speaks French like he was born there. Good at Italian too. I’m terrible at languages. Drove my French tutor to tears. Anyway, the way he cast that lady off upset Mama quite a bit.”

Cordelia felt an odd little pang. But she put on a brave face. “It is very natural for your mother to care about the family line.”

“Pooh. She does, but Sebastien doesn’t care in the least. I think that’s why he runs away with his old army cronies all the time. He says he’s going to Cheshire, but I know he’s not there. He despises being roped into things.”

“But he’s here tonight.”

“Well, Mama can be insistent.” Adele looked speculatively at Cordelia. “He certainly rushed over to greet you.”

“For which I was grateful, seeing as he is almost the only one I know here.”  

At the end of evening, the coaches were brought around for all the guests. Thorne appeared by Cordelia’s side to let her know that it was time.

“I’ll escort you both to the carriage,” he offered.

Cordelia nodded, but Leona, who was standing by, waved one hand in a distracted fashion. “I must ask Lady Thorne a question. I shall be along in a moment.”

So the couple moved slowly down the wide stairs to the foyer. Cordelia enjoyed Sebastien’s proximity, and she recognized that this was an opportunity to speak more or less privately.

“You want more,” she began, speaking softly.

He looked at her, interest in his eyes.

“More information,” she clarified.

“Oh. Yes.” He blinked. “More than you can tell me in these few minutes. I’ll have to find a way…”

“How did you know about the Athenaeum?”

“I broke into the building a few nights ago.”

At this point, Cordelia didn’t even think to be surprised. “You’re not going to break into my house, are you?”

“Would you like me to?”

She breathed in. “One might consider that an improper question.”

“One might be correct,” he said, his expression at odds with the teasing voice. “But it is an honest one.”

“There is nothing honest about burglary,” she said, deliberately misinterpreting his words.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re too clever for your own good?”

“Yes,” she said. “Though I didn’t believe it until lately.”

“Would you believe me if I said that I think you’re still in danger, despite getting rid of the papers?”

“I know that, but I don’t know how else to convince Hayden—or anyone—that there is nothing of interest left to get.”

“You could send your pursuers to Lear,” he suggested.

Cordelia closed her eyes. This was precisely the thing she could not do. Oh, why had she gone down this path?

He saw her expression, and leaned in closer. “Cordelia? What’s wrong?”

“How could I save myself from danger by putting someone else in that same peril?”

“That’s a noble thought, but not everyone is equal in their abilities. You…forgive me…do not have the ability to counter the threats against you. Why the hell can you not trust another who can deal with it?” 

She ignored his coarse language. His vehemence was strangely touching. “You mean I should trust Lear?”

“You should trust me. You have my word that I’ll keep you safe.”

Cordelia considered the man in front of her, and finally believed that he might really be the one person she could rely on. “Very well.”

His eyes widened slightly. “You will trust me?”

“I will give you a chance. Do you still want to meet Lear?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, the eagerness clear in his voice.

“Then give me an address where there can be a private meeting.”

“My club is…”

“Completely private,” she said, heat rising in her cheeks as she considered her private plan.

“Very well. If that’s the condition, I’ll meet it.” He paused for a moment, then saw that Leona was advancing toward them. And soon they would reach the carriage. He decided quickly. “I maintain a separate residence near St James,” he said. He gave her the exact address. “There are no servants there, and no one to notice anything. You cannot mention this place to anyone other than Lear himself. It is a secret.”

“Believe me, I won’t breathe a word. Will eleven o’ clock tomorrow night be suitable?”

“I’ll be waiting.”

Thorne watched even after the carriage left, wondering how she had gotten under his skin.

“I have made no promises,” he muttered aloud. He said the words to reassure himself that he hadn’t come to any understanding with Cordelia, but immediately realized he was lying. He had made promises. He promised his family he would behave as a proper son should. He promised the Zodiac he would let nothing get in the way of his work. And he promised Cordelia he would protect her from harm. What was he to do when keeping one promise meant breaking another? 

He had all but agreed to seduce Cordelia in order to get her to give him the plans. Yet his promise to her hadn’t been a lie. It hadn’t been part of the seduction. And if he allowed himself to care for Cordelia, would that get in the way of his duty to his family? He couldn’t imagine marrying another woman while he had Cordelia.

But you don’t have her, a cold voice reminded him. Sebastien realized then just how much he wanted her. And it had nothing to do with what she knew. He stifled the thoughts. This was no time to become obsessed with a woman.


Chapter 18

The next day, Cordelia worked feverishly to make a new version of the plans for the Andraste’s steering drive and propeller screw. The drafting took hours, and she had to ensure that every aspect looked correct, which required immense concentration. She was not at home to anyone, no matter who they were. Ivy brought in a few cards, but Cordelia glanced at them only indifferently. “I must keep working,” was all she said.

At the end of the afternoon, she looked at the papers spread on the drafting table with a critical eye. The drive was a complex system, and it would surely confuse anyone not familiar with steam technology. But she was satisfied that the most important aspect of the plans was invisible. A person would have to virtually build the whole ship engine before he would discover the unpleasant truth—the drive itself was unworkable.

She sprinkled a bit of pounce over the paper to fix up any remaining ink spots. As she carefully dusted off the papers and rolled them up, she thought of what she intended to do…and of the potential consequences.

“If he proves trustworthy, I will have a chance to explain later, and if he is not, I will have averted a catastrophe,” she said to herself, knowing that she was rationalizing. She had her own suspicions about Thorne’s interest in the designs. But until she could verify them, she had to tread carefully.

But what of Lear? Cordelia knew that it would not be enough to simply give the plans to Thorne. She had to convince him that he no longer needed Lear. She thought she could do that, although her heartbeat fluttered wildly when she considered how she intended to distract him. “It will work,” she said, trying to convince herself. “It will work.”

Bond was the only person she took into her confidence. Though she had known the young lady only a relatively short time, Bond had already proven her intelligence and loyalty.

When Bond heard Cordelia’s idea, she closed her eyes. “Oh, ma’am,” she said, her accent thickening. “No, no, no. You mustn’t. It’s far too dangerous.”

“I am not worried for myself, Bond. There is a larger issue at stake.”

“But ma’am, if he should…betray you…”

Cordelia swallowed, knowing exactly what Bond feared. But she had a counterargument. “He won’t, Bond. You see, I know something about him that he can’t afford to be aired publicly.” 

“It’s not the same for a man, my lady.”

“That’s not what I meant, Bond,” Cordelia said, with a nervous laugh. “I know a sort of secret about him. One that has nothing to do with me, or any relationship we might have. It will be enough to keep me safe.”

“As you wish,” Bond said, capitulating. “I’ll do what needs to be done.”

What needed to be done first was preparing for the evening. Bond took out the golden yellow gown, the one that Cordelia wore the first night she met Thorne.

“Oh, but he’s seen that one.”

“And he liked what he saw,” Bond argued. “Trust me. You must wear this.”

Cordelia put on the gown, wondering inwardly if it looked appropriate for a scandal, which was certainly what she risked tonight. Bond said nothing as she put a velvety, voluminous cloak over Cordelia’s shoulders. The darker shade should render her almost invisible to casual onlookers once she put the hood up.

Cordelia suspected that Hayden might still be watching her, even after she burned the papers. So Bond got her out of the house through the back, and convinced a carriage to stop at the entrance to the mews behind the property.

Cordelia, her face hidden, got in the vehicle. The papers were in a leather case beside her. Bond looked to see that she had everything, and said, “Come back through the study door. I’ll be awake. You have the key?”

“I do.” Cordelia touched the key, tied to a ribbon around her neck. “Listen for my return. It may be in a few hours, or it may be…longer.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Bond bobbed in comprehension, if not approval. “And if Mrs Wharton, or anyone else enquire as to where you are…”

“You will not recall.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

* * * *

As the hour hand crawled toward eleven, Thorne waited in the small parlor of the private house, wondering if Lear would appear. The place was ominously quiet. Once again, he worried that this was all some deliberate trap. Cordelia couldn’t hide her nervousness when she told him of Lear’s sudden reversal. He probably should have told Forester or Neville that the man would be surfacing. But it was too late now.

He listened as the sound of a carriage wheeled up on the street near the house. It slowed and then stopped. Light footsteps echoed on the stones of the path up to the door. And then came a hesitant knock.

Calming himself, Thorne stood and walked quickly to the door. As he pulled it open, he was startled at the image before him. No gentleman, but a woman dressed in a floor-length cape, the hood pulled up over her head and face. She tipped her head up, and green eyes gazed up at him.

“May I come in?” Cordelia asked.

Speechless, he stood aside to allow her to enter. He shut the door and whirled to face her. “Cordelia! What the hell are you doing here?”

“I have the papers you want.” She held out the case.

He took it, but laid it aside on a table without even looking inside. “Why you? Where is Lear?”

“I wanted to be sure that they were delivered into your hands. You’ll take care of them, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course. Cordelia, you can’t be here. You can’t be alone with me.”

She smiled, looking suddenly seductive. “I have been before, and nothing happened.” She unbuttoned the cloak, revealing the wonderful golden dress that she’d worn the first time her saw her. He suddenly had trouble breathing. And thinking.

“I still have to speak to Lear,” he said, trying to stay on task.

Cordelia took a step closer, putting herself within arm’s reach. “You have the designs. What more do you want?”

“You already know,” he said.

Without waiting any longer, Sebastien drew her closer, claimed her mouth. She returned the kiss with a mesmerizing zeal. Heartless, perhaps, but she certainly wasn’t cold. Indeed, he felt the heat of her through her gown.

As if reading his mind, she took his hands in hers and guided them to her waist, to her breasts. With that unequivocal invitation, he gave up restraint for the moment and took what he wanted. Cordelia gasped at the touch of his hands on her breasts. Her head fell back, and Sebastien took the opportunity to taste her throat.

Cordelia’s knees went weak at that, and he moved to hold her closer. She felt the evidence of his desire for her, all along her body, and she trembled, knowing what lay in store for her if she chose to let him continue.

Let him? She could barely think with what he was doing. Cordelia responded instinctively to his caresses, moving ever lower down her heated body. Without thinking, she moved against him with her hips, causing him to groan softly.

He murmured, “Cordelia, you’re going to drive me mad.”

“I want to drive you mad,” she said, leaving all social pretense behind. “I want you to drive me mad.”

Sebastien pulled away to look at her face in the darkened hall. “Do you know what you’re asking?”

“I’m not asking, Sebastien.” Having discovered what effect it seemed to have on him, she moved her body into him again. She saw his eyes flash and darken. “I want to know what it’s like. And I want you to show me.” She forgot that she was diverting him from his questions about Lear. She realized she wanted this for itself. “I gave you what you asked for. Why can you not give me something in return?”

“Because I would just be taking something else from you, Cor,” he explained, his tone growing softer.

“No. You’d be giving me the one experience I never thought I would have. Can you not just give this to me, as a gift? One night?”

Sebastien thought he’d never heard a sweeter or more maddening offer. He was already certain that just one night with Cordelia would never be enough. But it was a start. “As a gift then,” he said, and without warning, swung her up into his arms.

He carried her up the darkened stairs, through the doorway of his bedroom. He was pleased that the moonlight was already shining into the room. He wanted to see all of her, every inch. He laid her down on the bed, leaning down over her.

She put her hands to his chest, pushing the jacket aside. Possessed by something she didn’t understand, she helped him tug his shirt off. She stared at the man revealed. He was devilishly handsome—she’d dreamed about him often enough—but this sight was far beyond her innocent little fantasies. Broad shoulders, rippling muscles, olive skin that seemed to burn under her touch. She stroked her hands down his back, and he sighed with satisfaction. Then he pulled away.

“What…” Cordelia asked, missing his comforting weight.

“Patience,” Sebastien chided her, knowing that his own patience was about to snap. “I want to see you, darling.” Cordelia inhaled sharply at the promise in that tone.

Slowly, painfully slowly, Sebastien began to take off every article of clothing she had on. Her slippers were the first to go. Then her stockings, expertly peeled off with one hand. His other hand rested on her thigh, an intimacy she found as tempting as it was shocking. Then he stroked upward, slowly, and she gasped as his hands reached her hips, and caressed her skin. “Do that again,” she whispered.

He laughed, a low, possessive sound. “Patience.” He loosened her gown and eased it off, leaving only a thin chemise between his gaze and her skin. The nearly transparent cotton left little to the imagination. She felt his eyes travel every inch of her, and squirmed as an unfamiliar heat began building in her body.

“You’re a goddess,” he said quietly, and she trembled at his tone.

He bent down to kiss her throat, once again drawing a gasp. He trailed his mouth down to where the chemise began. Cordelia arched her back, instinctively pushing herself closer to him, giving him access to the flesh he desired.

He felt her reaction, and smiled through the kiss. The woman below him seemed to quiver in anticipation. He moved still lower, worshipping her breasts and waist. She tangled her hands in his hair, feeling the tension in her body rise with every touch.

He raised his head to look at her. Her skin was flushed, her breath came quickly. “What next?” she asked, curious.

“What comes next, darling, is that you enjoy everything I do to you.” He slipped his hand under her chemise, which had bunched up to her hips by now. “As I will enjoy watching you.”  

“Watch me do what? Ohh…” She closed her eyes when she felt him touch her between her thighs. Her head fell back into the pillow, even as her whole body arched in pleasure. He continued to stroke her gently, following her gasps and moans as he moved closer to what he sought. She cried out when he slipped one finger inside her tight warmth.

“Oh, darling, you’re going to be my undoing,” he murmured, even as he withdrew his hand.

“No,” Cordelia protested softly, aching with need.

“Patience,” he said again, as much to himself as to her. He swung off the bed, standing up to remove the rest of his clothing. Cordelia also sat up. “Let me help,” she said, putting her hands on his stomach, moving to the cord that would loosen his breeches. The offending clothes came off quickly, and Cordelia inhaled appreciatively, noting that her daydreams about Sebastien would need significant revision.

“Do you truly want this?” she heard him ask through her dazed contemplation. “I can stop.”

In answer, Cordelia stood and shyly touched him. “You said you would give me this night as a gift.”

Sebastien’s whole body caught fire when she put her hands on him. He took the chemise in his hands and pulled it down so it fell at her feet, leaving them both completely naked, and open to each other. He turned her around and held her close to him, cupping her breasts, glad that she could not see the look of near desperation on his face. Then he kissed the back of her neck, lifted her long black hair away, and ran his hands down her body, leaving her trembling. “Sebastien, what are you doing to me?”

“What I’ve thought about doing since I first saw you, darling,” he confessed. Kneeling, he slowly spun her around once more, so his face was level with her silken stomach. “Sit on the edge of the bed,” he commanded hoarsely. She did, reaching out to twine her fingers in his hair. “Now lay down, love.”

Curious, she did, falling back among the covers, her feet still touching the floor. He put one hand in each knee, and slowly parted her legs. Moving to her hips, he pulled her closer to the edge of the bed. Cordelia shook a little.

He calmed her, stroking her thighs with long, smooth moves. He laid his mouth on the heated skin of her inner thigh, kissing her lightly. Those sensual lips, and his wicked tongue wreaked havoc with her body, drawing ever more heat to her center. She moaned, her hands touching him, making sure he was real. He found every sensitive, hot place, and made it hotter. It was shameless, and she loved it.

Sebastien lifted her to lie fully on the bed, since she was still weak and trembling with the aftermath of his tongue. He moved over her, kissing her with devotion, and she saw that he was still hard with desire. He settled himself between her legs, pressing her into the bed. She felt him hard against her softness. Her legs fell open even more as she thought of taking him inside her.

By inches, Sebastien moved into her, withdrawing and then returning, always a little deeper into the tightness she offered. Cordelia moaned as she felt him fill her. She longed to hold him, all of him, to her. Then she felt something break inside of her, and she cried out.

He felt it too, the last barrier before he could bury himself in her. He paused, waiting for her pain to subside. He’d known that she was innocent, yet he didn’t really believe that her reactions to him could be purely instinctual. Until now.

“What is it?” she asked. “Don’t stop.”

Despite himself, he laughed. “I would rather die than stop now, love.” And he moved again, deeper within her.

She sighed as the slight pain was replaced by another feeling, a deep yearning to move with this man and make their bodies one. The coil started tightening in Cordelia’s body again, ratcheting up with every powerful thrust. Her breath became ragged, just like the man’s above her. She looked up, and caught his dark gaze raking her shoulders, her breasts, her skin.

When she cried out in delight at one movement, he smiled savagely and focused on that thrust, bringing her ever closer to the brink. He released one hip to cup her breast, the nipple rosy and hard under his touch. She didn’t know how much more of this exquisite torment she could take, how much deeper she could hold him. He took his hand to her torso, then lower. Her muscles tightened around him when he grazed the nub at her center, and she felt her whole body contract and then expand in waves of pleasure as the coil unsprung once more. She felt it when he reached his own peak. He moaned with the release, and she held out her trembling arms to him, even as he sank down onto her. She stroked his back, cradling him, kissing him. She never wanted it to end.

He opened his eyes to see the green-eyed nymph showering him with soft little kisses, uninhibited in her desire to touch him. He put his arms around her, curiously unwilling to part from her. She shifted a little, and he felt another wave of pleasure as she contracted around him. He moaned.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He lifted his head again to smile at her. “Don’t thank me yet. The night isn’t over.”

Her heart skipped. “There’s more?”

“As much as you want,” he assured her. All he knew was that he was far from finished with his beauty. Satisfied, yes. Finished? Not a chance.

He showed her how much more there was. He reveled in her willingness to play, to let him do the things he thought would make her most pleased. So many other women, even the most worldly, had restrained him, had stopped him from pleasuring them, as if it were a sin to feel good. Cordelia, innocent as she was, allowed him to do what he liked, what she liked, and her pure joy was the proof that it was right.

The moon’s light shifted from the bed to the carpeting to the wall before he was willing to slip into a doze for the few remaining hours of the night. He didn’t let himself think about tomorrow.

Cordelia never thought she could feel like this. She curled up on him as sleep took her, robbing her of her waking thoughts and sending tantalizing dreams where she walked safely with Sebastien by her side, and he brought her to ecstasy every night.


Chapter 19

Early morning light spoiled her dreams. Cordelia woke up, still languid with remembered passion. She sat up as she recalled that she was in a man’s bed, and realized that Sebastien was not beside her. Surely he would not have left her there with no words at all!

Her heart jumped when she heard a footstep in the hall, but it was Sebastien who opened the door, bearing a tray.

“Good morning,” he said, smiling at her in a way that made her insides warm. He put the tray down on a low table. “I don’t really have the makings of a chef, but I thought you might be hungry.”

Cordelia’s stomach rumbled on cue. He had made coffee, strong by the smell of it, and cut up a loaf of bread, smothering the slices with jam and butter. Cordelia devoured everything. Food was not the only thing she craved this morning. But last night had gone by, and she knew that it was unwise to continue what they had started. It was best to think of their affair as a singular event. It would be safer for her and safer for him. Her supposedly cold heart ached at the thought.

“What are you thinking of?” she asked him, noting his intense silence.

“I am sorry I can’t stop the sun,” he replied. “One night with you wasn’t enough.”

Cordelia opened her mouth, but he silenced her with a look. “Don’t worry. You asked for one night.” He paused. “If you need anything, however, know that you can ask me. Anything.”

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Well, that wasn’t too demanding.” He gave her an exaggerated, exasperated look. “A little after five.”

“Is it? I must go soon, before…” Cordelia bit her tongue to stop herself from telling him how much she wanted to stay. It would be beneath her dignity, but oh, how she wanted him still. But she knew he was used to different, more experienced women. She would hold no fascination for him now, despite his words.

In tacit agreement, neither of them spoke further about their sudden scandalous behavior, either the reasons for it or the possible consequences. Cordelia didn’t want to hear anything more. Her dalliance with him satisfied her curiosity regarding exactly what occurred behind a couple’s bedroom door. And she knew he would be utterly discreet about their one encounter. Strange as it was, considering how short a time she had known him, Cordelia was sure that, at least regarding some things, she could trust Sebastien more than anyone else in the world.

He offered to take her back home himself, but she reassured him that it was unnecessary…and indeed foolish. “I’ll return the way I came, alone and anonymously. That’s safest for both of us.”

He nodded, accepting her argument with a slight expression of surprise. Perhaps he expected her to break down, or ask him for something after all. Cordelia would rather die before that happened.

She left the house as unobtrusively as she entered it. With her hood up, Cordelia hired a carriage to take her home. She paid the man well enough to lose any curiosity he might have had, not that he seemed to care at all who his fare was. Back at Quince Street, she slipped in the study door. She reached her own bedroom before anyone saw her. Bond appeared moments later, looking like she had not slept at all.

“My lady?” she asked, hesitant.

“It’s over, Bond, and everything went well. He has the plans he’s interested in, and no one should look at this house or my work again.”

“That’s good news, for certain.” The maid was unable to ask about the other aspect of Cordelia’s night. She helped her mistress undress and put her into bed.

At the door, Bond paused. “Ma’am? I…”

“Don’t worry about me, dear,” Cordelia said at last. “I’m not sorry. I did it for myself and my home. While I would do it again, I am sure nothing like it will happen again. I know how foolish that would be, no matter how much I…” she stopped speaking, but Bond saw a tender smile spread across her features.

The maid bit back a smile of her own. Bond gave a small curtsey and left the room, with Cordelia’s dress and cloak in hand. Seeing her mistress’s pleased expression, she felt much better about the whole thing. Perhaps it had been worth it after all.

Cordelia sank back in the bed. What she told Bond was the truth…partly. She wasn’t sorry she did it, but the whole truth was that she was profoundly happy she had. She would never do such a mad thing again, of course. But it had been wonderful, and she would never forget it.

 

After Cordelia left, Sebastien locked up the St James house and roamed the early morning streets in a daze. His mind was full of the green-eyed beauty. Far from satisfying him, last evening only sharpened his need.

Her cool demeanor that morning threw him, to say the least. He knew she had enjoyed their encounter, but she appeared to be perfectly willing to forget it now that it was done. Heartless, indeed. That should be a comfort to him. Hadn’t he just been worrying about the entanglements of a real affair? But nature was perverse, and he found himself rather aggrieved by her attitude. One night. At the time, it seemed perfect. Now he knew that it wasn’t.

He had more than enough to set her up as mistress. He could see her when he was in England, and she could live anywhere she wished in the meantime. It was not an unheard of arrangement. But in his heart, he knew Cordelia would reject such an offer just as surely as a marriage proposal, though for different reasons. She was gently bred, and had certainly never contemplated life as some man’s mistress.

Then too, there was the nagging thought that he did not want her as mistress either. He wanted her, fully and completely. He was startled by the certainty of the feelings she aroused in him, but he knew himself better than to deny them.

Eventually, he returned to his family’s townhouse. Despite the early hour, he didn’t even get inside before he was sighted. Adele was already in the street on her horse, about to leave on her morning ride. She was too young to keep late hours. A pair of grooms followed her.

On seeing Sebastien walking toward the door, she pulled up the reins. “Is this a good time to use the phrase ‘look what the cat dragged in’?” she asked, dimples showing in her cheeks.

“Probably,” he said in a tired, distracted voice.

“I say, are you feeling quite well?” Adele dismounted. “Have you even slept?”

“Barely,” he admitted.

“Off at one of your gaming hells or some such,” Adele guessed. Though young, she was observant, and she understood far more than most girls her age, having seen Sebastien’s earlier poor choices at close range.

“If I was, it’s not your concern. Go on your ride.”

“No,” she said, determined. “We need to talk.”

“This isn’t the best time.”

“Mama’s still fast asleep, so it’s a fine time,” she insisted. “Do you want to go inside and get some coffee to pry your eyes open? Are you hungry?”

“I want sleep.”

“You can have it after we talk.”

He shrugged. “Then let’s move to the garden. I don’t want to go inside quite yet.”

Adele left her horse where the grooms could watch over it, and walked around the side of the house with Sebastien. The garden was filled with sunlight, filtering through the trees. Sebastien sat down on a stone bench. Adele paced in front of him, flipping her riding crop idly.

“Very well,” he said. “What are we talking about that’s of such import?”

“Your marriage prospects.”

“What?” He blinked, his mind instant conjuring an image of Cordelia. “Why should you care?”

Adele looked at him as though he were the child. “Sebastien, it would be most helpful to me if you were married and well settled in Thorne Hall by the beginning of next Season. I will come out then, and Mama needs to be focused on that event. However, she is currently obsessed with your courtship…or rather the lack of any.”

“One has nothing to do with the other.”

“Of course it does. I will be judged based on my family. What sounds like more of a catch? The younger sister of a dissolute gambler who vanishes from polite society for weeks at a time, and then stumbles home drunk in the morning?”

He opened his mouth to protest, but Adele brandished the crop meaningfully. “Or…” she went on, “or the younger sister of the esteemed Lord Thorne, Earl of Thornbury, who is well married, reformed, and the head of our newly solvent estate?”

“I think I can guess which one you prefer,” he said.

“It’s the second one!” she exclaimed with mock cheer. Then her eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to field questions about your behavior during my first Season. I certainly don’t want the world to doubt our finances or our family prospects. So you settling down will help me settle down.”

“Next Season is months away.”

“Which is why I raise the issue now. Courtship does take some time.”

He reserved a moment’s pity for the man who would end up in Adele’s sights. Whoever he might be, he wouldn’t stand a chance. “I promise to consider your concerns, Adele.”

“You had better,” Adele swore, slapping the riding crop against her boot. “Ow!” she yelped, suddenly sounding much more like the young person she was.

“Are you sure you know how to use that?”

“I’m an excellent rider,” she sniffed.

“Are we done here? I think I need coffee after all.”

“Not quite. Tell me about Miss Bering.”

He went still. “What?”

She rolled her eyes. “Miss Cordelia Bering. You told Mama you were auditioning ladies for the part of countess! And you danced with her at the party,” Adele reminded him impatiently. “I thought she was very kind. Mama says she’s got good blood. Is she important?”

“There are different kinds of importance,” he said. How could he possibly explain Cordelia’s importance without revealing too much? “She has neither a title, nor great wealth.”

“What then is her appeal?” Adele asked. “I admit that she’s a beauty. Do you think it unfortunate that I’m fair-haired? I worry that I should be faded by the time I reach Miss Bering’s advanced age.”

“Advanced? The lady is still younger than I am!” he snapped. “Am I decrepit?”

“No, you’re family.” Adele put on her charming, dimpled smile. “Now tell me why you like her so.”

“She’s…intriguing,” he said carefully. Lord, that didn’t begin to describe her. He remembered the feel of her beneath him and actually began to shake a little.

“Do you love her?” Adele asked curiously.

He paused, unprepared for that question, even to himself. Love? Lust, oh yes. But then why the dream of marrying her, keeping her with him? “It’s not that.… It’s far too early…”

“I think you love her,” his sister pronounced. “And does she love you?”

“How would I know?”

“Did she tell you?” Adele’s eyes widened. “Have you kissed her? I hear that’s the best way to tell if one loves you.”

“Stop your romantic driveling right now,” Sebastien said, standing up so that he towered over her, hoping to remind her that he was the adult here. “You think you understand the world because you read a few books and listen in on adults’ conversations from the stairs. You think that one simply ranks potential spouses as if they’re horses at market? It’s more complex than that, as you’ll discover soon enough, little sister.”

Adele was not cowed. She merely ducked around him and jumped up on the stone bench he just vacated. “You love her!” she whispered triumphantly.

“I don’t,” he denied flatly. “And even if I did, that is hardly the only consideration for a marriage.”

“Oh, to be sure,” Adele said, pacing the bench excitedly. “You can go get your breakfast now. I shall take my ride as usual.”

“That’s all? You’re done with me?”

“Yes, indeed.” Adele smiled. “Everything is well in hand.”

He frowned. “I don’t like that at all. What are you planning?”

“Absolutely nothing, my dear older brother.” She pranced away toward the drive again. He let her go, unwilling to wade further into a discussion about romance at this hour. His mind in a tumult, he gave up and lay down on the wide bench. Adele’s inquisition had set off far too many warning bells in his brain.

Cordelia was strange, secretive, and maddening. Even after last night, he knew she was still hiding something from him, and he was sure that he didn’t trust her any more than she trusted him. But he also knew that he’d happily destroy anything that threatened her. Then she asked him to ruin her, and he did it without a second thought. How was that for irony? 

All he knew for certain was that she had become very important to him, and the thought of her vanishing from his life made his hands shake. Good God, was Adele right? Had he somehow, and long before last night, fallen in love with the heartless Cordelia Bering?

* * * *

Cordelia’s day proved to be as off kilter as Sebastien’s. She slept late, rising only at Bond’s insistence. The maid’s worried look and fussing only subsided when Cordelia quietly reassured her that she was not pining for Thorne or her lost innocence.

But she was certainly not the same woman as before. She was adrift, dazed by the experience of the previous night. Had it been worth the possibility of being discovered and disgraced? She thought it might be. Still, she knew that she had done the sensible thing in not trying to continue the affair.

She went to her study, determined to reassert her routine. Her mind cleared as she lost herself in the details of the various problems people sent in their letters to Lear. She was herself again.

And wasn’t that just what she wanted? Now she knew precisely what married life might offer. It was no longer a mystery, and she need not fear that she was going to miss out, because surely she would never meet another man like Sebastien Thorne. Any other potential husband would be…disappointing.

She was annoyed to discover that her thoughts had drifted from her work to the memory of last night, and she redoubled her efforts, responding to several queries.

A few hours later, Ivy rapped lightly on the door. “Mr Jay is here,” the maid said.

“Show him through.”

Jay was ushered in a minute later. He sat down when Cordelia indicated the seat across from her.

“What brings you here, Mr Jay?”

“I heard something I thought you should know,” he began. His expression was serious, and his eyes raked her nervously.

Her heart lurched for a moment. Surely she had not been recognized either last night or this morning? She’d be ruined. Cordelia realized she was not sanguine about that possibility after all.

But Jay was already speaking of another subject. “I was at the Athenaeum yesterday, and was asked if I had been contacted regarding either Mr Bering’s or Mr Lear’s papers held at the society. I said I had not, and the gentleman told me that I would be soon, since he’d given my name to the one who inquired. I don’t like this sudden interest, and I worry that you’ll be unmasked. Miss Bering, is there something I ought to know about what you’re doing under Lear’s name?”

She rubbed her temples. “You know more than anyone else, believe me. Tell me, though, has Mr Hayden ever been to see you?”

“Hayden? The one who’s been courting you?” Jay frowned. “No, he has not. I would not have thought that man had the slightest interest in these matters.”

“Neither did I, but it has come to my attention that he has, let’s say, a financial stake in my father’s work…and Lear’s, though thankfully he does not understand what that means. And he is most definitely no longer courting me,” she added, with finality. She gave him a limited account of what happened.

Jay’s expression grew alarmed, then disapproving, then furious. “Hayden is a fraud, then. I am sorry you had to endure that offense. Should I bring this to the attention of the authorities?”

“No, I could not risk you getting involved.”

“Miss Bering, I am involved. I do wish you could trust me.”

“I trust you more than anyone I know! But I don’t think there is anything you can do at this point.” She inhaled. If Jay knew that she’d given the doctored plans to Sebastien, and where and how it happened, Jay would be so scandalized he’d never associate with her again.

“What if someone asks me about Lear?”

“Be as unhelpful as you can without antagonizing him. Tell him that you’ve met Lear, but you aren’t friends. If anyone asks why you visit me, tell them.… Oh, I don’t know. Tell them you hope to court me.”

“Not a difficult thing to believe,” Jay said, a faint smile finally lighting his features. Then he stood up. “I must be going. Please take care of yourself, Miss Bering. If I may be so bold as to speak this intimately, you look as if you need rest.”

She managed a smile. “Good advice, Mr Jay. I will avail myself of it.”

After he left, Cordelia directed the servants that she would be at home to no one else who called for the remains of the day. She did try to rest, sitting out in the gardens with Aunt Leona. But when her aunt retired for an afternoon nap before an event, Cordelia stayed outside alone, lost in thought. She was consumed by worry for the fate of the Andraste designs, not to mention the possibility that Lear’s identity would be revealed if this fiasco continued. Then Cordelia would have no means of supporting her household, and their poverty would be on her head.

She might have to marry simply to keep fed, and to keep Aunt Leona near her. How miserable, to have turned down so many sincere proposals over the years, only to have to chase after a husband out of desperation. She couldn’t imagine marrying anyone. Well, she couldn’t imagine marrying anyone who wasn’t Sebastien. She’d been intrigued by him immediately. And after last night.… How could she imagine sharing another man’s bed?

She put her head down. In retrospect, last night had been most unwise. She’d only wanted to experience something she thought she’d never have. But by losing her innocence, she also lost her ignorance. Ironically, she would miss that far more.

“What was I thinking?” she muttered, even as she remembered the bliss she’d felt. You can ask me for anything, Thorne had said. She knew that he’d been referring obliquely to the slight possibility that she might bear a child. But what if she asked him for more…such as marriage? No, she could never do that to him, and he’d resent having to marry her out of obligation. She had to continue on as before. Alone.


Chapter 20

Thorne’s life had not gotten much simpler, even though he now had the Andraste designs that were so sought after. He could not make heads or tails of them, but his sense of urgency was gone now. Yes, he still had loose ends. He needed to find Hayden and learn about his angle. The man was likely an opportunist who was only interested in money, but whoever employed him clearly had grander ambitions. Thorne suspected that Hayden was an agent of a foreign power. He had to find out which one.

But he had the designs. He could deliver them to Neville and they could be assured that at least no enemy of England would be building a deadly armored steamship to destroy their navy.

So why was he still so restless?

The next day, Forester called at the Thorne home asking for Sebastien as if on a routine matter. In the study, Forester lost his easy manner. “You have problems.”

“You have no idea,” Sebastien muttered. “What ones are you referring to?”

“Miss Bering’s servants.”

Thorne looked up, interested. “What did you find?”

“Several things, and absolutely nothing good. Are you prepared to hear this?”

“Does it matter?”

“No.” Forester cleared his throat. “First, I’d like to point out that discovering all this took rather longer than usual because that household, for all its faults, does not gossip. I had to fool a neighbor’s hostler into thinking I was a down-on-my-luck ex-soldier looking for any job that came my way.”

Sebastien grinned despite his worry. “Isn’t that the truth?”

“Be kind. I managed to find out the names of most of the servants. For such a small household, there are more than you’d expect.”

“How many?”

“Butler, housekeeper, lady’s maid, two parlormaids—the one named Ivy also acts as lady’s maid to the older woman, a cook and her assistant, a gardener, and another lad who seems to be footman, hostler, and driver by turns.”

“All for two rather retiring ladies. How does she afford it?” Thorne asked.

His friend shrugged. “That’s a separate question. The better one is how did these wastrels find their way into her house in the first place?”

“Wastrels? What do you mean?”

“Not all of them are suspect,” Forester clarified. “The older parlormaid seems upstanding, and I’ve nothing on the cook. But the others.… The lad-of-all-work is a bad egg for sure. James Harper, or Jem as he’s called, has a history with several local magistrates. He’s been picked up for pickpocketing and housebreaking, but always managed to cast enough doubt that he didn’t go to prison permanently. He has not been seen by the authorities for a couple years, and the assumption was that he’d either died or left the city.”

“But that’s clearly not the case.” Thorne was ready to go over and throttle the lad if he was taking advantage of Cordelia in any way.

Forester went on. “Housekeeper, Mrs Landry. Arrested for operating a distillery without a license.”

“Could be worse,” Thorne commented.

“Oh, it will be. Here’s the so-called lady’s maid, a Lucy Bond by name.”

“I met her,” Thorne said, remembering the tall, flinty-eyed girl. “Miss Bering’s most recent hire, she told me.”

“Hired from Bridewell, apparently. A jewel thief, specializing in robbing city homes. She was included on a list of female prisoners to be transported to New South Wales from Bridewell. The ship manifest with the harbor master indicates that she did not get on board.”

“But how did she end up getting a position? She wouldn’t have had a reference!”

“Good question. However, the worst I’ve saved for last.”

“I’m waiting.”

Forester grimaced. “The butler. I checked with a few people who keep records of this sort of thing, just to make myself believe it. Including,” he added significantly, “one of the administrators of Newgate.” Forester’s eyes were serious. “About ten years ago, there was a leader of a gang of wharf-side smugglers. The gang was famous for creating false compartments in the various ships they used to fool the law. Truly inventive stuff. The head of the gang was a vicious man who used violence to eliminate any sort of threat. He got sent to Newgate for murder.”

“And?”

“The murderer is described as a short, stocky man with pale blue eyes and a scar along his right cheek,” Forester said.

Thorne shook his head, unwilling to accept such a premise. “No. It must be a coincidence that Cordelia’s butler has similar features. Surely that criminal was executed.” 

“He escaped from Newgate right before his scheduled execution. That was over six years ago. He’s the same man. He changed his last name and hid where no one thought to look for him. Harry Morgan is now Harry Stiles.”

Thorne stood up. He had a strong urge to destroy something. “And he’s in Cordelia’s house now. The same man. The murderer.”

“Yes, along with a known housebreaker and a jewel thief. They’re all there with Miss Bering and all her father’s useful work on ships.”

“You’ll excuse me,” Sebastien said, even as he started striding out of the room.

Forester matched his pace. When Thorne got outside, he called for a carriage, unwilling to wait for anything to be brought from the stable.

“Will you want company?” Forester asked.

“I’ll handle this myself.” He jumped into the carriage that had pulled up, and shouted Cordelia’s address to the driver.

It took far too long for Thorne’s taste to reach Cordelia’s home. He ordered the cab to stop in the street, and then strode quickly up the drive.

Even on foot, he was noticed. The footman who opened the door was the lanky one from before. Thorne matched him to Forester’s description. The pickpocket. He glared at the boy, who looked back insolently.

“Miss Bering is not at home, sir,” Jem said. “Do you wish to leave a card?”

“I don’t wish,” he growled. “Get me Stiles.”

“The butler?”

“Do you have another Stiles tucked away here?” Thorne asked coldly.

The footman wasn’t impressed. “No, sir. If you’ll wait a moment, I’ll fetch him.”

The lad vanished toward the kitchens, and Thorne momentarily regretted letting him out of his sight. What if he was warning Stiles to flee right now? He breathed in, reminding himself that he hadn’t given anything away.

The stocky butler appeared a second later, shadowed by the footman.

“How may I help you, sir? As you know, Miss Bering is not available right now.”

“It’s you I came to see, Harry Morgan.”

The butler’s eyes widened.

Thorne lowered his voice and leaned in. “I know you were in Newgate, and I know you skipped the short drop.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Stiles began to protest, but Sebastien, far past furious, reached out and grabbed him, twisting the shorter man around, bending his arm to an improbable angle. The young footman fled up the stairs. The curly-haired parlor maid peeked in, shrieked, and vanished again, leaving the two alone.

“Tell me the truth, Harry,” Thorne spat.

“Aye.” The man gasped at the strength in Sebastien’s hand. “It’s true. But I ain’t done anything since…”

“You were in for murder! How did you get a position in this house? Did you fake your references?”

Stiles almost whimpered, his natural accent returning in his distress. “The lady forgave my past. Why should it matter now?”

“What do you mean, the lady?”

“Miss Bering, of course.” He groaned as Sebastien tightened his grip.

“Cordelia knows?”

“Of course, sir!” Stiles fell to the ground as Sebastien abruptly released him. “It’s her way, is all. We’d all do anything for her. She trusted us.”

Thorne took a step back, stunned by the possibility that Cordelia was complicit in hiring criminals.

Stiles tried to straighten up. “I run a tight ship, and the lady won’t stand for any scandal in her house. One lad went back to evil ways. He was gone in a flash. My lady is generous, not stupid.”

An imperious voice broke in. “Exactly what is going on here?” 

* * * *

Cordelia stood at the top of the stairs, flushed with anger and worry. Jem had rushed into her room and told her Thorne had appeared, looking like the devil himself. Not knowing what to think, Cordelia hurried to the hall, only to find Thorne tussling with Stiles as if they were guttersnipes.

Both men stilled at her voice.

“It’s nothing to concern you, my lady,” Stiles said, despite the fact that he was still on the floor.

“I am concerned,” she snapped back, hurrying down the staircase. She glared at Sebastien. “What are you doing here, my lord?”

“I had a question for your butler,” he said, with admirable understatement.

“And this is how you asked it?” She bent to help Stiles up off the floor. The older man accepted her assistance unwillingly, his pride more damaged than his body. “Your method of questioning people leaves something to be desired,” she declared, looking back at Sebastien.

“It depends who I’m questioning,” he replied blandly.

She blushed at the innuendo, but didn’t forget the matter at hand. “What are you doing here? No, wait.” She held up her hand. “Stiles,” she said to her butler, “please show Lord Thorne to the parlor and then return to me.”

“No,” said Sebastien.

“Excuse me?” Cordelia asked in a tone colder than ice. “Am I not mistress in my own house? Do you have some authority to tell me how to direct my servants?” She stared at him, daring him to refute her.

He stared back, unwilling to give ground. “Your butler is not what he seems.”

“Who is?” she returned, with a thin smile. “Stiles, please show his lordship to the parlor.”

“Yes, my lady,” Stiles said. “This way, my lord.”

Cordelia watched narrowly as Sebastien followed the stocky man to the parlor across the hall.

Stiles must have exchanged words with Thorne behind the closed doors, for when he came back, his face was red. “That man isn’t fit to be in this house.” He quickly explained what happened.

“I will talk with him,” she reassured Stiles.

Cordelia glided into the drawing room, her face carefully composed. “My lord,” she said. “I demand an explanation.”

“Your butler just threatened me,” he noted.

“Imagine that.” Cordelia looked at him. “Considering you attacked him in the foyer, I’m only surprised at his restraint. Which brings me back to the question of what you thought you were doing.”

“Stiles is an escaped convict,” he began to say, his tone careful and, to Cordelia’s ears, condescending. “His real name is Morgan.”

“Yes,” she agreed shortly. “What of it?”

“So you do know about his past?” he gaped.

“You seem to think that I am incapable of noticing the world around me.” She frowned at him. “Must I remind you that I am not like the other women you are familiar with?”

“You are like no woman I’ve ever known,” he said, making her knees weak with a look.

“Nevertheless, you have no right to accost my servants in my own home!” she retorted, refusing to be distracted from her anger.

“Was Stiles telling the truth? You know that all your servants are criminals?”

“None of my employees are criminals now. Whatever happened in the past belongs to the past. I trust each of my employees with my life. I think of them as family. If my method of hiring them is unconventional, that’s my concern. Not yours.”

“Unconventional!” Sebastien sat down on the sofa, staring at her. “How did you even manage to find such people, let alone hire them?”

“It’s none of your business.” Cordelia, still standing, began to pace the room.

“You’re right,” he said. “But will you please tell me how such a thing came to pass? When I learned about Stiles’ past, I assumed the worst.” He assumed, in fact, that Cordelia was in physical danger, and he hadn’t been able to breathe properly until he saw her, safe and beautiful, before him.

She whirled toward him, suddenly putting two puzzle pieces together. “It was you asking questions about the servants this week! Stiles informed me that someone was snooping around. I worried it was Hayden, and we know how he views other people’s secrets: as a commodity. They were frightened to death, you know!”

“Oh, they were frightened? I had to know who was in this house. I had to know who was being trusted around the designs.”

“So why did you not ask me?”

“I did ask you, Cordelia,” he reminded her. “And you did your best to hide it from me until it was almost too late. So I did what I thought best.”  

She flushed. Despite all they had shared, he still did not know the whole truth, not yet. “You had no right,” she hissed. His arrogant manner infuriated her.

“Cordelia…” He got up and crossed to where she stood. Reaching out to her, he said “Forgive me. I did it out of concern for you.”

She watched his expression for signs of duplicity, but then found herself simply gazing at him. He smiled at her. “If you kiss me, I’ll take it as forgiveness.”

“Don’t try to distract me,” she warned, even as he leaned forward to kiss her.

He didn’t listen. The distraction lasted for some time. Cordelia melted under his talented mouth, forgetting momentarily why he had come to her house. She only knew she would soon be addicted to the feelings he summoned up in her.  

“Is that better?” he asked softly when he ended the kiss. She blinked at him, now pressed against his body, supported only by his arms.

“I told you not to distract me,” she whispered. Then her eyes narrowed. “You can’t do this, Sebastien!” She stepped back out of his embrace. “You cannot simply come into my home and…and take over! You have no right.”

“Yes, you keep saying that. But you were going to tell me how you found your servants.”

“Was I?”

“Unless you want me to distract you again.” He smiled lazily.

“Sit down and act like a gentleman,” she said, pointing to the sofa. He returned to his seat.

Cordelia stood in front of him, her breath still quick from the kiss. She reflected on how much to tell him. “Many years ago, while my father was still alive, it came to my attention that one of my servants had a sister who badly needed employment. She could not find work in any respectable establishment because she had been convicted of theft and sent to prison. She was without references, and for a servant, there is nothing more important than a good reference.

“Naturally, she went to her family when she was released, but they were unable to provide for her. When I discovered this, I asked if the woman was a good worker in spite of her past. She’d been convicted of stealing three shillings worth of food, you see, and only because she could barely keep herself fed on what some tavern owner declared to be a decent wage. When I was assured that I could trust the woman, I interviewed her and hired her as a kitchen maid.

“Later, when I moved to London after my father’s death, I had the opportunity to hire an almost entirely new staff. I saw no reason not to trust my own employees when they found someone in need of a position. It’s in their interest as much as mine that everyone in this house behaves well.”

“I can’t believe this,” Sebastien said slowly.

“What’s so unbelievable? I have the chance to give someone a new life, off the streets where such unfortunates usually end up. How could I turn someone away?”

“And you have no cause to regret it?”

“I did have one lad who went back to crime—I called for the magistrate to take him. I do my best to help my people, but some are beyond help.” She paused, thinking. “But everyone else has been perfectly satisfactory. My friends have told me that the servants I recommend are among the best they have.”

“Wait! You send these people to other houses?” he asked incredulously.

“Occasionally,” she replied. “What is it that troubles you so? The fact that some housemaids in London have an unsavory past? Or that you suddenly realize that servants can have a past at all?”

“That’s not what I mean, Cordelia, and you know it.”

“Then what do you mean, Sebastien? There’s no point in telling anyone about this, you realize. I admit Stiles evaded his sentence, but he has shown his loyalty to me over and over again.”

“What would you do if I did bring the authorities here?”

She stared at him for a very long moment. What could she do? Thorne was a noble, an officer, and a man…and she suspected something more as well. She could never oppose him and win, not in any sort of public fight. So what did that leave her with? “The only thing I can promise, my lord, is that you would never see me or speak to me again.” She doubted whether that was an adequate threat.

He looked back at her, his expression unreadable. “Very well. I’d like to speak to Stiles again, though.”

“You seem to have mistaken my house for your own.” She stiffened again. “I refuse to allow you to interrogate my staff.”

“They might have seen or heard something, but not known it was significant,” he explained. “I want to protect you, Cordelia.”

She looked at him, frustrated. “I have protected myself for years.”

“You have no idea who is behind this, who Hayden is working with,” he warned her, once again standing up. “I think I might. Please let me help you. Let me talk to them.”

“You won’t threaten any of them, or remind them of their pasts, is that clear?” she ground out unwillingly.

“You can sit in, if you like.”

“No.” She shook her head. “They’ll be more forthcoming if only you are present.” She walked to the bell pull. “I’ll explain to Stiles that everyone should cooperate with you, and then let you work.”

“Thank you,” he said, suddenly subdued.

“I can’t wait for this to end,” she said, even as Stiles materialized at the door. Without a doubt, he had been hovering, ready for his mistress’s call.

“My lady?” Stiles inquired deferentially, ignoring Thorne entirely.

Cordelia smiled at the man, looking more like a daughter than an employer. “Stiles, I regret the bit of unpleasantness before. Lord Thorne has a few words to say about that, I’m sure.” She paused and leveled her gaze directly at Sebastien, clear about what she expected.

He wasn’t used to groveling to anyone, but he saw the truth of it. “My apologies, Stiles. I was unaware of the situation, and Miss Bering has corrected my mistake. You have nothing to fear concerning unwarranted character attacks from myself or anyone else.”

“I am very glad to hear that,” Stiles said, his eyes wide, perhaps at the novelty of receiving an apology from a noble. “I should not like to think that anything would disrupt my lady’s household or peace of mind.”

Cordelia sighed, satisfied. She instructed Stiles to have the staff answer any of Thorne’s questions, and then bid Sebastien a hasty farewell. She fled back to her bedroom, knowing every minute she spent near Sebastien Thorne brought her closer to disaster.


Chapter 21

Thorne was frustrated. He had asked Cordelia’s people about Hayden and the robbery, but he wasn’t much further along in tracking down Hayden, despite everything he’d tried. He had set a watch on Hayden’s rooms beginning the day after the man attacked Cordelia. But so far, his underlings had nothing to report. The man had disappeared from society. Sebastien knew a tip would surface eventually. Meanwhile, he delved into the man’s past.

What he found was troubling. Hayden was a member of the gentry. He attended Oxford (though more for the sporting life than the scholastic one), and then resided in London for several years. His income was substantial, judging by his habits and his wardrobe. But Thorne suspected that it all came from blackmail.  

The more Thorne learned about Hayden, the worse he appeared to be. He hovered at the edges of several scandals, but nothing could be linked to him with certainty. Through several circumspect conversations at Thorne’s clubs, he heard about ladies who had either been ruined by scandal after Hayden got ahold of indiscreet letters, or others who were crippled by debt in attempting to get their letters back.

Hayden left London for a while, when his schemes threatened to overtake him. He’d gone…somewhere…for two years. Some rumors suggested America, some thought the continent. He returned last year, and since lived a much quieter life.

Thorne thought he could guess what happened. The blackmailer Hayden fled London when one of his schemes went awry. Perhaps he attempted to blackmail the wrong person, or got too greedy. So he traveled the continent to escape, and there met someone who knew about the rumor of the Andraste. Hayden sensed an opportunity and joined forces with whoever it was. The man clearly had the ability and lack of character to get such papers. The method would likely not be much different from how he procured his old blackmailing material from compromised ladies.

Only this time, he was to gain the confidence of an innocent woman, intending to get her to hand over her father’s and Lear’s papers. But Cordelia was not as foolish as he assumed, and when Thorne joined the chase, Hayden lost control of his scheme.

Thus, he’d gone to ground, to wait out Thorne and plot a new way to get the papers for his employer.

But where was he now? And was he still after the plans? Cordelia had given them to Thorne, and swore she burned the rest. If she was telling the truth, the only possible way for Hayden to succeed would be to reach Lear himself.

And no one seemed to be able to do that.

Except Cordelia.

Thorne knew that, despite having the Andraste plans safe with the Zodiac, the mission wasn’t over. He’d have to see Cordelia again, until she led him to Lear. He remembered how coy she had been about Lear, and prayed that she wasn’t hiding something else.

But first, he had to go to the theater. His mother, quietly furious at his recent evasions, took revenge by preemptively arranging for him to join Lady Mary at the public event of the Season, the premiere performance of the celebrated actress Mrs Siddons’s turn as Lady Macbeth at the Theatre Royal.

“You will go, my son. Everyone is going,” she said, with the snap of a guillotine blade. “And you will enjoy yourself or die trying.”

He groused, but didn’t oppose his mother’s maneuver. If everyone was going, perhaps Cordelia would be there. And that might draw out Hayden. What better place to try to contact Cordelia again, if that’s what the man had in mind? All evidence to the contrary, Sebastien believed that Hayden hadn’t given up yet. And if it turned out that Cordelia was selling secrets after all, she was going to be sorry.

* * * *

Cordelia was already sorry. Weeks ago, she had agreed to join Mr Jay and Aunt Leona for a theater performance at Drury Lane. Unfortunately, she hadn’t realized then that this evening’s performance was to be a huge event—some of the royal family were rumored to be in attendance.

Yet it was far too late to cry off, and she now was attired in her fanciest gown, an empire waisted, watered silk confection in ivory, flounced dramatically all along the bottom hem. She was flanked by Aunt Leona and Mr Jay, ready to see and be seen at the magnificent Theatre Royal.

The place was a madhouse, with folks from all classes milling about in the finest clothing they could afford, and all chattering at the top of their lungs. The first performance was already in progress by the time Cordelia’s party arrived. This was not unusual—theater was viewed as a rather casual pastime, and the audience came, went, and commented throughout the evening.

Jay’s family reserved a private box, fortunately, and the young man escorted the ladies there immediately. The box, which held chairs for about ten people, looked out onto the main pit of the theater, and provided a view of the boxes on the opposite side as well. Cordelia sank into a red velvet chair near the rail, where everyone could see her. That was the point. For most patrons at the theater, the audience was the show. Leona sat down as well, and Jay left to order refreshments for the group. They expected a few of his family members to join them shortly.

Cordelia gazed out over the mass of attendees. It felt as though a thousand eyes were on her, but she knew that was likely only her nerves.

“Anyone we know?” Leona asked, as she also scanned the audience. “Ah, there is Lady Carey and her family! And is that Lord Thorne?”

Cordelia followed her aunt’s gaze, striving to not appear too intent. Yes, it was Lord Thorne in a box across the way. She feared he would be looking back at her, but in fact, his attention was occupied…by the same young lady she had seen with him once before. Lady Mary something-or-other. Sebastien was smiling at the woman like she was the only person in the world.

A surge of jealousy brought heat to Cordelia’s cheeks. Had he forgotten their encounter so readily? Then she breathed in, trying to reason with herself. Why should he not court the beautiful Lady Mary? It wasn’t as if he’d ever been courting Cordelia. Their liaison had been as secret as it had been singular. She didn’t want to be linked to Thorne. Really, Lady Mary was doing her a favor, if she took Thorne’s attention away from her.

When Jay returned, Cordelia made a special effort to be as engaged and lively as she could, going out of her way to ask questions about his family and to bring Leona into the conversation.

A wave of applause suddenly burst out. The legendary Sarah Siddons had taken the stage for her first scene as Lady Macbeth, and the audience was briefly united in its attention. Cordelia chanced a look back toward Thorne’s box. Lady Mary was watching the performance, but Thorne caught Cordelia’s look and held it. She didn’t know how to describe his expression, but it was not reassuring.

Before she could turn back to the performance, she saw someone else watching her. A shock went through her. Hayden stood in a box directly below Thorne’s, gazing up at Cordelia with a knowing smile.

She couldn’t believe his nerve. He’d almost killed her, and now he appeared at the theater like any other gentleman! When Cordelia would have turned her head, he actually beckoned her, making it clear that he wanted Cordelia to meet him.

She turned away, offended and frightened. Jay noticed her distress, but she only shook her head, trying to focus on the performance. Hayden had to be mad to think that she would come close to him after what he had done.

Or he knew something.

Cordelia glanced back. Hayden was still staring intently at her. If he continued, it might cause comment. When he crooked a finger, she knew she didn’t dare ignore him—if this kind of behavior continued in full sight of everyone, it could cause a scandal.

“Mr Jay,” she whispered. “Hayden is here.”

“What?” he asked, startled. “You can’t be serious. He wouldn’t dare.”

“He did dare. He wants to speak to me.”

“I can’t allow it. He’s a scoundrel.” Jay’s voice was as low as hers, but Cordelia heard the outrage.

“He’s a scoundrel who may have something important to say. I’m afraid I must go find him.” She frowned.

“Miss Bering…”

She put her hand on his arm. “Will you do me the favor of finding the theater manager? Perhaps he’ll know how we can hold Hayden until the authorities can be called.”

“Of course.” Jay nodded. “But I don’t like you going alone to meet Hayden.”

“I won’t be alone. Half of London is here tonight. I shall never be out of sight.”

She rose to leave, warning Jay to wait a moment before following so Hayden wouldn’t suspect anything.

The hallways and foyers of the building were just as crowded as the theater itself. People chatted, displayed their finery, and watched the parade of society. Cordelia hurried through the throng, not knowing quite where she was going. But she knew that Hayden would find her.

She reached the ground floor and was almost to the large doorway to the street when a voice stopped her cold.

“My dear Miss Bering,” Hayden said.

She turned and surveyed him. Hayden was dressed perfectly, playing the role of carefree gentleman to the hilt. His eyes sparkled, and the charm of manner that had gotten him so far was still there. Even now, Cordelia found it difficult to believe this man had been willing to kill her.

“Mr Hayden,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t shake, “I see you are back on your feet.”

His smile didn’t waver, but the skin around his eyes tightened. “I am delighted beyond words that you are here tonight, Miss Bering. Cordelia,” he added, under his breath.

She stiffened at the insulting familiarity, but said only, “Am I to think it was a coincidence?”

He said, “It seems appropriate that we meet again, for our last encounter ended far too soon.”

“A matter of opinion, Mr Hayden. I thought it rather tedious,” she said, looking around the lobby in the hope that she would see Jay appear with the manager.

“My replacement must be more to your liking,” he said, too casually.

Cordelia looked at him. “Replacement?”

“Lord Thorne. A sudden but no doubt satisfying companionship.”

“I do not understand your meaning, sir,” she snapped. But she understood all too well. If Hayden had even the slightest shred of evidence to prove an affair.… “I will leave you now.”

“You won’t.” He moved into her path. “I think my price for the rest of the Andraste papers is quite clear now. The designs for the drive will buy my silence.”

She considered running, no matter what scene she might cause. “Even if I were to indulge your mad notion that you have something to hold over me—I note you offer nothing of substance to back your insult—it would be of no matter. The designs you are so keen to acquire are beyond all men.”

He grinned. “You mean your little bonfire? Oh, I’m certain you didn’t burn all of it. If those designs meant so little, you wouldn’t have kept them locked up for so long.”

“There isn’t a scrap of paper related to the Andraste in my home. I would take you on a tour to prove it, but my housekeeper kills all rats on sight.”

“You’ll prove it now.” Hayden pushed her toward the great doors. Cordelia protested, but as he got her to the top of the steps outside, he saw something behind them. He suddenly released her and took off running.

* * * *

Thorne noticed Cordelia leave the box, and he saw Jay leave a moment later. Suspicious, he excused himself and went off in search of the pair. He didn’t know how close Cordelia and Jay were, but he knew something must be in the wind.

He moved through the passages of the damnably popular theater, looking for either the young man or the unfairly alluring woman. He saw neither, but others saw him and innocently attempted to draw him away from his search. He ignored as many as he plausibly could, and was short with those he couldn’t.

Finally, he reached the main lobby. He spied Cordelia first—his eyes were drawn to her black hair as if it were a beacon. She was talking not to Jay, but Hayden.

Thorne was instantly furious. Cordelia had played him for a fool. She had no trouble finding the elusive Hayden. But even as he prepared to storm through the crowd, he saw Cordelia’s expression, a mixture of fear and revulsion. Perhaps Hayden forced her to come to him.

He moved forward just in time to see Hayden steer an unwilling Cordelia though the entrance. The man glanced back once at the theater-goers. His eyes widened when he caught sight of Thorne. He abruptly turned and dashed through the crowd. With an inward roar, Thorne followed him.

* * * *

Cordelia almost stumbled when Hayden dropped his grip on her arm and rushed down the steps. She would have tripped if a pair of hands hadn’t grabbed her around her waist and steadied her. She turned to thank her rescuer, and got a second shock.

“Lord Thorne!” she gasped. Her heartbeat accelerated, and it wasn’t just due to the surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I’m a fan of Shakespeare,” he said.

“Are you joking about this?”

He shook his head. “Shakespeare’s got a gift for language. Weren’t you listening to Mrs Siddons’s soliloquy in there?”

“Sebastien! Hayden just accosted me!”

“I know.” He let the banter fade, looking at her with real concern. “What happened? What did he say?”

“He just.… I told him I burned…” She couldn’t put the words together.

“You should get back inside,” he said. “I’ll handle this.”

“I don’t think so,” she snapped back without thinking. “What right…”

She was silenced by his expression as he looked back at her. “Stop going on about rights, Cor. Let me do this, if only because I’ll have an easier time chasing him as I’m not wearing skirts.” And then he was gone, running down the street at a dangerous pace. She stared after him, wondering why she let him pursue Hayden. Not that she could have stopped him, she thought with a sudden laugh.

“Miss Bering!” Jay rushed out of the door with a man at his heels. “Did you see him?”

“He got away, I’m afraid.” Cordelia nodded to the second man, guessing him to be the manager. The man apologized profusely on behalf of the theater that an attendee should assault her so. Cordelia, feeling rather guilty for misleading him, told him not to concern himself, as there was no lasting harm done. After a moment, the manager left again.

“Shall I try to find him?” Jay stared down the street with little hope.

“No. Lord Thorne is already seeking him.”

“Thorne? He was here as well?”

“He was just outside when I reached the steps.”

“Quite the coincidence,” Jay said in a different tone.

“He is not in league with Hayden.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“He once hit Hayden in the face in front of me.”

“And that’s an endorsement, is it?” The two turned back toward the building. Cordelia cast a look toward the street where Sebastien had disappeared. She worried that, whether Sebastien found Hayden or not, the consequences would be bad for her. If Hayden suspected an illicit relationship, what better way to confirm it than by having the gentleman in question appear and give chase?

* * * *

Thorne raced down the street, but Hayden had a substantial head start. The scoundrel jumped into a hired carriage, at which point the driver whipped his horse to get the vehicle moving. Thorne ran as fast as he could, but the horse was moving at a trot and soon disappeared into the gloom of an unlit street.

He slowed to a stop, not caring about the curious looks sent his way. An enterprising boy came up to him and offered to chase the carriage down for a tanner. Thorne shook his head. “I’ve a counter offer. I’ll pay you a tanner to go to the white house on Hanover Square. Find the boy watching the house and ask if he’s seen the owner today. Come find me at the Theatre Royal with the answer, and I’ll give you a shilling too.”

The boy barely waited for his coin. He hopped onto the back of a moving carriage and rode toward his destination, eager for an even better payday.

Sebastien strolled slowly back toward the theater, knowing he could do little but wait for some clue as to where Hayden would be, either back in his rooms, or in a different hideout.

In the meantime, he tried to stifle his new concerns for Cordelia. If Hayden got her to speak to him, the man knew something that could hurt her, such as her indiscretion with Sebastien. Or he offered something she needed, such as money. In either case, it boded ill. Cordelia was an intensely private person, and he knew that she could never endure the treatment of society if her relationship with him ever became public knowledge...no matter how he handled it.

But the other possibility was chilling, too. Perhaps Cordelia had saved some documents from the fire, and perhaps she needed funds badly enough to accept Hayden’s terms. Sebastien had to discover what he could about Cordelia’s true financial situation.

In any case, he could do nothing now but return to the theater and watch the last performance of the evening. Fittingly, the playbill announced it would be a farce.


Chapter 22

The next day, driven to counter Hayden’s move, Sebastien redoubled his efforts to find out more about the man’s dealings in London. He’d begun several threads of investigation, and one of his inquiries suddenly appeared more relevant.

Knowing that the ship Cordelia named Andraste required large amounts of steel to work, Sebastien used his various connections to find out whether Hayden (or anyone else) had tried to purchase steel in that quantity. He’d let Neville know about his idea, and that morning, a terse note arrived at the Thorne family home. The coded message, quite innocuous to any reader but a Zodiac member, purported to be an invitation to a game of cards. To Sebastien, it revealed that someone had information on the steel he’d been looking for.

He hurried to the location that Neville had listed in the note. It was a pub not far from the docks. A young man sat at one table near the window. He had a drink in front of him, but he hadn’t touched it. He was dressed in the uniform of a Royal Naval junior officer. By his ramrod straight spine and closed expression, Sebastien detected a certain nervousness. Yet his face also revealed a level of curiosity that marked him as more intelligent than the average sailor.

Sebastien ambled over to him. “You’re Ensign Hartley,” he guessed. That was the name given on the encoded note.

The young man nodded carefully. His skin showed a permanent tan, probably from serving in warmer climes than England. “That I am. Logan Hartley. I doubt you’re going to tell me your name.”

Thorne smiled. “A little confused?”

“I got orders from my superior officer’s superior officer to come here and have a drink at eleven o’ clock in the morning today. So here I am.”

“Thank you for coming.”

Hartley shrugged. “As I said, orders. From the meeting place, I guess this probably isn’t quite official.” He looked more closely at Thorne, thinking fast. “Is it safe to assume that something in one of my regular reports attracted the attention of the War Department?”

Thorne nodded. “Something like that. Do you remember offering any information about a large amount of steel?”

That was not what Hartley had expected to hear. He frowned for a moment, then his face cleared. “Steel. Yes, of course. What do you need to know about it?”

“Whatever you can tell me.”

“Not much more than I put in my report, actually. I serve on the Providence. Our current assignment is to patrol the channel and keep watch on the French and Breton coasts. It’s been quieter work since Trafalgar, so we’ve been able to explore the shoreline more, and even venture a bit into Bonaparte’s territory.” 

Listening carefully, Thorne thought he detected traces of an unknown accent in the young man’s voice. He said, “Go on.” 

“A few weeks ago, we found a small harbor that’s extremely well hidden. It’s a river mouth, in fact. Though the river is supposedly non-navigable for ocean-going vessels, we found it to be significantly larger than initial reports indicated. So we began to sail up the river.”

“And what did you find?”

“A shipyard. Small. Very well concealed. But in use, and not for commerce. It must be part of the French plan to rebuild their navy without our seeing what they come up with.”

“There was steel there?”

Hartley nodded. “We found an unusual amount of metal plating. Definitely some sort of iron or steel. A funny color, though, as if it was coated with something.”

Thorne inhaled. Exactly what any builder of the Andraste would need. Cordelia had been absolutely right about all sides wanting to try to get her father’s plans. He remembered how Cordelia described the construction of the ship. “How much metal would you say was there? Enough to entirely cover a ship’s hull?”

Hartley nodded. “A smaller vessel, yes. Whether it would actually float with all that weight on the hull is another concern. We couldn’t decide if that was truly their intention.”

“How many men were in this contingent? Who saw the shipyard?”

For the first time, Hartley looked away. “Well…in fact, I went alone.”

“Alone? Why?” Thorne asked.

“Because I could. I was curious.”

“You violated orders?” Thorne sensed that some side of Hartley didn’t care for rules. He still couldn’t place the young man’s accent.

Hartley looked uncomfortable. “Not exactly. I was instructed to scout the perimeter, mostly to ensure the Providence wouldn’t be sighted. There were no orders to go inside the shipyard itself. But neither was I under orders to leave immediately.” He rushed on, “I knew I could get in and out unseen, and that the chance might not come up again. If anyone knew we were there, they might have closed it and moved it elsewhere. If the Royal Navy does this the right way, we can keep an eye on the place with no one the wiser.”

“You’re telling the Royal Navy what to do?”

Hartley shook his head. “Who’d care what an ensign thinks?” He looked directly at Thorne. “But you could suggest it, sir. They’ll listen to you…whoever you are.”

“Maybe I will.” Thorne stood up. “I expect that your discretion about this meeting will match your perception.”

“Certainly, sir.” Hartley nodded curtly. It was obvious that he was a little offended by the suggestion that he would talk.

“Thank you for your information. You may return to your ship. After you finish your drink, of course.” Thorne turned to leave. “Oh, and Hartley,” he said.

The young man looked up. “Sir?”

“The next time you want to storm one of the enemy’s secret materiel dumps, perhaps you should take a comrade.”

For the first time, Hartley allowed himself a faint grin. “I should have thought of that, sir.” 

Thorne left, laughing inside. Hartley reminded him of himself, years ago.

* * * *

Hartley’s news gave Thorne more to think over, and more to worry about.

He already suspected someone was trying to build the ship Bering and Lear designed. But they clearly had not gotten the essential component. That implied that Cordelia was telling him the truth. She had every opportunity to give or sell the designs to Hayden. She didn’t.

He went to Neville’s office immediately, and thanked him for sending the note about Hartley.

Neville was pleased to hear that the meeting was useful. “New idea that the Zodiac has been trying. Too often, intelligence gets trapped in routine paperwork in different channels. Crucial information never gets shared. We’ve been working to fix that.  Your question about steel was ideal to test our work. We never would have found Hartley’s report if you hadn’t thought to consider steel purchases.”

Thorne nodded. “Of course, we still have to link the shipyard to Hayden.”

“We’ll get there. The primary concern is that we hold all the necessary plans for the Andraste.” Neville picked up a piece of paper from his desk. “That reminds me. Here’s something else you wanted to know.”

“What’s this?”

“You asked for the name of Miss Bering’s bank. She uses Child’s.”

“Excellent.” Thorne had to learn more about the true state of Cordelia’s finances. More subterfuge and lying, just as he’d done for years as he worked with the military to learn troop movements and discover secret alliances. England was beginning to feel more and more familiar.

As soon as he could, Thorne headed to the City, where the bankers and businessmen congregated. He chose his clothing to be as nondescript as possible, all grey and black, and a plain white cravat over a plain white shirt. He even thought bland thoughts on his way. He wanted to vanish behind his facade.

When he stepped into Child’s Bank on Fleet Street, he went to the nearest teller. He explained that he needed to speak to the officer who had charge of Miss Cordelia Bering’s accounts there. Thorne apologized for not having the officer’s name at hand.

The teller nodded as if this was not unexpected. He left to look up the name, and then returned a few minutes later.

“You will wish to speak to Mr Abbott. What name should I give him?” the teller asked.

“Jackson Bourne,” Thorne replied.

Moments later, another man appeared. “Mr Bourne, is it?”

“Good afternoon,” Thorne said, offering a hand. “You must be Mr Abbott.”

“I am. I was not aware Miss Bering had decided to relinquish control of her accounts. I have received no communications to that effect,” he said, nervous that he had let something slip by.

Thorne smiled inwardly. He knew exactly how to play this man. “If we can speak in your office?”

“Of course, of course.” He led the way. He offered Thorne a seat and sat opposite, looking anxiously at him.

Thorne took a moment to start speaking, knowing that the man was worried. He wanted to exploit that. “There is no need for alarm. I am sure Miss Bering is as satisfied as ever with Child’s.” Abbott sighed in relief, and Thorne knew he had him. “But I am her new man of business, and I wish to verify all accounts and figures.”

“Certainly, certainly. Only…I don’t recall Miss Bering having an old man of business. She was always most insistent on conducting all transactions herself.” Abbott wrinkled his nose just slightly, unable to keep his distaste for her preferences totally concealed.

Thorne used Abbott’s prejudice against him. “As you say. When I said I was her new man, I meant precisely that. Since she had no previous man of business, I could not consult with anyone but the lady herself. But I seek a trustworthy source. She is, you might have noticed, rather independent on some matters.”

Abbott nodded. “To say the least. If I may say, I am glad that she has seen fit to engage you, Mr Bourne. Women should not take on such burdens themselves. They do not have the mind for facts and figures.”

Thorne thought that Cordelia was smarter than twenty Mr Abbotts, but he merely nodded as if he agreed.

Abbott went on, “It is very good that she has realized this at last.”

“I knew you would understand.” Thorne spent a few more minutes buttering the man up, promising to submit all formal paperwork within days. And when he left the bank, he had gained not only Mr Abbott’s esteem, but also copies of all Miss Bering’s finances for the last decade.

He took the materials straight to his St James home. It made for fascinating reading. He learned about the details of Alfred Bering’s will, the deeds to the houses Cordelia now owned, and her bank records from before her father’s death to the present.

As he read, a picture emerged that he did not like. According to the will, Cordelia ought to have an income of about three thousand a year. Not a pittance, but not enough to support the lifestyle she appeared to live. Either she wasn’t paying for some of those expenses—in which case, someone else was—or she had some sort of income this bank was unaware of.

In any case, there was more to her than what appeared on the surface. Sebastien’s  guts were cold, and his head was getting rather hot. He didn’t want to believe it, but what other conclusion could he reach?

He invited Cordelia over to explain the matter herself. For both their sakes, he hoped she was convincing.


Chapter 23

Cordelia read and reread the short letter in her hand. I must see you tonight. Please come as before. It was not signed, but the bold handwriting might as well have been a portrait of Sebastien.

She folded the note and slowly tore it up. No one watching her would have known that her heartbeat had accelerated sharply. Even at the memory of the last time she’d gone to see him, her skin flushed. He wanted to see her. She knew exactly what he wanted to see her for.

She was not his mistress, she reminded herself. They had made no promises to each other, and certainly had not come to any sort of arrangement. He surely didn’t think she’d fly to him just because he called her.

And besides, she had no intention of repeating the events of that one night. She had enjoyed it, yes. But unmarried ladies like Cordelia did not conduct affairs. No. To even consider it would be madness.

Aunt Leona swept into the drawing room, wearing an evening gown of ice blue.  “What do you think of this, dear? I bought it from Madame Eugenie in Bruton Street last week and the alterations were just completed.”

Cordelia hurriedly dropped the scraps of the note into her teacup. “It’s lovely. You should wear light colors more. But where do you intend to wear it? We have no parties to attend for a week, I think.”

“Dunham has invited me to join him at the opera this evening.”

“Is that so?” Cordelia asked. She straightened up in her chair. If her aunt was gone.…

“Yes. The opera, and then probably a late supper. You must think me quite silly for getting so excited for a show.”

“I think that you have every right to enjoy yourself,” Cordelia responded easily, then caught herself wondering why she did not seem to have that right. She’d be thirty years old in a few years. When could she expect to enjoy herself? Of course, Aunt Leona was a widow, not an unmarried woman, and as such, her status was rather different.

“Well, Dunham is a charming companion, so I expect the evening will fly by.”

“I will probably be in bed by the time you return,” Cordelia said slowly. Not her own bed, perhaps, but it wasn’t a complete lie. When Leona left the room, Cordelia summoned Bond and told her she was going out as before.

Bond plainly disapproved of Cordelia’s decision this night, but she promised to help as she had the previous time. “He’s turned your head,” she worried. “Oh, I knew this would happen.”

“My head is the same as always, Bond,” Cordelia said, a little coldly.

“Then what of your heart?”

“My heart?” Cordelia asked.

Bond looked earnestly at her. “I know it’s not my place to say, ma’am. But I see how you turn toward him whenever he’s around. You must know he never intended to court you. He’s been after the papers since the day he met you.”

“And I gave them to him, or at least a version of them,” Cordelia argued. “He certainly could have cut me off since.”

“Oh, but the business is not concluded. And won’t be till he’s satisfied. Do you think he suspects the plans are flawed?”

Cordelia frowned. If he did, he might wish to punish her for deceiving him. Luring her to a house and compromising her would be an excellent way to do it. But she didn’t want to believe that. “I must go anyway. What if he has learned about Hayden’s whereabouts?”

“Then he could inform you via a letter.”

Cordelia shook her head, knowing that Bond was being rational…and she was not. “I will go. I feel I must.”

“He has seduced you then,” Bond said sadly.

“Perhaps. But why should I not enjoy the fall?”

Once again, she arrived at Thorne’s secret home in the dark. Feeling like an incognitas, she rapped lightly on the door. It was opened instantly, and she slipped through.

Sebastien closed the door behind her. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”

“You implied that it was vital.”

“It is,” he said, but didn’t add more. He looked her over slowly. “You’re beautiful, Cordelia.” For some reason, he sounded sad.

Confused, she asked, “Why am I here?”

“I need you to look at something. Will you go up to the study? The papers are on the desk.” His expression was closed, but he helped her off with her cloak, very properly.

“I should go up alone?”

“I must lock up. I’ll follow you in a moment,” he said, his words either a promise or a warning.

She went up. The study desk was large, but it was clear of everything except a small pile of ledger papers. She had expected to see designs, or an engineer’s notes, so she picked up the pages in some perplexity.

She gazed at the numbers for a moment before realizing what they represented. Then she felt like the very floor shifted below her. How had Sebastien gotten this information?

“Are those figures correct?” His cool voice came from the doorway behind her.

Cordelia turned around, the papers still clutched in her hand. “Why do you have these?”

“Never mind. You know what those mean?” he asked.

“No. No.” She was flustered. She did know, of course, but he should not have these documents.

“They’re your finances.” His voice was flat; the predator was back.

“How did you…” she began to say, then stopped, her emotions too rocky to sort through. Did it matter how he’d gotten hold of her private records?

He stalked toward her. “You have a lot more money than you should have. You’ve been selling your father’s work after all.”

“No! I haven’t!” she almost shouted. He could not believe that.

“Then where is the rest of your money coming from?” He pinned her to the spot without so much as putting a hand on her. Perversely, she was more frightened by his lack of overt violence.

“It’s nothing underhanded,” she said quickly.

“Then why do you hide it?”

“I’m not hiding…” she trailed off before she could finish the lie.

“Did you think that by sleeping with me, you’d protect yourself? That I’d turn a blind eye after finding out what you really were?”

“No,” she said desperately. “Please, Sebastien. I haven’t done what you’re accusing me of!”

“Then what have you done, Cordelia?” He stepped closer, looming over her. “I should warn you that I’m getting just a bit annoyed at your deviousness.”

“There’s no point in telling you,” she burst out. “You won’t believe anything I say at this point anyway!”

“Damn it, Cordelia. Do you think I’m blind? After all we’ve done, after you claim to trust me, you’re still holding out on me! What’s more, you’re still scared of something. Tell me what it is.” He reached up to touch her cheek, but she turned her head away, actually ashamed of the tenderness in the gesture. “Please, Cor. I want to help you.”

“Not even you can help me.”

He pounced on her words. “So you do need help.” 

She shook her head. “Once this is over…this madness over the Andraste…no one will care. And you don’t need to know. Trust me.”

“How can I trust you when you’ve already admitted that you deceived me?” he asked, keeping his voice level.

“It’s complicated.” She looked up at him, willing him to understand her dilemma. She saw only his hardened gaze, and then snapped, “Oh, why should I explain? I was just an inconvenience to your search, wasn’t I? You had to waste time on me. Hoping I’d give in easily, fall for your charm. And I did, didn’t I? And you had to pretend I mattered…”

She didn’t have a chance to finish her diatribe.

Sebastien leaned in to kiss her. “Of course you matter.”

Once his lips touched hers, Cordelia almost believed it. She reveled in the sensations, feeling her body relax against him and then grow tense in anticipation of more. As she responded to the kiss, she knew her moves affected him too, and she delighted in knowing that he wanted her.

He pulled her even closer, and soon he made it clear that he would bring this to its inevitable conclusion if she asked him to.

Cordelia was deeply confused. She no longer even knew what she should ask him for. She would lose either way. If she told him her secret, he’d stop making her feel so lovely. And if.… “Wait,” she whispered. “What do you want?”

“I want you to tell me what you’re hiding, sweetheart.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I’ll stop.”

She did not want him to stop. But that meant…she wasn’t sure. She knew only that she wanted him to need her.

“I am…” she began.

“You’re what, beautiful?” He kissed her again, on the neck, and she thought she might cry.

“Lear,” she whispered.

“What about him?”

“I am Lear,” she said, struggling to put the words together. “Please, Sebastien. Let me say this.” What had happened to her? Hadn’t she just been warning him to stop asking her? “I am Lear.” She sighed. “There. Now you know my secret. You win, my lord. Congratulations. You defeated me.”

He held her closer. “I don’t want to defeat you, Cor. I want to understand you. Please tell me what the hell you mean by saying that you’re Lear.”

“I mean I use the name of Lear to make a living. And everything with Lear’s name on it was actually done by me. Are you satisfied?”

He stood back, looking at her. Oddly, he smiled then, as if some burden had been lifted. “I knew it had to be something insane,” he murmured. “But you have to tell me the whole story.”

He drew her to sit by him on the high-backed settee near the fireplace. Then he put his arm around her, hoping to calm her. “Tell me. Whenever you’re ready, love.”

“I don’t know where to begin.”

“How about the beginning?”

She took a breath. “My father was an engineer, and since he had no sons, he taught me about his work. I loved it. It was like the best puzzle game in the world. By the time I was twelve, I could read any engineering schematic as well as a book.”

“Which is more than I can,” he admitted.

“That’s not unusual. You never needed to learn,” she said. She leaned against him. “But you can guess why I didn’t tell people about my skill. I’ve kept my secret for years. It’s the reason I’ve never wanted to marry. Husbands have too many rights, and wives too few. A husband would have access to all my things, all my father’s work, all my work. He might have stopped me from pursuing my own interests, or worse, used it for his own purposes. That’s exactly what Hayden was planning to do. I’m not a total fool. I knew that the ideas both my father and I came up with could be used to harm others. I couldn’t take that chance.”

“But what does all that have to do with Lear?”

Cordelia kept her head up, despite the turmoil she felt. “After Papa died, I needed an income to support Aunt Leona and my household. I had a talent, but who would trust a woman to answer questions about engineering? So I invented a man, because it would have been impossible to work under my own name. Lear was a useful fiction. The men and companies who hired Lear didn’t know anything about him except that the work was satisfactory. Which was how I wanted it.”

“And of course you lied to me about Lear as well,” he said, but not with anger.

“Yes. Until now,” she admitted.

“Who else knows the truth?”

“Stiles and the other servants know about it, of course. It’s a necessity, since they receive and send the letters. And Mr Jay is integral to the subterfuge. He has told others that he’s met Lear, so there is no question of whether he is real…not that anyone has doubted it.”

“Does your aunt know as well?”

“Oh, no. She wouldn’t approve. And I don’t want her to think that I couldn’t support her!”

“Why did you choose the name Lear?”

“Shakespeare,” she explained. “Cordelia is King Lear’s daughter…and the one who should have inherited…oh never mind. It was a foolish joke.”

“But Lear wasn’t a joke. It was your main income.”

“Yes. I was doing quite well. Lear was one life. And I had my own quiet life at Quince Street. I didn’t think the two should ever have to mix. Not too long ago, Hayden appeared, eager to court me, though I didn’t realize why. And then you came along, asking all the wrong sorts of questions. And now it’s all tangled up.”

“I wish you had told me sooner.”

“I was afraid. But I couldn’t ignore you. You would have found out about Lear eventually, making it impossible for me to keep using the character. I hope you’ll understand why I lied. It wasn’t out of spite, believe me. I…think too much of you for that.”

Thorne readjusted all the facts in his head to accommodate her confession. “That means you created the Andraste on your own,” he said slowly. “Not your father, and not Lear. You know how to build this ship?” He looked again at Cordelia and tried to reconcile the beautiful woman in front of him with the idea of a gifted engineer. Seeing the intelligence in her eyes, he suddenly had no difficulty imagining it.

“Yes, I’m the only one who designed the ship,” she said, watching him, seeing how he took the news. “Papa helped me with early versions, and I hid behind his name—and Lear’s too. But it’s mine.”

“This changes things,” he said, then laughed at the absurdity of the statement. Cordelia was nothing but surprises. “This means you are just as valuable as the plans. Far more so, in fact.” He kissed her gently to make his point, hoping that she knew he wasn’t just referring to her knowledge.

Her heart eased a bit when he kissed her. “That’s not all. You need to know about how my father died.” Cordelia spoke softly. The pain of this secret would be harder to deal with.

His expression tightened with concern. “What do you mean? How did he die?”

“I think he was murdered.”


Chapter 24

“Murdered?” Sebastien hadn’t been prepared for that.

She was looking away from him now, her profile pondering and fragile in the light. “Yes. I can’t prove it, but in my heart I’m sure of it.”

“Tell me,” he urged.

“Do you know that my father died abroad?”

“Yes.” He remembered reading as much as he could about Bering when he was learning about the household.

Cordelia frowned, picking out her words. “At the time of my father’s death, he was very frightened. He had gone to Paris some weeks prior to meet with some colleagues, or at least that’s what he told me in his correspondence. He was very keen to share some of his new work with them. I gathered that if they thought it had merit, he would receive funding from a nobleman to bring his designs to reality.”

He nodded. It made sense. “So what happened?”

“He died there. In the letters I received, the doctors said it was his heart, but I knew him. There was nothing wrong with his heart.” Cordelia seemed to grow stronger as she spoke, finally letting her deepest secret out to another soul.

“In a letter he sent me before he died, my father wrote that he was troubled by some of the things his colleagues had said, and that after learning more, he did not trust the nobleman who was supposedly so keen on science. He was worried that they wanted his work, our work, for some sinister purpose. Fortunately, he never mentioned that he’d trained me, or that I had an interest in these things. But he had mentioned an ironclad ship.”

“And they wanted it,” he guessed.

“He was going to cut his trip short and return to England as soon as possible, according to the letter. It must have been the last thing he wrote. I think he died the very day that he announced he was leaving.”

“But it could have been a coincidence,” he argued.

Cordelia looked into his eyes. “Do you truly think anything surrounding the Andraste is coincidence?”

He looked back steadily. “No.” 

She gave a little sigh and continued. “In the last letter, he warned me to keep the papers safe until his return. I was not to let anyone look at them, no matter who they claimed to be.

“Of course, he was gone, so I could never ask him for more details. I did as he asked, though. I hid the most important papers and told several colleagues from the Athenaeum that I was planning to get rid of his work.”

“Did any of them say you should give it to the society?”

She nodded. “Yes, of course. But I don’t think any of those men were part of…I hate to say conspiracy.”

He felt her pain pierce through her measured tone. “Did someone ask after the papers following the funeral?” he asked, after a moment.

“A few written requests. I didn’t respond to those. I was worried, but there was so much to think about after Papa died. First the mourning, and how to take care of Aunt Leona. I suddenly had to deal with solicitors and bankers and the like. Life went on. I tried to find out more about my father’s death, but it was so difficult to discover anything about what happened during his final journey to France. I didn’t know who to trust.”

She frowned, thinking of that time. “When nothing more seemed to come of it, I thought the danger might be over. Yes, I kept the Andraste papers hidden, and I vowed to stay alert…but it seemed to be a memory. Nevertheless, I spoke to no one about it.”

“Except for Mr Jay.” He hoped there was no hint of jealousy in his voice.

“Who I have known for years,” Cordelia noted. “And I had to trust him with some things. After several months, money was running low. I needed to devise some sort of income to keep the household together. And I never wanted to burden Aunt Leona.”

“So you invented Lear.”

“Yes. You know now the other reason I didn’t want to use the name of Bering for my own work. Lear was a necessary shield. And it worked. It worked for quite a long time.”

“Until I swept in with my questions.”

“Yes. You wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“I had to keep at you. You were the only one who knew anything,” Sebastien confessed. “Engineering wasn’t part of my education.”

“I thought spies were supposed to have very broad educations.” 

She gasped when his grip tightened suddenly. “What did you say?” he asked in a low, dangerous voice.

“I called you a spy.” Cordelia didn’t take her eyes from his, dark and predatory as they now were. “Do you deny it?”

“Cordelia…”

“You don’t think I’m stupid, do you? You have mysterious business on the continent. Adele once mentioned that you speak French like you were born there. And despite the rumors that you’re broke, you always have the finest clothes and you spend money like it’s water. Clearly, you have some means of support, although I don’t know who is paying you.” Her eyes challenged him. “And you stop at nothing to get the information you want, as you’ve just proven to me. Do you still want to pretend you’re not a spy?”

Sebastien had never thought she was stupid, but he was troubled by just how much she had gleaned from their time together. Cordelia was well matched to him, he thought, in more ways than one. “Cor, you can never tell anyone about this, do you understand?”

“Surely you know by now I can keep a secret!”

“Yes, but you have to be even more careful. His Majesty’s government doesn’t survive by being lenient. If anyone else knew you’d learned this, you’d be in grave danger. I wouldn’t be able to stop it, darling, no matter how much I try.”

“His Majesty’s government? You work for the crown?”

“Who else?”

“I don’t know! I thought perhaps another group like Hayden’s…”

He was angry at that suggestion. “Of course the crown!”

“Well, how was I to know? I didn’t know a thing about you.”

“You know I did everything I could to keep you safe.”

“Sometimes it’s difficult to distinguish ulterior motives from common decency.” She laughed then. “Not that anything you’ve done has been common.”

“That applies to you as well, Cor.” He kissed her, pleased that she kissed him back with no hesitation. Forgetting about secrets, they melted into each other, taking and giving the kiss as it lengthened. She placed her hands on his chest, feeling his heartbeat quicken.

“Sweetheart…” he said, need in his voice.

She smiled, reassuring him. “Are you asking for me?”

“Yes.”

“Then the answer is yes.”

As if fearing she would change her mind, he went slowly, seducing her inch by inch. She never changed her mind, and after, they lay together on his bed, naked and unashamed, as if they’d been lovers for years.

The conversation eventually returned to graver matters. “You were wrong about one thing, Cor,” he said lazily, wondering how he could stop time so Cordelia wouldn’t have to leave his room.

“What’s that?”

“I draw a salary from the government, but it’s not my primary source of income.”

“But I thought…the ton says…” Cordelia fumbled at the idea of repeating gossip to its subject.

Sebastien laughed, pulling a blanket over her body against any possible chill. “The rumors are partly true. I did squander my personal fortune when I was young and reckless. Gambling, mostly. I was dissolute and the creditors were breathing down my neck. I had lands, but they barely kept me fed.

“That’s when I chose the army over facing my creditors and the looks of the ton. It was in those years that…that my superior first found me and decided I had the makings of an agent. So I left the regular army and became what I am now.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I trust you, sweetheart.” He paused, remembering the past. “It was the time when I grew up, finally. Now I am wealthier than I was when I lost my first fortune. And when my brother George died, the title passed to me.”

“But they say your father was quite impoverished as well.”

“Also true…for a time. He invested very poorly. George managed to turn the family finances around a bit during his too short tenure as Earl of Thornbury. Unfortunately, he also spent a large amount of money to restore the family estate in Cheshire. Much of the land had been neglected for a generation. I have been working very hard to reinvest and build the family’s finances back to what they should be.”

“But how did people not realize your fortune was restored?”

“I chose not to enlighten them. My mother, who is no fool, understood the need for distraction. She worries that fortune hunters will be after Adele when she’s presented next Season. But the silence serves me, too. The ton loves gossip, and a poor nobleman makes for a good story. If society thought I was penniless, it helped to keep their damnable daughters away.”

“Except for those who wanted you for your title,” Cordelia guessed shrewdly. She remembered the conversations of the young ladies at earlier parties, who made it clear a title alone was worth it.

“Indeed. Truth to tell, my time abroad is as much to escape England as it is for England.”

“So you had your secrets too.”

“Yes. But if you’d told me yours earlier, you would not have had to hide so much.” He kissed her lovingly to take the edge off his criticism.

She warmed at his attention, but said, “And what should I have told you? That a mere woman not only understands engineering, but actually drafts plans on her own? That I designed a ship that could forever change how war is fought on the water? Would you have believed that?”

“No,” he admitted. “But you should have told me all the same.”

“Just as you should have told me you were working for the crown.” She paused. “Do we know everything about each other now?” she asked quietly.

Sebastien laughed. “Well, do you have any other secrets besides being the sole owner of some priceless weapon designs, a penchant for hiring felons as servants, and oh, yes…actually working as an engineer and creating an entirely fictional man as a shield?”

“I’m also having an affair,” she added after a moment.

He went cold. “With who?” he demanded furiously.

“With you, Sebastien.” Cordelia rolled her eyes. “How many covert affairs do you think I could manage with all those other secrets?”

He smiled, content again. “Your capacity for subterfuge never fails to amaze me.”

“Impressive, considering your own talent for living lies.” She ticked marks off on her fingers. “You are a spy for the crown. You pretend that you’re impoverished when you’re rich. You pretend to be seeking a bride in your role as heir…”

“That’s quite enough,” he cut her off, putting one hand on hers. “We both learned to live two lives, each hidden from the other.”

“Does your family know what you do?”

“Of course not. It would endanger them…and me.”

“Adele knows that when you vanish for weeks on end you’re not really in Cheshire when you tell her you are.”

“Adele is uncomfortably observant. I’ve done my best to misdirect her. She worries that I’m still gambling. Mother is occupied with many other matters, and she is easier to manage. But that’s why I acquired this house. I needed someplace to hide.”

“Yes, I can certainly understand that,” she agreed. “Nearly everyone wants to hide at some point…” That made her think of something.

Sebastien noticed her trail off. “What is it? What are you thinking?”

She said, “I was thinking that Hayden is also good at hiding. So we need to get him into the light.”

“And do you have plan for that?”

“I do.” Cordelia waited a moment, framing her next words. “You want to catch him, so you need bait. Which in fact, you already have.” 

“The plans you gave to me?” He shook his head. “It’s far too dangerous. Should Hayden manage to steal them, we’d give our enemies the means to destroy our ships.”

“Actually, the plans I gave you…”

“Yes?” He looked at her with narrowed eyes.

“They contain flaws. Very subtle ones—whoever tries to follow them will get quite far before he discovers that the ship’s steering simply won’t work.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, “Well. I guess you did say you weren’t sure who I worked for.”

“I’m sorry. Truly. But I thought it was for the best. I’d rather no one built the Andraste than to have the wrong person build her.”

“I can’t argue against that,” he admitted. “So you propose that we somehow get Hayden to steal these designs?”

“Or buy them.”

“Even if we could find him, Hayden would never believe that you would sell him plans, after what he did to you.”

Cordelia got excited by her idea. “He wouldn’t buy them from me, that’s true. If I came to him with plans, he’d suspect a trap. But he might be persuaded if the seller was someone who was close enough to me that he’d believe they could get them, especially if they had an axe to grind.”

“And who would that be?”

“A disreputable former servant, perhaps? One with a criminal past?”

He inhaled. “That is…perfect.”

Cordelia laughed. “Jem can do it. He’ll love it. And once Hayden gets the flawed plans, he’ll want nothing more to do with me!”

Sebastien suddenly shook his head. “No, wait. It won’t work.”

“Why not?”

“Because Hayden may sell them to someone else. Some person we don’t know. And he’ll just find someone familiar with the technology who can fix the plans.”

“The only person familiar with this technology is Lear,” Cordelia noted, smiling impishly.

Sebastien suddenly understood. “Whoever asks Lear for assistance will be the man we want!”

“Precisely.”

“You’re a genius!”

“How kind of you to notice.”

“Are you sure you can do this?”

“Of course. But only if you let me get dressed so I can get to work.”

“I knew there would be a flaw in this plan,” he said with a half-mocking frown.

Cordelia shook her head and winced dramatically. “That was absolutely appalling.”

He grinned, unrepentant. “I thought you’d like it.”


Chapter 25

It was time to return to Quince Street and enlist Jem, but Sebastien refused to allow Cordelia to travel alone any longer. “You’re too valuable,” he said. He didn’t add that he also wanted to extend their time together.

He used his tricks to bring them both back to Cordelia’s home with no one the wiser. He even managed to slip past all of Cordelia’s household, allowing himself to be seen only when Bond entered Cordelia’s sitting room to attend her mistress.

Bond jumped when she saw him. “What is he doing here, my lady?”

“He is helping us, Bond,” Cordelia said firmly. “I am asking you to trust him.”

The maid looked hard at Thorne, then offered a resigned sigh. “Very well, my lord. What can I do for you?”

“You can go find Jem and bring him back here, Bond. We have a task for him if he’s amenable.”

Soon after, the footman appeared at Bond’s heels. She must have told him everything, because he didn’t bat an eyelash at finding the gentleman in Cordelia’s rooms. “Put the bars on the windows for nothing, I see,” was his only comment.

Thorne’s lip quirked. “Not for nothing. You are protecting something quite precious.” He glanced at Cordelia, who blushed.

She faced her servant then. “Jem, I need to ask you a very great favor. Not just for me, but for our country.”

Jem’s eyebrows rose. “What is it, my lady?”

“Hayden, the man behind the burglary, is still convinced that I have something he wants.”

“And is he right?” the young man asked.

“I want him to think he is.” Cordelia pulled out the papers that had been in Sebastien’s custody. “These plans contain what appears to be the necessary information to complete a ship. Hayden wants them. Tell him that you stole these from me, and that you’ll sell to him for the right price.”

“Why would he believe me?”

“Let it slip out that I sacked you after learning of your criminal past. Out of spite and greed, you took something you knew to be valuable.”

Jem was already nodding. “An easy story. He’ll believe me when I’m done,” he said. “But this is all to cut a sham, right?”

“Cut a sham?”

Jem said, “Trick him.”

“Oh. Yes. I’ve drawn them just a bit wrong. But he’ll have most of the ship built before he realizes that it won’t work.” She knew she didn’t have to go into specifics. Both servants trusted her.

Jem’s only question was, “How much should I ask for, my lady?”

Cordelia glanced at Sebastien, wondering what amount Hayden would believe.

“Five hundred pounds,” he declared.

Bond’s eyes widened when she heard the number. “He’ll pay that?”

“Oh, he’d pay far more, I expect. But not to a servant like Jem. Ask a higher price and he’ll get suspicious. You could live for a decade on that.”

“If no one stole it from me first!” Jem nodded. “All right, my lady. I’ll do it.”

“You must be very careful, Jem.”

“Aye. Don’t you worry about me.”

Sebastien paced in a square. “The only problem is finding him. I’ve put a watch on his rooms, but he must be living elsewhere. He could be anywhere in London.”

Bond grinned suddenly. “If he’s in London, we know folk who can find him.”

“Who?” Cordelia asked.

Jem shook his head. “No one whose name we’ll tell you, my lady. But trust me, we know that, for a bit of coin, anyone can be found if you ask in the right places.”

“I’ve tried that already,” Sebastien warned.

“Begging your pardon, my lord, but you don’t know the sort of people I know.” Jem cast a significant look at Sebastien’s fine clothes.

“Point taken,” Sebastien said. “I’ll cover the cost of your work.”

“Might take a few days,” Jem said. “But I’ll sell Hayden these plans, never fear.”

* * * *

It did take a few days. To keep up appearances, the supposedly sacked Jem temporarily moved out of the house, just in case Hayden was keeping tabs on the household. In the meantime, Sebastien funded the search for Hayden by the shady contacts Cordelia’s servants still had.

While they waited to hear from Jem, Cordelia and Sebastien agreed to remain apart. She attended a few minor functions, maintaining a demeanor of placid spinsterhood, and he focused on his duties as earl. Days dribbled by, leaving Cordelia with the sense that some sort of storm was building. To be at the mercy of events was not a new sensation—she was a woman, after all—but the waiting made her anxious. She found herself thinking again and again of her time with Sebastien. Was that part of her distress? The knowledge that, once Hayden was appeased with the false plans, her link to Sebastien would also be severed?

She attended a musicale with Elly one evening, and was restless all night. While she waited for Elly to return from the retiring room before they left the event, she was sighted by another woman.

“Miss Bering,” a feminine voice called. “I saw you earlier, but didn’t have the chance to speak to you!”

Cordelia turned and saw one of her old school friends approaching, accompanied by a taller man in a dark coat. “Sabine!” Cordelia greeted her. “Mrs Delamater,” she amended, looking at the man, who she knew was Sabine’s husband.

“It’s been too long, dear.” Sabine swept up to her and held out her arms to fold Cordelia in a quick embrace. “You are not in society enough, and yet you still live here in London!”

Cordelia smiled wryly, reflecting that it was likely that she’d be in society not at all if her affair with Lord Thorne ever became common knowledge. “Society doesn’t need a spinster like myself hanging about,” she demurred.

“You are not yet married?” Sabine asked, in a tone of astonishment that Cordelia sensed was feigned. “But I heard a duke had proposed to you!”

“So has a prince,” Cordelia admitted with absolute honesty. “But I have not accepted any proposal.”

Sabine put on a puzzled face, while her husband noted coolly, “Not everyone has your good sense, Sabine.” His eyes raked over Cordelia in an appraising way, so frankly that she felt soiled by it. “Perhaps Miss Bering has her reasons.”

Though the words were neutral, the tone was not, and Cordelia had no suitable response. If she agreed, she would be in some way confirming his innuendo. If she disagreed, she would look like a fool.

Elly’s reappearance saved her from further embarrassment. “Let’s go, my dear. I am exhausted.”

Cordelia was never so glad. She nodded to the Delamaters. “Goodnight.” If Sabine caught the cold tone, she didn’t reveal it, and Delamater’s insinuating expression never changed. Cordelia followed Elly out the door and into the dark summer night.

The exchange worried her, though she didn’t share her concerns with Elly. She had played with fire in pursuing any association with Sebastien. For herself, she might reconcile with the idea of being frozen out. But she was not alone. She had family and a household to care for.

The answer came to her as she drifted off to sleep that night. She must leave London as soon as possible. She would go to Bristol, to the cottage by the sea. She must get clear of gossip, but also of any possibility of running into Sebastien again. She doubted she could resist temptation if it arose.  

She mentioned her plan casually to the household. Bond thought it such a fine idea that she started packing almost immediately. Even Leona approved the decision, though she did not understand Cordelia’s true reason for it. She said, “The cottage ought to be opened up again. And the city air has not been good for your health, dear. You’ve gotten shadows under your eyes.”

The next day, though, Jem appeared in the kitchen, flush with cash and the success of having gulled Hayden, who had bought the story and the designs all at once. Cordelia sent Jem to the Thorne townhouse, so he could report the news to Sebastien directly.

Mr Jay called the same afternoon. “I’ve heard you have plans to leave London,” he said after exchanging pleasantries for a few minutes. He seemed out of sorts, a mood Cordelia could sympathize with.

“In time. Perhaps by the end of this Season,” Cordelia said, trying to keep her voice calm. “As you know, my father long maintained a house in Bristol. I plan to go there soon to open it up again. If all is well, I may move there permanently.”

“London will miss you.”

“London will not even notice my absence,” she said.

“More people will notice than you seem to think,” he disagreed.

“It is kind of you to say.”

“Kindness has nothing to do with it. I mean to say…” Jay cleared his throat. “Miss Bering,” he said quite formally. “It would gratify me considerably, and be a satisfactory arrangement for you, if we, that is…I am asking for…well, your hand in marriage.”

Cordelia felt a moment of pure shock, then a wash of emotions poured over her. Jay’s sincere proposal stabbed her through the heart. “Oh, Mr Jay,” she began, appalled at how events could have led to this. “You are a dear friend…”

“I would continue to be that, I hope.”

“I cannot marry you!”

He looked upset. “I am quite well set up in life, Miss Bering. I have about five thousand a year, which is more than enough to live comfortably. I know I will never be my older brother, whom you loved. But I thought you would welcome a certain level of protection, and…”

Protection! As if the darling boy could protect her from anything that threatened her right now. Not the ton, not Hayden, not the host of powers of Europe. “I do appreciate your desire to provide me a buffer against the world. But it is quite impossible.”

“Why? I don’t care about your age.”

“That’s not what I mean, though you do deserve a young lady by your side. You think marrying me would offer me protection. In fact, it would only bring pain to you. You must trust me. Believe me, turning down your kind proposal gives me no joy.”

Mr Jay held still for a moment, as if frozen in place. “Has Lord Thorne proposed to you?” he asked in a low voice.

She blinked. “Lord Thorne has not asked me to marry him, nor would I accept if he did,” she assured him.

“I wonder,” said the young man, speaking to the floor.

Cordelia wanted to reach out and comfort him, realizing her impulses toward him were exactly like that of a mother toward her child. “I am too old for you,” she said softly. “Nor can I help you move up in society, or secure a better life for the children you should have.”

“Sod all that! I know that you have been facing real trouble. I wanted to…save you.”

She smiled, despite the painful situation. “How can you do more for me than what you already have, helping me create Lear and working with me on the projects I so enjoy? Your friendship and trust have already saved me.”

He looked at her earnestly. “Truly?”

“Of course. I could not repay that by shackling you to an old maid with no prospects. You will find a bride that is a true match for you, I’m sure of it.”

Jay straightened up, mastering himself once more. “I note that you haven’t denied the essential fact. You are in danger.”

“No. I was in danger,” she said. “You—and yes, Lord Thorne as well, in his way—have helped me weather it. I am quite certain that the storm has passed and I will not have to worry anymore.”

“So my offer is as unnecessary as it is unwelcome.”

“Say rather undeserved. I could never use the word unwelcome in the same breath as your name.”

Jay didn’t respond for a long moment. Then, uncharacteristically, he bowed to her. “I do hope so, Miss Bering. Good day.”

Before she could stop him, Mr Jay left her and the house. Cordelia paced the room, her slippers shuffling over the carpet as she turned the conversation over and over in her mind.

She worried about the failed proposal. Had she encouraged Mr Jay to think of her in that way? In all their conversations, they had never spoken seriously of marriage. But then she berated herself for being naive. She was a woman, and he was a man! It was as simple as that.

Cordelia put her hands to her temples. No, what was she thinking, to ascribe such unworthy thoughts to Mr Jay? Of all men, he at least appreciated what she wanted to do with her life. He never suggested she stop working, and he had endorsed the Lear plan with relish, like it was a grand schoolboy prank. He was a true friend. If she had any sense, she would have accepted him.

But she could not. And it was all because of Sebastien. She had let him into her life, and her heart, and now she would suffer for it. Jay had asked if Thorne had proposed, which meant he was all too aware that their relationship wasn’t merely casual. And if Jay had noticed, surely others had as well. So she had to break it off…and soon. Or else she would lose everything.

* * * *

In a room far away from the one in which Cordelia paced, the designs that had caused all her present troubles were currently laid out on a large, dark oak table. An unusual collection of objects held down the corners of the pages, which threatened to curl up if anyone so much as glanced at them wrong. A smooth granite stone, an ivory figurine of a Chinese beauty (holding an ivory fan demurely in front of her face), a heavy brass candlestick (sans candle), and even a fresh pineapple had been called into service. Finally pinned down, the papers could now be examined at leisure.

“Something is still missing.” The conclusion, voiced in French, sounded matter of fact, even resigned. “These are wrong.”

“There are no more papers to be found,” another voice said, apologetically. It was Hayden. “I know she burned some things. The lad confirmed it.… He lit the fire. Perhaps the secret is lost.”

“No!” The calm was over, the storm was back. The other man at the table stood up, sweeping one hand across the desk. He struck the brass candlestick and it went flying, hitting a chair several feet away. “I have spent far too much money to give up now. Bering said it could be done, all those years ago. He would not have lied! I know it can be built.”

“But he’s dead, and if she destroyed the stuff…”

“I’ll break her neck if she did! That minx of a woman, with her sharp-eyed servants and lucky cats! She never even knew what she had, yet every plan I made was thwarted…”

Hayden shrugged. “Cut your losses, then. Sell the metal to someone else. Start over with something else.”

“No,” the white-haired man snarled. “I want the Andraste. I want a flotilla of Andrastes, ready for battle by the end of the year!”

“But it can’t be done. If Alfred Bering were still alive, we could force the answer out of him. But his old papers are all that’s left.”

“Old papers,” the other echoed. He suddenly looked at the paper itself. “Old? You say these are what the servant sold you. And he stole them from the Bering woman, after she burned everything else?”

“Everything but these, yes.”

The white-haired man’s eyes glittered. “Look. If her father made these, they would not look so fresh! Look at this paper! Pristine! The ink is barely dry.”

“The other one, then. Lear.”

“If the hermit Lear made them, they would never have been in Miss Bering’s possession! Unless…”

“What is it?”

The other man seethed for a long moment, then slowly smiled. “Of course. I wish to meet Miss Bering. Bring her here, Hayden.”

“She won’t come.”

“Don’t ask her.” The white-haired man’s grin was cruel now.

Hayden grew a slow smile to match the other man’s. “I see. Bring the Bering bitch to you? Of course, sir.” He narrowed his eyes. “But it will cost you.”

“Imagine the cost if you fail, Hayden,” the other man said in a mild tone.

“I meant the cost of the…operation,” Hayden added quickly, swallowing nervously. “I’ll take care of it. But I’ll need to pay for a ship, and bribes for the crew, not to mention a new place to stay in London. Once I have her, where do you want me to bring her? Straight here?”

“No. Let her see the Andraste first. Ask her how to complete the ship. And if she refuses, bring her back here, where she’ll be well looked after.” The older man smiled, unnerving even Hayden. “I look forward to meeting this lady.”


Chapter 26

This was the last time, Cordelia vowed. She took stock of herself in the mirror. The dark green dress set off her skin, and Bond worked her usual magic to arrange Cordelia’s black hair into a style worthy of an ancient Greek maiden. But to her own eyes, her face looked ashen, her lips pinched. She could not continue like this.

Since meeting Sebastien Thorne, she swept from fear to bliss and back, over and over. He was by far the most fascinating man—in fact, the most fascinating person—she had ever known. But his life was so unlike hers that there was simply no possibility of sharing it.

He had sent word via Jem that he had news for her, and that he knew she was attending the Rampling ball—one of the final balls of the Season, and thus it would be a well-attended crush.

With luck, he’d know if Hayden left London, and perhaps where he had gone. If so, Cordelia intended to thank Sebastien for everything he’d done for her, and then to break off their affair. The whole exchange might take the span of a dance. And then it would be over.

Unless he didn’t agree.

Cordelia shoved that thought aside. Sebastien would surely understand. He knew even better than Cordelia that his life had no place for her. In fact, he might be secretly grateful.

At the ball, she wandered among the crowd, wondering if he would find her at all. She need not have worried. A touch on her arm, and there he was. “Lord Thorne,” she murmured, her heart lifting as soon as she saw him.

“My dear Miss Bering,” he returned, with aristocratic cool. “Do you want the latest news?”

“What news is that?” she asked, excitement building in her. One thing to be said for espionage, it was far more exciting than her usual life. She would miss the intrigue when it was over. She would miss Sebastien more.

His mask slipped a bit. He said in a low tone, “Come with me. I can’t tell you here.”

She didn’t have to be convinced.

He found a quiet room on an upper floor. Once inside, he swiftly turned the key in the lock and yanked it out.

Cordelia waited anxiously for the news. “Well?”

He started pacing. “He’s been sighted. Hayden boarded a ship bound for France a few days ago. He’ll either meet with his employer, or try to sell the plans on his own there.”

She sighed in relief. “He did believe Jem, then. He won’t want to get anything else from me. He thinks he has it all. Wherever he went, whoever ends up with it, they’ll spend months trying to work it out.”

“And spending money all the while,” he added smugly. “Money Bonaparte would surely like to spend elsewhere. This is the best outcome we could hope for. The ship designs will confound them, and when they give up, they’ll seek out Lear to discover the flaw. As soon as you get that request, just hand the information to me and I’ll take steps.” He smiled, pleased with the plan. He paced back toward her.

“Of course I’ll get word to you as soon as that happens. But Sebastien…” Cordelia was about to launch into her carefully rehearsed explanation for why they must no longer associate.

Before she could, he cupped her chin in his hand and turned her face toward him. “I have to tell you. I like your courage, Cor.”

“My courage?”

“Yes. You’ve handled this whole endeavor with the bravery of a soldier and the grace of a princess. Of course, your courage isn’t the only thing I like about you.”

He kissed her swiftly, even aggressively, breaking down her defenses within a breath. Cordelia reached for him even as she shook her head. “You may do this all the time, but I cannot!” she whispered, but then kissed him back as if her life depended on it.

“I never do this,” he protested. “I’ve never lost my mind like this until I met you.” He backed her against the wall. “Gather up your skirt,” he begged in an undertone.

“Here? Standing up?” she asked, astonished and suddenly very curious.

“I can’t wait,” he hissed. He watched her eyes darken, and her breathing quicken. “Neither can you.”

She was nearly mindless with desire for him, but Cordelia tried once more to delay the inevitable. “Sebastien, this is wrong.”

“Being with you is the only thing in my life that feels right, Cor. You were made for me. Please. Be with me.” 

Was he admitting that he wanted something from her simply because it made him happy? The way he was touching her seemed to prove it, because every little move turned her skin to fire. She kissed him back, no longer caring whether it was right or wrong.

She pulled up the skirts of her gown, and felt his hands on her skin. Then he was inside her. Cordelia sighed when she felt him, and before she knew what she was saying, she heard herself begging him to continue, to devastate her.

He was all too eager to oblige, and Cordelia came undone in that scandalous pose. His own climax followed instantly. The pair sank slowly to the floor, recovering.

Sebastien reached out, tipping her face to his. “Believe me, I didn’t intend this when we came into this room, sweetheart.”

“I told you to,” she whispered, her breathing still uneven.

He kissed her tenderly, and Cordelia nearly died as she lost herself in the feeling of that kiss, so gentle after their desperate, almost violent lovemaking. “I’ve never met anyone like you, darling,” he said, his lips still touching her own.

“I…I won’t forget you,” she said, her voice cracking.

He pulled away, staring at her in consternation. “What?”

“Sebastien, don’t pretend you don’t understand. This can’t continue. It just can’t.”

“I would never do anything to hurt you.” 

“It’s not what you would do…” She sighed, then moved to stand up. “I have to go. I have to go home.”

“I’ll escort you,” he said quickly, also standing.

“I think not,” she retorted. “I’m having enough trouble maintaining my reputation as it is.”

“Has someone said something to you?” he demanded.

“Nothing direct. I’ve avoided that so far, and I would like to continue avoiding it.” She looked at him steadily. “We must not see each other again.” It pained her to say the words, but she knew it was right. Besides, she was not meant to be part of his life.

“You’re worrying over nothing,” he countered, his dark eyes inscrutable.

“Perhaps it is nothing to you. After all, what harm will fall upon you if our affair became known? Whereas I would be shut out of society without another thought. I am not quite ready to be exiled.” She managed to put her appearance in some semblance of order. She hoped she didn’t look like she felt, a ravished woman.

“It would never come to that,” he said. “Marriage would answer all that.”

“Oh, a proposal to stave off the scandal? How very touching,” Cordelia said, no longer looking at him.

“That’s not why I would marry you.”

“Be rational. You met me by chance. Now that the plans are taken care of, you will have new things to worry about. You won’t have time for me, even if you might have an inclination for me.”

“An inclination for you?” he repeated, incredulous. “Cordelia, you don’t understand.”

She did not want to understand. “I should tell you that I intend to leave London very shortly. I’m going to spend the summer in Bristol. My absence from the city should dampen any possible rumors. And I trust that you will never speak of me to remind anyone. You would never do such a thing, I know.”

“There’s another way,” he protested.

“I don’t see how. You already live two lives. Do you have room for yet another?” She walked to the table, looking back at him. “I promise I’ll get word to you if Lear is asked about the Andraste.”

“I will not allow that!”

“You can’t prevent it, my dearest. The best solution is the one I’ve just proposed—we must end this. Now.” She seized the key off the table and walked to the door. “Goodbye, Sebastien.” She said his given name tenderly, cherishing her last opportunity to do so.

Before he could reach the door and stop her, Cordelia darted out into the hallway. He’d never run her down when there were other people present, so she kept hurrying toward the ballroom, where she would be surrounded by people. She did not dare glance behind her, so she didn’t know if he even tried to follow her. Soon enough, she arrived in the front hall, where a footman saw her.

“I must leave,” she told him. “Will you call a coach for me?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The servant nodded and disappeared through the great front doors, down to the street. Cordelia waited nervously, praying that Sebastien wouldn’t find her before the footman returned. Several couples were now filtering out of the ballroom, calling for their own carriages or, like Cordelia, for hired cabs.

“This way, ma’am,” the footman said, returning. “He had to park away from the door; it’s crowded tonight.”

“I can manage,” she replied.

“Wait!” he cried suddenly. “He’s driving away! I told him to wait!” He stared in annoyance at a coach rolling slowly down the street.

“Never mind,” she said. “There will be another in a moment.”

And sure enough, another driver pulled his vehicle directly in front of the steps. “Need a ride?” the driver called out, directing his words to the footman, but looking at Cordelia.

“Yes, yes, the lady is your fare!” The footman ran to the door of the coach and opened it for Cordelia. “Here you are ma’am. What address?”

“42 Quince Street,” she replied

The footman bawled the address up to the driver. “Goodnight, ma’am.” He shut the door, and coach began to roll away from the house. Cordelia sagged against the seat.

She didn’t know if breaking with Sebastien would truly work. Her heart ached at the thought of not seeing him again. But if she hadn’t ended their affair, he would have soon enough. It would hurt less this way, she tried to reassure herself.

But what did that leave her? Recent weeks only highlighted how at odds she was with typical polite society. If she had any sense, she would withdraw from it entirely so she wouldn’t have to see the condescending looks of her married friends, or endure the attentions of men who assumed she must be desperate. She did not want any of them. Only Sebastien, a little voice insisted before she could quash the thought. But that was over.

The coach wound through the streets of London, and Cordelia, lost in her own misery, didn’t notice what path it took. But when she inhaled the sharp, salty tang of the Thames, she sat up suddenly. Had the driver gotten lost? They should be nowhere near the river.

Before she could call out the window to find out what was going on, the coach clattered to a halt so suddenly that she was thrown forward onto the floor of the cab. “Oh, for pity’s sake,” she hissed. Was it possible the driver was drunk?

As she tried to right herself, the door opened and the driver put a hand in. He did not help her up, but instead grabbed her by the shoulder. “Come on,” he growled. “Get moving.”

“What are you doing?” Cordelia tried to shrug him off, but his grip only tightened. “Where are we?”

“Makes no difference where we are, since you’re not staying here long,” he said, grinning foully. “You’re going aboard.”

Cordelia finally saw that the coach had pulled up at a small dock, where a sleek schooner was held at anchor. Realizing that he meant to drag her onto the ship, she resisted. The man was far stronger than her, though, and he wrestled her out of the coach and held her. She kicked him, hitting his shin, but his hold did not loosen. “Stupid minx,” he growled. “Should have brought a rope with me.”

He dragged her along. Cordelia opened her mouth to scream, but he sensed her move and clapped a hand over her mouth. Then he called out to the ship, alerting them of their arrival.

Someone was evidently on watch, because two shapes appeared on the gangplank. The sailors were on the dock in a matter of seconds.

“So this is our cargo,” one said, laughing. “I like it better than the usual.”

The other didn’t speak, but grabbed Cordelia from the driver, who warned, “Watch out for her, she’ll give you trouble.”

“She can try,” the sailor replied, glancing at her. “But we give trouble, too.”

She quailed at the threat in his tone.

“She’s yours,” the driver went on. “Where’s my cut?”

The sailor produced a small pouch and tossed it to the driver.

The driver opened the bag to be sure, then closed it again and grinned, tucking it into his pocket. “Well, that’s that.” He turned and began walking toward the coach.

The sailors hauled her, still struggling, up the gangplank. On board, her heart sank when she heard a familiar voice.

“Miss Bering! How kind of you to join me.” Hayden stood on deck, looking as pleased as a cat with fresh cream.

“You ordered me kidnapped?” She glared at him.

Hayden put on a mock frown for a moment. “It looks that way, doesn’t it? Why waste time chasing after designs when we could have simply asked for them?”

“There is nothing simple about it,” she said.

“But it is simple. You help us build the Andraste, or you don’t see your home again.” He gestured to the men standing on either side of her. “Take her.”

Hands tightened on her arms. She lost sight of Hayden as they moved her below deck. In despair, she realized that she was truly alone. No one knew where she was. Sebastien was the one person who might know how to find her…and she had told him she never wanted to see him again.


Chapter 27

Sebastien didn’t sleep well. He couldn’t forget Cordelia’s words when she announced that he should no longer see her. Whether or not she was correct about the risk involved, the idea of losing her still made him turn cold. He was not pleased at the thought of her shutting herself away in a sleepy seaside town to avoid gossip.

He had to convince Cordelia that she belonged with him, and marrying him wouldn’t be the penance she seemed to consider it to be. He thought he had convinced her that some aspects of marriage could be enjoyable indeed. But Cordelia cherished her freedom more than anything else, and he didn’t know how to make her believe she’d always be able to do what she wanted. Of course, all that convincing was dependent on her actually listening to him. And she had told him in no uncertain terms that she never intended to speak to him again.

He glanced at his reflection in the mirror across the room. The image he saw scarcely looked familiar. He’d been running ragged the last few weeks and it showed, at least to his critical eye. Shaking his head, he decided that whatever else was going on with the Andraste designs, he had to take care of this one aspect of his life, which was to settle the issue of Cordelia. And that meant swallowing his pride and going to her, despite the fact that she didn’t want to see him.

It didn’t take long for him to dress, and soon he was in his two-wheeler, driving toward Quince Street. The morning was a fine one, nearly cloudless and already warm. He allowed himself to hope that, after their interview, Cordelia might let him drive her to the park. After they became engaged, such an outing would be perfectly acceptable.

When he arrived at Cordelia’s home, however, all pleasant thoughts were driven from his mind. As soon as he pulled up to the door, Jem appeared to take the reins. But from the look in the young man’s eyes, it was not the horse he was concerned about. “Morning, my lord,” he said shortly. “Stiles was hoping you’d come.”

“Stiles?” Sebastien frowned, but hurried up the steps. The door opened before he could knock, and the parlormaid Ivy bobbed a careless curtsy, too distracted to do more. “If you’ll go to the drawing room, my lord. I’ll fetch Stiles immediately.”

Stiles again. Sebastien couldn’t imagine that the man was particularly eager to talk to him, considering their previous encounter. And why did no one mention Cordelia?  Was she ill? But if she was not receiving, the maid would have surely said so.

He only just stepped into the drawing room when he heard the deliberate footfalls of the stocky butler from behind him. He turned to see Stiles, his normally unshakeable air definitely disturbed this morning.

“My lord,” he began, his gravelly voice pitched low, as if he didn’t want anyone to overhear him. “It’s very good you came.”

“What happened? Where is Cordelia?” Sebastien demanded.

Stiles looked stricken. “We don’t know.”

“What?” he said in a dangerous voice.

“She never returned home last night. Bond waited up as long as she dared. Sometimes the parties go late. But at four in the morning, she roused me. I sent to the night watch to see if there was an accident, but they knew nothing. Jem went round to all the hospitals, just in case, but she’s not in hospital either. I think it’s the ones, sir. You know…”

Grimly, Sebastien nodded. “At this point, I don’t believe in coincidences.” He took Stiles by the arm. “Tell the other servants not to worry. There’s someone I must see, but I’ll return as soon as I can. In the meantime, keep the household running just as usual, and don’t panic.”

“Yes, sir,” Stiles nodded. He’d caught the look in Thorne’s eye. He didn’t doubt the gentleman would do everything he could to find Cordelia. He only hoped it would be enough.

Before Sebastien could leave the room, Leona appeared, looking pale and fragile and suddenly very old in the bright light. “Stiles?” she asked, stepping into the room. “Did someone come with new—” She saw Sebastien and sighed. “Oh, it’s you, my lord.” She cast an uncertain glance at Stiles, who interpreted her wordless question.

“I have told him, madam,” the butler said.

“Oh.” Leona seemed relieved. She walked toward Thorne. “You were at the ball last night, correct? When did you last see Cordelia?”

He remembered all too vividly his last moments with Cordelia. But he said only “I saw her in the front hall shortly after midnight. She had just called for a carriage.”

“Midnight! That’s even earlier than I had thought!” Leona twisted her hands in frustration. “Oh, she could be anywhere! An accident to the carriage, or worse…”

Thorne was sure it was much worse, but he said nothing.

“Please sit down, madam,” Stiles begged his mistress. She complied, wilting onto a chair. Ivy, who had peeked in, immediately left again to fetch tea. Stiles followed her, leaving the two alone. Leona looked again at Sebastien. “It has been an awful morning,” she said candidly.

“It will be a bad day,” he warned. “You can’t let anyone outside the household know that she is gone. Not until I find her, Mrs Wharton.” 

“Lord Dunham already knows,” Leona said quietly. “He escorted me home last night, and was here when the servants alerted me.”

“He’s trustworthy,” Sebastien said. “He won’t spread rumors. But if anyone else asks, you must a have a story ready.”

She looked up at him, considering. Her eyes gained a certain hard light. “I can tell any visitors that Cordelia has gone to Bristol already. She’d been talking about it, and no one will question it if I say she left town a little early.”

“Also send a servant or two to that house, in order to answer questions if they come up. No one who writes to her there should expect a quick answer, so a few days of silence won’t attract comment.”

Leona remembered something. “Oh! There is the matter of Lear. I can only hope that the letters arriving for him are not terribly urgent. Cordelia is usually so prompt when she responds to them.”

Given his distraction, Thorne took a moment to register what the woman said. Then he stared at her. “Wait! You know that Cordelia is Lear?”

“Dear boy, I have eyes, do I not? My brother was a brilliant man, but his bequest to Cordelia would never have allowed us to live as comfortably as we do now. My niece has used the trick for years, not just to supplement her income but to distract herself from boredom. I knew she didn’t tell me because she feared that I would think her pastime unseemly. But as it happens, I’m quite proud of her ingenuity.” Leona paused, tilting her head in consideration. “But how did you learn about it?”

He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “We’ve had reason to have several discussions about her activities.”

“Have you? Then you approve of her choices?”

“I don’t know that it makes a jot of difference whether or not I approve. But I couldn’t imagine her any other way.”

Leona sighed. “You said that you will find her. Do you know how?”

“I think so. I promise you I’ll do everything in my power.” Which, to be honest, was rather a lot, even if he weren’t a part of the Zodiac. Thorne was willing to spend thousands to recover Cordelia, and perhaps more to avenge her. He profoundly hoped it would not come to that.

Leona looked up at him. “That is heartening. I think you understand how much she means to me, to everyone who really knows her.”

He stood up. “I do. Wish me luck.” As he left, Thorne turned the situation over in his mind. Whoever was after the plans must have discovered Cordelia knew more about them than she claimed. Taking her was a logical step, if one were ruthless. And if it was Hayden, then ruthlessness would certainly apply. He only hoped that Hayden didn’t realize that she herself was the creator.

He went to Forester first. His friend would understand the gravity of the situation.

“Cordelia…that is, Miss Bering…is missing. I have no proof yet, but I’m sure that she was taken by Hayden.”

“But Hayden already bought the flawed designs. Why would he want her?”

Sebastien inhaled. “Because she designed the Andraste.”

The look on Forester’s face was almost comic. “Designed.… How?”

“Meaning she bloody made them. She thought up the ship. She learned what metals to use. She drafted the plans to construct the prototype!”

“But what about Lear?”

“There is no Lear. She created him too, as a convenient shield to hide her own inventions. She used the name when she wanted to communicate with others.”

“Well, that explains why the gentleman was so hard to find.”

“Indeed.” Sebastien recalled how he had wrung the truth about Lear from Cordelia. He hoped that no one else would dream of using the same methods. In fact, he’d kill anyone who tried.

“Thorne?” Forester asked, watching him carefully. “You look furious.”

“I am furious. I should never have let her out of my sight.”

“I don’t think that was really an option, considering who and what she was. Is.”

“I would have thought of something.”

“Am I right in thinking that Miss Bering has become a rather important person in your eyes?”

“She’s not just a person. She’s a vital asset. To the country, that is.”

“And to you,” Forester pushed.

“Yes.” Thorne made a frustrated sound. “But I’m not exaggerating when I say she’s vital to the war. We have to find her.”

“When you say we…”

“I mean the Zodiac.”

“I believe you,” Forester said simply. “Shall we go tell Neville?”

“Yes. He has to know what’s happening.”

Neville was easily found, still holed up in his tiny offices. When the two men entered, they found him speaking to a young woman who was recording every word, her hand flying over the notebook in her lap as she wrote in odd looping letters.

Neville stopped talking when he saw them both. “That will do, Miss Chattan. You may transcribe today’s work in your office, and send it out to the correct parties tomorrow morning.”

“Very well, sir,” she said, gathering up her materials into a tidy pile, capping her ink bottle and stowing the pen. Blue ink stains spotted the fingers of her right hand, and several more blue spots decorated her dress. She did not so much as glance at Thorne or Forester as she left the room.

Thorne cleared his throat. “We’ve got news. And trouble.”

Neville leaned forward, interested. “Go on.”

Thorne explained the most recent developments in his mission, including how valuable Cordelia really was.

Neville didn’t say a word until the end of Sebastien’s explanation. Then he stood up slowly, considering. “So the woman herself is what the enemy needs?”

“Yes. And they have her. We have to get her back.”

“Any ideas?”

“Only one. Remember Hartley’s shipyard? He mentioned that there was a large quantity of metal there, which is exactly what is needed to build the Andraste. It must be connected to Hayden. Doesn’t it make sense to take the designer of the ship to where you intend to build it?”

“Possibly,” Neville said, his eyes distant. He was obviously thinking rapidly. “Though they might have other ideas for her.”

“Even if she’s not there, we might discover something to go on.”

“That’s true.” Neville nodded once. “We need to get you to the shipyard as soon as possible. Hartley knows where it is. I’ll put someone to work on locating him immediately. We’ll annex him from his duties and promote him to captain for a little while. With a small, fast ship, he can sail you there himself.”

“But he could be anywhere!”

Neville walked quickly to the door. Opening it, he called, “Chattan, are you still here?”

After a moment, the ink-stained woman appeared in the doorway. “Yes, sir?”

“I need to find a man by the name of Logan Hartley. He’s an ensign with the Royal Navy. Sails with the Providence out of Portsmouth. Find out where he is and issue an invitation, would you?”

The woman nodded coolly. “At once, sir.”

Neville closed the door again. “Good.” He turned back to the spies. “Chattan will find him and send him to you. In the meantime, you gentlemen prepare yourselves for a channel crossing. Trust no one. It will be up to you alone to find the lady in question.”


Chapter 28

Cordelia didn’t know where they were going, only that they’d been on the water for hours. The crew had locked her in a tiny cabin, and no amount of yelling or begging resulted in so much as a reprimand. Her stomach was tight with hunger. After ensuring that Cordelia could not possibly escape the cabin, even Hayden disappeared.

She still wore her evening dress, the lightweight fabric and short sleeves unable to compete with the chilly sea air that permeated the ship. She sat on the edge of the bunk, huddled in a rough wool blanket that was probably left over rather than provided for her. Her brain was too numb to deal with the situation at hand. All she knew for certain was that with every passing moment she was being taken further from her home, from her family, and from her lover.

She only wanted to go back. If someone opened the door that instant and demanded the designs, she would tell them everything. What did it matter to her? She only wanted Sebastien. But at the thought of him, she drew in a steadying breath. He would never give over information. In fact, he’d begged her to give the information to him so he could keep it safe. Of course, once he realized that the Andraste designs also resided in her head, it wasn’t just a matter of keeping the papers safe. But he offered to keep her safe too. He said he’d marry her if necessary.

And she had refused. All because of her belief that she was better off alone.

Or was it? She admitted now that Sebastien’s proposal was unwanted because it was only an offer of protection, not unlike Mr Jay’s. She didn’t want protection from Sebastien Thorne. She wanted something much more.

But by holding out for that intangible more, she allowed another danger in. And now she was paying for it.

As hours passed, she fell asleep, despite her intention to stay vigilant. A subtle change in the ship’s motion woke her. The constant rolling had ceased, and the sound of water rushing past the hull had quieted. Unfortunately, this cabin had no porthole, so she couldn’t peek out and see the surroundings.

After a time, the ship must have dropped anchor. Footsteps preceded the sound of the key in the lock, and Cordelia stood up, tense with anticipation. Only Hayden appeared in the doorway. He looked her over, his expression cold. “We’re leaving the ship.”

“Where are we?” she asked.

“You’ll see. Come on.” He didn’t wait for her to obey. He leaned forward to grab her and haul her out of the tiny cabin. “Move.”

“I can walk,” she protested.

“Then do so, Miss Bering.” He released her arm and made a mocking bow. Cordelia hurried out of the door and down the short passage to the deck. Only one sailor was visible, but she doubted that she could escape anyway. Not to mention that she had no idea where to go even if she got free of her captors.

It was morning, but heavy clouds obscured the sun. As her eyes adjusted, she saw that the ship had docked along a river, and the pier led to a large, low building right along the shore. From the assorted materials and the skeleton of a structure rising in a dry dock, it was obvious what the place was. A shipyard.

Hayden herded her down the gangplank. Cordelia knew better than to struggle. Hayden didn’t direct her to the building itself. Instead, he led her to the main yard, where the half-finished ship stood. The wooden hull was nearly complete, though the ship looked abandoned. Work on it had stalled, and she knew precisely why. Metal plates were stacked nearby. This was Hayden’s version of the Andraste. He couldn’t finish it.

She looked around curiously. “Where is everyone? Who’s working on this?”

“They were told not to come today. I did not want more eyes on you than necessary.”

“Are you sure that’s the reason? It looks to me as if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

He nudged her. “We’re going to build it. Just as soon as you give us the final elements.”

“I cannot do that.”

“You can,” he said. “And the longer you wait, the more it will cost you.”

“If you have learned anything about me over the course of your false friendship, you should know that I won’t help you. My father wouldn’t, and neither will I.”

“Your father.” Hayden only shook his head. “You keep going on about your father.  As if it was his stuff we need.”

“Of course it is,” she said, nervousness sparking in her heart.

“And what of his elusive co-conspirator?”

“Meaning?”

He grinned at her. “You are rather charming when you’re coy, Miss Bering. I refer to Lear, of course.”

“Then why didn’t you kidnap him?”

“Because no one can find him,” Hayden said. “But I’m not quite the fool I’ve been pretending to be. I researched all of the society’s papers, and corresponded with nearly everyone who has worked with Lear in the past five years. So I know that his work is much closer to the innovations of the Andraste than anything your father completed.”

“So?” she asked.

“I also know that Lear’s mail ends up at your home, and the only person who refused to talk to me is also a close personal friend of yours, Mr William Jay. He wouldn’t say a word. At least, he wouldn’t at first,” Hayden added. His tone made Cordelia shake.

“What do you mean?” Mr Jay would never have knowingly revealed Cordelia’s secret…unless he resented her refusal when he offered marriage.

“How do you think we knew to take you from that party, Miss Bering? It was Jay who told us exactly where you’d be.”

“He would never!”

“Not a strong man, that one,” Hayden said, as if to himself. Then he went on, “But never mind that. I’ve brought you here for business. Survey the ship and the shipyard at your leisure.”

“My leisure? Or yours?” she asked sharply.

“Well, if you get too leisurely, I will encourage you to hurry along. Tell me what materials or items this yard lacks in order to complete the ship.”

“I’ll never do that,” she said. She didn’t bother to hide her disgust.    

Hayden put a hand on her arm and moved so he was standing in front of her. “Miss Bering, I really do admire your devotion and uprightness and all that.” It was the first time he ever sounded sincere, and it troubled her. “But you would be smarter to forget all that for a little while. If you tell me what I need to know, I will send you back home immediately. I promise.”

“Your promise is worth precisely nothing,” she said. “The last time you promised me something, you had a knife to my throat.”

“I don’t actually like killing women,” Hayden said. “But my employer has no such compunction. You don’t want to meet him.” 

She looked in his eyes and believed him. Who could scare a man like Hayden? He didn’t seem to have a conscience, yet he was warning her about this man. But then, she thought, it could just be another ploy. Cordelia looked away. “I will not help my enemy.”

He sighed. “Well, I guessed you’d say that. Though I rather hoped you wouldn’t.” His old expression returned. Rather than spend more effort enticing her into compliance, he forced her toward a waiting carriage. The vehicle was old and musty-smelling, and the windows were all covered with heavy leather flaps. She did not want to get in. But when she struggled, he bound her hands and gagged her.

In short order, Hayden and Cordelia were driving on a bumpy road toward an unknown place. All she knew for certain was that she would not find any friends on the way, and once she got to the final destination, she might never leave it again.

“Just think,” Hayden was saying. “I was a few days away from proposing to you when all this began. Just think if I had, and you said yes. Everything would have been so much simpler.”

Cordelia was glad the gag prevented her from answering. Her response would not have been worthy of a lady.


Chapter 29

Thorne’s mood turned blacker as days passed. He snapped at everyone, he disappeared for hours at a time, and he never spoke a word of what bothered him. He was used to hiding his thoughts, but he’d never had to endure something like this; worrying over whether Cordelia was even still alive was torture. Afraid he’d lose his composure completely, he hid as much as possible.

Otherwise, the townhouse of the Thorne family was as lively as ever, the rooms filled with laugher and feminine chatter, which drove Sebastien nearly mad as he waited—simply waited—for news from the Zodiac. His hands were tied. He could do nothing but hope that Hartley could be located. Only then could he advance. Hartley’s fortuitous sighting of the shipyard might be the only thing that would lead them to Cordelia.

His family, of course, would not be put off forever. Adele was the first to brave his mood. It was afternoon, three days after Cordelia had gone. He sat in his study, doing nothing but staring at a wall.

“I suppose you will not tell me what is going on,” his sister said, entering on silent, slippered feet. He looked over at her, seeing the worry on her young face. She came closer. “It’s not about Lady Mary, is it? Mama may have been rather overbearing on that issue. She wouldn’t be a good match for you. I thought her a bit dull, really.”

“Lady Mary?” Sebastien asked distractedly. “No.”

“Then what is it?” Adele asked. “Are we penniless again? Do I need to marry for wealth? I don’t mind if it comes to that, as long as he’s not too ugly. Or I can become a governess.”

He frowned at her. “You’ll do no such thing. Our finances are more robust than they have been in a decade.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I’d make a miserable governess. So you’re not gambling again?”

He shook his head. “I got some bad news a few days ago. That’s all.”

“Extremely bad news, I should guess.”

“I am waiting for more details,” he explained. “I shall be insufferable until I hear something. I’m sorry.”

“I think it’s dreadful to wait alone.” Adele took his arm. “Will you not come and sit with me and Mama? There are no guests at the moment. It’s quite safe.”

He allowed his sister to lead him out of the room. “I’m not fit for human company.”

“We’re not company. We’re family. Come along.”

He came along, at a loss to do anything else. In the drawing room, his mother sat on a long couch, embroidery on her lap. She put it aside when he entered.

“Dear boy, I thought you were going to brood forever.”

“I’m not brooding.”

“Of course you are, dear. Don’t contradict an elder.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“That’s better.” She smiled. “Shall I ring for tea?” She did so without waiting for an answer.

Sebastien sat down opposite her, apologizing for his mood.

She accepted the apology graciously. “I may have put a bit too much on your mind.”

“Just stop hurling potential wives in my path,” he begged.

“Lady Mary was seen with the Viscount Grenville yesterday in Rotten Row,” his mother noted.

“I wish them joy,” he said, indifferent to the news.

She noted his disinterest and tried another tack. “And when did you last see Miss Bering? After our family party?”

“Yes,” he said shortly. He saw her every time he closed his eyes.

“She is a very unusual woman, I must say.”

“I liked her,” Adele interjected. “She’s a good deal cleverer than Lady Mary.”

Sebastien shot his little sister a grateful look, then turned back to his mother. “Regardless if you found her to be unusual, the choice isn’t yours to make.”

“So you have made a choice?” she asked, her voice sharpening with interest.

He nodded. “I intend to make Cordelia Bering my wife as soon as possible. No matter what I have to do.”

Adele, blissfully ignorant of the depths of the matter, merely raised one eyebrow. “You needn’t sound so militant about it. Why should you expect the lady to refuse you?”

“Oh, she is famous for her refusals,” her mother said. “She was considered touched in the head when she turned down that foreign prince three years ago!”

“Perhaps she didn’t love the prince,” Adele said, with a knowing look.

“Love! She couldn’t have made a better match than that.”

“Mama,” Adele said sharply. “Sebastien is sitting right in front of you!”

“Oh, I didn’t mean…” his mother said, suddenly flustered. “Of course…”

But Sebastien only smiled wryly at his mother. “Your support is overwhelming, truly.”

“She’d be mad to turn you down, dearest! You know that I think so. And certainly she could not hope to do better than you, even if another prince came to town.”

Before his family could pester him further about his potential marriage plans, the maid came in with a tray bearing one card. “An Ensign Hartley to see you, sir. He said it was urgent.”

“Of course.” Sebastien glanced at his family. “I will see him in my study. I’ll come to the hall with you and take him there myself.”

Adele asked, “You’re not keeping an eligible bachelor away from me, are you?”

“This doesn’t concern you, Adele. Try to imagine such a concept for a moment.”

“I say, Sebastien!” she said, her eyes widening in dramatic offense.

Their mother intervened. “Hush, Adele. Your brother is quite right. You must remember that a lady never solicits acquaintance with a man, particularly one she has no connection to! It is most improper.”

“Listen to your mama,” he said, choosing to duck out quickly, before anyone else got curious about the identity of his caller. Avoiding any more discussion of propriety also seemed prudent, considering his own recent behavior.

Thorne hurried to meet the young man who had shown up at the door. He stood there, in civilian clothes, but still with the bearing of an officer. Thorne extended a hand. “Hartley. You can’t imagine how grateful I am to see you.”

“Sir,” Hartley responded, his young face serious. “I was told to present myself at this address.”

“Follow me, please.” Thorne waited for the maid to take Hartley’s things, then led him down the hall to his private study. Closing the door, he said, “You can speak freely here. Did they tell you anything about what happened?”

“No, sir. I was merely contacted and told my presence was required for a matter of the gravest urgency. Am I correct in thinking it involves the shipyard you were so interested in?”

“I must go there,” Sebastien confided. “Something of very great value has been taken, Hartley. I suspect that it may be at that shipyard even now…or that I may find a clue there.”

“You intend to go alone?”

“I will be joined by one other man. Can you get us there with no one knowing?”

Hartley nodded. “I can bloody well try.” He looked curiously at Thorne. “I don’t know who you work for, but whoever it is, they are skilled at persuasion. I was given leave for as long as you say it’s necessary.”

Thorne asked, “Can you get access to a ship?”

The young man smiled mysteriously. “I have a ship ready now, in fact. My own private vessel, with a small and trustworthy crew. No one from the navy will need to be contacted, and no one on board will breathe a word. I can take you and your friend across the channel this evening.”

“Thank God,” Thorne said. “I’ll tell you more along the way.” 

“Tell me only what I need to know, sir,” Hartley warned. “I’m content to be a ferryman.”

“Then let’s find my friend and we’ll be off.” Thorne stood up.

“No sense in rushing, if I may say. Tide won’t be out until nearly nine. And I wouldn’t want to sail much earlier.… This sounds like a moonlight mission.”

Sebastien grated at the delay, but admitted that there was little he could do to speed up the tides.

 

At eight o’ clock, Thorne met Forester at the harbor. Both men were dressed for business in nondescript outfits and worn greatcoats. Forester looked particularly scruffy. No one would guess the tall man was a peer. In the deepening twilight, the two agents found the small vessel they sought floating quietly by the pier. Thorne didn’t know much about ships, but he could tell this one had been designed for both speed and stealth. It was named the Mistral.

As they approached the ship, a voice on board called out an alert, and Hartley appeared at the rail.

“Come aboard!” he called, his tone just loud enough to reach them.

They boarded and found the young officer conversing with a crewmember. The sailor nodded in comprehension and left, giving only a cursory look at the new passengers. Hartley turned to them. “Welcome aboard the Mistral.”

“Riding rather low in the water, isn’t she?” Forester asked.

Hartley gave him a sharp look. “Don’t worry. There’s a full load of cargo in the hold.”

“What kind of cargo?”

A ghost of a smile crossed Hartley’s face. “‘Them that asks no questions isn’t told a lie.’ Now, do you need passage across the channel tonight?”

“You know that we do.”

“Then you’ve got my permission to not think about this ship’s primary purpose.”

“A purpose the Royal Navy wouldn’t approve of, I suspect.”

Hartley’s smile took on a devilish air. Sebastien didn’t want to know how the young officer had gained his sailing experience, but he was sure the man had been an expert long before he joined up with the navy. “Maybe not, but if you want a discreet ship, the Mistral will answer. There’s a small cabin aft. You can keep your bags there.”

Forester followed Thorne to the empty cabin. Four bunks, two on each side, occupied most of the space. Forester tossed his leather bag onto one of the lower ones. “Didn’t know the navy was hiring smugglers.”

“You think most sailors are saints?”

“No, but he’s an officer!”

“He’s helping the Zodiac. That’s all I need to know.”

Forester grunted. “Let’s go on deck. I like to get sick in the fresh sea breeze,” he added sarcastically. Forester wasn’t the best sailor.

The two men returned to the deck. Hartley informed them they would sail shortly. “It looks clear, but if weather comes up, I may need to act fast. You’ll follow what orders you’re given.” His demeanor had completely changed. The diffident young officer was gone.

“Aye, Captain,” Thorne replied.

As it happened, the crossing was smooth. Once the Mistral cleared the Thames, Hartley barked out an order. The small crew immediately took down the main sail, rolling it neatly. Thorne was puzzled, until he saw that there was a second sail attached to the boom, this one dyed dark blue. The two Englishmen watched as the shadowy sail was hoisted and caught the wind, billowing out like a storm cloud. The smaller sails had similar replacements. In the nighttime, the dark sails rendered the ship all but invisible to anyone who wasn’t on top of it.

“That’s brilliant,” Forester said finally.

Hartley said, “Isn’t it? Thought of it myself. The Mistral is a shy and modest lady, you know, and doesn’t like to be seen.”

“You’re protective of this ship.”

“I helped build her,” Hartley said proudly. “Based on the Bermuda sloop I grew up around…with a few improvements.”

Thorne nodded. He said, “If this all ends well, there’s someone I want you to meet. We could build a whole new navy with you two working at it.”

Hartley smiled. “Any time. Always glad to talk to a man of sense when it comes to making sailing easier.” 

Hartley steered the ship through the dark waters of the channel, neatly avoiding the faint signs of other ships appearing in their path. “It takes a bit longer, but I’d rather be safe than triumphant, if you take my meaning. Coming back, my lady can outrun nearly any ship of the line, given a head start.”

“She’ll be faster on the way back to England?” Thorne asked, thinking of how quickly he could get Cordelia back home.

Hartley nodded. “Lighter, and therefore faster.”

“Because you sell the unmentioned cargo.” 

“Do you really want to know what I do, sir?”

“In for a penny…”

Hartley nodded. “Fair enough. My family’s as English as yours, my lord, but I grew up in Bermuda. It was an interesting childhood. My mother’s side of the family hasn’t always had the smoothest relationship with the law, you see. I learned the tides and the coastlines of dozens of islands by the age of ten, as well as a fair bit of the family trade.”

“You’re a smuggler.”

“Sometimes. First time I met you, I thought that’s what you were going to harass me about! But we’ve always been loyal to the crown. I joined the Royal Navy to serve as best I can. Sometimes I carry letters…sometimes people. The fact that the Mistral also does ‘honest’ smuggling hides those special shipments.”

“I think I know enough,” Thorne said. “I trust that we all have secrets to keep.”

Before dawn, the ship’s progress slowed, her path now shadowing the foreign shoreline, barely visible in the wavering starlight.

“Do you know where we are?” Thorne asked Hartley, who was at the helm.

“Of course.”

“And you know where the river is?”

“I do. Isn’t that why you wanted me to bring you across?”

“I just don’t understand how you can see in the dark.”

Hartley smiled. “To me, it isn’t dark. I’m used to sailing at night.”

“I expect you are,” Thorne said with a laugh.

The Mistral eventually sailed into the mouth of a small river. Hartley spoke again, his voice pitched low. “She’s not a large vessel, but I don’t know how deep the bottom of this river is with the current tide. I’ll get you as close as I can.”

“Can you wait once we’re off the ship?”

“How long will your errand take?”

“If what we’re looking for is there, much less than an hour.”

“I can wait an hour. Longer than that…” Hartley was plainly curious now. “What if the thing you’re looking for isn’t there?”

“Then we’ll have to scour the place for a hint as to where it might be. Can I send a signal to let you know not to wait?”

“If I can get close enough, you can tell me yourself.”

It was still dark when the Mistral came abreast of a crude pier. Hartley ordered the ship moored. “We’re here. Last time, there was one man who watched the place at night. You have to assume he’s there now. You’d better find him before he can tell anyone that a ship docked here.”

“Indeed.”

The two agents wasted no time. They jumped the rail and entered the seemingly deserted shipyard.

Forester muttered. “They’re not building much right now. Did you see that ship hull? Like a skeleton.”

“She must not have told them what they need to know yet,” Thorne replied. “But we have to find out where she is. Start searching for Miss Bering…or anyone who might be on watch.”

It didn’t take them long to find the man Hartley had noticed before. He wasn’t a guard, but more of a clerk who also kept an eye on the premises overnight. He must have had a long, boring night, because he’d nodded off in a chair by a desk.

Thorne wasn’t too gentle waking him up.

The man’s eyes flew open when he found himself upright and in the grip of a coldly angry stranger.

“Where is she?” he asked in French.

“Who are you?” the other man gasped out.

Thorne tightened his grip. “Where is she?”

“Are you a husband? Brother?” The man stopped caring when Thorne moved one hand to his throat. “Wait!” he begged in French. “They didn’t stay here. They took her away!”

“Where to?” Thorne asked, loosening his grip.

“They don’t tell me things like that. Hayden doesn’t speak to me…”

“Where might they have gone? Where else do they work?”

“Calais, I think,” the man said quickly. “Hayden has a house there. It’s where he meets Ar—” He stopped.

“Meets who?”

“Arceneau.”

“Who’s that?” Forester asked, also in French.

“The one who pays for everything.”

Thorne looked hard at the man. “Including Hayden’s house in Calais?”

The man nodded. “But I don’t know where it is. I only know who they pay for it.”

“The landlord, you mean?”

The clerk wanted to be helpful. “Always a payment to M. Belrande, Rue de Parnasse, Calais, for each quarter’s rent. I keep the books sometimes.”

“I’m so glad you do,” Thorne muttered in English. He nodded to his friend.

Forester delivered a short, quick hit that ensured the man would snooze for a while.

“He’s out,” the tall man said. “But I’d say we haven’t got long until the morning crew comes.”

Fortuitously, Thorne had found a bottle of brandy tucked in a drawer. He applied a liberal dash of alcohol to the unconscious man’s clothes, then left the mostly empty bottle conveniently close to hand. “That might confuse the issue slightly.”

“They’ll be less inclined to believe what he says, anyway.”

Thorne and Forester returned to the ship. On board, Hartley saw Thorne’s expression and guessed the cause.

“You didn’t find it,” the young man noted.

“No, but we know where we go next. Calais.”

Hartley nodded. “I’ll take you there. It’s not far now.”

Later that same day, the Mistral reached the Calais harbor.

“How long will it take for you to distribute your cargo?”

“Three days at most. I usually finish my run in Calais, so I’ll come back by Thursday.”

“We’ll find you then,” Sebastien said.

Hartley nodded. “If you can’t come yourselves for any reason, or if you need me to sail elsewhere, send a messenger to the Calais harbor. It’s safe to ask for the Mistral.… I’ve greased a few palms in this town.”

“If you hear nothing by Thursday night, return to England and report what you know to a Captain Julian Neville. He’ll know what to do next.”

Thorne retrieved their bags and disembarked again, watching just long enough to see Hartley turn the ship about. He hoped he would see it again. But for now, he had work to do. Cordelia needed him.

Thorne and Forester entered the city itself. “Let’s get that address and get Cordelia.”

“We’ll find her,” Forester said encouragingly.

Thorne was not so sanguine. “The man said it was the landlord’s address, not Hayden’s.”

“And how long do you think the landlord will hold out that information against us?” Forester grinned.


Chapter 30

Cordelia sat back on the narrow bed, despairing. Her room was surprisingly comfortable, with soft bedclothes, rather fancy furniture, and clean floors. They had given her new clothes too. She now wore a comfortable though rather old-fashioned dressing gown in the continental style. Her own evening gown was gone, which was no great loss, considering the rips and stains it suffered during her kidnapping.

Even the food was good. But it was still a prison. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been here, but she had made a small mark on her room’s little table with her fork whenever the sun slipped through the tiny window for a few hours. Four days, she thought. No one touched her, but she feared the main jailer—more than she feared Hayden, who she hadn’t seen since he dropped her here.

The jailer knew better than to harm her physically, but the way he looked at her.… Cordelia felt her blood run cold. When the door to her room was open, she could see a larger room just beyond, and she knew that men were in it at all times. They usually kept her door open so they could keep an eye on her, though they never made much of a fuss if she asked for it to be closed when she needed privacy. But they locked her in then, and she didn’t like it. Either way, she could hear them talking, either in conversation or sometimes over a card game.

They spoke only French. Cordelia’s French was sadly lacking, but she strained her ears anyway, hoping to put some meaning into their talk. It helped that they clearly thought she knew no French at all. They never lowered their voices, or spoke out of her hearing.

“Avez vous soif?” She heard a voice near the door. She looked over. A very young man stood there, looking in at her. “Are you thirsty?” he asked again in English, his accent thick.

“Yes,” Cordelia answered.

“Water.” The boy thrust a bottle at her. “Careful,” he added, softly. “Be sharp if the bottle broke.” It took her a moment to decipher his words.

Cordelia took the bottle, finding the water surprisingly sweet and cool. She drank half the bottle down before she spoke again. “Thank you.”

The boy did not reply, he merely continued to look at her. Cordelia sensed nothing untoward in his inspection, only intense interest. She hadn’t seen this boy before. He was thin, tall for his age—if he was about fifteen as he seemed. He had a rather delicately featured face, framed by messy and unkempt hair. He looked almost elfin.

“Jacques! What are you doing, boy?” the jailer yelled in French.

The lad turned around and snapped something.

The man bickered back, a comment Jacques had no trouble responding to in kind. He, at least, seemed to have no fear of the jailer. Cordelia tried to follow the argument as best she could.

Cordelia nursed the rest of the water, gripping the bottle in her hand. The lad, even if he wasn’t on her side, had been decent. The glass bottle felt cool in her hand. Then Cordelia realized what his words had meant. Glass. No one else had given her glass, because glass could be a weapon. If she had to, she could break the bottle. Cordelia carefully tucked the bottle away in the corner of the room, hidden by the edge of the bed. She felt infinitesimally better. She wondered what Sebastien would do in this situation. Would he have already worked out an escape plan? Would he fight his way out?

Despite everything, she prayed he was looking for her. She was certain he wouldn’t stop until he found her. He must come soon.

* * * *

The landlord’s address proved to be easy to find. The two Zodiac spies discussed how best to approach him. Forester was all for simple bullying to get their answer. His athletic frame and wide shoulders naturally encouraged cooperation from most people, and he often relied on sheer size to intimidate.

Thorne feared making a scene. “I don’t want him to alert anyone that we’re looking. Let’s try something more subtle.”

“Such as?”

“Calais is a market town. We’ll say we’re here to do business with Arceneau and Hayden. The landlord won’t want to get in the way of business.”

“But we forgot the address?”

“Something like that.”

They entered the landlord’s shop, and Thorne fell easily into a persona he’d played before in his work with the Zodiac: the unscrupulous trader who didn’t let national pride get in the way of profit. He guessed it would fit right in with Hayden’s approach.

It worked with the landlord too. Calais had a long history of English traders in the city, and the man didn’t blink when Thorne asked if a man named Hayden or Arceneau was a tenant. Thorne deliberately kept his story vague, only hinting at the need to contact Hayden quickly. With only a minimal amount of bribery, the landlord offered up the directions to the house.

They left again, and now Thorne was ready to do battle. “We have the location. We can go now.”

“You’re not thinking clearly. We might know where she is, but we still need a plan to get her out safely. That means clear thinking.”

Thorne growled, “I hate waiting. If they’ve hurt her, I swear…”

“Calm down, man.” Forester steadied him. “If the lady is in anything less than pristine condition when we find her, I’ll help you dissect the offenders myself. What are friends for, after all?”

The Zodiac spies found the house on Rue Auber with little difficulty. It was in a rather modest neighborhood in the quarter of the city west of the Place d’Armes, the square that held the main market. Most of the buildings here belonged to laboring families, sometimes crammed ten to a floor.

Across the street from the building in question, Thorne saw a house that had a room to let. He went in and learned it was the front garret on the top floor. Secretly elated, he nevertheless haggled fiercely with the owner of the house to rent it, starting immediately.

The men took turns watching the street from the grimy window, trying to decide the best way in. The house with the blue door was a popular one. Men came and went regularly. Soon, they knew the face of each person who passed through the door. Thorne was more and more convinced that the house was indeed where Cordelia was being kept.

“Guards, though,” Forester grunted. “They must always have two or more watching her. We won’t be able to stroll in and simply overpower them.”

“Perhaps we can trick them into leaving all at once?”

“Short of setting the house on fire, which I wouldn’t risk, I doubt they’ll all go. They know they’ve got something valuable.”

The pair continued to watch. One of the most active residents of the house was a slim young man who appeared to be some sort of errand boy. He brought in food, he brought in coal. He carried out letters and came back bearing newspapers and yet more food.

“At least they’re feeding her.” 

“They’d bloody well better,” Thorne growled.

“Watch out,” Forester cautioned. “Don’t lean too close to the glass. They might see you.”

“No one will look up here.”

“The boy might. He’s got eyes," Forester muttered. The slender lad paused on the doorstep, facing their hiding place across the street. The boy raised his head for a moment, adjusting his cap. Forester had the sudden, uncomfortable notion that the boy was tipping his cap in recognition. But then he turned and headed up the street, whistling a jaunty tune. “He’s gone. I don't like that boy.”

“Well, he’s working for the enemy. Although I doubt he knows what he’s into.”

“Nah. He knows. That’s a sharp lad.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Just look at him.”

Sebastien looked, and saw the same thing as before: the now retreating figure of a narrow-framed, dark-haired boy. His face did have a certain sharpness about it, with a long, narrow nose and dark eyes. But Thorne didn’t see anything special there. “What am I missing?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t like him. He’s altogether too cheerful.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Thorne sat back, trying to relax. He had to think of a way to get Cordelia safely out of that house.

“We could sneak in the back way? Or even over the roof,” Forester suggested, though without enthusiasm.

“No.” Thorne shook his head. “They’ll see us far too early. What we need is leverage.”

“How so?”

“Hayden. When he shows up, we’ll follow. But we’ll grab him, and then bargain for Cordelia.”

“Will that work?”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Sadly, no.”

“Then we wait for Hayden.”


Chapter 31

It was late at night. The room had been warm enough during the day, but a chill had set in with the evening. The stove in the front room didn’t put out enough heat to reach Cordelia. She wrapped herself up tightly in a blanket and lay down on the bed, facing the door.

She didn’t know if she could sleep, but eventually she fell to dozing, her body worn out from days of constant worry. She dreamed Sebastien was with her, beside her. She dreamed that he was holding her, and her coldness seemed to melt away. Cordelia clung to him in her dream, not out of passion, but from pure joy at being able to touch him and be with him. Why had she ever told him that they shouldn’t be together?

“Mademoiselle?” A low voice came from the other side of the door.

She opened her eyes, but it was still dark. “Who’s there?” she whispered.

The voice returned, “Jacques.” 

Cordelia sat up, pulling the blanket with her. “What is it? What’s happening?” She got up off the bed and hurried to the door, which opened a crack.

Jacques stood on the other side, his eyes large but dark in the light of the barely lit lantern on the wall. “Be calm. Nothing right now.” He looked over his shoulder, then continued, striving to keep his English clear. “You will have a visitor soon. Arceneau. Our real employer.”

“What will he do?”

“He wants you to tell him about the ship. Why it’s broken.”

“How do you know this?”

Jacques waved an impatient hand. He muttered something in French and then went on. “Listen. Don’t be noble. Don’t play dumb—he knows you understand this work.” 

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Never mind. He’s going to make you an offer. Give him a good plan for the Andraste, and he’ll send you home. He’ll even offer money.”

“I wouldn’t take it,” Cordelia snapped.

“So you say now.” Jaques looked at her in a pitying way. “If you want to get out of here alive, you do as I say. Refuse Arceneau’s offer at first, but not too heartily. Act scared. Give in after a little while. Make him think that he’s won.”

“He will have won.”

“Not quite. Appear to cooperate, but do whatever you can think of to keep him from using the designs right away. Be slow.”

“Stall him, you mean? For how long? I can’t get out of here.” Cordelia curled her hands around the handle of the door, as if willing it to dissolve. “Can’t you help me escape?”

Jacques raised an eyebrow. “I’m helping you now, cherie.”

“But what can I do once Arceneau gets here?”

“Don’t lose hope,” Jacques whispered. “I probably won’t see you again. But I think you have angels coming for you. I have to go. I can’t be here when Arceneau arrives. But I wish you luck.”

“Why? I’m not on your side.”

The young man looked at her steadily. “I don’t like Arceneau. But I do like you,” Jacques whispered. Without warning, he leaned forward and laid a swift kiss on Cordelia’s lips. She was startled, but not scared. Jacques pulled away and gave her a sudden, wild grin. “Bon chance.” And then he was gone.

* * * *

The Zodiac spies slept in fits, trading watches. It was late at night when Thorne cautiously approached the window. They had not dared to light a lamp or candle, lest someone see their position, so his eyes were already adjusted to the darkness.

After several minutes, he sucked in a breath. “It’s Hayden! And he’s not alone.”

The man they were waiting for was walking alongside another man, whose hair was completely white under his hat.

The two reached the house with the blue door and were admitted instantly.

Forester made a satisfied noise. “Well, our bird is in his nest. Odd companion he’s got. Did you notice his hair? Completely white. Think it’s a wig?”

“We can find out when I scalp him.” Thorne clenched one hand into a fist. He had never really felt any sort of battlelust during his time in the army, but he felt it now. Here was the man who was keeping the one person Thorne wanted. And he was finally within reach.

* * * *

The hours had passed with agonizing slowness. Cordelia’s stomach was tied up in knots. She could barely eat any of the food they gave her. She felt like a storm was about to break in the atmosphere above them. And perhaps it was. She knew that if she ever got out of this place, nothing would be the same for her.

Having been forewarned by now-disappeared Jacques, Cordelia was ready when an expensively dressed gentleman entered her room after her supper dishes had been taken away. The jailer trailed him, and locked the door again as a matter of form.

“Mademoiselle Bering?” the gentleman asked in cultured tones. He was slender, with fine clothes that nevertheless looked slightly garish. His hair was startlingly white, considering that he was not old. His deep-set eyes never left Cordelia.

She stood up quickly, divining that this man craved respect. “You have the advantage of me.” She even managed a little curtsey.

“Ah, Mademoiselle Bering, it is you who has the advantage. Call me Monsieur Arceneau, if you please. Unlock this door, man. Let the lady out.”

The jailer rushed to do the man’s bidding, but Cordelia was under no illusions. She was still a prisoner.

“Mademoiselle, if you will come with me?” He offered his arm to her. Somewhat at a loss, she took it. Grimly accepting that her captivity would last a little longer, Cordelia allowed him to escort her to a room on the top floor. The room contained a small fireplace that blazed merrily. The walls had been painted not too long ago, and the ornate furniture seemed as if it might have once been in Versailles. The overall effect was rather jarring. She suspected Arceneau wanted to impress her. But the only thing in the room that she really noticed was the large table covered with schematics and papers.

Arceneau was watching her. “Your advantage, I hope, is clear now. All I wish is for you to aid me in deciphering these trifles. I strongly advise that you do as I ask.”

Cordelia walked slowly toward the table. “What makes you think I can do any such thing?”

His eyes narrowed. “Do not play innocent. Your creation of Mr Lear was very clever. You have a gift for subterfuge, Mademoiselle Bering. But you lacked the means to make your trick perfect. I studied the designs made by your father and Lear. I saw certain similarities in the style. So I knew someone was lying. When Lear proved an illusion, I realized the glorious truth. The daughter was the source! It was very well done, Mademoiselle Bering. Who would think of a woman?”

“No one,” she said, a bit sourly.

“Until me!” he said, pleased with himself. “So you have nothing more to hide. You will find that I know all your secrets. But I am not your enemy. All I ask is that you explain the trick of these designs. You see, I know they are wrong.”

Cordelia asked, “Why should I? It would be a betrayal.”

“To whom? Your father? He has passed on, and would surely wish you to live anyway.”

“Not to my father. To my country.”

“Your country!” He laughed, genuinely amused. “Your country does not care about you, Mademoiselle Bering. If they knew what I know, they would have acted to steal your work for themselves. Perhaps they have already tried.”

“I have no reason to help you, in any case.”

“You have several reasons, Mademoiselle Bering.” He looked at her with an appraising eye.

She looked away. “I cannot think of any. You must let me go. I will not help you.” She was following the plan given to her by the French lad. She would stand strong—but not too strong—at first.

“I am surprised at you, Mademoiselle Bering. So steadfast, even though no one is on your side.” He stood up, coming closer to her. “Consider this then. If you continue to refuse to aid me, your honor will be destroyed.”

She hated the way he smiled at her. “I am willing to accept that shame.”

“And…” He held up an aristocratic hand. “I will have one of your servants killed.”

“What?” Cordelia shot out of her chair, her shock only partly exaggerated.

“Oh, so you do care about something more than yourself.”

“You would not! They have done nothing to you!”

“They work for someone determined to stand in my way.” Arceneau stared at Cordelia, his eyes flat. “Do I really seem like a person who would let the death of a housemaid trouble my sleep?”

He did not. Cordelia realized what Jacques had warned her about. She could refuse Arceneau for a little while, but giving in was inevitable. But she could do her best to convince him that she had given up hope of rescue. “Please…” she began, her voice shaking all too realistically. “They are innocent. I promise…”

“Promise what, my dear?”

“I’ll draft you a new design for the Andraste. Complete and correct. You have my word.”

He was all smiles again. “Those are words to warm my heart, Mademoiselle Bering. Do this for me, and you will be rewarded. I will see that your honor is untouched and that your finances are replenished.”

“And my household kept safe. Just don’t hurt anyone,” she pleaded.

“Their safety is your hands, Mademoiselle Bering.”

She did not have to pretend to look defeated, but she also felt a little triumph deep inside. He thought she was completely in his power. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”

“No,” he said, almost kindly.

“Then I will whatever you say.” Remembering more of Jacques’s advice, Cordelia moved slowly to the table, thinking of the glass bottle she had left behind in the cell. How she wished for some kind of weapon! Then she had an idea.

“Could you spare me a glass of wine?” she asked. “I feel a bit parched, and I haven’t been eating well this week, for some reason.”

He laughed at that, and ordered the man standing outside the door to bring some food and drink.

She sat down at the table, aware the man was surveying her intently from behind. She tried to ignore him, and bent to study the drawings on the table. In spite of herself, she became instantly absorbed. Someone had tried to make sense of the puzzle Cordelia left in the schematics. Comments and alternative drawings littered the pages.

Cordelia started when she felt Arceneau’s hand on her shoulder, but he merely handed her a glass of ruby red wine. Still, his touch lingered longer than was proper. “Thank you,” she said frostily. He only smiled at that.

“You can do this, yes?”

“Yes. But I need fresh paper. And space. And a little time. These are not simple drawings.”

“Certainly, my lovely scholar. Take as long as you need. I shall be delighted to remain at your side.” Cordelia glanced up, and saw the glint in his eyes as he appraised her. She saw his gaze hover on her bosom, and she knew that, for all his airs, he was nothing more than a savage. He saw her as a prize, too.

With an effort, she dragged her attention back to the drawings. She called Sebastien’s name silently, sending out a message from her heart, willing him to sense where she was. To cover her frustrations, she took a sip of the wine.

“You like the wine?” Arceneau asked, interrupting her thoughts.

“It’s very good,” she said, not lying.

“It’s the best. If you have a taste for such things, Mademoiselle, you might consider working for me permanently. I promise you that it has its rewards.”

“I doubt I should like the work you offer,” she said.

His voice remained smooth. “What do you think I offer you? You have skills, but as a woman, you have little option to pursue your talents. I do not value women cheaply, I assure you. Your contributions should be as dear to me as that of any man.”

“And what is your ultimate aim for those contributions, sir? I have no wish to help kill men more efficiently, and from everything I’ve learned, your interest is war.”

“Not at all!” Arceneau smiled, his teeth flashing in the light. “My interest is money. You think I work for France, for the emperor? Why should I, when the government may change next month, next year? No, I work for myself. I will sell to the highest bidder—or better still, to anyone who meets my price. Then they are all equal, eh? Let the nations of Europe slaughter their men on the battlefield in glorious combat! I do not kill. I am merely a businessman.”

“You will forgive me if I do not share your interest, Monsieur.”

“The interest in money? Perhaps not. But we may share another interest.” He reached out to touch her cheek, ran his finger along her jawline.

She shivered in revulsion. “I thought your interest in me was my ability to recreate this design. I can do it, but only if you let me alone.”

Arceneau dropped his hand. “As you wish.”

She shivered again. The man had relented this time. She doubted he would do so again. How much longer did she have left?


Chapter 32

“Oh, look! Miss Bering has finally seen reason!” The voice belonged to Hayden.

Cordelia felt cold when Hayden entered the room like he owned it. She hadn’t seen him since he brought her to the house on the first day. She thought that he returned to England.

“Has our lovely lady been hard at work?” he asked.

Arceneau surveyed the new sheet she had begun. “She has.” He looked into Cordelia’s face. “These plans are correct, dear?”

“Yes.” She prayed her voice held steady.

“For your sake, I hope so,” he said. “I want to trust you, of course, but you’ve proven to be quite subtle before. I’ll let you go when the prototype is successfully built.”

She was horrified at the implication. “You would keep me a prisoner for months! You would destroy my life! You promised me you’d release me.”

By the fire, Hayden laughed hard at her naiveté.

Arceneau only smiled. “Too bad you did not consider the costs before attempting to thwart me. I always win, Mademoiselle Bering.” He paused. “But if you are telling the truth, and these plans do work, I will see that you can begin a new life under my protection.”

“Forgive me if I have extreme doubts about your protection,” she spat out.

Arceneau lost his smile. “Be careful, my dear. Who else is looking out for you now?”

Sebastien. Her heart called out to him.

Arceneau turned his head suddenly. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

Hayden frowned. “Hear what?”

Arceneau didn’t bother to share. “I will look. You stay here and watch Mademoiselle Bering.”

“With pleasure.” Hayden smiled in a way that made her shiver.

Arceneau shut the door behind him. Cordelia knew he didn’t lock it, and she ached to run and yank it open.

Hayden saw her gaze, and guessed her thoughts. “Don’t try it.” He moved closer to her. “You wouldn’t even get to the stairs. Besides, you didn’t think I would let as lovely a thing as you get away, did you?” Hayden snaked out an arm and drew her close to him. “I admit, you get more appealing each time I see you. I am pleased you fell into my lap.”

“Fell into your lap? You kidnapped me!”

“It’s all in the phrasing.” He shrugged. “I won’t hurt you, beautiful. Not unless you want me to.” He grinned foully at that, and Cordelia struggled to get free of his grasp. He was not as large as Sebastien, and Cordelia was able, just barely, to break free and run to the door.

“Well, maybe I will hurt you, you little vixen.” He was faster than she was, and pinned her to the wall next to the door before she could open it. “I bet you taste good,” he leered and reached to kiss her.

“Get away from me!” Cordelia used all her strength to push him off her. He still had hold of her, though, so they both tumbled to the floor, hitting the table on the way. Cordelia heard a glass shatter, and then heard a shout from the hallway. The guard must have heard the fight.

“Come here, vixen.” Hayden crawled on top of her, grabbing her arms to hold her down. Cordelia, throwing caution to the winds, screamed at the top of her lungs, hoping someone in this house had a shred of human decency. Hayden slapped her hard across the jaw, snapping her head to the side. “Don’t scream.”

She couldn’t even speak through the sudden pain. If he knocks me unconscious, at least I won’t know what happens, she thought, dazed.

Then, through a haze of stars across her vision, Cordelia saw the door open. Miraculously, Sebastien stepped through it, followed by someone else. She sobbed in relief, not knowing or even caring if the vision was real.

It was real, though, judging from Hayden’s howl of rage. Sebastien did not wait for the man to stand up and engage him. He grabbed him by the hair and dragged him upwards. Hayden dangled almost comically in the air, held up by the enraged Sebastien. Staring for a long moment into Hayden’s face, he curled his lip in disgust.

“Take care of this trash for me, won’t you?” Sebastien asked his companion.

He tossed Hayden into the none-too-gentle grip of his friend, who grinned foully. “Won’t you step outside the room with me, sir?” the huge man asked. “I have some things to discuss with you. But first, let’s see if your white-haired friend can join us.” He dragged the screaming Hayden through the doorway as if he weighed no more than a sack of flour, and then both disappeared.

Sebastien turned his full attention to his goddess, disheveled and dirty on the floor, but still smiling at him through her tears. “Hello,” she said.

Falling to his knees in front of her, he gathered her up and held her as if he would never release her. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

“I knew you would find me,” Cordelia breathed into his ear.

“Are you hurt, love? Did he…touch you?” He tightened his arms around her, as if trying to protect her from the world.

“Nothing to speak of. I’m glad you got here when you did, though.” She shuddered. “How did you find me?”

“I’ve been looking for you since the morning after you were taken.”

“But here, in this house?”

“We had a hint, and then I followed the trail. Did you think I’d let anyone keep you away from me?”

He kissed her. It had barely been a week since their last kiss, but Cordelia felt like she was drowning in a sea of love when Sebastien put his lips on hers. She hardly wanted to breathe.

A voice from the doorway interrupted them. “Sorry, but I’m not sure how much time we have. The white-haired man must have snuck out when he heard us. I don’t know if he’ll come back with reinforcements.”

“And Hayden?”

“I’m a little upset about that,” the black-haired man said flatly. “I barely got to ask him anything when he suddenly keeled over and stiffened up like a plank. His face was purple within a minute. Am I that frightening?”

“He poisoned himself?” Sebastien asked.

“I’m afraid so. Wouldn’t have thought he had the guts. Oh, well.” He looked around the room. “But as I said, we’d best move on.”  

Sebastien nodded at his words, reluctantly letting go of Cordelia. “Oh,” he said. “Cor, this is my friend. He tagged along.”

She turned to the taller man. “I’m Cordelia Bering,” she said, offering her hand as if they were at just another party of the ton.

The other man’s lip quirked. He appreciated the absurdity as well. “Bruce Allander. Lord Forester, actually. I’m very pleased to meet you, but we really should get out of here.”

“Wait.” Cordelia nodded weakly toward the table. “The plans.”

“Take them?” Forester asked, moving to gather them up.

“No. Burn them.”

“She’s right.” Thorne nodded, putting his arm around Cordelia to help support her. “We don’t want to be caught with them.”  

Forester swept all the papers into the grate, which suddenly flared with sooty orange flames. The trio watched it all disappear into smoke.


Chapter 33

Cordelia had thought her ordeal was over, but she had forgotten she was still far from a safe haven. Before they left the house, Sebastien presented Cordelia with a cloth bundle. “You’ll need to be unremarkable if we’re to get you out of Calais. Hayden might not have been working for France, but this town is crawling with soldiers who do.”

She was happy to oblige. Sebastien draped a lightweight wool cloak around her, the fabric dyed a forest green. “Keep the hood up,” he warned. “I don’t want anyone to see your face or remember who you are.”

She nodded, pausing only to bind her hair back with a strip of cloth. “Where are we going?”

“The port. A friend awaits us there. I hope.” He glanced at her, and then over to Forester, noting that they both had black hair. “If anyone asks, she’s your sister.”

“I’ve always wanted a sister,” Forester quipped. “Perhaps I could trade my brother in.”

“Who would take Ash in trade?” Thorne asked.

“No one I know,” Forester growled, frowning.

She didn’t get a chance to ask who they were talking about. Forester was urging them to hurry. “We don’t know if someone heard something and will get nosy,” he warned.

They left the house. The hour was late, but the main thoroughfares were still active.

Not wanting to risk even a half-hour in plain view, Sebastien hired a coachman to drive them to the harbor. He paid well, but he imagined the looming threat of Forester’s expression was just as key in getting the man to agree.

Forester, ever alert to the subtleties of such situations, stated that he would ride beside the coachman. “Just in case the man gets any ideas,” he muttered.

Thorne gave him a grateful nod for his discretion. He couldn’t stand the idea of separating himself from Cordelia any longer, and he would be useless as a lookout. Cordelia huddled in Sebastien’s arms for the duration of the short journey, not quite trusting that she wasn’t dreaming. Whenever she looked up at him, he was watching her with an inscrutable expression.

“Are you really here?” she asked once.

“Yes, love. I found you.”

“How will we get home?”

“We’re going to get a ship across the channel. A friend is the captain, and we can trust him. Soon you’ll be back where you belong.”

At the harbor, Forester hunted down the location of the Mistral, while Sebastien kept Cordelia in the carriage. He wasn’t going to risk anything at this point.

Forester returned soon enough. “Follow me,” he said. “Hurry, the tide’s in less than half an hour.” The couple scrambled out of the vehicle, and Thorne flipped a few extra coins toward the driver.

They raced down the quay until they stood at the gangplank of the Mistral.

Forester paused, giving a final glance around, then called out, “Permission to come aboard?”

“Permission granted,” a tenor voice responded. Cordelia caught sight of a youthful looking man in civilian clothes standing on the deck, though he bore himself with the confidence of a naval captain.

“Let me,” Sebastien murmured to Cordelia, picking her up. He carried her up the gangplank and onto the deck. Forester followed, looking behind them to see if they were pursued. The night was undisturbed.

“Is the lady injured?” the young man asked as he approached them. He looked concerned, his eyes locked on Cordelia.

“Exhausted,” Sebastien explained. “I’m going to take her below to the empty cabin.”

“It’s all yours,” the captain responded, “though it’s not quite up to a lady’s standards. Call out if you need anything.”

Thorne nodded and took her below.

Looking after the couple, Hartley made no attempt to hide his surprise. “That’s what we came for?”

Forester grinned. “Yes. You can see why my friend wanted to get her back.”

“No argument here,” the young man said. He ordered his crew to begin to ready the ship to sail. Then he looked at Forester. “Were you followed?”

“We don't think so. And I trust your business is done?" Forester asked casually.

“A successful run,” Hartley noted in a modest tone. “And your…prize retrieved as well. Could be worse.”

“You’re a cynic.”

“I’ll be jubilant when the Mistral sails up the Thames. Till then, I am free to worry.”

Hartley sailed at the first available moment. His tiny crew was just as eager to get away from the French city, and they had the main sail—the white one—unfurled in a snap.

Of course, they were all experts, hardly needing Forester’s assistance. Yet he stayed on deck. Hartley gave him tasks to perform alongside the crew. Perhaps he was well aware that Thorne was preoccupied, leaving Forester to his own devices.

* * * *

In the small cabin below, Sebastien was completely preoccupied. He bent over Cordelia, who lay on the bunk that was tucked into the wall, a nook that not even the worst storm could shake. A lantern hung from the ceiling, swinging slightly on the chain. The light cast from the yellowed glass made the room seem warm and cozy, though the cold sea air belied the image. Sebastien tucked a blanket around her.

His eyes surveyed her carefully, checking for damage that he might have missed in his initial fury. “Do you need anything, my love?” he asked finally.

She needed him. Cordelia finally felt safe again, now that Sebastien was with her. She couldn’t stand the thought of losing him. “Nothing at the moment. Just don’t leave me alone.”

“I need to tell you something, Cor.” He knelt by the little ship’s bed, his eyes vulnerable and oddly young. He took her hands in his own. “When you disappeared, I thought I would go mad. I couldn’t sleep, wondering where you were. I should have said it earlier. I need you.”

“You have me,” she said, wonderingly. “Surely you don’t think I care for anyone else, do you?”

“I mean that I need you forever. Not as a lover or even a mistress, but as my wife. Please let me care for you for the rest of our lives. Marry me. Not to protect your reputation, or for protection of any kind, but because you want to be with me. Is that something you could do?”

“Oh,” she said, her heartbeat suddenly fluttering. She’d received so many proposals before, but none like this. “Oh. Sebastien.”

“I love you, Cordelia,” he said, laying his heart bare. Nothing less than the truth would do.

She breathed in very slowly, aware of how much that speech had exposed him. “And I love you.”

“Then you’ll marry me?”

“I…I do want to.” More than anything.

“But what?” he asked, his eyes darkening.

“My life…my work…”

“Your life is with me, Cordelia. And I would never dream of asking you to stop pursuing your work,” he vowed. Then he smiled. “Though you must promise to inform me if there will be an international incident over a design.”

“But my household…”

“You needn’t fear for your reformed disreputable servants. We’ll keep them all, I promise. You don’t have to be parted from them or feel that you let them down.”

Beaming, she threw her arms around him, holding him as if she’d never let go. Then she raised her face to his. “Kiss me.”

He kissed her, and more. He showed her how much he needed her, and her desire matched his. They fell into each other, into a dance they would never tire of no matter how long they were together. Then both lay entwined on the narrow bed, their breathing slowly returning to normal.

Sebastien ran a finger along her jawline, and then traced her lips. “I won’t let you go this time, you know.”

“I should never have tried to convince myself I didn’t need you.” She smiled at him. “Kiss me again.”

He did, losing himself in her. “I love you,” he breathed, when he could. “I should have told you long before.”

“No matter, as long as you keep telling me from now on.” Her eyes shone with promise. “And you’ll have to bear me telling you the same.”

“Awful fate,” he murmured.

Content, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

* * * *

The Mistral crossed the channel as if a hurricane were at her back. The wind favored the midnight enterprise, filling the sails so that the ship seemed to fly through darkness.

Forester, never at home on boats, spent a few long hours in total misery, but as dawn approached, the sight of British waters cheered everyone, and soon the Mistral sailed up the Thames.

Pleased with the outcome of this excursion, Hartley grinned over at Forester. “You might want to tell our other passengers we’ll reach London soon.” 

Cordelia emerged from the cabin looking much more alive than when she boarded the night before. Part of the reason may have been the way Sebastien hovered by her side, his arm firmly round her waist.

She was pleased to meet Hartley and thanked him profoundly for his role in her rescue. The young captain seemed suddenly tongue-tied, and managed a diffident reply.

The ship came to dock shortly after dawn. Sebastien left Forester with Hartley and hired a closed carriage to take Cordelia the last leg home. Once again, he kept the hood of her cloak up to conceal her identity, and his hat jammed low to conceal his. He was profoundly grateful that the day was too young for many people to have arisen. The streets were still largely empty, with the exception of some hurrying to work and street hawkers setting up for the day. They were all too busy at their tasks to notice anything else.

He gave the driver the name of Quince Street, and bundled Cordelia inside the carriage. He sat next to her and cradled her against his body, recalling the first time he’d done so, after Hayden had attacked her.

She must have been thinking along the same lines. “Do you remember when you used that paltry excuse of a knife wound to put your arm around me, on that first night you showed up in my carriage?”

“You saw through that, did you?” He smiled down at her.

“Eventually.” She cuddled closer to him, and whispered, “But if I had avoided that maneuver, I’m sure you would have thought of something else.”

“When it came to capturing your eye, Cor, I found almost limitless determination.”

“I’m glad. Are we there yet?”

“Very nearly. You’ll be home within a half hour.”

“How lovely. I’ve missed my home,” she said, her eyelids closing. “Wake me when we get there.”

“Anything you say, Cor.” He kissed the top of her head, and his arm tightened around her. Cordelia fell into a doze, feeling she was already home.


Chapter 34

The hired carriage rolled up the drive. Sebastien nudged Cordelia awake and was rewarded with a blissful smile.

Jem ran to the door of the conveyance and flung it open without asking. Seeing Cordelia, he took a deep breath and started to grin widely. “Very glad to see you home again, my lady!”

Sebastien leaned forward. “Please tell a maid to wake Mrs Wharton. Miss Bering will need assistance.”

Jem’s expression turned serious. “Are you ill, ma’am? Injured?”

“I’m fine, Jem, but I am tired, and Aunt Leona ought to know I’m back. I only hope my absence hasn’t hurt her as well.”

Sebastien helped Cordelia out of the carriage. Jem ran ahead, opened the doors of the house, and alerted nearly everyone with one shout.

Cordelia walked into the house on her own feet—it was important to her that she do that—but then it seemed she was not allowed to do a thing for herself. Bond actually burst into tears of joy on seeing her mistress back, and even Stiles had suspiciously glassy eyes. Sebastien stayed near Cordelia, forgoing all previous subterfuge. He wanted to make his place very clear.

When Aunt Leona saw her, Cordelia thought the older woman might faint. “Please sit, Aunt. I am quite safe and well, you will see.”

“I’m so happy,” Leona said, sinking into a chair next to Cordelia. “I knew Lord Thorne was doing his best, but…oh, my dear, I thought something terrible had happened to you! I couldn’t sleep. If Edward…that is, if Sir Dunham hadn’t been there to lean on, I don’t know what I would have done.”

“Well, I am back, and all will be well.”

Leona nodded. “I have done my best to keep your disappearance quiet, but I’m not sure that there won’t be consequences. A few people asked after you. I said you were at the house in Bristol.”

Thorne cleared his throat. “I suppose this is as good a time as any to make a small announcement.”

Cordelia looked at Sebastien, who was waiting for her approval. “Go on, Sebastien,” she said, using his given name quite deliberately.

He grinned at her, and said to Leona, “Cordelia has accepted my offer of marriage, and I expect the wedding will happen as soon as humanly possible.”  

Leona clapped her hands together once. “Oh, how wonderful!”

A while later, Bond took Cordelia upstairs, and insisted on giving her a scorching hot bath. “You need to scrub out the past, my lady,” she said. Cordelia couldn’t disagree.

While in the hot water, she drank a glass of brandy, a remedy also insisted on by Bond, and then was tucked into her bed like a child. She slept a blessedly dreamless sleep until hunger awoke her in the evening.

Bond dressed her in a lovely, loose-fitting gown and draped the jade pendant around her neck.

“There’s a bit of a celebration planned,” the maid explained.

Downstairs, she found that both Sebastien and Sir Dunham were in the parlor, along with Leona. Everyone was dressed for dinner. The only guest who had not arrived was Mr Jay, who had been notified of Cordelia’s return.

Sir Dunham beamed at Cordelia when she appeared. “The prodigal returns,” he said. “Now that you are back, I find myself at a loss. I was able to offer comfort and diversion to Leona in your absence. But perhaps I have overstayed my welcome.”

Her aunt smiled like a schoolgirl. “Your jests will never cease, will they?”

“I see that he has been a true companion to you,” Cordelia said, a wry edge to her voice.

Leona moved to stand quite close to Sir Dunham. “Well, we have reached an understanding.”

“Sir Dunham has finally proposed to you,” Cordelia guessed.

“A second marriage may not have the thrill of the first, but I managed to convince this charming lady that it might be better than she expects.” The stately Dunham looked very pleased with himself. And Leona also had a glow about her that made her look many years younger.

“Congratulations,” Sebastien said, moving so that Cordelia could feel the heat of him next to her.

Then Ivy knocked on the drawing room door. “Mr Jay,” she announced. As Ivy moved aside, Sebastien leaned down. In a low voice, he said, “You should prepare yourself, Cor. Mr Jay may not look his best.”

“What do you mean?” She looked at him, puzzled.

He didn’t have the chance to explain before footsteps sounded in the hall, accompanied by an odd clicking. Mr Jay appeared in the doorway.

Cordelia gasped. “William!” She was so shocked that she let his Christian name slip out. Her own tiredness forgotten, she rushed over to her friend. “Oh, my heavens! What happened to you?” She surveyed his injuries.

He was walking with the aid of a cane. One foot was bandaged. Worse than that, his face bore the marks of slowly healing bruises, and gloves couldn’t conceal the damage to his hands. Aunt Leona cried out in dismay. Cordelia helped Jay to a seat before returning to Sebastien’s side.

Mr Jay looked at the floor. “I hesitate to relate the details to a lady, Miss Bering.”

Sebastien interjected quietly, “He had an encounter with some of Hayden’s gang. From what he told me earlier, I’d expect Hayden himself was responsible for much of the damage.”

Jay looked devastated. “It’s true. It happened the night of…the night you were taken, Miss Bering. I was at my club. Someone found me and told me you had sent an urgent message for me. Of course, like a fool, I followed him out into the street. There I was manhandled and taken to an alley where four other men were hiding. They set on me. They made me tell them about the Andraste plans. About Lear. About you, Miss Bering. I’m so sorry.”

“Oh, Mr Jay. They could have killed you!”

“They might have if I’d kept silent,” he agreed. “But still, it was unconscionable that I told them anything. I betrayed you and it nearly resulted in your death.”

“You didn’t betray me,” she assured him.

“I did,” he insisted. “Tell her, Thorne. I can’t say it.”

“They forced Mr Jay to reveal what he knew of your plans,” Sebastien explained. “That is how they knew you were at the ball that evening. They had already decided to kidnap you as soon as they could, so they were ready to act when Jay admitted you would be there.”

Cordelia stared at Sebastien. “You knew all this?”

“I called at your house the following morning and found out that you weren’t here. I started by looking for anyone who might know your whereabouts, and called on Mr Jay. I found him at home abed, recovering from the injuries Hayden’s men gave him.”

“I feel dreadfully responsible,” Jay said. “Miss Bering, I beg your forgiveness.”

“I refuse to forgive you when you did nothing wrong.”

“Miss Bering…”

“Fine then! I forgive you! I forgive you for telling men who were beating you to death what they wanted to know, and for being human and for loving life. But now you must forgive me for making you a party to my ill-advised Lear persona. I forced you to lie and I put you in danger.”

“I didn’t mind in the least.” He winced as he moved. “Well, not till this week.”

“In any case, Lear is retiring,” she informed him. “I’ve learned my folly regarding living a lie such as that. Henceforth, there will be no more secrets.”

Beside her, Sebastien smiled. “Well, there will still be a few secrets.”

Across the room, Cordelia caught the eye of Stiles, standing unobtrusively in one corner. He didn’t smile, but she knew he was laughing inside.

Then the butler announced that dinner was served.

* * * *

Late that same night, after he bid goodnight to Cordelia, Thorne once again headed to the discreet offices of the Zodiac. He knocked on the outer door, and it was instantly opened by the woman named Chattan.

“Good evening, sir,” she said, stepping aside to allow him in. This time she was less covered in ink, though her hair was messily bound and she still exhibited no regard for the niceties of ladies’ fashion. She opened Neville’s door without knocking and announced, “Sagittarius is here.”

At Neville’s invitation, Thorne came inside. Chattan closed the door behind him.

Neville looked Thorne over once when he entered the office. “Allow me to congratulate you on your coming nuptials.”

“Is there anything you don’t know?”

Neville paused. “No. At least not that I know of.” That rare flash of humor let Thorne know that Neville was in a good mood.

Thorne said, “Speaking of weddings, I have something of a gift to give.”

“How so?”

“My frighteningly clever fiancée has a gift for His Majesty’s government.” He placed a roll of papers on Neville’s desk. They were the final and correct plans for the Andraste. “I think you’ll find these interesting.”

Neville picked up the papers, unrolled them, and began to look them over. His eyes widened. “Is this feasible?”

“In theory, yes. Cordelia incorporated several very new ideas into this design. She thinks it can be built, though only as a prototype. The cost will be significant, and some of the processes need refinement. Still, if a ship like the Andraste can be made, it will change the face of battle.”

“Indeed.”

“If the Astronomer agrees, perhaps these can be sent to the right department in the navy…through the proper channels, of course.”

Neville said, “You managed to find quite an asset, didn’t you?”

“Don’t think you can count her as an agent, Neville. My soon-to-be wife is quite done with such matters.”

“Let’s hope so.” Neville smiled, but his air was a bit distant.

Thorne frowned. “Something on your mind about the mission?”

“No. This one has concluded brilliantly.”

Something in Neville’s choice of words disturbed him. “There have been others that haven’t ended as well?”

“Too many. Good agents have been lost. Information has been wrong. We like to think we’re smarter than the other side, but that’s an efficient way to die. Napoleon has someone like me working for him, and he’s doing an excellent job. This conflict won’t end soon. It will get worse.”

“It is a war. We will have losses.”

“Losses like these are unacceptable. Suspicious.”

“Someone sold us out?”

Neville looked up. “If someone has, I will bloody well find him and kill him with my bare hands.”

Thorne didn’t doubt that for a moment. Neville only looked harmless.

The other man shook his head once. “Speaking of that, I want to talk to you, Thorne.”

“I was going to give you a full report.”

“That’s fine. This is about something else.”

“What now?” Sebastien wasn’t sure he could handle another crisis.

“I’m taking you out of the field.”

“What?” Sebastien sat up in his chair, the outrage clear in his tone. “After what you just told me?”

“Never think that I haven’t been proud of what you’ve accomplished. But the time has come for a change, and I’m sure you’ll agree with me after you’ve had a chance to think it over.” Neville held up one hand to prevent Sebastien from interrupting. “This is my proposal. I want you to take over the recruitment and training of the Zodiac’s agents.”

“But I don’t have any experience doing that.”

“You didn’t have experience being a spy when I met you, either. But you learned.”

“You think I can do this?”

“I can’t think of anyone better. And you’ll be able to stay here in England with your new wife, and better act the part of the earl, which I know has been a difficulty so far. What do you say?”

“I’d be honored.” 

“Good,” Neville smiled. “I knew it. Your first student has already been chosen, and I expect he’ll leap at the chance to join us.”

“Who?” asked Thorne.

“Young Ensign Hartley.”

Thorne smiled. “He does seem to have the personality for it.”

“Brash, daring, stupid, and smart,” Neville said. “And a smuggler to boot. He has potential.” 

Thorne returned to main issue. “The most important thing to realize is that Hayden and his employer Arceneau weren’t working for Bonaparte. Arceneau told Cordelia he worked for himself. I made the mistake of thinking the emperor was aware of the Andraste. It seems he doesn’t know about it. Arceneau is a rogue. We must devote more attention to finding out about the man.”

Neville nodded. “Absolutely. You’ll submit your report on what happened tomorrow, of course.”  

“Of course.”

“When you retrieved Miss Bering, did you find anyone in the house besides Arceneau?”

Thorne shook his head. “In fact, we missed Arceneau—he was on to us. We just found Hayden and two guards. Is it important?”

“Nothing to worry about, Thorne. When you write up your report, I’d like you to include Miss Bering’s account of her captivity. It may be instructive.”

“Yes, sir.” Thorne was puzzled at Neville’s insistence, but he would follow the man to hell if he requested it.

“You may expect a letter detailing your new duties very soon. As a wedding gift, I shall not ask you to start until after you return from your honeymoon. You are taking her on a honeymoon, yes?” Neville looked at Thorne inquiringly.

“I assume so. We haven’t discussed it yet. Wherever it is, it will be somewhere extremely boring and safe.” In fact, he decided that boring and safe were two words he was becoming quite enamored with.


Chapter 35

Humid summer had taken hold of London, the Season was over, and the city had already begun to empty out. The wedding of Lord Thorne and Miss Bering would be a small one, which suited nearly everyone involved.

Their engagement was officially announced to the polite society. The countess endured many well-meant condolences on the folly of the next Earl of Thornbury in marrying a woman with few connections and no prospects, especially considering the state of the Thorne family’s finances. To those people, she admitted only that her son was most determined on the match, and she had no power to change it. But she said it with a smile.

Cordelia herself was set upon by an unexpectedly high number of callers, most of whom simply left their cards. Cordelia was understandably busy preparing for her unexpected change in fortune. However, she received several guests in the drawing room, where she entertained them with mostly fabricated accounts of her courtship, since the truth would have been frankly unbelievable. She endured several cautionary tales about the dangers of marrying impoverished noblemen, no matter how handsome they were. Cordelia listened to all this advice graciously and did not care in the slightest.

Sebastien called on her nearly every day. Following the announcement of the engagement, his privileges in seeing her, both in public and in private, were considerably expanded. They were able to walk, dine, and drive where they liked. Cordelia reveled in the novelty of performing such non-clandestine activities. When she confessed that to Sebastien, he laughed out loud.

“I’d almost forgotten how!” he said. Then he took her hand, happy that he could do so without pretending to do something else. “Marrying you might well save my sanity, Cordelia. You’ll keep me anchored.”

“You’ll find plenty to anchor you at Thorne Hall, from what I’ve heard about the place,” she warned him. “And if you carry out your plans for a…school there, we’ll have plenty of intrigue ahead.”

“Oh, our life together will never lack interest,” he said, his tone full of promise.

Cordelia blushed, believing every word.

* * * *

Aided by his mother and the shrewd young Adele, Sebastien continued to keep news of the real state of the Thorne fortunes as quiet as he could. He had plans for the future. His solicitors drew up several legal documents before the marriage, some of them quite odd. Cordelia was permitted to keep ownership of all papers of her father and his colleagues, including those of a man known as Mr Lear. The solicitors didn’t understand that one at all, but Lord Thorne was most insistent.

For her part, Cordelia laughed at the annual amount of pin money Sebastien settled on her. “What could I possibly do with that much?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he said smugly. “Besides, I have to compete with Lear’s old income, don’t I?”

“You have no competition, my dear.”

About one week before the wedding, Cordelia and Sebastien called all of the servants together. Though events had kept everyone busy, there was an underlying concern about what would happen after the marriage.

Cordelia looked over the faces of her household. She was profoundly grateful that she had gotten a chance to know them all.

“Good morning,” she began. “It would be an understatement to say that two months ago, I would not have expected any of this to be happening. I cannot tell you how much I appreciate the steadiness of your support. I only hope that I can someday repay the trust you have shown.”

Stiles cleared his throat. “My lady, it is your trust we have been repaying.” A murmur from the others confirmed his words.

Cordelia smiled fondly at her butler, then went on. “As you know, I will be moving to Cheshire following the wedding. And Mrs Wharton will be marrying Lord Dunham at the end of the summer, so she will of course join his household.”

A sniff from Mrs Landry was loud enough to be heard throughout the room. “Won’t ever be the same, my lady, after we shut up this house and go our separate ways.”  

Sebastien broke in before the maids could start crying en masse. “That is the issue we wish to discuss,” he said clearly. “Miss Bering has made it quite clear to me that she regards you all as her family. And family does not get cast aside when situations change, no matter how drastic that change is.” 

He looked around the room. “Cheshire is a long way from here, but we have space for everyone. However, it is my intention that those of you who join us at Thorne Hall will not just be regular servants. I have an idea which will require people with a very particular background. Ordinary servants will simply not do.”

A mild babble broke out, but Cordelia soon calmed everyone. “What my fiancé is saying is that those whose wish to will join a sort of school for servants. A special school, where people we trust will learn not only the usual tasks of serving, but also a few extra skills.” She smiled. “And you may use some of the more unusual skills you gained in previous lives.”

Jem half raised his hand. “Are you saying I’ll be a footman and a thief, ma’am?”

“I’m saying, dear Jem, that you’ll be a man who can play at being a footman in order to catch thieves…and others who would harm the people and the country we love.”

“Oh, well then. I think I’d fancy that,” he responded with a grin.

“So would I,” Lucy Bond echoed, twining her hand in Jem’s.

* * * *

On the day of the wedding, Cordelia woke up early. Bond entered with a breakfast tray. “Last morning you’ll be breakfasting alone, my lady,” she said with a knowing smile. “Eat up. You wouldn’t want to faint in church!” 

Cordelia ate a little bread and butter with her tea, then Bond dressed her in her wedding finery. The ivory lace gown was extravagant, the delicate lace worked in rosettes all along the length of the skirt. Bond carefully curled her hair, and held the locks in place with a circlet of green-tinged roses, created especially by Aunt Leona. Cordelia’s gloves were light green as well. At her throat, she wore Sebastien’s wedding gift, an emerald necklace of stunning deep green stones. Bond treated the stones with the sort of reverence that only a jewel thief could.

Cordelia walked down the stairs slowly, with Bond following faithfully behind her, watching the slight train of her dress so it would not get torn.

She entered the drawing room, where Elly and Leona waited. Upon hearing about the engagement, Elly had instantly agreed to be her bridesmaid. In order to keep Cordelia the center of attention, she dressed in simple pale blue lawn. She wore pearls and her light hair was coiffed into an elegant knot.

“Oh, you are a perfect bride!” Elly exclaimed. “Just looking at you makes me want to get married all over again.” 

“I think the Church has rather firm rules about that, so long as you still have Mr Ramsay,” Leona commented. Then she gazed happily at her niece. “You are a vision, Cordelia. I always knew you would become a bride.”

“Despite my many protests to the contrary?” Cordelia looked indulgently at her aunt.

“Oh, yes. You are made for loving, my dear. Such a heart as yours needs to have someone to love.”

“I would have been happy living with you till we were two old ladies.”

“Before you met your match, perhaps. But once Lord Thorne crossed your path…ah, that’s that!” Aunt Leona shrugged happily, as if consigning everything to Fate.

“And I am not the only one in love today,” Cordelia noted slyly.

“Yes, well,” Leona looked down, smiling. “Edward is a good man.”

“It is a good match,” Cordelia insisted.

“I think so,” a male voice said from the hallway. The ladies saw Lord Dunham standing there, grinning without a trace of compunction. “But that is not the marriage of interest today. Mrs Ramsay, you must take my soon-to-be bride to the church posthaste. Miss Bering and I will follow.”

The ladies did as instructed, and within minutes, one carriage rattled away from the house, leaving one for the bride. Since Cordelia had no close male relative to give her away, she had rather shyly asked Lord Dunham to perform the service, seeing as they would soon be nearly related anyway. The baronet had accepted the offer happily, and so it was he who rode with her to the parish church.

When the carriage stopped in front of the church steps, he jumped out and helped her, paying careful attention to the dress. “I know your maid will have my head if I allow anything to happen to it!” he said.

At a signal, they entered the church, and walked down the aisle to where the party had gathered, all watching her advance on Dunham’s arm.

Sebastien’s heart nearly stopped on seeing his bride at last. Cordelia glowed with a happiness that he’d never seen on her face before. He realized that all the cares she had shouldered over the years were finally gone. She looked as innocent and as radiant as, well, a bride.

She beamed at him when he took her hand. He did not want to let her go.

Neither Cordelia nor Sebastien remembered a word of the ceremony.

Afterwards, everyone returned to the Quince Street house for the wedding breakfast. Stiles and Mrs Landry had outdone themselves in preparing the house for visitors. The dining room was filled with flowers, and the best dishes were laid out with a precision that the great houses of England couldn’t best.

Sebastien’s mother looked around and gave her approval. “Very lovely. And on such short notice! You run a house well, Cordelia.”

“I have been lucky with my help,” she replied, straight-faced.

The meal was lively. Mr Ramsay looked as besotted with his wife as if they were the newlyweds, and Adele demonstrated her ability to capture a man’s attention in the way that she effortlessly snared Jay with her innocent laugh. Lord Dunham showered all the ladies with compliments, saving the most ridiculous ones for Leona, sparking laughter around the table. Even Sebastien’s laconic best man, Lord Forester, looked amused. Cordelia looked around and decided that if this was the path her life took, she had no cause for complaint. And when she caught her husband’s gaze, she knew that she was destined for happiness.

After the final toasts, Cordelia invited the guests to join her in the gardens, where cake and tea would be served.

The gardens were in marvelous form and filled with the timeless scent of summer, the roses at the height of their season. The gazebo had been draped with pale green bunting, and rose petals were strewn all over the paths.

Adele, normally so convinced of her own taste, was quite impressed by the overall effect, and got a speculative look in her eye as she surveyed the gardens.

Sebastien saw it and whispered to his mother, “Best take notes, mother dear. I think my little sister is getting ideas for her own wedding.”

Lady Thorne smiled. “She’ll have ten thousand ideas for her wedding before the real thing occurs. I only pray she doesn’t make me wait as long as you did!”

“It was worth the wait. Don’t you think I found a perfect bride?”

“She’s not what I would have expected,” his mother noted. “But sensible and intelligent. She’s a good match for you, and she’ll be an excellent mistress of Thorne Hall.” She paused. “Now shouldn’t you go in search of her? It is the beginning of your life together. You must not neglect her on this day of all days.”

He couldn’t agree more. Sebastien found his wife sitting on a stone bench in a secluded part of the grounds, admiring a rose she held in her hand. Her black hair was bound up and secured with a ribbon he already dreamed of untying. He moved quietly toward her. “Did I not meet you in a place just like this?”

She looked up, her heart in her eyes. “You forget that it was night, and that marriage was the furthest thing from your mind when you sought to kiss me.”

“True. I suspected you were part of some heartless design to seduce me. But I very quickly realized that my attraction to you wouldn’t ever fade.”

She let the rose go, and offered him her hand. “Well, go on and say it. I know what the gossip will be. ‘Heartless’ Cordelia Bering finally gave in.”

He shook his head. “The gossips will never comprehend one tenth of the truth. Let them talk.” He took her hand in his. “I know you’re not, and never have been, heartless.”

“Of course I am,” she said, laughing now. “I gave my heart to you.”

He swept her up and into his arms. “But you took mine in exchange.”

“A fair trade, then.” She smiled and kissed him, not caring in the least who saw them. “Now, my heart, let’s go and face the world together.”

Hand in hand, they did.


* * * *
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