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      Lady Serena Preston leads a double life. Not the typical society miss, she dresses and acts the part with perfection, a flawless and unique spy for the Crown. Abandoned by her father and brother as a ‘useless’ girl, Serena determined she would prove her value and skills of observation and detail. Now highly regarded by her peers, she’s confident she can best any man in a game of wits…that is until he returns to London. Richard is the only man she’s ever loved, and the memory of his rejection still stings. Now delegated to work with him, she’s determined to show him she’s no longer the young girl he rebuffed. But can she put aside the past, ignore the familiar longing, and trust Richard with her life?

      

      Viscount Richard Weatherington left England four years ago after quite the embarrassing episode with Serena. Now back in London, he expects she is over her infatuation now, perhaps even married. He never thought she’d be working for the king’s foremost spymaster, all grown up and using her beauty against French sympathizers. Now thrust together in pursuit of deadly turncoats, Richard’s respect grows as he watches her pragmatism and dedication to their mission. Daily he fights the incessant pull of attraction he feels for her while, frustratingly, she appears to be unaffected by him. But when she’s captured, her life hanging in the balance, Richard vows to tell her he loves her—if she survives.
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        14 October 1809

        Countess of Edingfield’s Ballroom,

        Mayfair, London.

      

      

      

      Richard, Viscount Weatherington, detested roses. After being absent from London’s ballrooms for four years, he now found himself tucked away amid a voluminous vase of… fresh cut roses. Without a doubt, the countess must have emptied every hothouse in England to fill the large vases scattered around the Edingfield ballroom.

      “Weatherington, be a man and come out of hiding. You’ve been gone far too long, my friend,” James Buckley, the Earl of Moreham muttered out of the side of his mouth while smiling at a trio of young misses strolling past Weatherington’s hidey hole. “When we spoke earlier, you made no mention of attending this evening.”

      Moreham’s smile reminded him of a gouty old gentleman suffering with dyspepsia. Richard stepped away from the vase of flowers and joined Moreham to watch the dancers. “No, just as you didn’t mention you have taken a marked interest in in our friend Thorne’s little sister.” He kept his eyes forward. He’d not give his friend the satisfaction of seeing how much the idea of Moreham and Lady Serena Preston, as a couple, bothered him.

      Moreham turned his head in his direction and heaved a deep breath. “Do I need to remind you nothing is ever as it seems?”

      Richard winced. His friend’s words could only have one meaning. “She’s the one who’s going to help us tomorrow evening, isn’t she?”

      Moreham remained silent which confirmed his assertion. Lady Serena Preston, his best friend’s sister and a continual threat to Richard’s peace of mind was now actively providing assistance to Moreham’s schemes. Serena was a spy. Moreham had a wicked sense of humor to pair him with her. The woman created chaos wherever she went. She always had. His skin bore the scars of her impetuousness.

      “Beware my friend. She’s heading this way. Judging by her less than ladylike progress across the room, your death is imminent which will make your second cousin and heir presumptive, Felix, a happy man. You may not know this, but the lady carries a pistol in a thigh holster? Never without it.”

      “Does she know?”

      Moreham leaned closer. “No, I haven’t told her. Haven’t found the right moment. Standing in the middle of Edingfield’s ballroom is definitely not the place. Would be best for us all if you would go find someone else to annoy.” Moreham fiddled with his waistcoat pocket for a few seconds before pulling a small square of foolscap from its silken hiding place. He wiggled his fingers in Richard’s direction. “Here, take care of this.”

      “Now?” Richard asked. “You’re trying to get rid of me?”

      “I expect you to do your duty.”

      Richard slipped the note into his own small pocket. “You know all the stories. Thorne and I have both shared the tales of her escapades. She’s trouble by any man’s definition. Headstrong with a passion for living. There’s no reasoning with her when she has decided her course.”

      Moreham snorted. “You don’t see the commonality you share, do you? Every comment about the lady applies to you just as strongly. Now, leave.” He replied, his impatience echoed in every word he uttered.

      Those last two words chased any thought of doing as his spymaster ordered. “No, I don’t think so. I’m enjoying this evening far too much to cut it short.” Richard grinned before turning his attention to Lady Serena Preston, the only daughter of the Earl of Burley.

      No longer the ebullient girl he’d known, his heart stuttered at the sight of the lovely woman making her way in their direction. No, she wasn’t lovely, she was beautiful. He wanted to take her hand and lead her into the garden, to hold her until his kisses chased the angry fire from her eyes, and she smiled at him as she used to–before that night. Before he ruined everything.

      He should offer his apology for all he said four years earlier. Now, was not where he would offer his regrets for the past with every gossip in London watching them. Most likely, a wasted effort, on his part. He knew this lady would not accept his apology with ease. A small ache shuddered through his heart, just as it did every time, he dwelled on those few moments at the foot of the stairs.

      Serena stopped a respectable distance and bobbed a curtsey. She kept her gaze trained on him all but ignoring Moreham. “My lord, I hadn’t heard you were back in Town.” Each word uttered in a clipped cadence.

      “Yes, Mother wanted to do a little shopping. I thought she sent a note to Lady Philly,” he replied, smiling at her. He refused to give the nattering old matrons anything to chew on when they made their afternoon calls tomorrow.

      “My aunt never mentioned it, but she knows how little I care about your whereabouts.”

      Ever the peacemaker, Moreham moved closer, “Enough, children. Play nice at least until you don’t have all of Society watching.”

      Serena laughed and swatted Richard with her fan, raised her voice in a singsong trill. “My lord, you still manage to amuse me with the most humorous observations.” She turned to Moreham, each of her words spoken with all the warmth of the ice sculpture gracing Edingfield’s refreshment table. “Is that better?”

      Not one to allow another to have the last word, Richard canted his head to the side and smiled. “Your social graces have suffered since I last saw you. If we are to be successful you must remain the ever so proper Lady Serena. Would I be remiss if I offered my assistance in refreshing your memory of proper comportment?”

      Serena’s icy glare shifted back to Richard. “What is he talking about?” she demanded of Moreham.

      Richard wished he had done as Moreham directed and taken his leave before Serena had appeared. He did not care for bold ladies. He should have known with her unorthodox upbringing, Serena would forget herself when in a temper.

      Moreham leaned forward and whispered, “You’ll be working together on a new assignment.”

      Richard watched Serena absorb the news. She smoothed down the front of her gown and nodded her agreement. He didn’t believe for a single moment that she was done.

      The lady looked at Moreham then him. “My lords, so good to see you both again. If you’ll excuse me, I must see to my aunt.” Serena dropped down into a courtly curtsey. She rose to her full height and left without uttering another word.

      “That went rather well. She didn’t slap me,” Richard muttered as she disappeared into the crowd.

      Moreham shook his head. “You disappoint me. I’ve always thought you to be the more intelligent one of our group. If you think Lady Serena just accepted you as a partner, you are a dullard.”

      “She used to love me.” He winced at the sound of regret in his voice.

      Moreham shook his head and heaved a deep sigh. “Yes, I’m sure she did. Before you declared in a crowded ballroom she dressed like a strumpet. That was what you called her, wasn’t it? If your memory is lacking on that occasion, anyone in this room can recount what you said word for word. Just ask.”

      Richard wished he could rebut Moreham’s words, but he knew his friend spoke the truth. He raised his hands in surrender and spun on his heels. Time to do what he did best. Handle whatever task Moreham’s note detailed. He may have destroyed his friendship with Serena, but he still possessed the skills of a topnotch agent of the Crown.
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        Later that night

        Burley House,

        12 Hanover Square, London

      

      

      

      Would this night ever end? He could not sleep until he knew if Serena would be agreeable to working with him on the Arnold matter. Which was his reasoning for scaling the west wall of her father’s townhouse.

      He’d climbed this wall with Thorne, Viscount Abingdon, Serena’s older brother and Burley’s heir, when they slipped out to sample the nightlife of London without the earl or Lady Philomena being the wiser. The only price they paid was the coins the ever-resourceful Serena charged for allowing them to use her window to come and go. The girl should have a sizeable amount in her coffers with as many times as he and Thorne climbed up and down the trellis outside her window.

      Frustrated and more than a bit impatient with himself, Richard shoved the third-floor window upward. The screech of wood grinding against wood shot through the still night. A randy tomcat’s caterwauling when searching for a willing lady kitty to scratch his itch came to mind.

      He waited. No instant flare of candlelight. No shrieks of outrage. Not that Serena would succumb to schoolgirl hysterics. Would serve him right if she stood waiting, with a dainty pistol in hand, pointed at his head. He had no trouble envisioning that eventuality. Serena was not a faint-hearted English rose.

      Richard heaved a deep breath and lunged headlong through the window into the lady’s bedchamber. He landed with his middle straddling the windowsill. His legs remained outside while the rest of him ended chest down and his mouth and nose full of rug fringe. Not a graceful entrance to be sure. He spit out the bits of rug and rolled over to pull his feet into the room.

      Nothing about this night was going as he’d planned. First, Moreham’s note detailed a meeting with an informant in Seven Dials. Richard considered not following the instructions in the note. Most likely, Moreham had several folded squares of foolscap in his pockets. Easy way to rid himself of company. No one questioned the spymaster’s directives which was why Richard went to the Three Swans tavern. He’d been surprised when a stranger joined him for a pint, asking for payment before he’d hand over what he’d come to sell.

      It was because of the information he’d purchased he found himself in a less than elegant sprawl on Serena’s floor. Still wearing the clothes of a laborer. One didn’t show up in Seven Dials in one’s best evening finery. Resigned to waiting for Serena, he rested his head against the wall. Bloody hell, he was tired.

      He feared the stitches in his shoulder from an encounter the week before had torn loose. Could this night, or rather, morning have any more surprises?

      The darkened bedchamber was quiet. Too quiet. Perhaps Serena was still at Edingfield’s ball? He closed his eyes and listened. The only sounds were his labored breathing and the hissing of the banked fire on the other side of the room.

      The air in the room shifted. He froze in place. A faint rustling resonated from the shadows.

      The distinct click of a flintlock trigger thundered through the darkness. His head dropped to his chest. He regretted the day he’d taught her to shoot a pistol. Squinting, he tried to decipher her whereabouts.

      A white specter materialized, crossed the room with ghostly dignity then stopped inches from his reach. A voluminous nightrail floated around her body, giving her a heavenly countenance. He knew better. Lady Serena Preston was no angel.

      She possessed a streak of stubbornness a mile wide. A sense of loyalty that ran deeper than any ocean. He’d count himself lucky if she didn’t shoot him where he sat. The last time before tonight he’d had the pleasure of being in her company, she’d promised to do exactly that if he ever came near her again.

      Backlit by the embers, her unbound hair reminded him of all the times when the younger Serena chased after him and Thorne on the grounds of Pendleton, her father’s country house in Hertfordshire. A time before everything changed. Before she had grown up and become the beauty standing before him. Before if Moreham was to be believed, she became a somber lady with a secret life much like his own. It was too much to comprehend.

      “Weatherington, what the devil are you doing in my bedchamber?” She waved the pistol upward. “Stand up. Before you try to talk your way out of this calamity, light one of the candles on the mantle. I want to see your face when you lie to me,” she instructed in a low disembodied voice.

      He edged his way over to the fireplace to do her bidding. To his way of thinking, whoever brandished the gun was the one in charge.

      He lit the candle but remained by the fire, waiting for Serena’s next move. He felt like a pawn to her queen on a human chessboard. He hoped she’d lower her pistol from its dead center aim at his chest. He kept his body loose as she moved closer, but the smart girl remained out of his reach.

      No matter how much he hated involving her in a potentially dangerous encounter, he’d do all in his power to convince her to help him. Moreham’s plan was foolproof. Serena would bat her eyelashes at their target and the fool would follow her out into a dark garden where Richard and his friends would arrest the blighter. Simple enough. A chill ran up his neck at that thought. Nothing was ever simple when Serena was involved. He had a scar on his right hand to remind him of that tenet.

      “Hard to believe a year has passed”—Serena hesitated— “please allow me to extend my condolences on your loss. I sent a letter at the time of the funeral. Considering our last encounter, I fully understand if you didn’t open it.”

      The embers popped. The sound surprised him, causing him to jerk his body away from the fire.

      “I read your letter. Mother and I both appreciated your kind words.”

      She lowered her pistol to his middle. How like Serena. A bullet in the belly would be a slower and more painful death. “Now that we’ve taken care of the social niceties, what are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to be sure you agreed to help me with the Arnold business tomorrow evening. I assume Moreham found a private moment to put forth his plan. If you refuse to help us, then I must find another lady who’ll be willing.”

      “All Moreham said was you needed my help at the Whitney ball tomorrow evening. Nothing more. He told me you would be in touch. I don’t think he thought you’d crawl into my bedchamber in the dead of night, but I doubt if the all-knowing Earl of Moreham knows my bedchamber is located above the rose trellis.”

      “No, I’m certain you are right which is rather humorous. I think it is for the best if our illustrious leader remains ignorant about this meeting.”

      “For you to ask for my assistance screams of desperation. Our very public confrontation four years ago is still discussed in the drawing rooms. Mamas relish telling the story as a chastisement for young ladies to conduct themselves with the utmost propriety or they will end up on the shelf like poor Lady Serena.”

      Richard gritted his teeth. He’d not risked his life scaling the deflowered trellis to argue with Serena about the past. Wasn’t it enough, he’d left the country? Didn’t his father warn him that night he could run, but his chickens would most assuredly come home to roost? For a moment, he thought he heard clucking.

      “Serena, I’m here at Moreham’s behest.”

      “Yes, I’m certain you would only climb three stories under duress. I do remember how much you abhor heights. Conquering the trellis is a much greater challenge than the apple trees at Pendleton.” Mocking laughter resonated in her voice.

      “If I remember rightly,” he commented, shifting from one foot to the other trying to ease the pain in his shoulder. “I was the one who climbed that tree to rescue you. Your brother ignored your cries for help and rode off without a care.”

      “True, Thorne regarded me a pest. He still does when he deigns to visit. As for needing to be rescued, I was only nine years of age. I was supposed to be frightened. You were ten and six. Your intention was good, but you were the one who clung to that branch until Papa came along and rescued us both.”

      “My recollection is a bit different than your own. You had your scrawny arms wound around my neck so tight I feared strangulation. Your father’s appearance was fortuitous.”

      Serena still possessed the same mischievousness as she had that day when she sat primly in the apple tree and cried wolf. Teasing him about his dislike of heights did give him hope they could get past the memory of four years earlier.

      What Serena didn’t know was his fear of heights came from a tutor’s perversion for terrorizing a seven-year-old boy. It was at that age, the monster had dangled Richard by his heels over the parapet at Camberley when he failed to correctly recite all seven cases of Latin declensions. The crazed man wouldn’t pull him up until he got every tense right for that day’s word list. The only good that came of it was he’d won many a coin over the years besting lesser Latin scholars.

      Next, Serena would mention his particular aversion to the sight of his own blood. He might be one of the King’s Own, but the sight of his own blood caused him to swoon like a girl. Had borne the affliction for as long as he could remember.

      Lost in the past, Richard sensed rather than saw Serena step closer to him. He had had enough. “Well, are you going to shoot me?”

      She nudged the pistol into his belly. “Do not tempt me. At present, I’m more curious about why you need my help tomorrow evening. Besides the pistol isn’t loaded.” Serena tossed the weapon on the foot of her bed. “You must learn to not talk to yourself. I heard you grumbling.”

      He didn’t comment on her taunt, nor did he thank her. Churlish of him, but he did have his pride. He refused to give her the upper hand. While she’d been frequenting the ballrooms of London, he’d risked his life to rout the Frenchies. He was the one who faced his fears time and time again while risking his life. Richard performed his duty whether by clinging to a loose slate on a Paris rooftop or riding hell bent down a dark country lane under a new moon.

      “Are you listening to me?” Serena asked.

      “Sorry. Long night. High building. Rough landing. You were saying?”

      “I. Have. A. Question.” She enunciated each word as if he were hard of hearing.

      “Ask away.” He leaned forward in a slight bow. The motion sent a sharp pain through his shoulder forcing him to clear his throat to cover his groan.

      “Why now?” Serena canted her head in the direction of the mantle clock. “Tomorrow, no make that today, you could’ve called on me. Climbing in my window—while romantic—is highly impractical for a man afraid of heights. Four years ago, you were quick to inform me and anyone else standing nearby how little you regarded me.”

      “Four years ago, you were a child playing at being a woman grown.”

      “I was eight and ten years old. I made my bow to the queen that season. Not two months later.”

      “What was I supposed to say? Had I voiced what I was thinking when you appeared in that ballgown, your brother and father would have called me out. Thorne’s always been a better shot and the earl loves swordplay. No woman including you is worth taking ten steps and turning on a field of honor. Not even you are worth the risk of death.”

      “Oh, you’re infuriating. You insulted me!” Serena stamped her foot. She raised her hands, palms out and heaved a deep breath. “As much as I hate to admit it, you’re right. Enough of this reliving the past.” Another deep breath. “If I can endure Society’s lofty expectations and criticisms, I should have the fortitude to deal with you. Stop dithering and answer my question.” Without taking her eyes off him, she moved backward to the table to light another candle. “Why are you here? Must be s-something s-serious.” She froze in place, her eyes wide with fear.

      He knew instantly where her mind had gone. Thorne. He lunged forward, wrapping his uninjured arm around her trembling body. He held her close and rubbed her back. “Serena, Thorne is fine. I received a letter from him today with the weekly dispatch. Wellington’s excited about striking back at the French. Thorne says the general is traveling with Horse Guards as escort. He’s doing well. Couldn’t be more so if he was down the hall in his own bed. I, on the other hand, cannot say the same.”
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      Serena drew a deep breath. The distinctive coppery smell of blood filled her nose. Only then did she see how Richard’s left shoulder hung lower than the right. She reached out and touched him. Sticky wetness on her hand sent her heart racing. What had he got himself into?

      He moved away and tugged at his jacket sleeve to work his bloody arm free to expose the dark stain of blood on his white linen.

      “Merciful goodness,” Serena muttered. She drew her breath through her mouth to battle the need to cast up her accounts.

      She balked at the notion of chastising him. The tongue-lashing would come later after she tended his wound. Reaching around him, she worked the jacket off his good arm and tossed it to the floor. Serena took his arm and helped him sit in her reading chair by the fireplace.

      “I need Nettie. Just rest for a moment,” she ordered as she turned away.

      He seized her hand. “We need to talk about the Duke of Whitney’s ball.”

      She wanted to bash the silly man over the head. “You’re bleeding. I need to clean the wound and bandage you. You may believe you are the sole guardian of the King’s Government, but trust me, His government will not crumble before sunrise.”

      Serena crossed the room to the bell pull and yanked it hard. She looked back to find his gaze trained on her and shivered. How she wished she had met another gentleman, any other gentleman, and fallen in love with him as deeply as she had with Richard.

      Nothing had changed in four years. No other gentleman affected her as he did. She refused to accept less than complete love and devotion. Life was fraught with highs and lows. She wanted a caring and loving husband with whom to battle the trying times and relish the joyful moments. Was that too much to ask?

      Unfortunately, Richard Weatherington was that man for her while she’d always be his best friend’s little sister in need of rescuing. Enough of that sort of thinking for now. Richard needed her help.

      She hurried to wash his blood from her hands. Only then did she realize she was wearing her nightrail. It wouldn’t do for Nettie to find her dressed so. She grabbed her woolen dressing gown, shoving her arms into the sleeves and tying the sash with more force than was necessary.

      Richard’s chuckles rang through the room.

      How dare he find humor in their circumstances? If any servant besides Nettie answered her summons, they would find themselves married before sunrise. Aunt Philly would see to it. Her spinster aunt had said often enough that Richard would make the perfect husband for her. This little encounter would be all her aunt needed to see her belief become fact.

      After that horrid night, Richard had sailed for France, at least that was what the gossips had reported. Thorne never said where he went or what his friend was doing. Not that she had asked. She refused to show any interest in his whereabouts. A year ago, he’d returned to England. Within a few months, his father had died. A carriage accident killing his father and three servants. Being a good son, he took his mother home to their family seat at Camberley to mourn in private.

      She’d never forget that night at Pendleton, her father’s country home. She’d dreamed of the moment when Richard Weatherington would see her as a lady, rather than a spoiled child whom he was always rescuing. She’d imagined coming down the stairs to find him standing at the bottom, waiting for her.

      That dream turned to ashes when he stood in the ballroom and treated her like a child who’d sneaked into the room. He denigrated her gown as scandalous and inappropriate for a lady of good family. The incident had been witnessed by some of Society’s worst gossips.

      Enough woolgathering about the past. Time to nurse the one man she’d rather put a bullet into than any other. She winced at that thought. Richard still owned her heart.

      She’d argued with herself many a night to put her feelings for him aside. Find another to love. No doubt, he would do the same. That thought of him belonging to another shook her every resolve. The sticking point was he was hers. Would always be.

      Richard, his eyes closed, sat still with his head resting on the back of the chair. She hurried into her dressing room to get several towels and a washbasin of water. As a precaution, she left the door ajar, so she could hear if he called out or worse, fell out of the chair.

      She carried her supplies into the room, placing the basin near the fire. Once she had everything organized, she unbuttoned his coarse woolen waistcoat and eased him forward to slip the garment from his body.

      “Talk to me, Rena,” he whispered in her ear.

      Her heart skipped a beat at hearing his pet name for her. “I have not been called Rena in a long time.” Didn’t he know how much hearing that name on his lips hurt?

      “I’m going to cut your shirt off, easier for me and less painful for you. If you move too much, the bleeding could worsen.” She untied the scarf around his neck and reached for her sewing scissors to cut the cloth of his garment. She gasped at the soiled bandage on his right shoulder. No wonder he had made so much noise climbing the wall.

      The earl had asked her earlier if she were planning on attending the Whitney’s ball. She had said yes. Miss Gillian Browning, Whitney’s ward, was her bosom bow. Friends supported friends.

      She should have known. Moreham’s question fell more into the realm of small talk. Not business of the Crown. Moreham never engaged in chitchat. She truly didn’t enjoy this aspect of her work with Moreham. She believed in plain speaking. Men like the one resting in her bedchamber and the spymaster talked in riddles.

      For the past year, Serena had joined Moreham on his forays into Society. The earl wasn’t the most outgoing of gentlemen. He’d sent many a young lady into the withdrawing room in tears. Rumors of a more intimate involvement between her and the earl were rampant which meant their ruse was working.

      She removed the soiled bandage before wetting a small towel and cleaning the dried blood from his shoulder. “When did this happen?”

      “Last week. Moreham’s man did the stitching. I must’ve fallen on that side when I came across your windowsill. If you’ll wrap it, I’ll be on my way.”

      He turned his head toward her. She touched his cheek to nudge his head to the side. “Don’t look until I tell you.”

      A scratch on her bedchamber door signaled Nettie’s arrival. Serena took a deep breath hoping her face was a mask of indifference. The maid’s eagle eyes missed nothing. Nettie had been a part of her father’s household for as long as Serena could remember. When Serena left the nursery, Nettie took on the duties of her maid. Over the years, the line between servant and mistress had blurred.

      “Enter.”

      Richard stiffened, “I shouldn’t have come. His lordship will skewer me with that old saber he took off a colonist at Yorktown if he finds me in your bedchamber.”

      “You should’ve thought of my reputation and Papa’s saber before you decided to call in the dead of night.”

      Serena ignored the maid’s presence at her back and squeezed his hand. “Don’t fret. Father is off at Cambridge. A new expedition is forming. He’ll never know you were here.”

      She gave her maid a sharp look. “Will he?”

      The older woman returned her glare, but after a moment, nodded her agreement before grabbing the poker to stir the fire.

      “Where is he planning to travel this time?” Richard asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Another voyage to South America. He wants to further explore the Amazon.”

      “The earl does love his flora,” he remarked. “Funny really. He likes flowers and I have a honeybee problem. We should talk.”

      “Talk? What about? He’s not a political man, while you don’t possess a scientific bone in your body.”

      “My apology. Making a poor jest,” he muttered.

      She remained silent, intent on cleaning the thin gash on his arm. For some reason without warning, Richard shifted in the chair causing her to fall forward into his arms. He grunted. She struggled to right herself. She sat back on her heels and watched Richard look down at his arm where a thin drip of blood ran down his arm. All color drained from his face as he slumped forward. One of the best agents of the Crown fainted.

      “Nettie, help me,” she called out. Why would a man who knew the sight of his own blood caused him to faint look down at his wound?

      She and Nettie struggled to keep him from toppling over. After tussling for what seemed like hours, but was only minutes, they managed to move him back into the overstuffed chair once more. Serena heaved a deep breath and brushed her hair back from her face before continuing to clean the wound.

      She drew a sigh of relief when she saw the state of the injury. His skin was cool to the touch and the flesh a healthy pink. A row of tiny stitches held the torn skin together. Moreham’s man had done well. No need for her needle and threat. This time.

      Serena applied a thick layer of herbal salve and covered the wound with a pad of cloth. Nettie helped her shift him forward, so she could wrap the bandage over his shoulder. Richard didn’t open his eyes as they moved his body back and forth to wrap the linen strips. Once they had finished, she sank to the floor and stretched her arms up in the air to ease the stiffness.

      “Nettie, fetch him one of Thorne’s jackets and clean linen.”

      The maid scowled at her but said not a word as she left the room. Serena knew she’d hear an earful later.

      Richard tried to shift in the chair. She patted his knee, “I’m here. Rest for a bit. The best medicine is for you to sleep.”

      “Only for a few moments.”

      How she wanted to save this man from his demons. What woman wouldn’t want a handsome man to enter her bedchamber in the still of the night?

      Her shock had plunged into terror when she saw the blood. His blood. No injury was minor. No matter how carefully she tended to his wound. Any injury could lead to infection and fever from a dirty blade. A single thread from his shirt or jacket could cause an infection to fester.

      Leaning forward she brushed a lock of hair from his forehead. Her fingers tingled. How many nights had she lain in her bed and dreamed of touching him? She took in a deep breath and told herself all would be well. Richard Weatherington was healthy and would heal quickly. She wanted him fully recovered so she’d not feel guilty when she loaded her pistol and shot the bullheaded man.
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      Richard woke with a start. Where was he? The sight of Serena asleep at his feet brought the events of the interminable night back with amazing clarity. Time was wasting.

      He nudged her with his foot. “My lady, will I be able to climb out of your window before first light?” Serena mumbled incoherently and settled back asleep. He reached down and shook her shoulder with his good hand.

      “Serena, wake up. We must talk.”

      She sat up, yawning. “I must’ve dozed off for a bit. As for your departure, Nettie will most assuredly insist on showing you out through the garden door.”

      “I don’t need to rest, and I don’t need an old woman leading me around like a babe in the nursery.”

      “Nettie hears you call her an old woman, she’ll take a broom to you.”

      “I’ll be good to the old girl.” He winced as he tried to move his arm. “White’s betting book has a series of wagers about you becoming Moreham’s countess. I asked him about the eventuality, but he refused to answer. You are a beautiful woman and he is an earl in need of a wife. Your wedding would be the premier event of the social season.”

      “Cease moving that arm. I don’t want the wound to start bleeding again. As for what Moreham has or has not told you about our arrangement, I know for certain he has said nothing. Our agreement is I’ll provide assistance for his work as long as my role remains undiscovered. Aunt Philly and Nettie have no idea of what I’ve been doing, and I want to keep it that way.”

      “As I said, Moreham has said nothing. Before he left for Portugal, Thorne told me you’d expressed an interest in helping Whitehall. If Moreham wants you involved, I’d say your role in his schemes is far more than passing on bits of gossip. As for the subject of marriage? That premise is not so farfetched, I’ve witnessed many strange connections on my travels. The intrigue of what we do causes one to find comfort where one can. As for you and Moreham? Nothing surprises me anymore.”

      Serena jumped as the clock on the mantle struck the hour. She waited for the third stroke to fade before replying. “I think you just insulted me. Most fortunate for you that I don’t hold a grudge. I’ll work with you.”

      “Of course, you will. I had no doubt as to your cooperation.”

      She gave him a glare filled with exasperation. Perhaps he’d gone too far. One of his failings that.

      Serena remained as she was for several moments. “We have two hours before the tweenie comes to light the fires. Change into Thorne’s things. Then we’ll talk. We have plenty of time for you to take a second nap and a discussion about what you and Moreham have planned for this evening. I have no doubt I’ll rue the day I agreed to help.”

      Rather than reply, he reached for the clothes. The only sound in the room was the fire and the muted sounds of him donning her brother’s clothes. She kept her back to him until he joined her by the fire.

      “I fear you are right about needing more rest. Dressing depleted every bit of strength I possess at the moment which isn’t much. Allow me a few moments. Perhaps until four o’clock. Be assured, when I leave here, you will know as much as I.”

      Richard promptly sat down in her reading chair, closed his eyes and in mere moments slept the blissful sleep of a newborn babe.
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      Serena watched over him until his breathing grew slow and even. She pulled a blanket from her bed to cover him. No need for him to take a chill. With her shawl wrapped around her, she stretched out by the warmth of the fire. Her last thought was how nice the fire’s warmth felt on her back.

      She woke to an irritating nudge in her side. She tried to move away, only to have the perpetrator continue his jabs.

      “It’s not four o’clock,” she mumbled from her cozy nest.

      The clock struck a peal followed by three more.

      “Now it is.”

      Serena pulled herself from the confines of the shawl to find she had the blanket over her as well. “While your gesture is appreciated, you are the one who needed the additional warmth, not me.”

      “Don’t make too much of a pragmatic deed. I need your help. If you are sick with fever or the sniffles, you’ll be no good to me.”

      Serena sat up and pulled the blanket more firmly around her, yawning. “Very well, talk.”

      He looked away from her gaze. “Last night at the ball Moreham slipped me a note. One of his informants requested a meeting. In the Dials. Hence my less than dandy attire.” He waved a hand over his person. “I met a man at a tavern in the Dials.”

      “You went to Seven Dials?”

      He waved off her words. “I go where I can learn what I need to know. Your venue is a ballroom. Mine is a gin house. The meeting was a simple drop and grab. For several months, Moreham has been investigating a rumor about a group of peers sympathetic to the Corsican. Tonight, I was to receive the name of one of those associated with this group. I made the exchange then lingered in the tavern. The fellow I met works for both sides, selling his loyalty to the highest bidder. Last night, the King paid the most. Once I thought no one was watching me, I left.”

      The harsh reality of their service to the Crown was they lived in different worlds. He was willing to physically fight for his country while all she did was eavesdrop on the conversations of her friends. Moments like this, she wished she’d never asked for an introduction to Moreham.

      “What about the note?” She leaned toward him. “What did the message say?”

      “The note said, ‘There is a beehive due east of Claverton Manor’.”

      “Bees.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed. “You mentioned honeybees before. Wasn’t there something in the newssheets about Napoleon and Josephine wearing coronation robes embroidered with gold-threaded honeybees?” She frowned. “What is the meaning of Claverton Manor?”
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      Richard pulled his hand from her grasp and stood though a bit unsteady. He needed to put some distance between them. He spun out of her reach a bit too fast causing pain to shoot down his arm. He saw stars. If she sensed how unsteady he was, she’d insist on putting him in Thorne’s bed and sending for Moreham’s man.

      There was no time for such. He’d performed his duties with much worse injuries. Another fact he would keep to himself. The hellion had a point about not sharing secrets.

      He walked across the room then propped his good arm on the mantle. “Due east of Claverton is the village of Arnold. Moreham has been looking into the activities of Mr. Percy Arnold of the Quartermaster General’s office in Whitehall. The gentleman deals with the logistics of resupplying the army’s supply train on the Peninsula.”

      Serena jumped to her feet clutching the blanket around her shoulders. “This is why you want my help. Is your Mr. Arnold the same Mr. Arnold who is pursuing Whitney’s ward, Miss Gillian Browning? She’s a friend of mine, which I’m certain you already know. Mr. Arnold has caused a few brows to rise over his far too bold pursuit of a duke’s ward.”

      He nodded. “Moreham shared that piece of information. Few know this, but Lady Gillian is the by-blow of Whitney’s younger brother. Whitney assumed guardianship upon his brother’s death when Miss Browning was a child. The duke has buried her true origins under a pile of money. Arnold is her first suitor. Moreham says the duchess is desperate for Miss Browning to marry. Everyone knows whatever Whitney’s duchess wants, she gets.”

      “Yes, I do know. Gillian called on me last week and confided she is most unhappy at the prospect of marrying Mr. Arnold. According to Gillian, the duke and his duchess are the ones encouraging the match. The duchess can be a force to be reckoned with and if she feels Mr. Arnold is Gillian’s only hope, she will do all within her power to see the couple wedded.”

      He smiled down at her. “Tomorrow night, you’re going to lure him to the white gazebo in the duchess’ rose garden, so we can arrest him and take him into custody for interrogation.”

      Serena tossed the blanket aside. “You have some nerve to come to me in the dead of night risking my good name, implicate a dear friend of mine in your so-called investigation and suggest I behave inappropriately with an unmarried man.” Serena fisted her hands and hit him in his good shoulder. “How dare you suggest I behave so? My agreement with Moreham is to dance a few dances when he appears at a ball. I’m not a spy. I’m not trained to mislead others or misrepresent myself. I am most certainly not a lightskirt!”

      He fought the urge to roll his eyes at the infuriating woman. “I understood you to be an experienced operative. Surely, you’ve cozied up to any number of gentlemen since Moreham took you on. You did seek him out? You did offer your services when needed? Well, your skill is needed now to lure a possible traitor away from the ballroom.”

      What neither Serena nor Moreham knew was he possessed a second note. A missive sent to Camberley, and the reason he’d returned to Town a fortnight earlier. A sennight before he notified Moreham he was back in Town and ready to serve.

      That note spoke of Arnold’s direct involvement in his father’s death. Richard wanted the traitor to confess to killing his father, James, Viscount Weatherington, his coachman and two footmen. At his father’s grave, Richard had promised to find his killer. No one, not Moreham or Serena would stop him from honoring that promise.

      He forced his mind to return to the issue of arresting Percy Arnold and Serena’s role in doing so. “Swoon. Cast up your accounts or create any other diversion you can think of. You are beautiful, intelligent and more than up to the challenge. Once we have detained him, you can return to the party with no one the wiser.”

      “You want me to act the lightskirt with a man to whom I have never been introduced. A man who is a suitor to the one lady I can claim as a friend?” Serena glared at him.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “What about Lady Gillian? If she sees me with Mr. Arnold, I could lose her friendship. After four seasons, everyone I know is married or off taking care of a sick relative or teaching someone else’s children. You ask too much.”

      “She won’t know. Someone will be with her.”

      “Who?”

      He’d known this moment would come. “Moreham.”

      “If Moreham will be at the ball, why isn’t he overseeing the capture?”

      “Serena, we are the foot soldiers. Moreham doesn’t share his rationale for the plans he devises with me.”

      Women could be such trials at times. He hated himself for what he was about to say. “If you don’t agree to help us, Moreham will ask Lady Gillian for her assistance in the arrest. He feels she is unaware of Arnold activities. An impassioned plea for her to give aid to her country and save her family from scandal are more than enough incentive for her to agree.”

      An empty threat, but she didn’t know that. Serena was their only choice. She’d proven she’d do as she was told, or so Moreham believed. A theory Richard found hard to believe. The Serena Richard knew was not biddable.

      Serena opened her mouth. He reached up and pressed his fingertips to her lips. “Enough, you have my word. Lady Gillian will be safe and will not know of your complicity in Mr. Arnold’s arrest.”

      Serena stuck her hand out and waited. The woman was impossible, but she was the best or so Moreham assured him. She wasn’t the only one with no other recourse. He grasped her small hand and shook it.

      “Very well,” Serena said, “but I will not allow my friend to risk complete ruin over a scoundrel. Particularly, a scoundrel she doesn’t hold in any affection. I vow to do as you ask, within reason, of course.”

      He exhaled, relieved Serena had finally come over to his way of thinking. Dare he hope she’d provide her aid then forget all she knew?

      “You’d do well to remember, I’m no longer that little girl who ran after you with her heart on her sleeve for all to see. I’ve learned to take care of myself. Keep your distance and I’ll keep mine.”

      Having delivered what he thought was an unnecessary set down, Serena gave him her back as she crossed the bedchamber to what he assumed was her dressing room door. She spoke to Nettie who stood in the doorway. “His lordship is ready to leave.”

      The maid directed her hard glare in his direction. Serena wasn’t the only eavesdropper in Burley’s household. He waved his good arm to Nettie for her to lead the way. She didn’t utter a word as she led the way out of the bedchamber. He looked around the room one last time.

      Earlier, he worried about the reception he’d receive from Serena. Now, he worried about a far worse consequence. What if his feelings for Serena distracted him? For the first time since he’d joined Moreham, he doubted his ability to push aside his emotions.

      He wanted to see Rena smile. Maybe laugh at his jests? Dangerous thinking on his part for certain.
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      A mere six hours later, Serena sat in the middle of her bed with a tray bearing a rack of cold toast and a half empty chocolate cup. Nettie bustled around the room. The maid had not uttered a word about Richard’s visit, but she knew her constant companion was bursting to say her piece about his arrival back into Serena’s life.

      “Nettie, if I have a choice between sulking and a lecture. I prefer the lecture.”

      Nettie turned around with lips pursed and eyes filled with ire. “You’ve chased that boy since the first time he visited Pendleton with Lord Thorne. Now, he steals into your bedchamber in the middle of the night. You should’ve sent him back out that window the moment you saw him. Mark my words, you’re going to end up married to the bounder. Lord Thorne, off fighting on the Peninsula with Lord Wellington, would create such a fuss if he knew about last night.”

      Serena growled. “Enough. He was hurt. I couldn’t turn him away. Four years have passed since Thorne’s birthday ball. As I told his lordship last night, I’m no longer that starry eyed young girl who thought herself in love with him. There is no need for you to fret on my behalf. Being pranced around on the Marriage Mart like a broodmare has hardened my heart. Seeing other ladies suffer from arranged marriages to men old enough to be their grandfathers or equally as bad, young men in search of a wife with a dowry to fund their forays into gambling hells and brothels, night after night, has taught me I’m the only person who can look after my best interests.”

      Serena tossed back the bedclothes. If she were honest with herself, she’d own up to the misgivings she harbored about Richard. The shadows in his eyes spoke of a pain not even she could understand. She’d wager her quarterly allowance whatever preyed on his soul had to do with his father’s death.

      Later than same day, Serena settled in a corner of the morning room and attempted to work on her needlepoint. Nettie sat in the corner hemming new table linens. Aunt Philly had left early that morning for parts unknown, so Nettie was acting as chaperone. Serena jumped at the chiming of the hall longcase clock. Three o’clock? Where was Richard? The answer to that question was as nebulous as her response to Nettie about Richard crawling through her window in the wee hours of the morning.

      Over the last year, she’d learned the likes of Richard and Moreham lived by a different set of rules. Manipulations, half-truths, and other machinations to uncover the Crown’s enemies. A role many of their peers regarded as dishonorable since often times they exposed the crimes of other peers.

      The quarter hour chimed. The door opened. Ouch. She nicked her finger. Serena tossed her embroidery aside and stuck her injured finger in her mouth.

      “Viscount Weatherington, my lady.” Her father’s butler, Herbert, moved to the side allowing Richard to enter the room.

      Last night she’d not seen any sign of the gentleman she’d encountered at the ball. Now in the light of day that dapper fellow returned. Dressed in a coat of Bath superfine, the same distinctive shade of blue as his eyes, with pristine white linen and a simply tied cravat. He was the antithesis of his appearance just a few hours before.

      She rose to her feet and bobbed a curtsey as he bowed. He acknowledged Nettie with an impish grin and a wicked wink. The maid gasped at his audacity. Serena started to demand he offer his apology, but the maid smiled. Was she the only woman in England immune to his charm?

      Richard waited for Serena to take her seat on the settee. He sat down beside her with his back in the corner of the sofa.

      “Good morning, my lord. May I say it is a pleasure to have you call?”

      “You may say so.” He leaned close and whispered, “We should discuss our plans for this evening.”

      “Nettie, please ask Cook for a tea tray. Leave the door open.”

      Once the maid was gone, Serena turned back to Richard. “Yes, well. As you inferred last evening, I am well versed in courting rituals and should be able to entice the gentleman into the garden.”

      Richard winced. “You’re still put out with me. You must put aside your emotions. For us to be successful, you must use your intellect. Be pragmatic! Give your word, no heroics. I will take care of Arnold.”

      “By yourself? I assumed others would be nearby.” She pressed a little too strongly, but she must find out what would happen once she and Arnold were in that gazebo.

      “There will be others. I would never involve you in an endeavor that was fraught with danger. Our escapade tonight will be a simple maneuver.”

      “I fail to find reassurance in your words. According to Moreham, you prefer to work alone. I go into this as a full partner. I’m in this until the end. I’ll have your word on this or you can call on Miss Browning next.”

      Richard remained silent for a bare moment before nodding his agreement. For an instant, she’d feared he would call her bluff and leave her to report her insubordination to Moreham. The spymaster ran a tight ship or so others had said in her hearing. She didn’t relish being the one to disrupt his latest strategic plan.

      “I don’t have time to call on Miss Browning as you well know. Well played, my dear. You were right. You’re no longer that little girl. It’s pity I rather liked her.”
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      Hours later, standing in the entry hall of Whitney Place, Serena took shallow breaths, trying to relax. Should Aunt Philly or one of the other matrons notice her nervousness, their eyes would be trained on her all evening. Not an eventuality she needed. Better to be thought unremarkable if her part in Moreham’s scheme were to remain covert.

      She followed behind Aunt Philly in the receiving line. Her aunt pointedly looked down at her hands. She almost groaned at the sight of her fingers twisting the drawstrings of her reticule. A certain sign of nerves.

      She must remember what Moreham told her that first meeting in the park. “Never forget someone is watching, a gossipy matron or a foreign operative. Never give them reason to look at you a second time.”

      Hopefully, Percy Arnold would think her an empty-headed miss. That afternoon, Serena had practiced smiling in her mirror when she was supposed to be napping.

      Serena shivered. She feared the words agent of the King were stamped on her forehead in huge letters. Her agreement to take part took her one step further down a dangerous path.

      Would she ever be the same again?

      Until now, passing on conversations or making observations had taken little effort on her part. Tonight, was a defining moment. Her actions could result in Mr. Arnold paying the ultimate price for betraying his country… death by hanging.

      The crowd evaporated and the receiving line materialized. Aunt Philly greeted the duke. Serena stepped forward and took her host’s hand, smiling at him like a witless miss. If the duke knew of her intentions, she would’ve been shown the door, of that she had no doubt.

      After exchanging greetings with both the duke and duchess, Serena stepped over to greet her friend, Miss Gillian Browning. Some of her unease faded when Gillian saw her and smiled. Before her friend could speak, Gillian’s companion, stepped in front of her and boldly took hold of Serena’s hand.

      So, this was Percy Arnold. Dressed in a black formal jacket and white satin knee breeches, Arnold still lacked the polish of the other gentlemen of her acquaintance. The man didn’t hold a candle to Richard’s handsomeness or his charm.

      Before Gillian could make the introduction, Mr. Arnold kissed the air above her fingertips. Gillian frowned at the untoward gesture but recovered to belatedly make the introduction. Serena smiled and pulled her hand from his grip as soon as she could properly do so without causing any offense.

      “Lady Serena, I hope you will save a dance for me?”

      The man smirked as he waited for her response. He knew she had no other choice but to graciously accept. His presence in the receiving line at Gillian’s side implied an understanding existed. Refuse Arnold and she’d insult the duke. Serena lowered her lashes to hide the quick glance she shot in Gillian’s direction. The poor woman looked horrified at Arnold’s forwardness. How she wished she could tell her friend the truth.

      Serena pasted a huge smile on her face. “Yes, I would be delighted to dance with you if Gillian will allow you to leave her side.”

      Gillian interjected. “Of course, Serena is my dearest friend and I think you should become acquainted.”

      Serena hugged Gillian. “Most assuredly. I must move along. Your aunt is giving me the evil eye for holding up the receiving line.” She turned her attention to Arnold. “I have promised several sets to other gentlemen. I think the second set, a minuet, is not spoken for.”

      Arnold beamed, “Excellent, I look forward to our dance.”

      Serena patted Gillian’s hand and made her way into the ballroom. She’d faced the traitor and not given herself away. Her blood sped through her body at lightning speed. What a heady experience to fool the man.

      “Oh, dearest, I see Muriel on the far side of the room. She was wearing the loveliest of hats in the park the other day. I must ask her which milliner she visited.” Philly waved at the Viscountess Weatherington, Richard’s mother. “Do you mind if I leave you on your own?”

      “Not at all, Aunt. Lady Muriel looks most anxious to have you join her. I’ll be fine.”

      Without a backward glance, Aunt Philly disappeared into the crowd. Serena surveyed the guests around her looking for a friendly face. A futile effort to be sure. Most of her friends had married and were currently settled in the country with their families. While she wished she were home tucked into bed with a book.

      Dressed in their finest evening clothes, everyone stood in groups chatting as they waited for the dancing to begin. With all the greenery snaking around the columns, windows and doors, she thought the room resembled the shores of her father’s beloved Amazon River.

      Serena walked along the side of the room closest to the French windows. She’d speak with some of the ladies sitting nearby until time for Mr. Arnold to seek her out.

      “I told her that if she added an infusion of vanilla bean to the lavender water it would…”

      Serena decided to keep moving rather than listen to the exchange of receipts for the stillroom. She stopped next to a column of vines half expecting a slithering snake to make an appearance.

      A chill slid across the back of her neck. Goose pimples rose on her skin. There was only person whose presence caused her to react so. It was most disturbing how Richard Weatherington could cause her to behave like that lovesick girl of eight and ten. She knew without any doubt if she were sitting in the nave of Westminster Abbey on Sunday morning, she’d sense the moment Richard walked through the door.

      She turned and found him staring at her. His eyes void of any emotion as he made his way across the floor toward her. That look did not bode well. What is he doing here? He never said he would be attending.

      Feeling the fool for not anticipating the confounding man would make an appearance, she watched him stroll across the room. Dressed in black eveningwear with snowy white linen and a cravat tied in an intricate knot with a sapphire pin situated dead center of the cravat’s lacy fall, the man was breathtaking.

      Gentlemen waylaid him but his gaze never left her. Ladies, young and old, eyed him with interest. He paid no attention. Richard reached her side, stood too close to give her a full bow as she curtsied. Smiling, he lifted her hand. Her breath caught as he pressed his lips to her glove. She felt the warmth of his lips through the thin satin. A far different reaction than the one Arnold elicited minutes before.

      “My lady, I cannot believe my eyes. You are standing here alone with not one suitor in sight. Am I correct in assuming you are not promised for the opening set?”

      Warmth replaced the coolness tickling her neck sending curls of sensation down her arms. “My lord, I’ve only just arrived. I prefer to sit out the first set and catch my breath.” She forced a smile to her lips while drilling him a glare. “Moreham will not be happy with you. You know as well as I, his expectation is for his agents to not draw undue attention to themselves.”

      He leaned closer. “Ah my sweet. There’s the rub. I don’t follow rules.” He raked his finger across the lacy edge of her gown’s bodice.

      Serena fought to breathe. No gentleman had ever touched her so. She wanted to slap his face and sail out of the ballroom and never look back. A lovely dream that, but she was committed to see this evening through to its conclusion. Drat the man for taking advantage of the moment.

      “Nonsense, you know as well as I do, the first dance is a very sedate quadrille. Our host may be regarded as a gentleman with many stellar qualities, but everyone in this overheated room knows the duke has two left feet. I also know you’ll not cause a scene by refusing me. You do follow rules.” Richard held out his arm. “Shall we?”

      Their hosts took to the floor with Gillian and Mr. Arnold and two other couples to form the first square. Other couples formed squares around the perimeter of floor. The musicians played the opening strains of the music while Richard drew her forward to join the last square.

      “What are you doing here? You never said you were attending,” she muttered as he drew her to him in the third movement.

      “My apology. I thought you understood. My rank requires I make an appearance. To do otherwise would attract notice. The duchess does throw the most lavish balls. I love what her chef does with lobster patties. More important, sweeting, I wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to dance with the loveliest lady in the room,” he replied with a mischievous wink.

      Speechless, she shot him a glare cold enough to freeze the Serpentine. Serena fought the urge to lash out at the insufferable man. His words were a mockery. The blood in her veins chilled. Perhaps Richard’s cavalier treatment of their past was for the best.

      For the first time since that most horrendous night, she knew with great certainty, Richard was never meant to be hers. Their two recent encounters had proven they were united in a cause to save their country. Nothing else mattered to either of them. She’d not squander the opportunity Moreham had given her. Enough was enough. Time to prove her mettle.

      “You said you would be out by the gazebo,” Serena replied through gritted teeth as she circled around him.

      “Now, sweeting, you know I would be bored out there.” Richard pulled her closer. She dearly wished he would not do that. “You met him?”

      For a mere moment, Serena could not focus on his question. Him? Richard frowned at her. Oh, yes, Arnold.

      “Ah, in the receiving line. Quite a popinjay, I would say. I have promised him the next set.”

      Richard stepped away and smiled at his new partner without a backward glance in her direction. It was all an act. Treating her as if she were the only woman in the room. Standing a shade too close and smiling was only a ruse. Why did that thought hurt so much?
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      Richard crossed behind Serena intent on returning to her side. He wanted to watch her eyes widen and her cheeks blush as his breath tickled her ear. An innocent, she could not know the effect she had on him. Every muscle hardened, every nerve stretched, and his life’s blood soared through his veins. He could not remember ever feeling so much so intensely.

      Richard thought hard on what to say but could not come up with any of the witty conversation he normally spouted at a moment’s notice. Serena held herself apart from him, her body stiff as a board. What had happened? He replayed every word they spoke and found nothing untoward. Who was he to ever understand the fickleness of a lady’s mind? All he cared about was capturing Arnold. Or so he told himself.

      Each figure of the dance brought them together only to part then come together again over and over until the music stopped. He bowed to her curtsey and led her to the side of the room. “Until later.”

      With a courtly bow, he took her hand and kissed it. Not a kiss in the air above her hand. As he stated earlier, he didn’t follow rules. Richard pressed his lips to the back of her hand. Only when Serena attempted to free her hand from his grasp, did he bring the kiss to an end. He wanted to give her something to remember.

      Serena turned away without uttering a word, to disappear into the crowd. Richard roamed from room to room before returning to the ballroom. He stood in the shadows avoiding the mamas and their sweet girls. From his vantage point he saw Moreham lead Miss Browning out to dance while Arnold puffed up with self -mportance led Serena. Justice was one step closer.
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      While she’d waited for Arnold to claim his dance, Serena joined a group of wallflowers and sat with a pair of ladies she didn’t know hoping they would ignore her. One of Moreham’s dictates was one should always hide in plain sight. She’d never grasped his meaning until tonight.

      Serena smoothed her skirts and allowed her thoughts to drift back to Richard. He had been the one who received the note about bees. What possible connection could there be between the two men? Why did he volunteer for what he referred to as a simple endeavor?

      She didn’t like Arnold. The man, a clerk, was a rather unassuming little man with a strange way of looking at a person. She mulled over her interaction with him in the receiving line. His gaze reminded her of the cold stare of a lion stalking his prey.

      Her heart stuttered at the implications. Richard returning to Town. All the puzzle pieces fit together to reveal the truth. Richard believed Arnold either killed his father or knew who did. Richard wanted justice. Now, everything made sense. He’d lived a life devoted to the principles of honor and loyalty. From Richard’s nursery days until the day his father died, the late viscount had instilled those ideals into him. He would never allow his father’s murder to remain unsolved. His agreement for her to assist him made sense now.

      Richard at his most arrogant was at work here. The infernal man considered her an inexperienced operative who’d have no notion what he was up to with Arnold. Unfortunately, while she sympathized with his need for justice, they must not lose sight of what Arnold knew about his compatriots. She’d not be patted on the head sent on her way, so he could interrogate Arnold. Richard didn’t know it, but he’d met his match in Serena Preston.

      Mr. Arnold appeared at her side as the musicians played the familiar measures of the minuet. “Shall we?”

      She placed her hand on his sleeve and smiled. It was time to do her part. While dancing, she hoped she’d be able to come up with her own scheme to remain with Richard until Arnold was behind bars in Newgate. Did traitors go to the infamous prison or was there some dank, dark place set aside especially for those dastardly people?

      Arnold escorted her onto the dance floor. He motioned for her to take her place in the line across from him. She didn’t like the man at all. Even when he was silent, he exuded an I know better than you do boorish demeanor. His actions suggested she didn’t know how to dance.

      “My lady, I count myself the most fortunate of men to be dancing with you this evening. I’ve heard much about you from Miss Browning.”

      She shivered as the cold from Arnold’s hand seeped through her glove to her own skin. It was all she could do to not jerk her hand from his grasp. “Yes, Miss Browning and I made our bow to the Queen in our first season. We’ve enjoyed spending time together ever since.”

      He stepped back and took her hand to advance down the line of dancers. “Word in the clubs is you both are too picky when it comes to choosing a husband.”

      She forgot herself giving the man a hard glare. Not the way to lure the man into the garden. “Mr. Arnold, I pride myself on being very picky when I’m considering binding myself to a man for the rest of my life.”

      Arnold frowned at her as they separated once more. He moved through the figures of the dance but remained silent. The longer they danced without conversing the more worried she became.

      Oh no, had she offended him? Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut? Why couldn’t she ramble on about her gown or maybe describe her newest bonnet? Isn’t that what most of the Ton’s young ladies did, night after night, with no effort at all? What was wrong with her?

      Arnold stepped forward and bowed in the last movement of the dance. “My lady, my apology for my bluntness. I beg your forgiveness.

      Serena gave him her brightest smile as he led her off the dancing floor. “Mr. Arnold, you only spoke the truth. I find honesty to be the basis for all friendships.” She made a point to unfurl her fan. A few delicate swishes near her chin. “My, it’s rather warm in here, isn’t it?”

      “May I fetch you a cup of ratafia or maybe you’d like to walk in the rose garden? I’m certain you know the bushes are devoid of blooms but a short walk in the night’s air wouldn’t be remiss. You will be safe with me, I assure you.”

      Serena gave him another fatuous smile. “A walk would be lovely. How gallant of you to suggest so.”

      Arnold laid her hand on his arm and headed for the French windows at the far end of the ballroom. Perhaps she was more like the simpering misses than she realized. A tiny voice in her brainbox wanted to shout to Arnold that while she might be safe with him as her escort, he was in grave danger in her company. Now, Richard had to handle his end.
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      Richard made his way to the gazebo in the most remote corner of the garden. The gentlemen of Society all knew of the location of the dainty little folly. No finer trysting spot existed in all of Mayfair. The five-sided birdcage’s lacy scrollwork allowed a gentleman to seduce a lady while keeping an eye on all approaches. It was said no gentleman had ever been caught in a compromising situation in the folly. Among the duchess’ rose bushes was another matter entirely.

      Richard held firm that weddings occurred, when a fellow was caught in a lady’s sensual web and closed his eyes. Poor sods never saw the parson’s mousetrap snapping shut.

      Chuckling to himself, Richard stepped up into the gazebo to find two men waiting. Both, dressed in evening clothes, nodded. No one spoke, though all three men were close friends. After his morning meeting with Moreham, Richard had enjoyed having lunch with the pair at White’s that very afternoon.

      Until he’d entered the folly, he’d had no idea Sturm and Cross were the gentlemen who would be assisting him. As a matter of protocol, each man received a briefing from his own contact at Whitehall. No one spoke as they waited in the shadows.

      A lady’s soft voice floated above the strains of music from the ballroom. The volume of her voice muted while her companion’s voice rumbled in response.

      Richard would be glad when this night was done. He leaned forward ready to pounce when Arnold cleared the last step into the gazebo. First came the rustle of skirts, followed by footsteps. Richard lurched forward as did his colleagues. Each man grabbed an armful of evening clothes and man. He heard Serena gasp. One man produced a handkerchief and tied it over Arnold’s mouth to keep him from calling out.

      The sound of sobbing alerted Richard something was amiss. Serena did not sob… ever. He turned to find, not Serena, but some young miss in white backed into a corner with tears running down her cheeks.

      “Rosemary, what the devil are you doing out here?” Phillip, Earl of Crossley snarled. Sturm dropped the man in his arms to the floor.

      Cross, who had inherited his earldom before he was out of short pants, had the ill fortune of also having four unmarried half-sisters. The earl shot a cold glare in Sturm’s direction. Richard nudged Sturm back into the shadows. Rosemary and her abused swain were too upset to notice either of them. At least, Richard hoped so.

      “M-Mr. W-We-Wentwhistle asked me to take the fresh air with him. I-I asked Ma-Mama. She said it was fine if we stayed on the lighted walk.” The lady collected herself and returned fire at her brother. “Phillip, I can’t believe you would attack a gentleman? Wait until I tell Mama.” She reached down to assist Mr. Wentwhistle up from the floor.

      “You are not on the lighted path, little sister. Do not say another word. You and your suitor will accompany me back inside. We’re going to find Mother and depart for home.”

      From the look of gloom on the young lady’s face, she knew she was the one her mama would be chastising. Cross extended a hand to help his soon to be brother-in-law navigate the gazebo steps. Wentwhistle weaved about until Cross and his sister took his arms then led him back to the mansion. Watching the trio return to the ballroom, Richard, for not the first time, was glad he was an only child.

      “Hopefully, no more couples will wander out into the garden this far except for Arnold and the lady,” Sturm muttered.

      The two men returned to the shadows as the quiet night resonated with the lively tunes of the orchestra. A lady’s voice drifted through the air. This time, Richard recognized Serena’s voice. He nodded to his partner and waited. Once again, a lady’s skirts rustled as she stepped into the gazebo. Once again, the two men grabbed at the dark form following her. This time no sobs or gasps of surprise materialized.

      Richard wrapped his hand over Arnold’s mouth and held on. It was essential the man not be able to shout an alarm. He groaned. Without Cross to help, neither he nor Sturm were able to free a hand to fish their handkerchief from a pocket.

      Richard turned to Serena. “Handkerchief? Trouser pocket?” he grunted out his request as he tried to keep his hand across Arnold’s mouth without getting bitten.

      Serena wasted no time in coming forward to find his handkerchief. Arnold wasn’t ready to surrender. The man twisted around and tried to kick first him, then aimed for Sturm. Richard was sure the scene would’ve been comical if there hadn’t been the potential for injury, or worse, the unthinkable, Arnold’s escape.

      Serena must have taken all this in and decided to gag the man herself. She went behind Arnold, wrapped the cloth over his mouth and tied a knot at the back of his head. Arnold looked from one man to the other before wilting and collapsing to the floor of the gazebo in a dead faint.

      Richard deliberately didn’t call her by name. “We need your help. Go and open the garden gate behind the gazebo.” Richard nodded to the back of the garden. “Stay in the shadows. Don’t leave the garden.

      Without saying a word, Serena went down the steps. The two men and their captive remained in the safety of the gazebo until they heard the gate squeak.

      “Lady Serena Preston? I would have never thought. Moreham does have a wicked sense of humor tonight. Lady Serena helping us while he dances with Miss Plain Browning. So much for not attracting notice.” Alexander, Viscount Sturmbridge remarked in the dark with the hint of laughter bubbling under the surface. “I thought you cut all ties with the lady years ago. Something you want to tell me?”

      “When will you learn thinking gets you in trouble? And, no, I don’t have anything to say. Just lift this poor excuse for a man so we can get out of this blasted folly without discovery,” Richard muttered back as he heaved Arnold’s legs upward and backed out of the gazebo.

      The door of a nondescript hack was open. Sturm backed into the conveyance with Arnold’s upper body and Richard shoved Arnold’s legs into the void.

      Richard turned to Serena to send her on her way and froze She did not look anything like she did earlier.

      “It seems the duchess’ gardeners have not been diligent in pruning the rose bushes as they should.” Serena fanned out the skirt of her gown.

      Richard was aghast at the sight of Serena’s dress. The flimsy overskirt was riddled with tears and snags. After he finished with this mission, he would return to Camberley, and order every rose bush pulled up and replaced with grass—safe, non-prickly grass.

      He knew there was no other option. She could not re-enter the ballroom in that condition. “You must come with us.”

      “I can’t do that. Aunt Philly is with me. When I don’t appear, she’ll be sick with worry. Imagine if anyone else realizes I’m no longer present. Gillian for certain will make note of my absence as well as Arnold’s.” She protested. “So much for simple, heh?”

      “No matter. My friend will find Lady Philly and tell her you have a headache—”

      “I never have a headache. I am as healthy as a horse and you know it.”

      “Don’t quibble. My friend will pull her aside and explain about the ruined gown. My association with your family grants me a bit of leeway when needs must. Lady Philly will be over the moon at the notion we are in my carriage together without a chaperone. The old lady has always thought we’d make a good match. Tonight’s adventure will fuel her imagination about a wedding and babes.”

      Grunts and bumps were coming from inside the carriage. Richard stuck his head into the coach and spoke quietly. Sturm left the hack with a nod to Serena and made his way back through the garden gate.

      “Was that Sturmbridge?” she asked, her voice laced with surprise.

      Richard ignored the question and nodded to the coachman who had been standing at the ready. He lifted Serena into the carriage before joining her and his captive.

      With a quick look at his pocket watch, Richard knew his plans for Arnold were unraveling and there was nothing he could do about it. He’d planned to send whoever was with him back to the ball to tell Moreham they had their man. Once alone with the traitor, he intended to question Arnold about his father’s death.

      None of that would be possible with Serena in the hack with him. The tattered dress was a complication he’d not anticipated. He may’ve been a scoundrel who’d once broken her young heart, but he still possessed enough honor to ensure she arrived home safely and without a whiff of scandal attached to her name.

      Richard rapped on the hack to signal for the driver to depart. They’d deliver Arnold to the rendezvous point first, then he’d see Serena home. His stomach burned with disappointment at failing to have Arnold alone, but told himself there would be another opportunity. He’d see to it.

      Moreham had stated Arnold was to be taken to the dower house at his estate outside of Richmond, near Putney Park, for the spymaster’s interrogation before turning his prize over to the Alien Office for further interrogation. The Alien Office’s sole interest was the foreigners living in Great Britain. Word was, the office had copious files on foreigners, mostly French émigrés. According to Moreham, the Home Secretary ordered Arnold’s transfer because he and others on the Privy Council believed the French were behind whatever it was the unnamed group of peers were about. From the rumblings about the activities of the Alien Office, Richard had no doubt the office’s interrogators would have Arnold spouting every secret and then some before they locked him up, or worse.

      All Richard had to do was speak up and offer to remain behind so Moreham and the others could seek their beds for what remained of the night. A hefty bribe for the guards and he’d have his half hour with Arnold. He, much like the Alien Office, knew how to make a man tell all in that time with minutes to spare.
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      The carriage jerked and moved forward. Serena held onto the strap by the door. Richard manhandled Percy Arnold onto the opposite seat. Her only thought at that moment was a silent thank you to the Duchess of Whitney for filling her gardens with roses. A few swishes of her skirts against the thorny bushes was enough to render her gown ruined. That ruse was a flash of sheer brilliance on her part.

      “We have to deliver Arnold to some friends of mine. Afterward, I will see you home.” Richard’s words broke through her troubled thoughts.

      Serena smoothed her skirt before commenting. “You have my thanks for coming to my rescue. I do understand the importance of our delivery. I do also feel rather silly for getting too close to the bushes. I must have been more overwhelmed by all the excitement than I realized.”

      Richard shoved his foot against their captive’s body to keep him from pitching to the floor. She reached under the bench seat and pulled out a blanket, unfolded it and handed it to him. He covered Arnold from head to foot.

      The hack rocked violently. The coachman took a corner at full speed causing her to fall over against Richard who folded her in his arms. A burst of excitement shot through her. She winced. All her intentions to remain aloof were for naught if she reacted thusly to his touch. After this escapade she intended to tell Moreham she’d had enough. The further she was from Richard the better. Her heart would not survive another assignment.

      “What are you doing? Doesn’t your prisoner need your full attention?”

      Richard leaned into Serena’s shoulder. “I would rather sit here beside you and enjoy the scent of your perfume.

      “What a completely inappropriate comment to make, my lord.”

      “My lord? So formal and proper? We spent summers together as children, last night in your bedchamber, tonight abducting an enemy of the Crown. We’ve been on a Christian name basis since you were in the nursery.”

      She gave him a pointed look. “We are in the company of a man who I assume would kill us both without batting an eye. I would rather he did not know who you were. My identity has been compromised, while you are still unknown to him. One of us should be able to live through the repercussions of this night into their old age.”

      Richard looked over at their prisoner. She was surprised to hear compassion in his voice when he spoke.

      “The man is out cold. Even if he is pretending, he will not remember anything about this night. After my friends and I have a conversation with him, he’ll be remanded into the custody of the Alien Office. Those fellows have the means to make a man forget his own mother. I don’t know what the lads do, but I do know their methods are effective.” He turned his attention back to her. His mouth curved upward in a fulsome smile of lips and teeth. “I’m surprised at your concern on my behalf. Your empathy is most unexpected but rather sweet. Thank you.”

      With a shake of her head, she leaned over towards him and removed his diamond stickpin and threaded the pin through the edge of her sleeve. Serena kept her head down as she reached for his cravat and unwound it. Serena bit down on her bottom lip as Richard’s eyes turned fiery with desire. Not one to back down, she threw the length of linen at Richard and shoved him toward Arnold.

      “Use this to tie that blanket around him. There has been enough said between us for one night.”

      “I would’ve taken the blasted cravat off myself. All you had to do was ask,” Richard shot back before snaking the cloth under Arnold and tying a knot to keep the blanket in place. “I never knew you to be a tease.”

      Serena settled into the corner of the seat meeting his stormy stare with an equally frosty gaze. “You know nothing about me or what I am capable of. A truth you’d do well to remember.”
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      The woman had the right of it. Shifting Arnold into another carriage would be much easier with that blanket secured around his body.

      The woman? When had he started to think of her as a woman? She was his best friend’s sister. The proverbial pain in his arse from the first moment he met her.

      Now was not the time to complicate his life by becoming preoccupied with Serena. His father always said no deed, good or bad, was ever executed without repercussions. Serena’s continued presence was one of those consequences he feared would have lifelong impact. No doubt his father was laughing at him from his celestial home.

      He pulled the shades down as the carriage rolled to a stop. Best to keep Serena in the shadows. “No need for my associates to see you,” he explained as he made to open the carriage door.

      A faceless hulk appeared in the opening. Neither man spoke. Richard grabbed Arnold’s shoulders and in tandem they lifted their prisoner from the nondescript carriage. Another fellow stepped in to take hold of Percy’s shoulders from him. Richard slammed the door shut and rapped on the roof. The carriage jerked forward, and the horses ran full out. The entire encounter took mere moments. Finally, a part of Moreham’s carefully thought out plan had gone as it should.

      “Where are we?” Serena shifted the shade to peer out into the night.

      “Drake Street off Red Lion Square. Do you know the street?”

      “Of course, I know the street. Never ventured this far from Hanover Square. Word is the square is where many gentlemen have set up households for their mistresses. Is that true?”

      “How do you know of such?”

      “I’ve been out in Society for four seasons. You’d be surprised at what I hear in the drawing rooms and ballrooms. There is also the twittering in the retiring rooms to decipher. You didn’t answer my question.”

      “No, and I don’t intend to do so. Visiting this part of London is necessary to diminish the chance of anyone witnessing the transfer of our friend there. As for riding through the more salacious neighborhoods in London, I think the fact you are alone with me is a greater risk to your good name. I think the actual route of said carriage is the least of our problems, wouldn’t you?”

      Serena sat facing him with her hands resting in her lap amid the shredded fabric of her gown. He must find a way to replace the damaged gown without anyone finding out. Maybe her modiste would bill him for a replacement? He knew he could do no such thing. The on dit of such a scandalous action would run through the Ton with the speed of a house on fire. There was not a modiste in Town who would keep such a transaction to herself.

      “As my father would say, that ship has sailed. I accepted long ago that one day I’d be compromised while helping Moreham. I do thank you for spiriting me away from the ball. Some of your ilk would’ve left me on my own to fend for myself…” The last two words trailed off into silence.

      He pulled back a corner of the window shade and peered out rather than engage Serena in conversation. Nothing either had to say would be well received by the other. Better to keep watch for any activity out of the ordinary. He didn’t think anyone saw them carry Arnold into the hack, but better to keep an eye out.

      Richard lowered the shade. “We’ll be in Hanover Square any moment. The coachman will drive around to the mews and I will escort you in through the garden gate. I am sure Nettie doesn’t seek her bed until you are tucked into your own. Safe and sound.”

      Her somber gaze trained on him. “Is that how you see me? A child to be tucked into bed?”

      He truly did not want to hurt her, but he would. “Serena, you are an honorable and moral lady. Despite your age of two and twenty, you are still very young. Shall we leave it at that?”

      “No, I do agree your reputation is deplorable if every tale one hears is to be believed. It is common knowledge you do not dally with innocents. No one would ever believe you would have any interest in me.”

      Serena spoke so softly he had to lean closer to get the last few words. He could hear the sadness in her voice. It would appear she believed all that was said about him. A small twinge of regret resonated through his heart. He never realized until that moment how much losing her respect hurt.

      The carriage halted. He helped her down then led her through the back garden. He wished he could say something. He wished he could say the words to express how much he esteemed her. Doing so would only cause a greater pain for them both. He wouldn’t relent. He would and mete out the justice demanded by his soul.

      Serena disappeared through the same door he had exited almost four and twenty hours earlier.

      He shook his head and headed back to the mews and his carriage. Just wait until her brother learned of this development. He didn’t know if Thorne would laugh himself insensible or challenge him to a duel. The laughter he could handle. The duel was another matter. Thorne was a far better shot.

      He threw himself into his carriage and fell back against the seat as the vehicle charged forward. He wasn’t surprised at Serena’s stoicism in the face of danger. Between her father’s obsessive search for exotic flowers and Thorne’s assignment to Wellington’s command staff, she was alone in the world.

      Her loneliness called out to his own sense of isolation. He wished he could tell John Coachman to take him home. A hot bath and bed was what he wished for more than anything.

      His injured shoulder throbbed from hauling Percy Arnold in and out of carriages.

      The only sleep he’d had in the last day was the couple of hours in Serena’s bedchamber. He couldn’t rid himself of the vision of Serena, standing in the middle of that room with her nightrail floating around her, pointing her ridiculously small pistol at him.

      Of all the women he’d known, why was Serena the one who fired his blood and filled his heart with happiness just by being at his side? No answer came to him.
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      Percy kept his head down. Two guards sat by the only door to the room. He wondered which one of Whitehall’s lords would come through the door to interrogate him. He was no novice at this game of political chess they all played. He needed time for his friends to find him and devise a way for him to escape. There was no other option. He was the only man who could do what must be done.

      He fought to remember the events of the evening. His last memory was of dancing with Lady Serena Preston. That thought triggered a cascade of images of the lady and their visit to the duchess’ garden. Never had he thought a lady would be involved in the government’s dealings.

      What about Miss Browning? Whitney’s niece seemed more concerned about what book to read next than the business of politics. He’d never thought much of educated ladies. As he saw it, his knowledge of Lady Serena’s involvement in his capture would provide him with a bargaining chip.

      The door opened and the Earl of Moreham entered. “Arnold?” he ground out. “I hope you will be accommodating. The more you tell me, the more likely you will survive to live into your old age.”

      Percy laughed and shook his head. “I have nothing to say to you, my lord. Now, if you will ask your fellow agent, Lady Serena Preston, to come into the room. I will sing like a canary in the sunshine to the lovely lady.”

      “Lady Serena Preston?” Moreham looked shocked at his request. Either the gent was a consummate actor, or Moreham wasn’t as well informed of the night’s events, as he should’ve been.

      “Burley’s daughter accompanied me into Whitney’s garden. She was the one who stuffed a handkerchief into my mouth. I think she owes me a few moments for such crude manners. I am a gentleman after all. Not well done of a lady to behave so violently. What is our world coming to? No civility?” Percy replied. He glared at Moreham. “I’ll. Only. Talk. To. Her.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The carriage jerked to a stop. Richard had dozed off dreaming about Serena and Whitney’s gazebo. The coachman had the worst timing, the dream had just turned interesting. Richard took a moment to straighten his cravat. Only then did he remember Serena had removed the pin earlier. The pin had belonged to his father. He’d have to see Serena again to retrieve his pin. So much for keeping his distance.

      A door slamming was the only indication he had that something was amiss. The next moment the carriage door was thrown open. The man whose countenance was known for being stern and immoveable as a boulder looked ready to pull him out of the carriage and thrash him. All thought of Serena and his sapphire pin fled.

      Moreham stood on the gravel drive with both hands fisted on his hips. His body shaking with anger. “I am sure you can explain why Percy Arnold is all agog about Lady Serena Preston being an agent. My directive was she’d see to it that Arnold went into the garden. His capture was what you and the others were there to handle not a lady of society. The man says she stuffed a handkerchief in his mouth. Please tell me he’s lying.”

      “Hello, Moreham.” Richard cleared his throat and stepped from the carriage. “You know how these missions can turn unpredictable. You know as well I do that Serena has never been one to stand aside and observe. Cross had to deal with a family matter. She stepped into the fray and did exactly as Arnold has said.”

      Moreham crossed his arms and glared at him. Any other agent would have been cowed by the spymaster’s intimidating demeanor. Richard had experienced this same predicament many times over the last four years. He’d learned long ago Moreham was a genius in deciphering any complication they encountered. He knew without a doubt Moreham had already sorted through their options. All that remained was the spymaster’s decree.

      Tired of dancing around the problem, Richard mimicked Moreham’s stance. “What’s important now is the lady is safely back in Hanover Square. Snug in her bed.”

      “It’s your opinion this debacle is over. You couldn’t be more wrong. Arnold is refusing to talk to anyone but Lady Serena.” Moreham motioned to the carriage. “You will return to Hanover Square and bring the lady here. I want this matter resolved before daybreak.”

      Speechless, Richard stared at his superior. He shook his head in disbelief. Moreham wanted him to bring Serena here in the middle of the night? With no chaperone?

      Moreham lowered his voice. “This is the closest we have come to learning about the true purpose of Mrs. Ramsey’s salon. We need Serena to talk to him. Before you suggest we hand him over to the Alien Office to get our answers, doing so will take longer and I don’t want to wait a second longer than we must. Once Arnold’s compatriots learn of his abduction, they’ll scatter like ants fleeing a smashed anthill. Fetch her. Now.”

      Left with no recourse, Richard nodded to the coachman who’d heard all that had been said and climbed back inside the carriage. Moreham slammed the door and stepped back as the carriage moved forward. The repercussions of climbing that trellis into Serena’s bedchamber dogged his every step.

      An hour later, Burley House was shrouded in darkness. His coachman continued down the street past the townhouse before coming to a halt. Richard left the carriage after glancing all around to ensure no one was about. He made his way once more into the back gardens.

      He could not believe he was about to break into the Earl of Burley’s house, a second time. Should the earl ever learn of his late-night visits, Burley would pull that old ceremonial saber that hung over the library fireplace and skewer him. Serena’s father might be obsessed with orchids, but he was a bloodthirsty sort about family honor.

      He made his way to the trellis. Ready to climb when he heard rustling. He looked up to find Nettie, wearing a woolen cloak watching him. He started to speak but she motioned for him to follow her. Why did his gut roil as he entered the townhouse through the same door, he’d exited barely four and twenty hours before?

      The maid opened the morning room door and stepped aside for him to enter. Serena stood by the fireplace dressed in a day gown and a woolen cloak. He kept his peace until Nettie closed the doors behind him and took her place in the shadows. It would not do for Serena to be alone with him in the dead of night. Not that he had any desire to take advantage of the headstrong vixen.

      “You knew I would be returning? Why not share your thoughts with me and save me from another carriage ride tonight?” He motioned at her from head to toe. “Never mind, we are wasting time. Moreham sent me to escort you to the safe house where he is holding Arnold. He’s agreed to talk, but will only talk to you, you knew that would be the circumstance, didn’t you?”

      “Can you honestly say you would have agreed with me if I’d asked to go with you? My only thought was if you are correct about Arnold, then he is more cunning than any of us can imagine. Courting a duke’s ward? Managed to secure a position at Whitehall? He’s not a dullard.” She reached for her reticule. “All of this fuss about talking only to me is a delaying measure on his part. Why? I don’t know, but I’m sure we’ll find out when he wants us to know.”

      Richard took hold of her arm. “Our methods to encourage Arnold to talk will take time. Time, Moreham believes we do not have. Therefore, since you’ve been cooperative enough to anticipate this turn of events, shall we be off?”

      “You want me to go out into the night with you, and talk to this cretin? What about all that talk about my safety? Don’t you and the others know how to deal with his sort?” He winced. The lady wanted her pound of flesh for his earlier insistence she return home.

      “Yes, your safety is my first concern. Yes, I will be by your side every second to ensure you are never at risk. Yes, we do know how to deal with the Percy Arnolds of this world, but tonight we believe having you talk to him is the best course of action. Now, will you come with me and help us?” Richard winced at his request. How he abhorred asking her to face the weasel. He wanted to walk out of the room and not look back. Doing so was not an option.

      “Very well, I am not going with you alone. Nettie will be going with us. I will not tempt ruination a second time.”

      He led the women through the back garden into the mews. Richard still did not breathe easily until they were heading out of London. Moreham’s estate was located near the village of Swithin-on-the-Thames, an easy ride to Town. Moreham used the dower house as a safe house for his government activities. Known to spend time at the estate, Moreham’s comings and goings weren’t remarked upon.

      The ride to Swithin was quiet. No one spoke. This was one of those times when words were not needed. Nettie sat next to Serena, while he sat on the opposite seat. Serena kept touching her oversized reticule. Nettie glared at him. He tried to discern where he had lost control of the night. In the end, he blamed Percy Arnold.

      The carriage slowed, coming to a stop in front of the dower house. The residence was perfect for their activities.

      Richard reached over and squeezed Serena’s hand. “Stay close.” He ordered before turning his attention to her maid. “Nettie, the housekeeper will see to your comfort. We shouldn’t be long.”

      Nettie started to say something but remained quiet as Serena shot the older woman a severe look. The carriage door opened. A footman handed the maid down from the carriage. Richard left the carriage, waving the footman away. He would be the one to offer Serena assistance. He watched her face as her wary gaze took in her surroundings. He extended his arm to her and she smiled up at him. That smile did not reach her eyes. She did not trust him. Richard understood—he didn’t trust her either.

      Richard forced all expression from his face as they stepped over the threshold. It would not do for the others to see how Serena’s presence affected him. Every moment since he’d greeted her at the ball the previous evening had been leading to this, his point of no return. Her reputation, his feelings for her, hers for him were hanging in the balance as they walked into his world of subterfuge and illusion. He wanted to take Serena’s hand and run in the opposite direction as fast as they could. It was too late to escape.
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      So, this was what it was like to have an adventure. Serena shivered with anticipation and drew her reticule closer to her body. Still unloaded, the solid weight of her old pistol reassured her.

      There was no one in the front hall as Richard removed her cloak. A woman garbed in black from head to toe appeared from a servant’s door near the stairs. She and Nettie left Serena standing with Richard, alone in the entryway.

      It didn’t sit well with her that Nettie had complied with Richard’s directive without complaint. Had she told her the same, she’d have received a lecture about comportment and safeguarding her reputation. Trepidation shot through her. Whatever was she doing chasing spies in the middle of the night? This escapade was getting out of hand.

      “The others are waiting.”

      She wanted to ask who these others were. Had there not been enough surprises for one night?

      Richard led her into a sitting room decorated in hues of pink. Whoever decorated this particular room had undoubtedly purchased every bolt of the sweet hue for sale in the London warehouses. Chintz and lace covered every chair. Pillows graced every settee. The walls were papered with pink roses. She could not keep a giggle from surfacing as she realized there were two men in the middle of all this, well, pinkness. Two men, she knew.

      “My lords, I must say seeing you here is rather surprising.” She curtsied as they bowed.

      Sturmbridge motioned for her to join them on the rather dainty chairs encircling the fireplace. She sat and waited for the three men to do the same.

      “Richard, you made good time,” Sturmbridge stated with all the aplomb of an elegant dandy enjoying a cup of tea in her Hanover Square drawing room. She jumped a bit when he turned his attention to her. “Welcome Lady Serena, please accept our apologies for rousting you from your bed. I assure you, if there had been any other way—”

      “There wasn’t,” Crossley bit out from clenched jaws.

      So, the earl did not like her being involved. Well, that made two of them, but neither she nor he had a choice.

      Silence filled the room as Sturmbridge and Crossley stared at each other. She looked at Richard who shrugged. Both men seemed to realize at the same moment they were making a scene. She bit back a smile as the two men stiffened, resembling two cockerels at odds.

      Her heart skipped a beat when both gentlemen gifted her with one of their infamously charming smiles. No wonder there was such a high demand for unmarried women to have chaperones. These men, including Richard, possessed a titillating charm that could be lethal to any lady’s sensibility.

      Fortunately, she knew how to handle their consequence. She’d grown up in a male household and had learned a thing or two about masculine foibles.

      “My lord.” She smiled at Sturmbridge. “You were Richard’s accomplice earlier tonight?”

      “Ah…yes. I was there.”

      “You were also the gentleman who took a rather unexpected swim in the Serpentine last week, weren’t you?” Serena asked in all innocence or so she hoped he thought.

      The viscount’s face reddened at her question. Ever the rake, he recovered with a grin and leaned over and murmured in her ear.

      “I would enjoy telling you the truth of that dunking sometime.”

      Serena laughed while Richard elbowed Sturmbridge out of the way, took the chair next to her and glared at the other two men.

      “Lady Serena, this is no laughing matter.” Crossley chided. The earl had always been the more serious of the gentlemen. He and Sturmbridge, the jokester of the group, sat on the other side of Richard.

      “My lord, I assure you I am fully aware of the importance of being called from my home in the dead of night to meet a traitor. Now, where is Mr. Arnold?”

      Crossley nodded in the direction of the library door. “In the room across the hall under guard. He has been restrained and can in no way hurt you.”

      “I will remain by her side throughout her visit,” Richard spoke up with a loud voice. The other two men did not challenge his assertion. She wanted to laugh at the absurdity.

      “Shall we give the man what he wants?” she asked no one in particular.

      “We must wait for Moreham. He said he wanted to be here when you spoke with Arnold.” Crossley explained. “Sent word you arrived. He’ll join us momentarily.”

      The click of the door handle served as a period to Crossley’s assertion. She and the gentlemen all rose from their seats. Moreham entered the room and closed the door before executing a courtly bow to Serena who responded with an equally impressive curtsey.

      “Hello, my dear, so good of you to come.”

      Serena swallowed hard to keep her fit of giggles from erupting at the sight of the spymaster surrounded by all the frills of a lady’s boudoir and his ever so proper greeting. This was most definitely a first for them. Their usual meeting spot was on Rotten Row exercising their horses at dawn before the rest of Polite Society rose from their beds.

      Moreham accepted the glass of brandy Crossley handed him. He sipped the liquor and set the glass aside. “Serena, Mr. Arnold hasn’t been very cooperative with us this evening. We are in need of your special touch. Mr. Arnold came to our attention when we received word from a servant of Mrs. Ophelia Ramsay that there were strange happenings at the lady’s salon on Wednesday afternoons.”

      “I’ve attended several times with Aunt Philly over the last few months.”

      “Yes, you have. Whitehall has received a list of names…gentlemen who attend the salon. Arnold’s name was on the list. Word is the gentlemen do not attend the salon but adjourn to the lady’s library. Have been told the group calls themselves The 1804 Society. It is my belief those men are conspiring to cause mischief with the government.

      “We need you to interrogate Arnold. Find out what you can about The 1804 Society. No detail is insignificant. Do you think you can do that for us?”

      She heaved a deep breath before replying, “yes, I can. Lead the way. I’ll do my best.”

      “Good, that’s all I ask.” Moreham nodded to the others and the lords stood.

      Sturmbridge and Crossly made their way to the double doors of the sitting room. Richard tarried and took her arm then led her into the corridor. A moment later a brawny man who she assumed was a guard opened the massive carved door. Richard stepped behind her, so she was sandwiched between him and Crossley. She peeked over Crossley’s shoulder to see what she could see.

      The guard returned to his post next to a second guard. Both sat in uncomfortable wooden straight back chairs…watching. Arnold sat in the middle of the room devoid of all other furniture. Even the walls had been stripped of wallpaper and painted white. No pink flowered wallpaper to distract, she supposed.

      Arnold’s arms were tied behind his back and his feet bound to the front legs of the chair. The gag from earlier in the carriage had been removed.

      The captive showed no emotion. He glared at Crossley before turning his gaze to her. This man wasn’t the same man she’d danced with earlier that night. That man had been simpering with his attentions. Always talking about nothing.

      In other words, he fit right in with the other dandies. Was Richard cut from the same cloth as Arnold? Saying what she wanted to hear?

      Arnold tilted his head back and grinned at her. His gaze traveled from the top of her head to her toes with insulting thoroughness. She had no doubt the crude man was undressing her bit by bit in his mind. Had her father or brother witnessed such behavior they’d have called out the scoundrel to duel at sunrise. Neither would have deloped.

      Her companions remained stoic. Arnold laughed. “Good evening or rather good morning, Lady Serena. So glad Moreham complied with my wish. Smart man, your spymaster.”

      Richard muttered a curse and pulled her closer to him, her back against his chest. She understood his reaction. Arnold’s insolent perusal chilled her bones. She was glad Richard said he’d remain with her. She didn’t relish the notion of being alone with Arnold.

      “Enough,” Crossley barked. “Your manner is insulting to the lady.”

      Arnold shrugged. “I find myself rather tied up with no place to go. Thought a pretty face to gaze upon was the least you Whitehall lords could do for me.”

      Crossley lunged forward.

      She reached for his arm and tugged him back. “He’s goading you. Don’t give him the satisfaction.”

      “She’s right. He wanted to talk to her. She’ll be fine. I’ll see to it,” Richard assured his friend.

      Crossley gave their prisoner one last thunderous look and followed the two guards out of the room. The closing of the door echoed in the empty room like a gunshot.

      Serena directed her attention back to Arnold. “I feel I must warn you. Don’t think I am the least bit sympathetic to your plight.”

      “My lady, it was so good—”

      “It is not the afternoon in Mayfair, and we are not conversing over tea,” she interrupted him. “I am here because I love my country. My brother serves with General Wellington on the Iberian Peninsula. I will do whatever I am asked to do to ensure my brother and others live to return home. Do not doubt, should you cross us, you’ll be shot where you sit without a single qualm or regret. Please make one wrong move. Any one of my friends would relish the opportunity to put a period to your miserable existence.”

      Arnold reared backward at her words. He blinked before taking a slow breath. She’d rattled him. That was good. He lifted his chin before answering her. “I admire your devotion and integrity. I, however, suffer from no such morality. My motivation is greed. I go to the highest bidder. Napoleon and his need to conquer means nothing to me but his gold allows me to live in a manner I enjoy. My message to you is I will accept the King’s coin just as easily.”

      “You want me or these men to offer you more coin than the Corsican? You will sell your honor?” Serena never took her intent off the little snake. Her stomach pitched as she stared into his black eyes. The darkness there filled her heart with despair.

      Percy Arnold watched her for a moment before speaking. “I sold that esteemed principle long ago, my lady. I have infiltrated a group of lordlings that are sympathetic to Napoleon and his desire to rule the world. My association is strictly for profit. I enjoy wearing Weston’s jackets and shooting Manton’s pistols, but such quality costs money and I abhor working for coin. Your intrusion in my affairs this evening will bring a halt to my pursuit of the lovely Miss Browning. A man does what he must to survive in this world.”

      She ignored his rambling. “What is the purpose of The 1804 Social Club?”

      “If you know about the club then you know as much as I do, but I’ll play along. A group of gentlemen meet to discuss a myriad of topics. The gentlemen are not slow tops. They are a group of peers who fear revolution much like what happened in France occurring in England. They see Napoleon as a man who can see us through such a struggle. I am a paid courier between these men and the French. You would be surprised at the depth in their ranks. Your own father could be a member and you would not know it. I can confirm that Mrs. Ramsay has no knowledge of what goes on in her library.”

      “Keep my father’s good name out of it,” she snapped. “Stop wasting my time and tell me what you want me to know.”

      He grinned. Serena did not look away from him. She watched his eyes as she spoke. She wanted to see if he would react to anything she said. There was no twitch, no blinking and no looking away from her. The man was being truthful, at least so far.

      Arnold shrugged his shoulders and smiled at her. “It would appear I have your attention, my lady.”

      The man was insane. Her friend, Gillian Browning had a near miss this night when he was captured. She didn’t want to think about what would have happened if they had failed to take him into custody.

      “Yes, there is more, isn’t there. I can see it in your eyes. You are enjoying teasing me with tidbits just like an old tabby cat with a ball of yarn worrying the strand until it is knotted and frayed beyond any usefulness.”

      Percy bowed his head to her and continued. “I returned from Lisbon on courier duty for the Home Secretary a month ago. A fact your friends can verify. While in the Portuguese capital, I was contacted and asked to deliver a list of French operatives in England. My associates were supposed to contact these covert operatives and join forces. The intent is to create disturbances…explosions, thefts, even murder to create a wave of fear among the populace. Such acts would overwhelm the government’s resources leading to inaction. A new government would be formed with others sympathetic to the French cause. A simple plan really, don’t you think?” He smirked at her.

      No doubt he thought himself more intelligent than she and the others. That belief would be his downfall. She only hoped she was around to watch.

      “The list?” she prompted. She refused to allow him to control their conversation.

      He shrugged. “My orders were to retrieve the list from its hiding place in Lisbon and deliver the document to my associates. I failed to do so.”

      “What happened?”

      “I was interrupted during my search. The circumstances are of no concern to you and your friends. Retrieving that list would be quite the coup for Moreham’s little band of agents.” He looked away and drew a deep breath. “As I said I aid the hand with the most coin. I will tell you where the list is located after you deliver a thousand pounds to my mother. That dear lady has stood by me through good and bad times. Once I’m exposed as a traitor she’ll be ostracized. Your coin will enable her to go to America and live in peace.” He turned his head away and sniffed. Was he crying? Rather than call him out for his blatant attempt at manipulation, she waited for his next ploy.

      “Don’t take this as a sign of weakness. I have no regrets. I have lived my life to the fullest and now I will pay the price. You and no one else must deliver the coin. From your hands to hers. A thousand pounds is a bargain for what I know. Not only do I know where the list is hidden but I have names, very important names.” He nodded towards the door. “Go. Talk with Moreham and the others. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Serena could not speak. Richard took her elbow and eased her back from the center of the room. The last two days had been surreal. She knew the answer as well as Arnold did. They would pay any price to gain the information he dangled in front of their noses.

      Serena and Richard returned to the now empty sitting room. Where were the others? Before she could ask the question, the three men entered the room with Moreham leading the way. Crossley made for the sideboard where he filled four glasses with brandy.

      Richard drew her toward the chairs they’d sat in earlier. “I assume you three were listening to Serena’s conversation with Arnold?”

      “Yes, Serena, I must say you acquitted yourself well in there.” Moreham smiled at her.

      Crossley handed around the drinks while Moreham poured her a cup of tea. Richard growled when the spymaster tipped a bit of his brandy into her cup.

      “As you’ve said in the past, I did cut my teeth on the tenets of Society. Arnold is an arrogant buffoon. By all appearances, all I had to do was ask the questions and he was more than ready to provide the answers.” She sat, while the others stood. Seemed silly to her for them to be so formal under the unusual circumstances they found themselves.

      “By all appearances?” Crossley took Richard’s chair from before. “Are you saying he lied to you?”

      “I’m saying he could’ve been lying. We should remain watchful for now. There’s something about his tale that feels untrue. He may be trying to delay his interrogation. We can all agree Arnold is a man who has managed to survive without discovery until now. Miss Browning told me he has been employed by the Quartermaster General’s office for over a year. That’s a long time to carry on a double life.”

      “My lady, my apologies but your theory is ridiculous. Why would he buy time? No one knows where he is.” Sturmbridge opined as he sat on the other side of her.

      The spymaster, ignoring the others, spoke softly, as if he were untangling Arnold’s words. “I agree. Arnold did not attract the attention of Whitney and his friends by being a dullard for the last six months. We play this his way for now.”

      “I must admit something is not right. I can’t put my finger on it at the moment.”

      Moreham frowned and raised his brandy glass to her in a silent toast. “You know I don’t like it when you talk about feelings. I need facts—”

      “There is another way to get what we want. Give me a quarter hour with him and I’ll have him talking,” Crossley opined.

      Moreham shook his head. “No, Serena’s right. If we play this out, we may gain more information.”

      She sat her teacup on the table at her side and stood causing the others to stand as well. It was time for action. “I assume the matter is settled. I’ll go tell Arnold we are in agreement. I may manage to return home without being seen by anyone. Wouldn’t do for Richard and me to find ourselves compromised and married before sundown over this contretemps.”

      She looked from one man to the other. Two earls, two viscounts, all friends of her brother’s. Of course, why had she not seen it before?

      She forced her voice to be calm. A difficult feat since her heart was racing. “You are the schoolboys everyone whispers about, aren’t you?” she asked the question but meant it as a statement. “I have heard the tales about a group of young lords who are called upon occasionally to handle situations for the government. No one knows who you are.” She waited for one of them to deny her accusation. No one did.

      “You all attended Eton with Thorne. All first-borns with titles and wealth just like Thorne.” She laughed. “Thorne is part of this, isn’t he? Before he joined Wellington. That was why you met Wellington last spring, wasn’t it?” She focused all her attention on Richard. Her heart stuttered when he nodded.

      Everything made sense. Her father purchased Thorne’s commission when her brother was his heir and should have remained in England as Richard and the others had. She’d never understood her father allowing Thorne to risk his life and the family lineage. Now, all was clear. Thorne was an aide to Wellington under the auspices of Whitehall.

      Selfishly, she grieved for the family she would never have while England was at war and her brother fought deadly battles on the Peninsula. She looked from man to man. Dare she tell them? Whether they liked it or not, she was one of them now. No need to say the words, they’d all know soon enough.
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      There would be no going back. She had made the connection to Eton. He was sure Thorne would be cursing a blue streak when he learned of this complication.

      “Serena, your appearance here tonight and introduction to these men is of no consequence once you depart,” he insisted.

      She glared at him before returning her gaze to Moreham. “Let’s get on with it. What are we going to do?”

      “I am sure you know how important that list is to Whitehall. The thought of Arnold’s society wreaking havoc is unfathomable. Another concern is the true identities of the members of the society. We must expose those men. They could be men like Arnold who have access to confidential information.” Moreham glanced around to the others and looked uncomfortable for a moment before he resumed speaking. “We’ll get the list. Have no fear. Richard will escort you home.”

      He held his breath as Moreham rose from his seat, bowed to Serena, and moved toward the door.

      As Moreham placed his hand on the door handle, the minx spoke up in a clear voice, “I do not think so, my lord. You should know better than anyone I’m not some milksop miss you can order back into Society. I am the daughter of the Earl of Burley. I am seeing this through to the end.”

      Moreham stopped mid-step and turned around with mouth agape. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You involved me in this affair. I will see this business through to its conclusion. That despicable man and you are responsible for my participation. I am most certain that his mother has done nothing to deserve the treatment she will suffer when all and sundry know of her son’s perfidy. At least, she will have the means to emigrate to America or the Continent and start over without the stain of her son’s crime.”

      Moreham started to move back into the room, stopped, and gave Richard a pointed look. “Very well, my lady, you will be Weatherington’s problem. I’ll arrange for the transfer of funds and the two of you can visit Arnold’s mother. Are we in agreement?” Moreham remained by the door.

      “Yes, I believe we are. I’ll go tell Arnold about our plan and obtain her address. We can go in the morning. By this time tomorrow evening, one of you will be on your way to Lisbon to secure the list.” Serena walked past an open-mouthed Moreham.

      Richard just shrugged as his friends looked at him, askance at her daring. “I don’t know why any of you are surprised. You have heard the stories of Thorne’s little sister for years. Did you think we exaggerated?”

      No one realized what her words really said. He knew without a doubt, she would be part of this mission until the list was found. Knowing Serena, she would be on that ship when it sailed for Lisbon, even if she had to stowaway. Of that he had no doubt. Serena never did anything by half measure.

      He found her standing in the former receiving room now jail cell. Arnold looked up and waited. A clock chimed somewhere in the house. She spoke first.

      “I have talked to the gentlemen who are in control of your captivity. They do agree to provide the requested amount to your mother in the morning. My friend and I will act as couriers to deliver the payment.

      “I’ll ensure she’s taken care of. Should she decide to immigrate to America, I will see to the details. I’ll return with a message from her verifying the receipt of funds. You will tell me the location of the list. Do we have an agreement?”

      Arnold stared at her for a moment then nodded in the affirmative before jerking his head in a come here gesture.

      She stepped forward and leaned closer. Richard wanted to pull her back. She should not be in such a vile man’s vicinity.

      “Me mum’s house is not that far from here. In Staines-on-the-Thames, on Folkstone Lane, third house on the left after the Three Swans Pub.”

      Arnold’s countrified upbringing won out as he spoke with Serena. Gone was the crisp diction of a London gentleman. Richard wondered if the entire encounter was a scheme that would have done Moreham proud.

      Serena nodded before turning on her heels and leaving the room. All Richard could do was follow her. Her silence was not good. Once Serena reached the front entry, she spoke to the footman stationed at the door. Richard was too far away to hear what she said. He assumed she sent for Nettie. The servant handed her cloak to Richard. He draped it over her shoulders. Serena seemed lost in thought. A frown wrinkled her brow and her teeth peeped out to worry her bottom lip. What was she thinking?

      “Serena, you are too quiet. I am not used to such silence. Never found your muteness to be a good thing,” he teased.

      She did not answer but remained still with a frown wrinkling her brow. Nettie appeared with the footman. The woman started to speak, but Richard shook his head.

      A gasp followed by Serena reaching for him catching him unawares.

      “He’s lying! She died five years ago.” She ground out the words.

      He blinked. What was the woman talking about?

      “The man does not have a mother,” she insisted. “This, well, last evening now, in the receiving line, I heard Gillian comment to Aunt Philly that she was sharing her family with him. She said his last living relative, his mother, had died of a fever some five years past. It will be a trap. There may not even be a list in Lisbon.”

      Richard took her hands in his and pulled her back into the morning room. All three gentlemen jumped to their feet. He swung her around in front of him and demanded, “tell them.”

      She recounted to the men exactly what she had said in the corridor. They listened until she finished. Moreham was the first to recover.

      “It would appear we owe you a debt of gratitude. We must go about this visit in a different manner it would seem.” Moreham turned to Sturmbridge. “Fetch Alice. The evening’s performance will be ending within the hour. She can take Lady Serena’s place for the trip.”

      “No.”

      Richard could not believe his ears. The woman was hardheaded to a fault. No one ever challenged Moreham’s directives.

      He reached for Serena. He had to explain. “Serena, Moreham is summoning Alice Maynard, an actress. She has done some work for us in the past.”

      Moreham’s cold voice rained down on the pair. “Miss Maynard is my natural sister.” His voice caught. “She has worked with each of us. Many times, in fact.”

      His father’s reputation for siring babes all over England gave Moreham the perfect ruse for giving a person some consequence when needed. His word gave a maid or chimney sweep elevated status to do work for him. No one would ever challenge Moreham’s claim of a sibling, hopefully not even Serena. Richard almost laughed at the empathetic look on her face. He felt a little guilty—Serena’s concern for the earl’s feelings was very much misplaced. Moreham used the natural sibling ruse whenever it suited him, as it did now.

      She pulled her shoulders back and drew in a deep breath. “I am going to keep that appointment in the morning not Miss Maynard. I gave my word. You gentlemen are welcome to try to thwart me. Your efforts will be fruitless. Besides, I have Mrs. Arnold’s address. You do not.”

      He could not stop the groan at the sight of her grin. She looked like a cat with a bowl of fresh cream.

      Richard bit back his own confession. He knew the uproar that would ensue if he told them he also knew the address. Moreham would shout while Serena would dig her heels in and demand she be the one to visit whoever was living in that house.

      Richard grabbed her arm and propelled her out into the hall. With a backward wave in his friends’ direction, he led her to the front door. Nettie was nowhere to be seen. He hoped the maid was in the carriage. If she wasn’t, she’d be spending more time in Moreham’s dower house. He lifted Serena into the vehicle and found Nettie waiting. He followed Serena inside and slapped his hand on the side of the carriage signaling for them to be away.

      Once the lady was safely inside her home with the doors locked and barred, he’d return to his townhouse. He wished it were possible for him to seek his bed, but there was no time. He needed a plan for their trip. Another night with little sleep.
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      Not even six hours later, Serena stood hidden in the folds of Weatherington’s library drapes. Gray clouds filled the sky portending a dreary day. She hoped there would be no rain. Travel could be unpredictable in the best of conditions, but muddy roads increased the chance for disaster. Leaning forward for the umpteenth time, she looked down Park Street. Serena held her breath as she watched a lone rider approach.

      The rider reined his horse in at the front steps beneath where she stood. Taking a quick step backwards to avoid detection, she pulled in a deep breath to calm herself, but her curiosity got the better of her and she peeked around the drapery once more.

      Richard.

      He dismounted. His groom appeared at his side with an apple in his hand. Serena smiled at the sight of Richard petting his horse while the stead ate the apple. Richard gave the horse a quick rub across his nose before handing the reins over. For a moment, he looked so carefree. She wished she’d been by his side. With that thought she watched him run up the front steps and disappeared from view.

      Serena turned away from the window and waited for him to appear. At dawn, her logic for coming to Richard’s townhouse had sounded rational. Now, as she waited to hear his voice, she fretted how Richard would react to her forwardness.

      The drone of the butler's voice followed by a deep rumble broke the silence. Rapid footfalls headed in the direction of the library. The louder the clicking of his boots on the marble floor, the more nervous she became.

      Her blood raced through her veins. Her decision to circumvent any chance of Richard abandoning their plan for her to accompany him had seemed so simple. The truth was she did not trust him. He could have returned to the safe house and found a way to get the address from Arnold. With the address in his possession, she served no purpose. He could leave her behind. She knew all too well, if that opportunity had presented itself, Richard would have done so.

      She grimaced and consciously stiffened her body as the sound of boot heels clicking on the marble floor echoed louder and louder. She raised her chin, drew her shoulders back, and forced herself to look at the door and wait.

      Richard walked through the doorway and kept coming toward her until his boots disappeared under her skirts. “What are you doing here?”

      Serena froze in place at the coldness in his voice. She buried her fisted hands into the tightened her hands into folds of her dress. She could not remember one word of her carefully crafted reasoning for breaking the most basic rule of proper behavior for a lady. Calling on an unmarried gentleman in his home. Her presence in his house if discovered would lead to a wedding by special license and complete ruination and rejection by Polite Society for both of them, and their families, including any children they may bring into this world. A horrible thought to be sure.

      Serena refused to give an inch on the subject. “My lord.” She cringed at the rusty tone of her voice. She did not sound like the self-assured noblewoman she knew herself to be. She cleared her throat but did not speak. She reached out to touch Weatherington’s arm. He jerked away from her touch and glared at her.

      She bit her bottom lip and tried again. “I could not take the risk that you would proceed without me. Nettie is with me. She’s in the kitchen waiting for us. We can leave at once.” She lifted her chin and refused to cower in the face of his displeasure.

      Without speaking, he relayed his disdain with his cold eyes and tightened mouth. He did not frighten her, but she did wish he would speak. She knew he believed he could wait her out. The man was in for a long wait. It was quite clear he also did not know the person she was now.

      He was about to learn the difference between a simpering maiden and herself. After four seasons and still unmarried, she was determined to take control of her life. There was nothing he could do to stop her.

      He moved further into the library then crossed to stand behind his desk on the far side of the room. Richard reached into one of the drawers of the desk and withdrew a leather purse. He tucked the small bag into his pocket.

      “Serena, this is a dangerous game you are playing. We are no longer running through the orchards of Pendleton. Arnold moving about in Society without being sniffed out by the gossiping tabbies proves traitors do not wear badges to tell us who they are.” Serena opened her mouth, Richard held up his hand. “Let me finish. You do not know how to handle these people. Your own inexperience could get you killed. I would be powerless to save you from harm. You ask much of me with your intention to see this through.

      “Sweeting, I know more than you think. I can help you. I know what you are about. I also know I am the one who brought you into this travesty of a situation. I am not saying you cannot go to Staines—”

      “How do you know?” Serena demanded.

      “My hearing is excellent. I heard Arnold tell you.” Richard grinned and shrugged.

      “You didn’t say a word.”

      “I know you. Had I told the others the direction, you’d still have gone on your own. This way I will be with you to keep you out of trouble. Of course, that was before you remembered the lady had died and we were most likely walking into a trap. I will admit I considered leaving you behind. You were right not to trust me. Shall we?” Richard waved his arm towards the door. “My coach is waiting in the mews. No need to attract any more attention than you already have this morning.”

      She glared at him as she reached for her bonnet and proceeded to tie a little bow near her ear. “You ordered the coach when your butler told you I was here?”

      Richard shrugged and grinned. “I know when to accept gracefully that I have been outmaneuvered. Nettie is waiting for us.” His smile disappeared. “Serena, take heed, if you are correct and this is a trap, we will be most fortunate to find ourselves alive when night falls.”

      Richard went over to a cabinet, took out a polished wooden box with an inlaid design etched on its top then tucked the box under his arm. He crossed back to her side and led her out of the room.t

      Once they were settled in his traveling coach, he instructed his coachman to run all out for the village of Staines. They’d reach their destination on the southernmost edge of London by noon. He’d met up with Sturmbridge and Crossley on his morning ride to finalize their plans. His friends would ride at the rear of his coach with one of Moreham’s black nondescript coaches following. Never had he such a vaunted pair of outriders. The two men and the second coach were an insurance policy. If they were walking into a trap, he wanted to walk away with everyone involved hale and hearty.

      Serena and Nettie sat on the forward-facing seat. No one seemed to be inclined to converse which was just as well. Nettie gave him an evil eye any time he glanced in her way. In his opinion, the maid should’ve been casting that fierce gaze in her mistress’ direction.

      He enjoyed the quiet and took advantage to sleep. His nap came to an abrupt end when the coach slowed down to a stop. Richard leaned forward and looked out the window. All he saw was sheep grazing in a meadow next to the road. Since his father’s death, he worried about traveling through the countryside. Maybe Arnold’s goal had been to get them out of London. A plot to use Serena as a hostage to gain Moreham’s cooperation was not far-fetched.

      Richard stuck his head out the window and called up to his coachman. “John, is all well?”

      “Aye, me lord. Almost there. A farmer blocked the road. Herding a flock of sheep. I can see the rooftops of the village through the trees.”

      “Halt the coach on the far side of the third house on left after passing the Three Swans on Folkstone Lane.”

      His capitulation for Serena’s participation gnawed at his insides. Her appearance in his townhouse had sealed their fate. The best he could hope for was a special license, a wedding at St. George’s and a quick coach ride to Camberley, his country seat in Surrey. Once he had Serena situated, he would return to London. That notion was also the perfect solution to Serena’s involvement with Moreham and the spymaster’s schemes.

      The coach rolled to a stop. Serena turned to her maid. “Nettie, you will stay here with John. I’ll be fine. Richard will see to it. I am certain his friends are nearby.”

      “Yes, sweeting, you are correct. Close enough to come to our aid. Should this be a trap, please favor us with one of your screeches. They will come running.”

      “See, Nettie, nothing to worry about.” Serena straightened her bonnet and patted her reticule.

      “Huh? Sounds to me as if you two are doomed. Neither one of you has ever listened to me before so why would you start now? I will pray for your deliverance from whatever mischief you have involved yourselves.”

      Richard silently agreed with the old woman and said a prayer himself. The carriage door swung open.

      “My lord, the house is the second one across the street. The one with them purple flowers in the window boxes.” John Coachman busied himself with lowering the steps.

      “John, keep a close watch on Nettie—”

      “I don’t need no bodyguard. I have my needle to take care of me.” Nettie jabbed the air with what looked to be a wickedly long darning needle.

      “Very well, Nettie would you watch out for John?”

      With a haughty nod of her head she replied, “Yes, my lord.”
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      Serena waited for the step to be lowered before she hugged Nettie and gave Richard her hand to help her out of the coach. She smiled at the coachman and patted his shoulder. The man had her sympathy. Safeguarding Nettie would be the harder job.

      Richard led her to the house and up the path to the front door. He knocked, they waited. The door creaked open and a lady of advanced years with a full head of gray hair pulled back in a severe topknot She looked from Serena to Richard with fear in her eyes. Serena squeezed Richard’s arm. All was not right with Mrs. Arnold of Folkstone Lane.

      “Hello? What do you want?” The lady’s harsh words rattled Serena.

      “Madam, are you the mother of Mr. Percy Arnold? We are friends of the gentleman and he asked us to call upon you as we traveled up to Town,” Richard asked with a tip of his hat.

      “Percy? You are friends of his? He is not here. I’m too busy for company.” The woman looked over her shoulder before continuing in a soft whisper. “Please leave.”

      Serena’s heart broke at the desperation in the lady’s voice. Without any doubt, there was someone in her home who wanted to do harm to her and them. Richard had to do something.

      Desperate to gain entrance and provide aid to the woman, Serena reached for the lady’s hands and squeezed before asking, “Madam, could I trouble you for a glass of water?” She sensed Richard stiffen at her unexpected request.

      Arnold’s mother shook her head in resignation and opened the door. Richard’s grip on Serena’s arm tightened.

      The sitting room was small with just two chairs both currently occupied by a pair of rather large cats. Mrs. Arnold shooed the felines from the chairs before bobbing a curtsey and leaving to fetch the glass of water. Serena took one of the seats while Richard roamed around the room picking up a ceramic shepherdess from a side table.

      “Mrs. Arnold does not resemble her son very much,” he commented while examining the shepherdess. “She looks more like your Aunt Philly than Percy.”

      “Percy must have inherited his height from his sire,” Serena replied as the tiny woman reappeared in the doorway with a mug of water. Mrs. Arnold handed the mug to Serena.

      “Thank you, madam. It has been a warm morning. We are trying to make our way to London before nightfall. You know how men are. Always in a hurry to arrive at their destination.” She batted her eyelashes and smiled at Richard who glowered back.

      A hard voice droned from behind her in the shadows. Mrs. Arnold stood frozen in place. “My lady, I fear we must put a stop to your rather fine rendition of a preening lady wife.”

      Richard stayed where he was with the shepherdess in hand. “I don’t suppose introductions are called for under the circumstances?” he asked.

      Serena felt the hair on her neck rise. She turned around still with her glass in hand to find a man holding a pistol pointed at her. Serena tried to keep her lips smiling. A difficult feat considering she’d never been on the business end of a pistol before.

      “Sir, I assume you are a member of the 1804 Social Club,” Richard glibly observed.

      Serena slid a foot forward. She heard Richard groan as she stumbled. The man reach out to her. She threw the water glass at his face while Richard tossed the figurine at the man’s head then pushed her out of the way. The two men struggled for control of the weapon. In the chaos, Serena almost fell into the fireplace, knocking the fire poker from its resting place. Without thinking, she grabbed the poker and lunged back into the fray.

      She knew they needed the scoundrel alive. She swung the poker at the back of their attacker’s knees. Richard, at the same time swung his fist to the right and contacted the man’s jaw. She dropped the poker as the man crashed to the floor. Richard’s blow had rendered the man unconscious, but hers probably left the man crippled.

      “Very good, my lord. You always did have a vicious right hook.”

      Richard surprised her by turning to her with his eyes filled with anger. “I cannot believe I ever thought you possessed exceptional intellect.” He ran his hands through his hair and pulled on the strands until they stood up. Richard loomed over her with his nose only an inch or so from her own. “You threw a glass of water at an assassin! That man would shoot you as easily as he breathes! You did not remove yourself and Mrs. Arnold from danger. Instead, you jumped up with a heavy fire poker and swung. That man could have taken the poker from you and beaten you to death.”

      She leaned away from him and tried to explain, “It was that water glass that gave us the diversion we needed to take the fellow to the floor. As for the poker, I am stronger than you think. I would recommend you apologize to me for shouting and to Mrs. Arnold for causing her life to be so disrupted by this lump of pestilence at our feet. I would also suggest you tie the fiend up before he wakes, or I may have to use the poker again.”

      Without waiting for Richard to respond, Serena turned her back to him to find Mrs. Arnold wringing her hands in her apron and watching them with confusion. She should explain. “Mrs. Arnold, we are agents of the King—”

      “You are not an agent of the King,” Richard muttered behind her.

      She ignored Richard’s growled comment and continued to address the lady of the house. “We are here on behalf of the King. Now, where was I? Oh yes, Mrs. Arnold, could we be of further imposition by asking if you have water boiling for a pot of tea. I think we all could use a cup before that miserable beast awakens, don’t you?”

      “My lady, I don’t know who you are, but you are really quite something. My lord, you do have your hands full with this one. If I were you, I’d marry her and get her with child as soon as you can.” The lady shook her head and laughed as she left the room to fetch the English cure-all…a good strong pot of tea.
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      With their captive trussed up like a Christmas goose, Richard turned his attention in Serena’s direction. She moved toward the door. But he moved more quickly and had her hand in his grasp before she could seek out their hostess for sanctuary.

      “No so fast, my lady of the poker. If memory serves me, you agreed to do as I said during this little jaunt.”

      Serena smiled and fit her fingers to interlace with his own. “I did make such a pledge and I kept it until circumstances demanded I act. I reacted to the danger of the moment in much the same manner as you did.”

      Richard raised her fingers to his lips and kissed each finger. Spellbound, she followed his lips as he moved from finger to finger succumbing deeper and deeper to the romance of the moment. He ruined that lovely moment by looking up at her and grinning. Once again, he’d made a jest of her feelings. When would she ever learn?

      “Still the same flirt as always. Nothing’s changed,” she muttered as she jerked her hand out of his grasp. “Were you taught that penchant at some school for spies? If so, you failed to learn the finer points of seduction.”

      To her delight, Richard’s undoubtedly, pithy reply was postponed when the rattle of cups heralded the arrival of their hostess. Mrs. Arnold entered the room with a large tray filled with her best china and a lovely tea service. Since she’d not broken her fast, Serena was thrilled to see a three-tiered plate with sandwiches and cake slices.

      Richard whispered in her ear as he eased around her, “Later, Rena.” Richard reached for the tray. “Ah, a nice cup of tea is exactly what we all need after that scoundrel broke into your home.”

      “Oh, he did not break in. The man came to my door at first light this morning, banging his fists. He demanded I open the door saying he was a friend of Percy’s. I did as he said. Once inside, he pulled out his pistol and told me there were some strangers from London coming to see me. I tried to explain to the fellow that I was not Mrs. Arnold. The dear soul passed on five years ago. This was her house. I lived with her to help with the upkeep of the place. She left it to me, she did. I asked the ruffian to leave me in peace. He said he did not care who I was. Today I was to be Mrs. Arnold when the callers knocked on my door.” The woman finished with a sniff. “You came.”

      “Someone knew of Arnold’s capture and knew he would send us here. If you had not overheard Arnold speak of his mother’s death at Whitney’s rout, we would have walked into a trap.”

      “Madam, your name please.” Serena reached for the woman’s hands and held on.

      “Agatha Fletcher, uh…miss.”

      “Mrs. Fletcher, may I introduce Lord Richard, Viscount Weatherington and I am Lady Serena Preston. Is there anything we can do for you?” Serena asked as she patted the lady’s hand.

      “Oh, dearie, nothing for me. Just get that piece of filth off Mrs. Arnold’s carpet. She so loved that carpet. Her pride and joy, it was.”

      Richard drained the last of his tea and stood. “Removal of the rubbish can be arranged.” He left the room and returned moments later with Sturmbridge and Crossley on his heels. The men each grabbed an arm and dragged the unconscious man from the room. She felt the older lady’s relief at their departure.

      “Mrs. Fletcher, I think it would be best if you came with us. What if another of Arnold’s colleagues were to come looking for that fellow?”

      Mrs. Fletcher waved her hand dismissively through the air. “Oh, milady, there is no need. If you will send me word when it will be safe to return home, I will stay with my neighbor down the street. I was born in this village and lived here all my life. Everyone watches out for me. No harm will come to me now I know there is mischief afoot.”

      Serena looked to Richard for guidance. She did not want the lady nor anyone else to come to any harm because of them.

      “Madam, I am sure Lady Serena would feel better if you introduced her to your friend. Once she is confident you will be safe, we will depart.”

      Agatha Fletcher beamed at him. “I knew when I saw you admire my lovely little shepherdess that you were a good boy, milord.”

      Serena watched him blush at the woman’s compliment. She laughed as he bade the woman farewell and made his way quickly out her cottage door.

      Serena went down the street to meet Mrs. Fletcher’s neighbor and to explain about the man who forced his way into her home. The neighbor promised Serena Mrs. Fletcher would be taken care of until word came the lady was no longer in danger. With a final hug, Mrs. Fletcher handed her a small packet of food for Nettie and the coachman.

      Serena made her way to the two coaches where the three men stood. Richard’s face was a thundercloud while the other two were laughing. The sight of all that masculine handsomeness was breathtaking.

      Three of them? Moreham? Why had she not questioned their de facto leader’s absence before now? She stopped walking and tried to remember. Yes, Richard had said this business with Arnold was being handled by only Moreham’s most trusted agents which now she knew were the lords of Whitehall. Did that mean Arnold was being guarded by Moreham and the two guards from the night before?

      She hurried to Richard’s coach and handed the coachman the packet of food and drink before going around the vehicle to the other side where the men were still laughing, What Richard didn’t realize was her value to Moreham was more than bits of gossip. Over the last six months she’d uncovered and provided analysis of several conspiracy plots all from eavesdropping. She was quite good at it, or so Moreham told her.

      Richard would be hard to convince her theory was valid. The man thought he knew everything. He was about to find out she was up to the task of being equally as determined.
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      Richard joined his friends who were now standing beside Moreham’s coach down the way. He knew the pair well enough to know they would give him a good ribbing over Serena’s part. He shook hands with each man.

      Grinning, Sturmbridge spoke first. “Well done, your assailant has not revived yet. You must have hit him hard. I do have a question though. Why does the man have black smut marks on the back of his breeches?”

      Richard ignored his friends and looked over into the coach to find their prisoner still out cold. He tried to think of a question to ask to divert his friends’ interest in what happened in Mrs. Arnold cottage. A fruitless effort. Sturmbridge was always up for a humorous tale and Crossley was like a bulldog when he sensed one was not telling all.

      He shook his head in resignation before answering Sturmbridge. “Because Serena bashed him with a fire poker.”

      His friends whooped with laughter. He had no choice but to stand there. Crossley, normally ever so proper, could not stop laughing. Richard would have relished the sight of his normally somber friend chortling like a schoolboy if he had not been the cause of the laughter. Sturmbridge tried to stop carrying on, but every time he tried to stop laughing, he’d look at Richard and start laughing all over again.

      “So much for your skills as an agent of the Crown,” Crossley said as he wiped the tears from his eyes. “Bested by a lady of the Ton.”

      “I was not bested by anyone. I was assisted when I did not require assistance. Serena jumped into the fray without thought. Life would be much simpler if the chit would just stay out of my way.”

      Caught up in disclaiming he’d needed Serena’s interference, Richard failed to notice his friends had stopped laughing. Both men stood ramrod straight with eyes trained on something or rather someone over his left shoulder. He didn’t have to turn around to know Serena stood behind him.

      Crossley, the traitor, recovered first. “My lady, may I be of assistance?”

      Richard stiffened. He knew better than to speak without checking who was close by. Surrendering to whatever diatribe she was about to unleash, he turned around.

      To his surprise, she looked put out with him but waved off his words. “You said nothing you haven’t already rained down on my head. We’ve a bigger problem to deal with. Did Moreham remain behind to oversee Arnold’s interrogation?”

      Crossley answered, his voice laced with trepidation, “Yes, he did. Why are you asking?”

      She quickly explained her theory about Arnold planning an escape. Moreham was correct in his assessment of Serena’s skill as an analyst. She saw what he and the others had never considered.

      Without a single word of dissent, he took her hand and helped her enter his coach before turning back to his two friends. “We must remain together to prevent Arnold’s confederates from attempting to free our prisoner. Keep an eye out for trouble.”

      Their coachmen snapped their whips over the heads of the horses and drove rode all out for Swithin. Richard kept watch for anything out of the ordinary while the ladies whispered. No doubt, Nettie was giving her mistress a lecture to end all lectures. Not that such a talking to ever worked with Serena. He knew that better than anyone.
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      Within the hour, they turned off the main road onto the dirt lane that led to Moreham’s pink-confectioned dower house.

      “We’ll be with Moreham in a few minutes.” Richard reached into a cubbyhole in the side of the coach wall and withdrew a pair of dueling pistols. He handed a pistol to Serena and the second to Nettie. “We don’t know what we will find when we arrive. I want you both to have some protection. Unlike the old pistol in your reticule, Serena, this pistol is loaded and primed. Pull the trigger and you will fire a bullet into something.”

      “How did you know I had Thorne’s dueling pistol?”

      “I always expect you to do the unexpected. You had the old relic when I entered your bedchamber, so it would only stand to reason you would bring it along today. Am I wrong?”

      She sniffed but remained quiet.

      “Just as I thought.”

      “I thought I could swing my reticule at a ruffian’s head if I was in danger.”

      “I told you the old dueling piece was a bad idea,” Nettie muttered.

      “Enough of you both chastising me. We are all safe. Doesn’t capturing another traitor and our continued wellbeing mean the day has been a success? Thank you very much for acknowledging my contribution.”

      The woman was a walking invitation to mayhem. He sought to remain calm. A condition he seldom experienced when in Serena’s company.

      Before he could reply, his attention was snagged by Nettie. The sight of the old servant examining the dueling piece with a thoroughness of a seasoned soldier spoke of her past experiences at Lady Philly’s side. The maid and lady were legends within Whitehall.

      He doubted that Serena knew about the secret lives of the two women. The sight of Nettie handling the dueling pistol so well would surely cause Serena to engage that intuition of hers. What would she say when she learned the truth?

      Nettie slid the long dueling pistol into a pocket hidden in the folds of her dress. He’d say the old stick had proven she was the more competent one to be holding that pistol. He bowed his head to relay his approval.

      With the matter of protection dealt with, he now had to address a much trickier subject. Serena would not be pleased with him. “First, we will go to the dower house to see how Moreham and his guards are faring. Should all be well I’ll escort you and Nettie back to Hanover Square.”

      “I don’t think that decision is yours to make. Moreham may want me to remain to assist in the interrogations of both his prisoners.”

      “Moreham will send you packing. Of that you can be certain.”

      “This may shock you, but you are not in receipt of all the facts about my dealings with Moreham.”

      “You have exactly one minute to explain your words.”

      “Very well, I have what Moreham calls an uncanny ability to decipher a person’s truthfulness.” She waited a moment for him to comment, but he motioned for her to continue. “I know when a person is telling the truth. I analyze behavior and body mannerisms to make an informed opinion.”

      “You? A pretty little thing who is known for her ability to discern which ribbon goes best with a particular dress or bonnet? Forgive me, if I find that a bit difficult to believe.”

      “Why do you think Moreham accepted my theory on Arnold’s claim of a mother was false? The other three of you didn’t believe me. If you remember, Moreham accepted my deduction without asking a single question.”

      He had to admit she did have a point. Moreham had accepted her impression of what would happen without asking his customary multitude of questions. Why hadn’t he noticed before? Probably because he’d been so busy trying to keep her out of the quagmire that was Arnold and his associates. He’d missed the obvious.

      “I’d wager my quarterly allowance you haven’t been told the extent of my role in this business. Mrs. Fletcher, yourself or one of your friends would be dead if I had not remembered Gillian speaking of Percy’s mother’s death. Now, we have two prisoners to interrogate. All because of me.”

      He did not know how to convince the headstrong woman to abandon this madness. He did not need her help, no matter how intuitive she was. He told himself he was honor-bound to ensure her safety. A belief that rang false when he’d seen proof the lady could take care of herself in a dangerous situation. Richard fought the need to join into the conversation her as she and Nettie whispered back and forth.

      Not wanting her to see his interest, he canted his body towards the window. He still knew her every move out of the corner of his eye. His body and mind attuned to her every gesture. He’d never been as entranced by a woman as he was Serena. There, he’d finally admitted his attraction. His need to have her as his own. She was the last lady he should desire.

      Her tendency to be headstrong, impulsive and in possession of above-average intelligence caused her to be unpredictable and dangerous for him and anyone else who ventured into her proximity. He found himself mesmerized by the movement of her hands as she talked to Nettie.

      Serena turned in his direction and smiled. Not the toothsome grin of a friend, but rather a triumphant gleam that said she knew he was thinking about her. The infuriating woman would be his downfall of that he was certain. Another sign she did not belong in the middle of this 1804 Social Club business.

      Worry for her wellbeing battled with his awareness of her every move. Her perfume wafted across the coach. He fought the need to stop the coach and hand Nettie off to Sturm and Crossley. To have Serena to himself was an intoxicating notion. A foolhardy idea he shoved into the deepest recesses of his brainbox.

      He leaned forward and with one finger lifted her chin so he could see her eyes before speaking. The feel of her skin sent a flash of awareness through his body. A reaction he swiftly tamped down.

      This was the reason he had kept his distance for the last four years. He would not succumb to this combustible physical attraction they shared. He would not be dependent on her for succor.

      He waited to respond until the coach stopped. “We? No, sweeting. We do not have anyone to question. There are men trained in all manner of way sot to interrogate those who seek to undermine the government. I will be assigned to a new investigation. Your part in this is done. I will see you and Nettie back to Burley House. You’ll return to the ballrooms with no one the wiser.” Pleased he’d had the final say for once, Richard reached for the door latch and opened the door himself. He left the footman to assist Serena and Nettie from the coach. The headstrong hellion wouldn’t be staying. Time for Moreham to send her home where she belonged.

      Richard hurried into the dower house. The sooner he apprised Moreham of Serena’s desire to remain an active participant the quicker she and Nettie would be on their way back to Hanover Square. He turned the door handle to the sitting room and was assaulted by the foreboding quiet. Moreham sat in one of the pink chairs, while Crossley and Sturmbridge stood over him.

      Moreham spoke first to no one in particular. “I should have known.” The spymaster stood, pacing back and forth. A nervous energy radiated from his body. “I was played from the moment we captured Arnold. Serena said this could happen. When will I learn to listen to her?”

      “What happened?” Richard demanded, feeling his blood freeze in his veins.

      Crossley answered in a voice devoid of feeling. “Moreham received a note to report to Whitehall. While he was gone, Arnold somehow overpowered the guards and escaped. I would venture to say he had help.”

      “I came back to learn the guards were found unconscious in the corridor and Arnold gone,” Moreham explained.

      “You said so yourself. We fell into a trap.” Crossley’s attempt to reassure their leader fell flat. They all knew the repercussions of the escape would have to be dissected and explained to their superiors at Whitehall. In their line of work, there was no room for error. Men died when mistakes were made.

      “Enough. We must find Arnold. We do have our attacker in custody. Did he say anything on the ride back to help us at all?” Richard stepped into the room and almost had the door closed when Serena slipped through the doorway.

      He shot her a hard look which she pointedly ignored. She joined the others and remained silent. He had to give her credit for not asking questions. A pall hung over the room. He didn’t know if he’d ever felt so low.

      Crosley grimaced. “No, he’s still unconscious. The surgeon is examining him now.”

      Moreham leaned forward, placed his elbows on his knees, and clasped his hands. “Both guards had bumps on the back of their heads.”

      Richard opined, “I assume you’ve questioned the staff?”

      Moreham nodded. “I did. No one heard or saw anything. One of the footmen came above stairs to see if the guards wanted luncheon served. The door to the room was open. He found them on the floor, unconscious and no sign of Arnold. I ordered the house searched. A maid found a broken window in the dining room.”

      “Our bolt hole has been compromised,” Sturmbridge stated the obvious.

      “I’ve ordered the staff to close up the house. We’ll move our prisoner and the injured guards to my townhouse,” Moreham replied.

      “How are the guards faring?” Richard asked to no one specifically.

      Moreham answered. “Still unconscious. The doctor has examined them. He says we have to wait and see if they wake up. Not a promising diagnosis, I would say. A second pair of guards are watching over your attacker across the hall. I hope they can keep an insensible man from slipping out the front door.” Moreham looked at each man. “We are at a disadvantage and that will stop as of this moment. We will travel in pairs. No exceptions.”

      Richard nodded, as did the others. “We ran the horses all out on the return trip after Serena puzzled out Arnold’s possible ulterior motive for sending us in search of his mother. Sorry we were too late.”

      “At present, we have lost Arnold and gained an assassin whose name we do not know. Enough ruminating on our poor prospects. Time to take control,” Crossley summarized drily.

      “As for our captive, I hit him fairly hard, but not that hard, I assure you.” Richard frowned. “Something’s not right.

      “He could be pretending to be unconscious to give Arnold more time to escape. To one of the ports most likely,” Serena offered. Each word coming faster than the last.

      They all looked at each other then headed for the door. Richard started to follow the others but stopped. Once again, Arnold had outsmarted them. Was Arnold this cunning or did he have help from within?
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      Serena stepped into the same room where Percy had been held. Moreham and Crossley had rushed around her to enter the room first. Sturmbridge closed the door behind her.

      Where was Richard? Odd that.

      Moreham grabbed their attacker’s shirt and hauled him, chair and all, to his feet. A quick shake was all that was required to have the man yelling.

      “What are you doing? Trying to strangle me?”

      “No, I wanted to see if you were truly unconscious or merely pretending. I’ve found there’s nothing like a blocked windpipe to bring a man around.” Moreham jerked his hand back. The chair dropped to the floor with a clatter and their captive groaned.

      Moreham nodded to the guards. The men came forward and set the chair to rights. The door behind her opened and the next moment Richard was at her back. Instantly, she felt better. When would she learn to ignore him?

      Moreham looked over his shoulder at her. “I think you should ask the questions.”

      “Very well.” She closed the gap to stand an arm’s length from the trussed-up man. “We meet again. I hoped I’d have this opportunity to find out who you are and why you would accost such a sweet lady as Mrs. Fletcher. What’s your name?”

      “You again? Didn’t you do enough harm already?”

      Serena laughed. “I did nothing unprovoked. You were trying to harm my friend. No one is allowed to do so. We all know your only complaint about my participation is because I’m a woman who got the better of you. Today, luck is with you. If one of the others were asking the questions, you would suffer greatly. My friend is being magnanimous to allow me first crack at you. Now, one more time. What’s your name?

      The man glowered at her for a moment before looking away. “Thomas Jones.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I received a note telling me to go to that house. Men from Whitehall would be calling on the lady living there. Note said to rough them up a bit.”

      “You didn’t have orders to kill whoever called?”

      Thomas Jones shot her an incredulous look. “I know you may think different but I’m no killer, not for any man. All’s I was to do was throw a few punches to delay you from returning to Town. No harm, no foul. I would collect my coin with no one the wiser. You were a surprise. Coming in there acting all grand Society dame. You are the bloodthirsty one. Attacking me with a fire poker. Not honorable to attack a man from the back. Can’t defend himself. I think my jaw is broken thanks to your friend behind you. You two are quite the pair.”

      “I offer my apologies for not fighting fair. I assumed when one was accosted all the rules changed. You have no idea who sent you? Do you know Percy Arnold?”

      The disheveled man glared at her with venomous eyes. “I’m through talking to you.”

      Moreham moved her to the side. “You are lucky, your jaw is not broken. Our doctor examined you when they hauled you in. This lady and the gentleman are our best agents. You’re fortunate to be alive.” The earl reached for one of the guards’ straight-backed chairs. He positioned the chair directly in front of Jones.

      “Now, Mr. Jones, I don’t believe you are just a fellow who happened to be paid some blunt to scare an old lady to death before confronting my friends. I think you are part of this 1804 Social Club Arnold is known to frequent which means you are acquainted with Arnold.” Jones’ head jerked in surprise when Moreham uttered those words. “I also think you know more than you have intimated.” Moreham leaned closer. “I advise you to stick to your story. Should Percy Arnold harm a single British citizen, I will make it my life’s work to see you hang for treason. No trial. No plea. Ever see anyone hanged?” Moreham questioned and stood to leave.

      Thomas spoke up. “I don’t belong to any social club. Do I look or sound like one of those lofty blades who frequent your clubs? I do hire out for the occasional job. Being a big man, I can make a body do what I want. A man, and I don’t know his name, offered me coin. In my line of work, better to not know too much.” Jones looked around the circle. His eyes never met Moreham’s or anyone else’s for that matter. “Like I said, he needed some folks occupied. He paid me. Gave me the direction. You know the rest.”

      Serena watched Jones. The man kept looking all around the room but never looking at her. A sure sign he was lying. She’d used the ploy many a time herself when Nettie demanded answers.

      She leaned closer to Moreham and whispered, “He knows more.”

      Jones’ eyes widened. He’d heard her.

      Richard stiffened behind her. Sturmbridge muttered a curse while Crossley growled. Moreham was the only one of the three to take in her assertion with all seriousness. Smart man, Moreham. She shrugged. “Do you gentlemen think your gender received all the brains when God created Adam and gave him Eve to wife? Who enticed whom to eat the apple?”

      Sturmbridge laughed. Moreham shot each man in the room a stern look before turning back to Jones. “You heard the lady. Talk. Tell us all and transportation to Botany Bay may be a possibility. At least you will have the chance to continue breathing.”

      Jones glared at her before he spoke. “An agreement to not hang me. I am a little fish in that scummy pond of bluebloods. Like I said, I do the heavy work for the gents. They don’t like to get their hands dirty.”

      Moreham nodded his agreement. “Give me something and we will see.”

      Jones didn’t speak for several moments. He seemed to come to a decision and took a deep breath. “Arnold is part French. His father was French, his mother, English.”

      “Arnold is one of many who lay claim to French blood.”

      Jones grinned. “Yes, but do any of those gents recruit members of the peerage to influence the direction of the war? Do they have a list of members of their group? I’d wager not.

      “My job was to exert a bit of persuasion with my fists if necessary. Percy was the one who told me who to lean on. I got paid for any new members.” Jones stopped talking and glared up at Moreham. “There I told all I know. Don’t know who is in charge. I’m not invited to their meetings in Mayfair. I can tell you Percy is a foot soldier. As I said before, not healthy to know too much. I do my job and collect my coin. No questions.”

      Moreham looked at her and she lifted a shoulder. She wasn’t sure what else the man knew. She did have a question. A loose end. “Arnold told us there was a list of French agents living in England hidden in Lisbon. We went to Staines to give his mother the payment for that piece of information. Do you know anything about the list?”

      Jones shook his head. “There is no list. Percy told me himself. All of what has happened was planned should he ever be captured. The lordlings would have seen to his escape. He’s too valuable to be hung.”

      Richard’s voice rumbled against her back. “What is Arnold going to do? Someone went to a lot of trouble to help him. You say he’s a foot soldier. Does the dirty work. It only stands to reason the club needs him on the streets to perform a chore. One they refuse to do themselves. Am I right?”

      He shifted his gaze over her shoulder to Richard. Jones looked away and mumbled something. Serena could not make out the words.

      “Speak up, man,” Moreham demanded.

      “Wellington? Percy’s going to kill Wellington.”

      The room erupted. Shouts of crude language and bickering among the men took all attention off Jones. Richard reached for her and pulled her from the group. For the first time, since Richard had fallen into her bedchamber, she was afraid. For the first time, she understood the life and death consequences of associating with the lords of Whitehall.

      “Enough. Remember why we are here,” Moreham chastised. He leaned over Jones and placed his hands on the man’s thighs and squeezed. “Wellington? How? When?”

      Their captive dropped his head to his chest. She could not take her eyes off the man. No one spoke. The room vibrated with tension as they waited for Jones to speak again.

      “Percy travels every quarter to Lisbon to meet with the Quartermaster General’s staff. The Frenchies believe Wellington has a secret plan. Percy is to uncover the plan and kill the great man for good measure. Two birds, one stone.” The thug shrugged helplessly. “Ol’ Hookey’s life is near done unless you can get to the Peninsula first.”

      No one said a word. Shock at the magnitude of the conspiracy they had uncovered left her numb. It did make sense. Wellington possessed the ability to command men and resources to win this war. On his last visit back to England, Thorne had groused about the ineptitude of the officers assigned to the peninsula.

      The general had served in India where he learned military strategy. He was more than a match for Napoleon any day. Eliminate Wellington and Napoleon’s Grand Armeé would invade. Of that he had no doubt. All would be lost.

      Their captive shook his head. “Don’t know anything else. What I told you I overheard when Arnold met with a nobleman.” Jones shook his head before Moreham could speak. “Don’t ask who, because I don’t know.”

      “Jones, one last chance. Is there anything else you can tell us?”

      The brawny man slumped forward and shook his head.

      “A security team will arrive soon. You will be taken to Newgate. There is a secluded wing where you will be held until all of this is over.” Moreham walked to the door then stopped in the doorway. “Should anything you told us not be the truth, I will personally see to it that you are released. Word will reach this Social Club within the hour of your betrayal. You will be dead before the next sunset.” Moreham paused. “I promise you Arnold will not kill Wellington. I can also promise you will never see Arnold again. He will disappear from the face of the earth as if he never existed.”

      A knock sounded on the front door. Moreham left the room. The man returned moments later with four men in tow. The sight of one of the guards carrying the shackles they’d lock around Jones’ ankles sent chills down her back. Serena saw what she assumed were iron shackles in one guard’s hands. Her only knowledge of the metal restraints was the reference to gentlemen being leg-shackled in marriage. After this night, she would never regard that phrase lightly again.

      She stepped backward to edge closer to the door. Her escape. No one paid her any mind as she reached for the door handle. She was not able to watch Jones being restrained. Not that she felt any sympathy for him. She did not. The sight of a man, any man, being encumbered so brought home the seriousness of her involvement with Moreham.

      She slipped through the door making her way back to the sitting room. A teapot sat on the sideboard. She poured tea to the brim of a cup. She gulped the cold liquid as the sound of metal chains clinked down the corridor to the front door.

      Silence.

      The thought of Jones or any person for that matter being led away to Newgate rolled over her like a grieving fog. She had never visited the place. Papa used to discuss such places with her until Nettie told him doing so gave her nightmares.

      Lost in thought, she started when Richard appeared by her side. The others had followed him into the room.

      “What now?” Sturmbridge asked the room at large.

      “I’ll go.”

      Serena gasped as Richard’s quiet words vibrated through her body. Arnold would recognize him on sight. She fisted her hands and stiffened her body to keep from voicing her opinion. These men would not take kindly to her interference. The silence following Richard’s assertion was deafening.

      Moreham stared at Richard and with a bare glance in her direction nodded his head in approval.

      “I will send a message to Sir Perceval with the particulars and request The Vigilant be readied to go on the evening tide. The ship will make the best time. You may even beat Arnold to Lisbon. We have the element of surprise. He believes you both are still in Staines-on-the-Thames.” Moreham hesitated. “Do not underestimate him. He has survived on English soil for many years without being discovered. The rest of us will continue to track down other members of the Society.”

      “I’ll send a note to mother for Lady Philly and Serena to stay with her while I’m gone. She and Lady Philly will be safer there. Once we are done here, I’ll see Serena to my townhouse. Society will assume they are keeping my mother company. I’ll have my valet pack a bag for me to take to White’s. I’ll go in the front door and out the back. Should anyone remark on my absence from social evenings, mother will tell them I’m busy with estate business.”

      “Yes, of the three of you, you are the one with the most experience on the Peninsula.” Moreham looked at the others. “Would you give me a moment with Weatherington?”

      Crossley stood then offered Serena his arm. The pair left the room with Sturmbridge bringing up the rear.
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      Moreham remained silent until the door clicked shut. “Richard, Arnold had nothing to do with your father’s death. The Alien Office has evidence he was in France when your father and his servants were killed. Your quest for revenge is misplaced. I must ask knowing this do you still want to be the one to sail for Lisbon?”

      He’d been so certain Arnold was his father’s killer. He fought the overwhelming urge to bellow his frustration.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Not go? Moreham had just said he was the agent with the most experience. It would not matter to Serena whether he or one of the others sailed on The Vigilant that night. She’d be on the ship of that he had no doubt. He refused to think of her with Crossley or Sturmbridge at her side.

      He’d been reared to do his duty for his king and country. Wellington’s life was at stake. He’d go. He’d teach Lady Serena a lesson or two about the reality of the world before they returned to England. He ignored the fear neither of them surviving. That’s how he’d survived the last four years, pushing all thoughts he didn’t like into a small box at the back of his brain.

      “No, I haven’t changed my mind. Thank you for telling me what you’ve learned. I suppose I have Serena to thank for deciphering my motive for taking on the capture of Arnold. You spoke the truth when you said I had the most experience traveling Spain and Portugal. Also, I’m sure you know Serena is plotting as we speak to be on board that ship tonight? Crossley and Sturmbridge are ill-prepared to deal with her. They see a gently reared lady, but we know she is much more than that. Unfortunately. No, I’ll go.”

      Moreham moved forward with his hand outstretched. “Thank you. I agree with your assumption about Serena. Take care of her. Although, I believe she may be more than able to take care of you. Find Arnold. If you have to, kill him. I’ll brief the Home Secretary after you’ve left. No need to get his minions queering up the works.”

      Richard shook his mentor’s hand before heading for the door. Moreham fell in step behind him. They found the other three standing in the corridor–looking far too guilty. He’d trained his agents well. All three would have availed themselves of the opportunity to eavesdrop on his conversation with Weatherington. Especially Serena.

      Moreham stepped into the middle of the group. “While Richard is running Arnold to ground, we’ll be investigating the gentlemen who attend Mrs. Ramsay’s salon. Lady Serena, I’m certain if you ask one of your more bluestocking friends if they attend and express your interest, you’ll have an invitation before the next salon.” He turned to Crossley and Sturmbridge. “You’ll call at Burley House on Serena after the salon and make a list of all the gentlemen in attendance. We’ll investigate each gentleman. There must be a pattern of some sort. All younger sons, titles in the suds moneywise or some other connection. We’ll find it, none of us will rest until we do.”

      “Off with you.” Moreham took Serena’s hand and bowed. “My lady, thank you for all of your assistance with Arnold and his compatriot. Your contributions have been invaluable and will save many lives. Of that have no doubt. Thank you”
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      Serena and Richard said their goodbyes to the others. Nettie stood waiting in the entryway. Within minutes they were riding hell bent back to London. No one spoke. For her part, conversation was impossible while she mulled over how to convince Moreham to help her stowaway on The Vigilant.

      She nibbled on her thumb. Maybe Aunt Philly would help her? She’d beg if she had to. Richard wasn’t going to chase after Percy Arnold with no one to guard his back. Gentlemen were so rigid in their thinking on the subject of honor, loyalty and integrity. It was time for Richard to learn that ladies possessed those same beliefs. He might be an agent of the Crown, but he was also the man she loved.

      Serena closed her eyes and bit back a groan. She’d fallen in love with the one man who would never allow himself to love her. She’d never stopped loving him. What a ninny she had been to think she could be in such close proximity to the man and not have her feelings for him return? Loving Richard did not matter at the moment. Her only focus was to be on that ship with him when it sailed.

      If the events of the last two days had been planned, Arnold was a genius at subterfuge. Richard could be walking into another trap. He’d need someone with him. He needed her. She’d follow him to Portugal. There was no other way. She’d been the one who offered her services to Moreham. It was time for her to put her personal feelings aside and carry out her duty.

      “Serena, I know you are plotting. You must listen to me and remain with my mother and Lady Philly. A sea voyage can be a fraught with danger. A storm. Privateers. Smugglers. There is a war in progress. Lisbon is full of saboteurs and cutthroats. A beautiful woman fetches a hefty price.”

      She allowed herself to react not to his warning, but to the images of Arnold standing over his body. His dead body. She felt the color leave her cheeks. Her heartbeat increased to where it was all she could hear. Could one’s heart burst out of one’s chest?

      Her demeanor must have scared Richard. He reached for her and pulled her onto his lap and held her close as one would a child. She rested her head against his heart. Where her heart was racing with fear, his heart was strong and even in its beats. Serena closed her eyes and made a vow. Richard Weatherington would live to be a very old man. She would see to it.

      Richard tightened his hold when the coach slowed down to enter Grosvenor Square. Once the coach halted at his front door, he nodded to Nettie. “Go inside.”

      The maid hesitated for an instant before wrenching the door open. Once the door slammed shut, he lowered his head until his lips touched her lips ever so softly. Another kiss. She’d been waiting for him to kiss her since the moment he’d tumbled through her window two nights before.

      Serena dared not move. She wanted him to keep kissing her. His lips nibbled hers in a playful manner as if they had all night to explore. He raised his hand to her chin and nudged it lower to open her mouth. Her heart stopped as he slid his tongue into her mouth.

      She wished to forget the world outside the coach door. For the kiss to never end. A knock on the door brought the reality of their plight back to the forefront. His lips left hers. She wanted to pull him back to her for just one more kiss. She’d desire his touch, his taste for the remainder of her days.

      “John, give us a moment.”

      Richard took her hands in his. He caressed each fingertip. How could such a man exposed to the worst sorts of people be so gentle?

      “Serena, a room has been prepared. I also asked that Lady Philly have a valise packed. Please go inside and retire. I’ll ask for a bath for you and a tray be brought up. I will be gone well before midnight. You must promise me you will stay out of any government business while I’m away. Without me here to protect you, anything could happen.”

      She nodded.

      “Say the words. A vow,” he demanded.

      She did exactly what he’d expect. Heaved a deep sigh and rolled her eyes. “I give you my word I will stay out of government business while you are gone.”

      Richard looked very pleased with himself. “Thank you. I will be able to concentrate on the business at hand if I’m not worried about you. Now, out you go. I have much to do before I leave.”

      Serena followed him from the coach with a smile plastered on her lips. All she had to do was get to her bedchamber without him realizing she also had much to do. Once inside, they gave their outer garments to his butler. Richard pulled her into the dark library.

      She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “Richard, I’m sorry. I misjudged you. You’re a courageous man. I’m proud to call you my friend. You’ll be in my prayers as you always have been.” She left him standing in the darkened room.

      Enough playacting. Time to make her intent a reality. Heaven help the man or woman who got in her way. A sense of peace settled over her as she made her way to the third floor where Nettie stood at the top of the stairs waiting for her. The maid nodded in the direction of an open bedchamber door.

      Serena entered the room and crossed over to sit at the dressing table, jerking her combs out of her hair. “Nettie, go down the hall and ask Aunt Philly to join me. Then have a footman accompany you home. Pack that old satchel of Thorne’s. I need his castoffs. You’ll find them in the back of the armoire. Bring everything you find there, jacket, breeches, linen. You’ll find a pair of his boots hidden under my bed. I’ll need one of his beaver hats. Oh, and plenty of shot and wadding for the pistol Weatherington gave me. Hurry, there’s not much time.”

      “You’re going with his lordship,” the maid stated rather than questioned.

      “What I’m about to do is not up for discussion. Now go.” She shooed the old woman away. She searched the dressing table for a hairbrush and a pair of scissors. The hairbrush she found but not the scissors.

      Moments later, Aunt Philly entered the room wearing a vibrant-pink dressing gown and a nightcap on her head. Without blinking an eye, Aunt Philly spoke, “I told Moreham you’d not be satisfied with being his dancing partner. I assume you’ve summoned me here to solicit my help in whatever scheme you’ve devised. Weatherington is involved, isn’t he? I knew the minute he returned to Town you were bound for trouble. How I wish for once you had proven me wrong.”

      Serena ignored her aunt’s words and continued to rummage around, looking for her scissors. “Aunt Philly, I need your help on two fronts. I can’t find a pair of scissors to cut my hair and I need you to prepare the necessary documents for me to board the prime minister’s corsair leaving on the high tide around midnight. Please make haste. You can chastise me when I return from Portugal. I’ll sit very still and listen to every word then, but now I must hurry so I can board the prime minister’s corsair before Richard.”

      Aunt Philly remained stoic on the far side of the room. “How did you know?”

      Serena shot her aunt a hard look. “I didn’t know for certain. Only had suspicions until now. Last summer, I found a piece of paper with Sir Perceval’s signature, not once but several times as though the prime minister was practicing his penmanship. A simple deduction.” Serena hugged her unconventional aunt. “You work for whom? Whitehall like Moreham? The Alien Office? The Privy Council?

      Aunt Philly ignored her questions. “I can gather the correct documents together.” Philly crossed the room to stand behind her. “As for your hair. Nettie can do the cutting. You’ll only make a muck of it. She’ll cut some of the length off, will leave enough for you to pull your hair back in a queue.

      “I will cob together a story for you. Will write it down so you can study the details. Success lies in the details. Will give you a sergeant major for your father with a chest full of medals some from the old king himself. Bravery in the Colonies that sort of thing. The sergeant major has served for the last three decades. The old soldiers still favor the queue. No one will question you sporting the same outdated hair as your father.”

      Serena turned around. She grabbed her aunt and hugged her. “Thank you for helping me. I assume Moreham has sent word about what has happened today. Arnold’s escape. What you may not be aware of, is Arnold’s intention to assassinate General Lord Wellington. Richard volunteered to capture the traitor before he can carry out his horrible deed. I’m going too.” She dared her aunt to argue.

      “I knew eventually you’d follow the boy. He’s been successful at avoiding you and his feelings, but I knew you would never give up on the lad.” Her aunt drew herself up. “Very well, I will retire and prepare proper forms and letters of introduction. Once I have the necessary papers ready, I’ll give them to Nettie. Wouldn’t be good for Weatherington to see me coming and going from your room. As for your unavailability, we’ll put it about that you are suffering from a fever and a putrid throat. No one will doubt what I say. Nettie can come and go from this room with trays to keep the pretense going.”

      Aunt Philly made for the door. “Stay close to Richard, no one will notice you. I know how you think. For once, follow Weatherington’s lead. The boy knows how to survive. As for assuming a male identity, I’ve used the same ruse many times in the past.” Philly gave her a hard look. “You do have a generous bosom. Bind your chest as tight as you can bear it.”

      “I will. I have one of Thorne’s coats from his time at Oxford. When I wear the garment, my bosom vanishes in the fullness. Dressed so slovenly, I’ll look even less the gentleman. Others will see me and doubt I am a gentleman of consequence which suits my purposes. Not noticeable at all. I’ll stay in my cabin until the ship clears the river.”

      “What about your father?”

      Serena shook her head and grimaced. “We both know I will be home long before Papa returns from Cambridge.”

      “It appears you have thought through your plan well. I leave you to convince Nettie. She’ll be harder than I to convince. I’ll take care of my part of your scheme. I’ll bid you safe travels now.”

      Her aunt kissed her forehead. “I know you far too well to believe you’ll heed my warning to do as Richard says. You’re too much like me. I will say I love you and beg you to please be safe.”

      Aunt Philly left her alone to wonder how she ever managed to be embroiled in such dangerous business. Thinking back to her first meeting with Moreham, he’d been very direct in his questions about herself and why she wanted to work with him. He warned her that his work was dangerous. She had waved off all his concerns. Now she wished she’d been a little more cautious. So much for being an independent woman who controlled her own destiny.

      Nettie’s return broke through her musing about what might have been. Time to confess all to the maid.

      “Nettie, I want to talk to you about what is going on.”

      The maid shot her a hard look. “No need. I already know. Have known since your first encounter with the Earl of Moreham.”

      “How did—” The pieces of the puzzle fell into place. “Aunt Philly told you.”

      “She did. Who do you think has helped her with her escapades all these years? She certainly didn’t do it alone. Now, turn around so I can cut some of this hair.”

      Serena gasped as the maid put her hands on her shoulders and turned her back to the dressing table so she could see what Nettie was doing to her hair.”

      Here she thought she was the adventuresome one in the family. Instead Aunt Philly and Nettie had been the ones to prove their own intellect and independence. No doubt, Richard knew about both ladies’ involvement. He had always treated Nettie differently than most gentlemen treated servants. Now his deference made perfect sense. He saw Nettie as an equal. A niggle of jealousy rattled around in her head. Jealous of her maid. Her life truly was turned upside down.

      Moments later, Serena stared at herself in her mirror. She’d watched the transformation and still couldn’t believe the masculine face staring at her was her own. She reached out to touch her reflection in the looking glass. She bore a startling resemblance to her brother Thorne.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered.

      “Not time for you to say much. Needs must to dress and make your way to the docks. I’ll repack your valise with your clothes then go see if Lady Philly has your papers ready. All this will be for nothing without papers.”

      Serena jumped to her feet to grab the maid’s arm. “Nettie, you must carry on as if you are nursing me. Can you do that for me? My good name is in your hands. I should only be gone a week or so. Most of Society is still in the country so no one will notice my absence. I’ll return no one the wiser.”

      “Don’t fret, my lady. Like I said before, I’ve been doing this for many years. I’ll see to my end of the farce. You see to yours. Beware, Lord Richard may take a dim view of your masquerade. If I were you, I’d wait until the ship is well into the Channel before I revealed myself.”

      Nettie reached for the abandoned satchel and moved to the bed. “Here, you need to hurry if you’re going to board the ship before his lordship arrives at the dock.”

      Serena picked up the pair of breeches and a linen shirt then headed to the dressing room. Nettie repacked the valise she’d brought from Burley House.

      Nettie didn’t bat an eye when Serena entered the room wearing her breeches and shirt even though she knew the maid saw no sign of the gently reared woman she’d taken care of since birth.

      She looked up at the mantle clock and nodded toward the door. “Please go to Aunt Philly and see if she has my documents ready. Meet me on the backstairs. Watch out for Richard.”

      She sat down in front of the dressing table mirror and tied a simple knot in her cravat. She reached into her jewelry box and fingered Richard’s sapphire stickpin. With a sigh she returned it to its hiding place. Guilt nipped at her conscience for not returning the stickpin to Richard. She couldn’t bring herself to do so. She had nothing of his to hold close. After they returned from the Peninsula, she’d return the pin.

      That decision made, she gave a quick glance through her valise to confirm she had all she needed for the trip. Serena grabbed her cloak and an old beaver hat left behind by Thorne and made for the door.

      Serena found Nettie on the servant backstairs with what looked like notes in her hand. The kitchen was just on the other side of the stairs. Serena peeped around the wall into the kitchen. No one was about, but to be safe she gestured for Nettie to whisper.

      Nettie handed her the largest of the bits of paper in her hand. “This is a writ from the Privy Council. It is Lady P’s personal authorization signed by Sir Perceval himself endorsed over to you. She says she prays you will not have need to use it. That piece of paper will bring the full force of His Majesty’s Government on your behalf.”

      “As Aunt Philly says, let’s pray I have no need to use that authority.”

      Nettie gave her the other papers to look over. The maid fished a brown leather wallet with the Weatherington family seal etched into the leather from her dress pocket. “The rest of those papers are your identity papers and authorizations to travel.”

      “Richard’s wallet? Interesting? Dare I ask how you procured it?”

      The maid huffed and took the documents back and slid them into the wallet. “You are Mr. Herbert—”

      “She gave me her favorite peacock’s name?”

      Nettie waved a dismissive hand in front of Serena’s face. “She said to tell you to do that colorful fellow proud. As I was saying, you are traveling to Lisbon to join your father, Sergeant Major Powell. Lady Philly told me to tell you she included a biographical sheet.”

      She should have known Aunt Philly would do something this outrageous. Now, every time she heard her assumed name, visions of the Pendleton lawn with its flock of peacocks would appear in her mind’s eye.

      “Has Richard left yet?”

      “No, milady, he is still upstairs. I told his man Simpkins you were inconsolable and had taken to your bed. That boy is like any other man. and will run as fast as he can from a crying woman. No fear of him seeking you out to say his farewells.”

      Serena gave the old woman a hug. She picked up her valise and peeped around the corner. Seeing no one, she ran to the back door. Fear of Richard learning from one of the grooms of her departure she avoided the mews and made her way to Green Street before flagging down a hack.

      Serena sat down in the smelly conveyance. Now, she truly was committed to this endeavor. Complaining would do her no good. Her next challenge was to board the ship with Aunt Philly’s papers and hide away until the corsair made the Channel. Once in open water, Richard could do nothing. His journey to Lisbon had to be done as quickly as possible. There would be no time to return to England to toss her back on land. Should his anger cloud his judgment and demand the captain return to port, she’d not hesitate to run to present the writ from Sir Perceval.

      She’d have to live with the consequences of her actions. Besides, feeling a compulsive need to be at Richard’s side, there was her brother to consider. Thorne served on Wellington’s personal staff. Her brother was as headstrong and dedicated as she. He’d not hesitate to step in front of his commander and take Arnold’s bullet himself. She had to go. Richard would have to understand. He would not throw her overboard. Would he?
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      Sooner than Serena expected, the ripe smell of the Thames wafted into the hack. The driver pulled up in front of a gangway tendered to the HMS The Vigilant. She lugged her valise to the top of the gangway where an officer stood at the ready.

      “Papers, please,” the officer demanded with a snap of his fingers. She pulled the battered wallet from her coat pocket. She’d practiced removing the documents in the hack. She deftly pinched her identity papers and the authorization for her to travel.

      “Mr. Herbert Powell?” The officer glanced up, at her or rather, Herbert. Serena bobbed her head so the sailor would not see her grin at hearing her alias spoken. She wished Aunt Philly had given her the vicar’s name. Nothing funny about that somber gentleman.

      With a grunt, he gave the documents back and called a seaman over. The young sailor led her below decks into the tiniest room Serena had ever seen. Even the servants in her father’s townhouse had larger bedchambers.

      “You ever been on a ship before?”

      She shook her head as she took in the austereness of the cabin—two beds stacked one on top of the other and a small window. The stench of the harbor filled the air. She hoped that odor would disappear once they were at sea.

      “Uh, few things you should know.” The sailor moved over to the far corner and kicked a chamber pot. “Here’s the chamber pot. Take care to hit the pot when you do your business. You’ll be unsteady on your feet for the first day or so. If you miss the pot, you clean up the piss.” He laughed and nudged Serena in her side. She moved away from him. It would not do for her disguise to be exposed before they hoisted the anchor and pulled away from the dock.

      “Sammie, the cabin boy, will come and empty it in the mornings. Be sure to have him empty the pot straightaway if you cast up your accounts. Bad smell that.”

      Cast up her accounts? Answering to a fan-tailed bird’s name and now she could be sick too?

      “You’ll only be on ship for about four maybe five days before we make landfall. Sammie will take care of you. Get you to meals and escort you above decks to take some fresh air. He’ll be by once we sail. He’s a good lad.”

      The sailor saluted. “We sail at midnight. Best get some sleep.”

      The man left her standing. The binding around her chest tightened like a vise on her bosom. Her thighs were chafed from her breeches. She’d forgotten about the discomfort of wearing breeches. How was she going to move about among rough men without anyone seeing through her disguise?

      A look at the chamber pot gave her an idea. She would feign seasickness. She’d ask the boy to bring her meals to her. Besides, once she made her presence known to Richard, he might bluster, but he’d see to her safety. Of course, he would. Wouldn’t he?”

      All would be well. She grabbed the blanket at the foot of the bottom bunk then settled her valise in its place. She’d do well to follow the sailor’s advice and get some sleep.

      Above decks, the sailors were shouting back and forth as they prepared to sail. Their shouts punctuated by the loud thumps of cargo being situated above and below decks.

      “Thank you, sailor, I can take it from here.”

      Richard.

      She leaned forward almost falling out of the bunk as footsteps moved closer to her. The footsteps stopped outside her door. Oh, no! If he opened the door, even if only by mistake, he would recognize her. She would be sunk, to use naval vernacular, before the ship ever lifted anchor and sailed down the Thames.

      The cabin door creaked. Her worst fear was at hand. Richard was entering the cabin.

      “So sorry, old fellow. Didn’t mean to disturb you. Not a bad idea, sleeping. The captain says there’s a storm off the coast. Will be a rough crossing to Lisbon.”

      Richard climbed onto the top bunk. Serena wanted to cry. Richard in her cabin and rough seas ahead. She had no choice, she must stay the course. If she pretended to sleep until morning the ship would be in the Channel as she’d planned all along. She was safe for now.

      The anchor would be hauled aboard at any time, she assumed. All she knew of sailing was what she had read in books. With her self-imposed confinement, she would not gain any knowledge on this voyage.

      The rumble of the anchor chain against the side of the ship followed by the increased rocking of the ship signaled their imminent departure. Her body hummed with excitement as her point of no return raced toward her.
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      Richard hated sea voyages. Sailors always waxed on about the cloudless blue skies and the beauty of the ocean. His limited experience was of angry gray skies and storm ravaged seas. Thanks to the Good Lord and his family’s Cook he no longer suffered from seasickness.

      After his first voyage and his near death from the nauseous malady, the cook contacted a sailor she knew from her youth and asked for a seasickness remedy. The sailor confirmed he had such a cure and for an exorbitant price agreed to sell her a bottle.

      He’d sailed many times since that first voyage and had not been sick since. Hardtack biscuits and a tonic that initially tasted like briny seawater turned to a disgusting medicinal taste as the foul stuff passed the tongue and down one’s gullet. In other words, only a viable threat to England or one of its own would have got him on this ship.

      Richard opened his medicinal packet and ate a biscuit and dosed himself with his noxious medicine before lying down on his bunk and pulling a thin blanket over him. With one final prayer for calm seas he fell asleep lulled by the rocking motion of the ship.

      The next morning came quickly. The ship rose and fell in a steep rocking motion. The captain had been right about the storm. He muttered a thank you for his cure-all.

      His bunkmate moaned. Oh no, an unseasoned traveler. Of all the rotten fortune to be saddled with a sickly gentleman. Richard reached for his breeches and pulled them on. He was dressed less his cravat. Dressing was difficult because of the rocking of the boat, now a great deal stronger than the evening before. They were in the Channel.

      Richard rolled out of his bunk and nudged the stranger’s shoulder. Wouldn’t do for either of them if the seasick stranger cast up his accounts in his bed. “Sir, may I suggest you make use of the chamber pot? I’ll go fetch you a mug of tea with plenty of sugar. My cook swears a good strong cup of tea will do the trick for any malady.”

      The moment he touched the stranger’s shoulder, he knew. Serena.

      He jerked the blanket off her. He couldn’t believe his eyes. There she was, dressed as a man. Was that Thorne’s old jacket? What had happened to her hair?

      Richard opened the cabin door to find a boy coming down the way. Upon seeing Richard, the child smiled. The lad made his way toward him by leaning side to side as the ship pitched and roiled.

      “I was just on my way to knock on your door, milord. May I fetch you and the other gentleman a kettle of tea. We have fish and eggs this morning. Would you like for me to fetch a plate for you?”

      “No, I think the tea will be enough for both of us this morning. This voyage is my friend’s first crossing. He’s not feeling up to fish and eggs. Maybe a slice of bread with a bit of cheese?”

      The boy scraped a bow before heading back the way he’d come. Richard brushed his hair back from his face and braced himself for his discussion with Serena.

      She now sat on her bunk. White as a fresh cravat, he reached above her to grab his satchel. He found the bottle of tonic.

      Serena pulled her body from the bunk. She weaved a bit back and forth. He moved to help her, but she stepped back against the bunk wooden frame. “Go ahead and berate me for my foolishness. Tell me I deserve the wretched storm and the mal de mer. Tell me you intend to toss me overboard or worse intend to take me to Lisbon but lock me in the hold while you go about chasing Arnold.”

      He kept his peace, giving her the floor. When her face took on a greenish tinge, he looked around the cabin for the chamber pot. He spied it behind the cabin door and used his foot to slide the ceramic vessel closer to Serena. Not a moment too soon, as she dropped to the floor making use of the chamber pot. He doubted she’d thank him for coming to her aid.

      Richard left the cabin in search of a pitcher of water. Serena would thank him for his quick thinking when he returned with a cloth and fresh water. Nothing like a clean wet cloth to wash away the foulness of vomit on one’s body.

      He entered the galley to find the cook and the cabin boy preparing a pot of tea. “May I bother you for a pitcher of water and a cloth for my bunkmate. First voyage for the chap.”

      “Casting up his insides, is he?” the cook asked.

      “Yes. The water and cloth?

      “Sammie, you heard the gentleman. A pitcher of water and a cloth. You take that kettle along with the bread and cheese. Empty the chamber pot.”

      Soon enough, Richard and the boy headed back to Serena. Neither spoke as they slowly navigated the passageway as the ship rose and fell in the stormy sea.

      “I don’t hear nothing. Your friend must have emptied his insides but good,” the boy stated the obvious.

      “Shall we see what has happened?” Richard opened the cabin door. The room was dark and smelled horrid. The boy slipped around him, grabbed the chamber pot and left him to deal with Serena. He’d be sure to give the boy a hefty payment for his help.

      Serena was back on her bunk with her back to the door. He hoped she was asleep. Resting was what she needed now. Best for her to rest as much as she could. He wasn’t looking forward to what had to come next. A dosing of his witch’s brew. If she wanted to be at her best when they landed in Lisbon, she’d agree. First, he’d give her a mug of the hot tea and a slice of bread. After she ate the crackers, he’d give her a healthy dose of the tonic. Only then would he share the cheese with her.

      A deep sigh broke through the silence in the cabin. “You never said what you intend to do with me. As I said, I can explain, or rather, I would if I did not feel so wretched. Will this ship rock so all the way to Lisbon?” she croaked.

      “I wish I could tell you when the storm will play out. I can’t. We may be in the bowels of the storm the entire voyage. The only good to come out of such a circumstance will be the crossing will be shorter due to the high winds in our sails.”

      “Wonderful. If you have any compassion for me, you’ll take my pistol and shoot me. All I ask is you take my body back to England, so Aunt Philly will have a grave to visit. Father and Thorne have never been home long enough to visit me alive, so I doubt they will when I’m dead.”

      Richard laughed. She always did enjoy a bit of drama. “Serena, stop talking such nonsense. A bout of seasickness is horrid I admit but you’ll live. Sit up and drink this.”

      She rolled over and glared at him. “What’s in that mug?”

      “Tea with a heaping spoonful of sugar. No milk. I have some crackers our cook makes for my voyages. I, too, suffers from a poor constitution for sea travel. You must trust me to take care of you. As for you being on this ship, unchaperoned, we’ll discuss that when you are feeling better.”

      She took the mug then sipped the warm brew. He handed her one of his crackers. “Eat this. I have more.”

      Serena drank all the tea and ate three crackers before waving him away. “Enough, my insides are hurting again.”

      Richard took the mug from her and sat it on the edge of her bunk before reaching up into his bag and pulling out his bottle. He measured the brew into the mug.

      “What’s that? I don’t like the smell.”

      “A cure for your indisposition. On my first voyage for Whitehall, I was miserable with sickness. When I returned to London, I told mother I’d never go to sea again. Mother doesn’t accept failure from anyone. Our cook’s family were fishermen off Dover for generations. Mother knew if anyone had a medicine, Cook did. The old girl wrote to someone in Dover who sent her a family concoction. My first act when boarding a ship is dosing myself with Cook’s brew. Now, sit up. Eat another cracker then drink this. Trust me, you’ll feel much better if you do.”

      Serena gave him a doubtful look, but she did eat the cracker he handed her. She finished off the biscuit then nodded for him to proceed.

      He held out the cup of tonic to her and she sniffed. “I must caution you, the drink is the worst tasting brew I’ve ever put in my mouth, but it works. I promise the potion will settle your stomach.”

      “Smells like salt.”

      “I would venture forth the theory that saltwater is the base for the rest of it. And no, I have no notion what constitutes the rest of it. I find the best way to drink it is to hold my nose like Nurse used to do then swallow it on one gulp.

      Serena puckered up, took the metal cup, pinched her nose, and tossed back the brew in one swallow. Her eyes lit up with fire while she gasped and breathed fumes of the noxious concoction into his face.

      Serena threw the cup at him. “Are you trying to kill me with that stuff? I have never felt such a flame in my throat. That brew burnt my insides all the way down.”

      “You may want to stop squealing like a girl.”

      He picked up the pitcher of water and poured a bit into the mug to rinse away the remains of the foul liquid before pouring the mug full of fresh water. “Here, drink this. You’ll feel much better.”

      She took the mug drinking the water down in one gulp.

      “Are you feeling better? Stomach not rolling around as much. You are improved. Am I right?”

      Serena sat on the bed for a moment without speaking. He reached for her mug and filled it again. She drank down the water and seemed to wait for something to happen. After a few moments, she handed him the cup back and smiled.

      “Amazing, once we return to London, we must set your cook up in business.”

      “I’ve tried. She says no. I stopped asking when I realized if she did start selling her magical brew, she’d no longer be our cook. Don’t want to lose her. She dotes on me. I finally gave up.

      “There’s still fresh water. I have a cloth. I’ll step out and find myself some breakfast while you avail yourself of the water and your tooth powder. Doing so will make you feel almost human again. You’ll need your strength for the coming days.” He patted her knee and headed for the door. “There’s a pot of tea there. A bit of bread with cheese. You may want to eat the bread first and wait a bit before trying the cheese. Take small bites.”

      “You aren’t mad at me?” she asked as he opened the door.

      He took pleasure in the strong timbre of her voice. “We’ve much to discuss.”
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      Serena got off the bunk and moved over to the pitcher of water and washing bowl. She did the best she could to remove the foul odor from her body. After re-wrapping her bosom, she put on clean linen and her breeches. She moaned as she made use of the tooth powder. Finally, she felt whole again!

      She poured herself a mug of tea and sipped the hot liquid. Nothing has ever tasted so good. She relished the soothing warmth all the way down her insides. Only then did she break off chunks of the bread. She bit into the bread and found it still warm from the oven. Richard was right, she didn’t trust her stomach to keep the cheese down, just yet.

      Tired, Serena went back to her bunk and curled up with her back to the cabin door, trying to get warm. She wondered how long Richard would stay gone.

      “Good, I see you’ve had some bread. Rest is the best remedy of all.”

      She rolled over to face the cabin spun around to find Richard standing in the doorway. Merciful heavens, the man could move with the quiet of a cat.

      Richard entered the cabin, closed the door then slid the lock home. He moved over to the small narrow opening and peered out.

      “The captain says the storm should be ending soon. He can see blue sky on the horizon. Our arrival time in Lisbon will be after midnight three days hence.” He turned back to her. “Are you feeling more the thing?”

      “Yes, you were right. I do feel much better.”

      “I’ve considered our situation. The best course is for you to remain on board until I locate Arnold.” He paused. “However, I know the moment I disembark, you’ll be on my heels causing more trouble. Which means I’m taking you with me. If you do get into trouble, I’ll be there to save your scrawny neck yet again.”

      “One never knows, I may be the one saving you.”

      Richard let loose an inelegant snort. “You may have Moreham fooled, but I know you far better than he does. You are trouble. Your father did you no favors by seeing you educated as well as any gentleman. When was the last time you faced down a man, hellbent on killing you? Don’t say in Staines-on-the-Thames. That encounter was tame compared to some of the altercations I’ve experienced. I’m alive today because of sheer physical strength, a vigilance for danger and years of experience as an agent.”

      He turned around and continued to speak. His voice so soft she leaned forward to catch his words.

      “Every stranger I meet, I assume has sought me out to kill me.” He walked over to stand in front of her. Richard reached out and touched her cheek. “No, my sweeting, I have no doubt, you will be a hindrance in my search for Arnold. My greatest fear, you’ll get us killed.”

      He opened the door, leaving her alone, sitting on the bunk, speechless.

      For a single moment, she was frozen in place. His words tumbling around in her head. With each passing moment, she got angrier. How dare he dismiss her as a nodcock? Her skill with firearms far exceeded his own. As for her mental abilities, she was the one who sorted out all the false trails Arnold and his friends had put in their path. No doubt, there would be some of the same in Portugal. If she remained behind, who would decipher those traps?

      Richard may not want to admit it, but she was an integral part of this endeavor. Men could be so intractable at times. At that very moment, she was glad she remained unmarried. She’d show Richard Weatherington once and for all she was as good as he was. Then, when he admitted so, she’d twist him every way she could until he acknowledged he loved her.

      There was a saying about eating your cake and having it too. She’d never understood what those words meant, but she did now. She’d aid Richard in capturing Arnold. Richard would be forced to acknowledge her value ergo the first bite of cake. When he professed his love for her, there would be a wedding cake.

      Her victory would be so sweet.
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      Richard stepped out of the cabin to find himself chest to chest with The Vigilant’s captain, Josiah Fleming. This was his first trip on the ship since the captain took command. The captain was known to be of good moral character. Of course, it went without saying the man chosen to captain Sir Perceval’s personal conveyance would be the most skilled sailor known to Whitehall.

      “Morning, Captain. Rather rocky.” Richard hoped the man’s dire countenance had nothing to do with Serena.

      “Weatherington.” The captain gave the door behind Richard a pointed stare. “Join me in my cabin.” The captain turned on his heel and headed forward.

      Richard rolled his eyes and followed. Ship captains tended to be dictatorial. That fact gave him dyspepsia when he had to deal with one of them. He did not like being under another’s thumb, especially when the only way to escape was to the watery depths of the English Channel.

      Fleming opened the door to his quarters and motioned for Richard to enter before following him inside. The captain waved his hand to the table and chairs in the middle of his cabin. Once Richard sat down, the captain closed the door taking his seat across from him.

      “I will cut to the crux of our problem. Your bunkmate is a woman. From the sound of her voice, the lady is highborn and educated.” Fleming raised his hand to gainsay him from speaking. “Don’t give me the contrived explanation Whitehall created. I’ve heard more than my fair share since accepting this command. I want your assurance you’ll be responsible for her until we return to London.”

      How did the man know?

      Fleming’s gaze narrowed as if he could read Richard’s thoughts. “Weatherington, do I look like a fool? I could hear a young woman’s voice through the door.”

      “We’re on assignment—”

      “An assignation seems the more likely scenario. As I said, I’ve seen it all.”

      Grasping at straws and remembering Moreham’s plan to use Alice Maynard in Serena’s place, he improvised. “The woman is an actress employed by Moreham. Decision was made to bring her along, as a secondary plan. She’ll accompany me ashore.”

      As the words flowed from his mouth, Richard said a prayer that Serena never learned about this conversation. Her retribution against him for maligning her reputation would be swift and painful.

      The captain reared back in his seat, quirked an eyebrow, and nodded to the closed door. “Samuel, my cabin boy, says she is sick. He said he spoke to you this morning. When she did not appear in the galley to break her fast, I assumed the worst. This is my ship. I don’t take kindly to being left in the dark.”

      “I shared a remedy for seasickness. She is fine now. First time at sea and all that.”

      “I don’t care, just as long as your friend, as you call her, does not get up to any mischief on my ship.” The captain waved his hand towards the door to dismiss him. “We will be in the Bay of Biscay by late day after tomorrow. The sea will calm. Should be dockside by sunrise day the next morning.  You’ll disembark as soon as the gangplank is lowered. Tell your companion her discomfort does have an end in sight. Sometimes, the mere thought of reaching land helps with the sickness.”

      Fleming waved his hand toward the door. Richard took his leave and made his way to the ladder to above decks. He needed some air. He inched his way midships to the mast and plastered his body against the beam. He refused to move any closer to the ship’s railing. Too high. He trained his eyes on the white caps ebbing and flowing in the distance.

      His heart slowed down as he watched the white tipped waves roll past. If not for the massive sea lifting the corsair up and down, he would have remained against the mast until ordered below decks. Standing there, he mulled over the options when they made Lisbon.

      A niggle of guilt wormed its way into his thoughts. He shouldn’t have said what he did to Serena. Why the mere sight of the woman turned him into an arrogant, full of his own importance twit, he’d never understand.

      That tiny bit of guilt grew. Yes, she could fire a weapon as well if not better than he and his fellow agents. Yes, she possessed an uncanny ability to interpret a man’s thoughts. Though, he believed her gift of deciphering lies was simply her ability to detect when a fellow was untruthful.

      He pushed away from the mast and headed below decks. He’d never understand how she managed to take all the wind from his sails. The woman hadn’t uttered a word. He’d been the instigator filled with puffed up righteousness for speaking the truth. He didn’t do anything wrong, but as his father had told him when he reached his majority when dealing with a woman always apologize. Resigned to his fate, Richard Richard made his way down the ladder to do as his father counseled…to ask for forgiveness.

      She opened the door before he could reach for the door handle. Serena stood back so he could enter the cabin. “Where have you been? I thought you were coming right back?”

      “The captain surmised you were a woman. He wanted answers. I gave him a few.”

      “What kind of answers did you share with the captain?”

      “Not the truth, I can assure you of that. I told him you were here as a secondary plan.”

      “I assume you told him I was Miss Maynard?” Serena asked. “I’ve assumed Miss Maynard’s identity rather than she assume mine. Very Shakespearean of you.”

      Richard threw his hands in the air. His face contorted with frustration. He swiped at his face before speaking in resignation.

      “Only you would take such a light view of a potentially disastrous turn of events. I had to tell the man something! I couldn’t tell him you are the daughter of an earl. We are in the middle of the ocean. The truth would not serve any of us well. You’ll be happy to learn, he also agrees you will leave the ship with me when we dock.”

      Serena clapped her hands. At least, she didn’t squeal!

      Richard wanted to escape. How could a woman innocent in the ways of the world manage to create so much havoc in his life? Hindsight being what it was, he should’ve ignored her cries for help from up in that apple tree and saddled his horse to ride away from Pendleton posthaste. It would have saved him years of disquiet.

      Richard raised his hands up in the air in a token of surrender. “I came back to apologize for speaking so harshly to you. You make it very hard to do so.” He shrugged his shoulders out of his coat. “You’ll be pleased to know we’re disembarking from this ship together and will remain in each other’s company until we return to the vessel and sail for home.” He folded his jacket and put it on his bunk to use for a pillow. “It’s been a long and eventful morning so I’m going to take a nap. Try to stay out of trouble.”
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      Richard vaulted into his bunk. Pulled his blanket over his body and rolled over to face the wall. Serena found herself alone. The ship still rocked more than she’d like, but the motion was less than it had been earlier. Something to be thankful for she supposed.

      A quick rummage through her valise confirmed Nettie had packed the dueling pistol Richard had given her in the carriage. She checked the pistol to ensure the weapon was ready to fire if the need arose. She’d shoot without hesitation, if either of them was in danger.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing, looking through my things. It appears Nettie didn’t pack a book for me to read. I’ve nothing to do. I’m bored.”

      Another foray into her valise produced a knife and sheath. Normally she wore the sheath on her thigh, but wearing breeches required her to make adjustments so the sheath would rest under the waist of her breeches within reach.

      Richard heaved a deep sigh. “You must be tired. Try to sleep. Once we land, I cannot say when you will sleep again. One of us will have to be awake at all times to stand watch until we return to the ship.”

      “I cannot sleep when I’m not tired,” she countered, trying to buy more time to wedge the sheath against her hip. Once they docked, she would hide the pistol in her jacket pocket. A knife and pistol meant she was as prepared. Pleased with herself, she patted the knife one more time and not a moment too soon.

      A timid knock on the door broke through the tension in the cabin. She’d never been as happy for an interruption as she was at that moment.

      “Enter,” Richard growled over his shoulder.

      The cabin boy from earlier stood in the doorway with wide eyes and a small pot in his hand.

      She nudged Richard. She knew enough to know she should refrain from speaking to keep her disguise in place.

      Richard glowered at her but did smile at the boy. “Come in. What do you have there?”

      “Joseph thought you would like a cup of tea. Nuncheon’s not for another two hours.” The boy took the tiniest of steps into the room. His fear of her was written all over his face as he looked from her to Richard.

      He finally made his way to stand in front of her. She extended her hand and tried to smile again. “Hello, if I tell you a secret will keep my confidence?”

      The little boy nodded. “You mean, about you being a lady in a lad’s clothes?”

      Her laughter bubbled up without thought of being discovered. “Yes, I see you are very smart lad to figure that out.”

      “I heard the Cap’n tell your friend.” His eyes grew wider at his confession. “I didna’ mean to. I was there to clean his cabin. They came in and I hid.” He looked back at Richard again before continuing. “I told ol’ Joseph. He’s our cook. He says womenfolk are bad luck on a ship. Probabl’ go down in this storm before we ever make the Bay because you are aboard. Better luck with the fishes, he says than with womenfolk. Says we will all end up in Kingdom Come.” The lad frowned in confusion. “Where is Kingdom Come?”

      Serena bit her lip to keep another laugh at bay. She schooled her face to the same seriousness as the boy’s before answering, “Kingdom Come is Heaven. Have you ever heard of Heaven?”

      “Oh yes, milady…um…sir, the place with streets of gold.”

      She nodded. He broke into a grin filled with pleasure at his correct response.

      She stood and extended her hand. “Sir, I would like to introduce myself. I am Lady Serena Preston. And my friend is Lord Richard Weatherington.”

      The child wiped his hand on his britches and first took hold of her hand then turned to take Richard’s hand as well. He had a firm handshake. It would seem the cook or someone was tutoring the boy in the ways of the world.

      “Me name is Samuel Pickins, but the crew calls me Sammie.”

      “Very nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Pickins. May I call you Samuel?”

      The boy grinned big. “Please, miss, that would be the most wonderful sound to hear. Me true name on a lady’s lips. The captain calls me that but doesn’t sound as pretty as when you do.”

      Serena wagged her finger at him. “You, young man will win many a heart with such charm.”

      Samuel’s face lit up with a glow or respect. “Lady Serena, you are filled to the brim with smarts, ain’t you?”

      “No, Samuel, I ain’t nearly as smart as you or I would not be in the mess I am in at this moment. I would be back in London with…”

      She could not go on because the truth was there was no one in London save Aunt Philly to go home to. There’d not been anyone since Thorne left for Portugal the summer before. She patted the little boy on the back. They were the same in some ways. Orphans, for all intents and purposes.

      Samuel did not leave them, but explained they were his charges until the ship docked in Lisbon. He left without explanation and returned with his sleeping mat and laid it down on the floor. He sat on his pallet and told them all about his life on the ship. She wanted to ask if there was any family waiting for him. A quick look at Richard told her to let the boy be.

      When the ship’s bell sounded, Samuel ran off again. He returned with a sack containing two metal plates, spoons, bread and a bottle of something. He also carried a miniature cooking pot. He pulled two mugs from his jacket pockets. The pot contained a tasty stew and the bottle, apple cider.

      Silence reigned in the tiny cabin as she and Richard wolfed down their food. Serena did not think she had ever eaten food that tasted so good.

      Thus, was the routine for their meals for the next three days until the ship docked after midnight in Lisbon. Samuel told them of privateers and the battles to overtake the ship. She had never laughed as she did at the boy’s tales. He could devise the most humorous observations or questions. Richard remained with them but kept his distance.

      Morning dawned with a bright sun shining through the narrow porthole. A quick look downward verified their bunkmate was off fetching their breakfast. Another look upward confirmed she was alone. Best see to her needs before either of her companions returned.

      Serena finished her toilette a few moments before there was a knock on the door. “Enter.” Sammie entered the cabin balancing his tray with one hand. All his attention on carrying the tray without dropping it. A metal pot with steam rising from its spout, two tin cups, and a plate with two bread slices and a wedge of cheese. Serena reached over and helped him place the tray on her bunk.

      “Lady Serena… ol’ Joseph says you are to eat all the bread and cheese and drink all the tea. His lordship broke his fast in the galley with the captain. I already ate. Joseph told me to not take a morsel from your tray. Captain says my duty to you is done. I have to help above decks this morning.”

      Richard opened the door and entered. “Sammie, good of you to take care of our friend. I wondered if you would be too busy with the docking to do so.”

      The boy grinned from ear to ear. “I bid you farewell and safe travels, sir. I know Lady Serena will be in safe hands with you at her side.”

      Richard laughed. “Well, let’s hope I can keep our friend out of mischief.”

      “Sammie? Where’s that boy?”

      The lad threw himself into Serena’s arms, hugged her for all he was worth, and ran out of the cabin. She reached into her pocket and fished out her handkerchief. She wiped her cheeks before giving her nose a good blow. The little angel had stolen her heart.

      Richard cleared his throat and handed her valise to her. “Remember, you’re a man. Walk straighter and don’t sway your hips side to side. The last thing we need is for a dock full of the dregs of the world’s population realizing they have a comely miss nearby.”

      “Oh Richard, you’ve never said my looks were pleasing. That’s so sweet of you.”

      “Don’t get used to it. Soon enough we’ll be fighting again. You bring out my ire more quickly than anyone else I know.”
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      Percy Arnold watched Weatherington from among the coils of rope and crates of supplies on the foredeck. In London, he’d killed a dockworker and taken his clothes in order to slip into the line of crew toting crates up the gangway of the prime minister’s corsair. Stowing away had been the easy part of his plan. Finding Richard Weatherington on board the next day was a wrinkle he had not foreseen.

      The irony of his choice of conveyance made him laugh. The prime minister’s corsair, indeed. Too bad no one would ever know of his brilliant escape. He rather enjoyed the idea he could pull Whitehall’s strings. Weatherington stood in the center of the deck looking out over Lisbon. He’d heard the fellow was afraid of heights. The blatant trepidation on the man’s face confirmed he was afraid of something. He’d bide his time before killing Moreham’s man. Better to see what he was up to. Weatherington’s presence could have nothing to do with him.

      The captain joined the spy and the two men spoke in soft voices. Arnold didn’t care what they were saying. Weatherington would not be alive much longer to be a threat. On his previous visits, Percy had frequented a tavern known for its rough clientele. He’d befriended those men who for a few coins would take care of Weatherington. All he had to do was lead the way to the taverna near the consulate where his friends spent their days. The viscount would end up floating face down in the Tagus for the fishes to feast upon.

      The first mate called for the crew to off load the cargo. He would be long gone before Weatherington disembarked. More than enough time to arrange for the viscount’s untimely death. Everyone knew how dangerous the streets of Lisbon were.
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      Richard stood well back from the railing and stared out at the city nestled in the foothills. The docks were alive with workers unloading the ships moored alongside. The area was a sea of humanity. The stevedores moved about in a chaotic flow that reminded him of a ballet performance. Each man knew his role and moved adroitly avoiding collisions and delivering cargo to its destination.

      The back and forth swaying of the crowd eased his mind about how high he was situated so he could look down in the crowd searching for Arnold. He scanned the faces below to no avail. Not that he thought he would see the man. The fellow who had orchestrated his own escape in London was too smart to be caught out in the open.

      Captain Fleming joined him at the railing, calling orders out to the first mate to secure the lines. “We will wait for your return. Today, I will send half of the crew ashore. The other half will go in two days. Such an occurrence is unusual for them. They will enjoy the respite…and the entertainments Lisbon has to offer. We can sail within a moment’s notice even if we have to leave some of the crew behind. I am used to sailing light on crew, there are always one or two who are too jug-bitten to find the ship. Good luck.” With a curt nod, the captain shook his hand before sauntering off.

      Shouts from the dockside coupled with the crew’s own warnings alerted him of the gangplank’s journey to land punctuated by creaking planks as the walkway rose through the air to land with a resounding thud on the dock in a cloud of dirt. The crew cheered.

      Serena appeared at his side. Fully dressed in her brother’s castoffs, even he had to search for any sign of her femininity. When this adventure was over, he was going to have a long talk with the Earl of Burley. It was past time for Serena to marry some lackluster gentleman and set up housekeeping at some country estate.

      That thought soured his stomach. No man was good enough to take her to wife. He’d do the right thing when this business with Arnold and Wellington was over. No doubt, Thorne would demand they marry before leaving for home. That thought eased his unsettled insides a bit. Thorne would be the ogre in this fairy tale. His best friend wouldn’t care if either of them professed love. He started for an instant. Did she love him?
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      Serena followed Richard down the gangplank and onto the dirt packed thoroughfare where a fetid mob of dockworkers shoved her this way and that as they hurried past. Richard pushed his way through the crowd without regard to her or anyone else around them.

      She had no choice. If she dawdled, she’d lose him. She intended to cling to the man for all she was worth until they returned to London. She might be stubborn to a fault, but even she knew when she was out of her depth.

      Woolgathering, she almost fell when Richard spun around and grabbed her arm. He pulled her along until they were free of the crowd.

      “You must remain aware of our surroundings. Arnold can appear in an instant. You’ll never know he’s there. A quick slash with his knife will put a period to your life. You’ll be swallowed up in this mass of humanity.”

      “What about you? He will want to be rid of you more than me,” she retorted. “He will dismiss me as a nuisance, not worth the trouble to kill.”

      She wanted to bite off her tongue. Challenging him so was not how one gained support from another. Her best way out was to remain with him.

      Before she could offer her apology, Richard continued, “I have a room waiting at a taverna closer to the consulate. We need a few moments to take stock of our surroundings. Watch for Arnold. We don’t know where he is. At sea or here already? He may have had to stowaway on a ship that didn’t sail until after we did or perhaps one of his wealthy friends arranged transport for him. Enough supposition about the man. Come on, we haven’t much farther to go.”

      With those words, Richard headed off down the street. True to his word, they were soon on a wide street with a row of trees running down the middle to provide a clear direction for those coming and going.

      Richard called to her over his shoulder. “The taverna on the right, just ahead.”

      Serena relaxed as they approached the nondescript inn. From the outside, the establishment looked like every other building they’d passed since leaving the ship. This building actually had a door where most of the other places had a gaping hole for an entrance that opened straight onto the street. She pulled her shoulders closer to her neck and walked in Richard’s footsteps. Better to appear subservient than be recognized as a woman.

      A man dressed in a stained apron who she assumed was the innkeeper opened his arms in welcome to Richard. Richard responded to the man. If she thought Richard didn’t know her, it was clear now that she knew little about him. He spoke Portuguese like a native. When had he learned the language? Perhaps he hadn’t been prancing around the ballrooms of Europe after all. Moreham’s admonition that nothing was as it seemed rang true where Richard was concerned.

      Serena looked around the barroom where men sat on stools at a handful of tables. The mood was jovial. The source of the festive atmosphere was a young brown-skinned serving girl. Serena watched the girl making promises with her eyes as she moved from table to table.

      The girl did so until she saw Richard. Little more than a child, the girl squealed and ran across the room to throw her arms around Richard’s neck and kiss him. To her horror, he kissed the waif back!

      Serena was stunned by their blatant display. Who was this child? What was she to Richard? Did the scoundrel have a woman at his beck and call everywhere he went? She hadn’t forgotten about Miss Maynard. She’d heard about actresses and opera dancers. As for serving girls, everyone knew what happened in English taverns and inns. Without a doubt the same could be said of such establishments in every other country in the world.

      She watched Richard smile at the girl. He never smiled at her like that. The girl slid a finger along the neckline of her dress, no doubt, to give him a better view. When Richard’s smile grew larger, Serena raised her valise a fraction intent on throwing the bag at his head. In that moment, Richard took the girl by the shoulders turning around. He delivered a quick slap on her bottom and sent her back to deal with her customers.

      Richard handed the tavern owner a couple of coins and waved for her to follow. He headed up the stairs by the entrance. She looked back into the barroom and realized no one paid them any mind.

      Using the large metal key, the innkeeper gave him, Richard opened a door on the street side of the building. She followed him into a bedchamber with a table and four wooden chairs by a small fireplace.

      “No need to burst out of your stays. The girl means nothing. She’s enthusiastic.”

      “Is that what you call it?”

      “The innkeeper is her father. I arranged for him to purchase the taverna a couple of years ago. He is an honest man who Whitehall trusts. Consider this as safe as Moreham’s dower house.”

      “Need I remind you that Arnold escaped from that house?”

      “True. As for us, we need to talk. Can’t have that discussion on the street,” Richard said as he peered out the window to the street below. “Although I find your jealousy entertaining, there’s no need for you to be jealous of the girl. She’s harmless.”

      Serena picked up an earthenware candlestick and threw it at his head. “I’m not jealous.”

      Richard caught the heavy object with one hand and laughed. “See, you make my point. Throwing projectiles at my head is the action of a jealous woman. I can say this with authority since you are not the first woman to vent her anger in my direction.”

      She tried to think of a clever reply that would put him in his place but failed. The dratted man!
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      Richard wished they could continue parrying back and forth, but he needed to work out how they would approach the consulate before siesta. They needed the roiling crowd to hide them on the streets. Most of the populace would decamp to their dwellings for siesta during the heat of the day. The crowd outside was their only hope to arrive at the consulate without incident. He could feel Arnold’s presence. His prey knew Lisbon as well as he did. He Had friends here as well. Friends who would kill them for a few coins.

      “What are you looking for? Arnold? You’ll never see him in that crowd.” Serena joined him at the window.

      He kept his eyes on the street below. “I assume Lady Philly forged a letter of introduction for you to present at the consulate.”

      “I have papers.”

      “I need to see the documents. We are in a country at war. Everyone carries papers. The authorities are always looking for counterfeit papers. I’m certain Lady Philly stays abreast with all the requirements for travel authorizations, but one can never be too careful.”

      She pulled out Richard’s old wallet and handed it to him. The sight of his family crest etched into the leather only proved what he had said earlier. Trouble. He removed the papers and canted the pages toward the window so he could make out Lady Philly’s spidery writing.

      The lady had indeed done her usual fine work. The old girl had a delicate hand with signatures. The most impressive document was the writ of authority with Sir Perceval’s signature. The travel documents for Herbert looked like the real thing. No one would question the authenticity.

      “Nice touch forging Perceval’s signature on this writ. The old girl hasn’t lost her touch. May come in handy at the consulate if we have difficulty in procuring horses and supplies. Lady Philly does have a sense of humor, doesn’t she, Herbert?” He chuckled at Serena’s glower and the distinctive sound of her teeth grinding against each other. “You have to admit, it is funny.”

      “Richard, the papers? Do we have what we need?”

      “My dear, you have the authority of old King George himself. When he is himself that is.”

      He refolded each document and returned all the pages to his old battered wallet. He fitted the wallet in his jacket pocket. It was time to get down to business.

      “I’ll keep your documents with my own until we are closer to the consulate.” He looked out the window again. “Time to go.”

      “You said we needed to have a plan?”

      “I have a plan. We’re going to go to the consulate and ride all out for Wellington’s encampment. Unless Arnold shows himself, our only recourse is to outride Arnold to raise the alarm for tighter security for Wellington.”

      At the mention of the traitor’s name, Serena’s head jerked upward. “You think he is already here, don’t you? If you are correct, shouldn’t we stay here and watch for him? Better to find him here than ride out into the wilderness.”

      “Nothing has changed since London. Our mission is twofold. Find Arnold. If we fail to do so, we must get to Wellington before Arnold does. We can’t trust anyone. Thomas Jones and others tell us that this faceless band of traitors are ensconced in the highest levels of Government. Trust no one.”

      The pinkness of her cheeks vanished. Maybe, she finally realized this was no game. People like her died every day chasing people like Arnold.

      “Arnold told us himself, he is in this fight for the money not any lofty principle.” Richard glanced at the clock on the mantle. “It’s a little before noon. We best be off. Serena, you stay close behind.”

      Each in turn took possession of a valise. Richard led the way down the stairs. He did not tell her but walking through the streets of Lisbon could be as dangerous as standing on the firing line with one of Wellington’s infantry brigades. He would breathe easier when they were safe inside the consulate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Do not speak. If someone addresses you, mumble.”

      Serena could not stop glaring at the impossible man. “I do not mumble.”

      “Yes, you do. Commencing now,” Richard replied as he stepped out into the street. “Fortunately for me, your mumbling spares me from your incessant banter.” He chuckled.

      “Nor do I banter,”

      “Yes, you do. When you get nervous or afraid,” he insisted.

      With a huff for breath, she remained at his back as he led the way down the street. Ordered to silence, she used the time to take in the sights and sounds of the city.

      More tavernas and shops lined both sides of the street. Not shops like the fashionable businesses on Bond Street but grocers, butchers and other vendors of necessities for living. The commerce needed for a body to survive. One only had to look at the faces of the people to see the suffering. Children dressed in rags and no shoes ran in and out of the crowd. Men and women stared at her with vacant eyes. Emptiness. These people had no hope.

      The city’s evil underbelly preyed on the weak. That evil smothered her. She shifted her bag to her other hand. Richard kept moving, leaving her farther behind. She hurried to catch up with him. It would not do for her to lose sight of him. This city was the last place on earth she wanted to find herself alone.

      Richard looked over his shoulder and frowned at her. “Stop woolgathering and keep an eye out. We must assume he has friends here. Not the drawing room variety of that you can be certain. Anyone could be a threat to us.”

      “I am walking as fast as I can,” she muttered.

      He must have heard her because he did slow down before replying. “We must hurry. Every moment we are on the street we are vulnerable to attack.” He motioned for her to follow him out of the crowd into an alley. He fished the old wallet from his jacket pocket and handed it to her. “I have a letter of introduction for myself, so we should have no problem gaining entrance. We shall present ourselves to the consulate and ask after the General and Arnold. Wellington spends quite a bit of time in Lisbon. I’ll say I’m a friend of Arnold’s. Keep an eye out for any out of place response from the consulate staff or the soldiers. Arnold may have accomplices. Would explain how he traveled so freely back and forth to the front. Worrisome that he a lowly clerk could do so.”

      He led the way back into the busy street before she could make a comment. Intent not to be the reason they missed Arnold at the consulate, she heaved a deep breath and walked faster. She focused her gaze on Richard’s back and kept walking until a little boy barreled into her. The impact of the small body rocked her backwards.

      She grabbed the boy and looked up to see Richard walking back to her and the child. The boy must have misunderstood her intent because he fought to be free of her hold like a wild animal. Richard pulled her and the child out of the street.

      “What happened?” he demanded. She heard the impatience resonating in his voice that only made the boy fight harder.

      “I don’t know! I was walking along trying to keep up. Next thing I know this child rams into me. Now, he is acting as if I ran into him!”

      Richard kneeled and spoke to the child. At first, the boy would not answer him. Richard produced a gold coin then handed it to the child. Slowly a smile appeared. Richard spoke again. The child mumbled.

      The longer Richard and the child conversed the worse the scowl on Richard’s face became. With a quick glance around them, he nudged the boy toward the crowd and stood. The little boy did not give them a backward glance as he disappeared from sight.

      Richard kept his gaze on the people walking by them. He motioned for her to follow him and continued down the street.

      “What did that boy say?” She hurried to stay close enough to hear his reply. Serena winced at the fear she heard in her voice. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Is it Arnold? Did you see him? What did the boy say?”

      “The boy said a pale man gave him money to run into you. He was supposed to cry and ask you for help, but he was afraid. He said you were too scary.” Richard grinned.

      Caught off guard, Serena hesitated a moment and the crowd shifted enough to cause her to stumble. Richard grabbed her arm to keep her from falling. She straightened her clothes and looked up to find Arnold staring at her from the far side of the street. She clawed at Richard’s arm.

      “Serena, stop hanging on to my arm. You must walk by yourself behind me.”

      “Richard, he’s there! Walking. See the lady with the lacy scarf. Arnold is walking beside her!”
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      Richard felt a shard of pain shoot through his body as Serena’s frantic shout registered. He craned his neck. A lady with a lacy scarf? All he could see were ladies with lacy scarves. Bloody hell. They were in Lisbon. Every lady wore a lacy scarf when out in public.

      Frustration roared to the surface as he scoured the crowd. No sign of Arnold.

      “I see him! Stay here!” Without a backward glance, Richard ran after the man.

      Fire roared through his body. He ran full out toward the spot where he’d last seen his prey. Arnold, free of the burden of a valise and his lack of concern for the pedestrians he shoved aside, ran faster. People yelled and waved their arms in the air.

      Richard running after Arnold did not lessen the panic of the crowd. He kept his eyes on Arnold until the traitor disappeared around a corner. Richard followed him only to find himself standing on a deserted side street.

      “Where is he? Did he get away?” Serena panted behind him. “I haven’t run that fast in all my life! I think I am going to expire! Can’t breathe.” Gasp. “Legs feel like pudding.” Gasp. “Wobbly.”

      Richard closed his eyes. Serena had no sense at all. She was a menace to him and herself. He wanted to kick himself into next week for not asking to see her documents on The Vigilant. Had he done so, he’d have known about Perceval’s writ. He would’ve used that document to force Captain Fleming to lock her up until he returned. What a fool he was to think he could apprehend Arnold and keep her safe at the same time. He would never forget her face taut with fear when she saw Arnold.

      Richard took a moment to take in his surroundings. This street was different. The ebb and flow of the boulevard was missing. Here only the locals walked by frowning at foreigners in their neighborhood.

      Serena leaned against the wall of a butcher shop, taking in great gulps of air. “How could he have journeyed here so fast?”

      Richard kept his eyes moving from one storefront to another. He turned his attention to Serena. “My best guess is he stowed away on The Vigilant. Probably watched us board. You may have fooled him when you boarded, but he must’ve got a good look at you. He knows you are here.”

      Richard grabbed her shoulders and bored his eyes into hers. She had to take this threat more seriously if they were to survive.

      “I am going to walk down the street and try to find him. You must stay here. Do not leave this doorway. No matter what. Do you hear? Serena, you must stay right here. You will be able to see me.”

      “I can help you—”

      “No, you can’t. All you can do is stay here. If you go with me, he can take care of both of us at the same time and be on his way to Wellington. That is what this encounter is all about. This is bigger than you wanting to guard my back. Do you understand?”

      He needed to get across the street. There was not time to reason with the chit. She had to agree so he could go.

      Serena turned away from him, and his heart skipped a beat until she nodded her agreement. He brushed her forehead with a kiss.

      “While I am gone, stay here in the shadows and keep your head down.”

      “He’s trying to keep us away from the consulate, isn’t he?

      “Yes, he is. He will not win this time. He does not know we have your writ that will get us in regardless of the time of day. I’d rather not use it, but we will if needs must.”

      He flattened himself against the butcher shop’s wall, pulled out his knife from the top of his boot, and eased the blade up the sleeve of his jacket before setting off down the street. A lady walked toward him with fear in her eyes. She did not acknowledge him. He walked past each doorway expecting Arnold to appear with pistol in hand. Every second, he braced to feel a bullet rip into his gut. Had he been in Arnold’s situation he’d shoot without hesitation. Until Richard drew his last breath Arnold’s mission would be in jeopardy.

      “Ah, Richard?” Serena’s voice shaking with emotion stopped him in his tracks. She was close. Did the chit ever listen to him? He dreaded turning around. He knew what he would see.

      He turned around. A man with skin dark from the harsh Portuguese sun and height to rival Richard’s own had Serena with his arm locked around her neck. No weapon in sight. Serena wriggled trying to escape from the man.

      “Don’t panic, Serena.” Richard raised his hands for the ruffian to see he was unarmed.

      “Who’s panicking? Not me. I mean this beast grabbed me. Dragged me into the street. I didn’t scream. I’ve tried to get away, but I can’t. My feet aren’t even touching the ground. I will not panic, because I know you’ll get me away from this stinking man. Won’t you? Richard?” Serena pulled on the man’s arm around her neck. Nothing happened.

      “Yes, love, I will. Remember, that time the squire’s son tried to kiss you?”

      She stopped struggling to glare at him. “I really don’t think now is the time to talk about Billy Fitzwilliams.”

      “Remember what Thorne and I taught you after that?”

      Serena’s frown disappeared. Her face lit up with understanding.

      “Good, do you think you can do that now?”

      Serena closed her eyes, bit down on her bottom lip and with a grimace shoved her booted foot backwards into the stranger’s groin before bending double. Richard palmed his knife and threw it swift and sure to plunge into the stranger’s heart. The man screamed as his body crumpled to the ground.

      “Are you injured?” he asked as he knelt to feel for a pulse. The man was dead. Richard might not be the best shot or swordsman, but he did know how to handle a blade.

      “No, feeling rather unsettled by having the brute grab me as he did. You saved my life. I’ve never seen anyone throw a blade so swift and sure as you did.”

      “Arnold must be impatient to be rid of us. Wait for me here. I’ll make arrangements for the body to be removed.”

      He walked over to the crowd of men standing in front of a taverna. His intent to recruit the taverna owner, a large man wearing a dingy and stained apron to deal with the body. A few words were all that was needed. A handshake passed on a couple of coins for the taverna owner’s trouble.

      With that transaction taken care of he could now deal with Serena. The monster had touched her! He had frightened her! He wanted to gut the bastard. To take his time. The only reason he didn’t was there wasn’t time. It was more important to finish off the threat and find Arnold. The stakes were more dire for both of them with each minute that passed.

      “I’m fine, my nose will never be the same after breathing in his stench, but I am fine.” She tried to lift her chin and smile. The smile shattered as her chin shook and tears rolled down her cheeks. Richard wanted to pull her in his arms and comfort her but knew the folly of doing so. If the locals saw two men holding each other, there would be a riot. He promised himself that the first moment they were alone he would take her in his arms and hold her.

      After a few moments, Serena sniffed. He could see her throat working to stave off her tears. After what seemed like forever, she turned around with only the trail of her tears on her cheeks to show for her ordeal. She bit her lip and glanced behind him.

      “He said you won’t win,” she whispered.

      “What are you talking about? Who said that?” He lowered his head.

      “Arnold was with him. In the beginning.” She took a deep breath and winced. “He told me to tell you that you won’t win. He said to return to the ship and sail to England or the next time he’ll be the one attacking and neither of us will escape him alive.”

      “Well, he is wrong. We will stop him from killing Wellington. We will take him into custody and escort him to England where he will stand trial for treason. We will survive.”
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      Percy Arnold shoved his way through the crowd. His brawny friend had been paid well to kill Weatherington and the beauteous Lady Serena. With his hunters no longer a threat, he needed to make haste for the consulate. He’d sent word ahead that he would be arriving. His horse and supplies would be ready when he arrived. His prey was within reach by a two-day ride into the Portuguese wilderness.

      A quick look over his shoulder confirmed no one was in pursuit any longer. Percy grinned. There was nothing to worry about. He would double back once he was away from Lisbon to make sure Weatherington’s friends were not on his trail. Arnold had learned to exercise caution every step of the way in his exploits. Recklessness and excess confidence had killed many a man.
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      Serena watched as two men carried away their attacker’s body into an alley. She didn’t care where the men took him as long as it was away from her. A shudder ran through her at the memory of his arm around her neck. She uttered a prayer of thanks for Richard’s quick response in killing the monster.

      Richard handed her Thorne’s old hat. She had forgotten all about the scruffy beaver hat, had not realized she was no longer wearing it. She jammed it on her head and fell in step beside Richard when he pulled her closer so they walked side by side.

      “Arnold told that man to kill us. Not that I’m surprised. You’ve said nothing about killing Arnold, but I know you’ll do so without blinking. Killing is your trade, isn’t it? The reason you fled England four years ago.” Serena shook her head in disbelief. “I was such an innocent. Do you know I blamed myself for sending you away? Now, I learn I was another puzzle piece you deftly slipped into place. Locked on all sides. A prisoner of my own feelings. At this moment, I hate you.”

      Richard never uttered a word or showed the slightest bit of emotion as she spoke which only proved her words were the truth. He continued walking but kept her by his side. Always the protector. After a few minutes she assumed he’d never explain. In other words, nothing had changed in four years. Nothing ever would.

      “Arnold thinks we are dead. He’ll let his guard down. Such a belief will cause him to make a mistake. When he does, we will be there. We now have the advantage.” He nodded to the building in front of them. “We’re here.”

      Richard pointed to a white stone edifice sitting at the end of the street. The building exemplified the power and strength that was her homeland. Serena bit back the urge to make a feminine squeal of joy at the sight of their destination.

      Richard continued forward to the Horse Guards sentry post located at the front entrance. She waited at his back while he handed the sergeant of the guard his credentials. Serena drank in the sight of the Union Jack blowing in the breeze on the ramparts of the grandiose building. Their journey from The Vigilant had been only a few hours but felt like a weeklong journey.

      The sergeant opened the official leather pouch and scanned the requisite letter all agents of the Crown carried when abroad with its seal of the Foreign Office emblazoned at the bottom. She possessed such a pouch with her authorization to enter Whitehall signed by Moreham. She’d never made use of that document. The seriousness of this business came home with the force of a sledgehammer. The sergeant gave Richard a hard glare before turning his attention to her.

      She handed the man Herbert Powell’s travel papers authorizing the young man transportation to the encampment where Sergeant Major Powell was serving with the 14th Infantry. If an agent of the Crown appearing on the consulate steps with a soldier’s son in tow seemed out of the ordinary, the sergeant of the guard did not comment. He waved over another soldier who escorted them into the consulate.

      Richard slowed his pace and tugged on her arm. He whispered, “remember, a deep voice and answer in as few words possible should you be engaged in conversation. I’ll handle all else. Shouldn’t have any trouble.” He hesitated for moment. “The consul general is an old school chum. Younger son of an earl. Has spent the last three years moving up the diplomatic ladder. He aspires to a posting in London, so he can marry a lady with a decent dowry. Someone such as yourself.”

      If they’d been anywhere else, she’d have taken great pleasure in telling him she knew the gentleman. Had danced with the insufferable oaf many times. Fortunately, the full of himself buffoon would not deem Herbert Powell worthy of his attention.

      Their escort handed them off to an officious looking clerk who asked for Richard’s credentials. She waited for the gentleman’s attention to turn to her, but he ignored her.

      She followed the two men into an empty office. Serena looked around what looked more like a drawing room than an office. Red velvet draperies with small groups of ruby red and gold satin upholstered chairs were arranged in small groups around the large room. She glimpsed upward at a circular dome painted with the requisite cherubs cavorting in the clouds. Aunt Philly would have scoffed at the predictability of the décor.

      She wanted to scream in frustration. They’d endured far too much to spend the afternoon cooling their heels in a drawing room. She could’ve done that at home.

      “Good to see you Weatherington. What’s it been? Last winter over Christmas at White’s?”

      Smiling effusively, Adam Taylor-Boyd, the fourth Earl of Sheffield’s youngest son, stood behind a massive mahogany desk. The two men shook hands. She’d watched the consulate when they entered the room. For an instant, the man looked shocked. He flicked a glance in her direction before pasting an ever so proper smile on his face.

      Seeing the two men facing each other she knew they were nothing alike. Richard wore his sense of honor like a badge while Taylor-Boyd dressed and carried himself with all the pomposity of a far too full of himself dandy. She knew many gentlemen cut from the same cloth as he.

      Richard scraped a shallow bow, as did she. “Pudgy, we weren’t at White’s.” His voice laced with censure.

      “Ah, yes, I recall I stopped in at Boodles to see who was about. You were with Moreham and your father. My condolences on his passing.”

      Richard’s face lost all color. “Thank you, I miss him every day.”

      Taylor-Boyd waved a hand toward the two chairs facing his desk. “Well, what can I do for you? I assume you are here on Foreign Office business. Never thought you would be relegated to courier duty.”

      Richard ignored his so-called friend’s jab. “You’re dressed for riding. My apologies for any inconvenience we are causing. You should be off for your ride. I’m certain Sergeant Williams will have our horses ready by now. We’ll walk out to the stables with you,” Richard offered.

      The consul looked down at his clothes. “Oh, I’m not going riding. I’m dressed thusly, because I’m due at the barracks for an award ceremony. Riding clothes are more in keeping with the soldiers and their uniforms.”

      Serena watched the two men. A small tick pulsed in the curve of Richard’s jaw while Pudgy’s fingers tapped a frantic tattoo on the arm of his upholstered chair. His eyes held a mischievous gleam. What was this insufferable scoundrel about?

      “We need horses and supplies.” Richard spoke in a clipped voice. “I am on the King’s business. The Home Secretary sent me. Mr. Powell here is the nephew of Sir Perceval’s cook. My orders are to escort the boy to his father, a sergeant major in the 14th Infantry. It is all in his travel documents.”

      “Papers? Those bits have been seen at least twice. The soldiers see to the stamps and seals. I care nothing for those.”

      Pudgy turned to her. “Mr. Powell, you are indeed fortunate in your traveling companion. Weatherington has been back and forth into the Portuguese wilderness so often, he doesn’t require a guide. I must say I fail to see why anyone would ask to visit the battlefield. If either of you had any smarts about you, you’ll return to Perceval’s ship and sail back to England. Oh well, duty and honor and all that.”

      How did the consulate know they’d sailed on The Vigilant? The ramifications that Pudgy was involved with Arnold sent shivers down her backbone.

      Pudgy rearranged the papers on his desk, “I suppose you wish to leave at once.”

      “Yes, we still have three or four hours of daylight left. My orders are to make all haste for the general’s encampment. Should we have no difficulties along the way, I hope to be there by sunset tomorrow.”

      Pudgy rang a small bell on his desk. His clerk immediately opened the door. “Lord Weatherington and his friend require horses and supplies. Also have the steward prepare a tea tray with a brandy bottle and sandwiches.”

      The clerk disappeared. Pudgy motioned for them to take a seat. “There’s no reason why we can’t enjoy ourselves while you wait. Never let it be said I send my friends into peril without offering my hospitality first.” Pudgy grinned at Richard.

      To her delight, she’d been forgotten. Confident the worst was over, she stepped back and waited for Richard to sit before doing the same. Copying his every move. She did manage the careless sinking into her chair but froze when she almost crossed her ankles over each other! The only maneuver worst would have been if she had clasped her hands in her lap. Serena’s heart raced at the near miss. There was so much to remember all the time. Maybe Pudgy was right. She should return to the ship and escape back to England.

      “Weatherington, your timing could not be more ill advised. Guerilla activity has increased over the last month. I’m sure you have a writ from the prime minister himself directing me to provide whatever you require, so I will. I wouldn’t be your friend if I didn’t warn you this journey is a fool’s errand. Especially with a greenling like Powell here tugging on your coattails.”

      Serena moved to stand, but Richard held up his hand to keep her from doing so. “As you have already said, I do know the terrain well. Made this journey many times. As for my young friend, he can take care of himself. Your warning should be sent ahead to those who plot to keep us from making our destination.”

      Serena bit back a grin. Richard had noted that reference to The Vigilant. Before their eyes, Pudgy lost some of his bravado and looked afraid. It would seem the gentleman had said too much. What a dunderhead to be involved with Arnold’s turncoat activities. Was that why he was in London so frequently?

      “You’re still a bloodthirsty sort. Very well, as I said I’ve tried to dissuade you. I’ll notate such in my diary.”

      A tap on the door signaled the arrival of the tea tray. Pudgy oversaw the placement of the tray and refreshments on a nearby table. He waved the servants from the room then poured out the tea and handed them teacups and sandwiches. Before she could take a sip of her tea, the man topped off the brew with brandy.

      “You look far too young for strong spirits, but I say taking on Weatherington means you deserve this drink more than we do.” The consul threw back his head and laughed.

      Richard uttered something about the weather today and Pudgy returned to his seat. She forced her face to remain blank as she tasted her tea. She never cared for the taste of brandy. Why hadn’t she sat near a potted plant where she could toss the foul-tasting liquid when her host wasn’t looking? Nothing for it, she sipped and nibbled while the two men gossiped about mutual acquaintances. She’d never been more anxious to be gone from a place as she was in Pudgy’s drawing room office.

      Pudgy’s clerk appeared in the doorway. “The horses and supplies are ready for Lord Weatherington and Mr. Powell.”

      “Excellent, perfect timing. We just finished off the last of the sandwiches.”

      Richard hesitated and frowned. “Pudgy, have you seen Percy Arnold traveling through lately?”

      “Um…no. Haven’t seen the man in several weeks so he is due to make an appearance. Comes over every month or so to meet with Scovell, the Assistant Quartermaster General. Like you, he knows his way out to the encampment.”

      Richard and Serena grabbed their bag and followed the clerk. Neither spoke. Another obstacle had been breached. Or had it? Pudgy knew they had sailed on The Vigilant and his chatter to her all but said he knew she was a woman. That last bit about Arnold rang far too true for her comfort. Thomas Jones did say the Society reached up into the upper echelons of the government. Was the full of himself Pudgy one of those men?
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      The sounds of a busy stable yard drowned out Serena’s worries. Men called out to each other as they cared for the horses. An occasional neigh or snort from one of the animals. They followed the clerk into the mews where he led them to a mountain of a man wearing a dusty, but distinctive dark green and black uniform of the 95th Rifles.

      “Sergeant Williams, these gentlemen are here for the horses I ordered. See to their needs.” Without introducing them or waiting for the sergeant’s salute or for Richard to thank him, the clerk spun on his heels and left. No doubt to report back to Pudgy.

      “Come, your horses are over here. Your supplies are packed on the donkey. Enough rations for three days, pistols and a rifle with powder and shot aplenty and a couple of blankets. Nights are cold as you well know, your lordship. Ever dealt with a donkey before?

      Richard chuckled. “Sergeant good to see you again, I thought you’d be back with the Rifles by now. As for my experience with a donkey? Yes, my father bought one of the contrary animals when I was a lad. Said if I could deal with the hardheaded beast, I could deal with any animal. Is the donkey necessary? We can tie our bags on our horses. I’m in a bit of a hurry to make the encampment. Don’t have time to coddle a cantankerous animal.”

      “I follow orders. Was told to pack your provisions on a donkey. Will add your bags as well. Won’t be too much weight for the old girl to carry. Be sure to bring her back. I’m rather fond of her.” The crusty old soldier threw back his head and laughed.

      “Come over so I can introduce you to her. Her name’s Gertrude. Enjoys being made a fuss over like any woman does. Give her an apple. You’ll find a bag of them in the satchel on top. She shouldn’t slow you down too much.”

      Serena followed them to the donkey. Richard rubbed the animal’s head and scratched behind her ears. Gertrude gave him a look that said he’d have to do better than a few scratches to get on her good side.

      Serena reached into the bag and pulled out an apple. She stepped between him and the sergeant to give Gertrude the fruit. She never spoke a word.

      The sergeant watched her feed the donkey with confusion in his eyes. He ran his gaze from her feet to her head. He opened his mouth to speak. He never said a word, shook his head and muttered so low Richard couldn’t hear what he said.

      Serena must’ve heard what the soldier said because she froze as the donkey chomped on the apple. If the man saw through her disguise, a full out set to would ensue in the stable yard.

      For once, luck was on their side. A Portuguese man walked up and tightened the ropes on the provisions. The sergeant called out to the man to tie on their traveling bags.

      Serena must’ve sensed the sergeant’s interest because for once she did as she was told. Once the valises were secured, Manuel handed Gertrude’s reins to Richard.

      “Well, Herbert, shall we be off?”

      He laughed at the sound of Serena’s growl. With a quick tug he pulled Gertrude onto the street. He hoped Williams had filled that bag full of apples.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Serena waited until they were out of sight of the consulate before she moved her horse up beside Richard’s mount. “Give me the reins. Your father would never condescend to have a donkey in his stable. My father bought me a donkey when I was seven years old. Adolphus hated you. You never understood how to get him to do what you wanted.”

      Richard handed her the reins. “Here. You can deal with the beast with my compliments.”

      They made their way out of Lisbon with Richard leading the way. She pulled Thorne’s hat down over her ears and kept her head down as they joined the people leaving the city. It would not do for anyone to discern her gender. They’d come too far to be discovered now.

      After about two hours, the road was deserted. She could no longer see Lisbon when she looked over her shoulder. Now all she saw was the dirt track with scrub bushes growing alongside the road.

      “How’s Gertrude holding up?” Richard asked.

      “I think she is in love with my horse.”

      “Your horse is a gelding. If Gertrude has feelings for him, she’s going to be disappointed.”

      The sun was moving downward in the westward sky. She ached all over. Though she wouldn’t admit it to Richard, she sorely missed Aunt Philly and Nettie.

      No more dreaming of what she couldn’t have. Better to deal with the here and now. “How much longer do you intend for us to ride today?”

      “There’s a place not too far ahead. A stream with a grove of trees.”

      “Do you think Arnold is near?”

      “I don’t know. Thomas Jones did say Arnold’s associates were some of the loftiest titles in Society. I’m afraid Pudgy would be more than tempted by promises of a peerage and wealth in his own right. After dealing with Arnold and Jones, I’m not disposed to trust anyone. There was no need to offer us refreshments. Every other time I sought assistance from the consulate, the guards handled everything. I’d be on my way in mere minutes. Pudgy has been in London more than he has been here in Lisbon. No, something wasn’t right today.

      “What you’re saying is we could be walking into a trap.”

      “Yes, I am. You, me and Gertrude. If I had doubts, Gertrude being foisted off on us confirmed my worst fears. She’s slowing us down, which if the roles were reversed, I’d have done the same. I wish I’d asked Sergeant Williams about Arnold, but I didn’t want to arouse any suspicions. Had he known our true purpose, he’d have called for his horse and joined us. Not one for following rules our sergeant. Ah, here we are.”

      He led the way under the trees. With a few minutes they had Gertrude’s pack unloaded and the horses hobbled by the stream. Serena gave the donkey another apple of exemplary behavior.

      “No campfire. The flames would be a beacon announcing our presence. Arnold is no doubt keeping an eye on the road. He doesn’t know if others were with us in Lisbon. He’ll be looking for someone to follow. No fire tonight. No need to make his quest easy.”

      With no fire to keep her warm, Serena walked over to the mound of provisions. The two blankets the sergeant added at the last minute covered the packets. She pulled the far too thin woolens off the pile then folded each one over a tree limb.

      She found their food provisions in the second packet she searched. All they’d eaten that day had been their breakfast on the ship and tea with Pudgy. Her insides grumbled. She pulled her knife from her boot to cut the cheese and bread she’d found in their provisions packet into wedges. Richard joined her with a flask in his hand.

      “Here, Sammie gave this to me before we left the ship. Said you favored the cook’s cider.”

      She shook her head and chuckled. “I must be a sad case if a small boy sees to my needs.”

      “No, I wouldn’t say that. You’re a caring person who treats everyone you meet with respect. Over the years when you’ve had more than enough reason to give me your back, you never have. You’re a good friend and Sammie knows that.”

      “What a lovely thing to say. Thank you. Some say I am far too good to be true.”

      “I know better.” He replied as he placed a wedge of cheese on his bread. “Your goodness of spirit comes from your need for a family of your own.”

      After a handful of uneasy encounters, Richard had finally acknowledged he understood her better than the members of her family. For a moment, they were back at Pendleton, just the two of them, in one of their hiding places…talking. Why did she have to grow up and fall in love with him? Why hadn’t he felt the same for her? Such a travesty for them both.

      She wanted to say something, anything, to keep the harmony between them alive. No, now was not the time to rekindle old affections. She knew better than anyone how much having her with him weighed on Richard. Once they returned home, she’d deal with her feelings for him.

      She pulled down one of the blankets from the tree limb, wrapped herself up then laid down on the ground. There was no comfortable position for her despite moving around to work some of the rocks out from underneath her. She moved around to work some rocks out from under her. There was no comfortable position for her.

      She curled herself into a little ball, trying to make herself as small as possible. Dusk had set in leaving her feeling like she was all alone. Where was Richard?

      Somewhere behind her the silence was broken by the snapping of a twig.

      “It’s me,” Richard called to her in a whisper.

      She sensed his presence rather than saw him. He reached over her head to grab the other blanket. “I’m going to move closer to the road. I’m a light sleeper so I’ll hear anyone approach. Get some sleep we have a long day tomorrow.”

      The obstinate man disappeared into the darkness before she could say a word. She tugged the blanket over her shoulders and closed her eyes. It had been a long day. Not at all how she spent her days in London.

      One moment she was awake wiggling to move yet another rock from her backside, and what seemed like the next moment awake again with the early morning sun shining in her eyes.

      A quick look around confirmed Richard was still sleeping She threw off her blanket and tiptoed away to deal with her needs. After a quick splash to her face and hands with the cold water from the stream, she cut the remaining cheese and bread. A quick inventory of the provisioning bags revealed their future meals would be hardtack. Gertrude might have to share her apples with them before they reached Wellington’s headquarters.

      A muffled growl was all the warning she had that Richard was awake. For a man who slept light, he’d not awoken when she’d gone down to the stream or when Gertrude bellowed her unhappiness at not receiving an apple for her breakfast.

      “You should have wakened me. We should’ve been in the saddle before the sun rose.”

      “Yesterday was a long day for both of us. I, too, overslept. I’ve barely been awake a quarter hour. Here is the last of the bread and cheese. Eat it. Drink some of the cider and I’ll saddle the horses. You can deal with Gertrude.”

      Serena stomped off before she took him to task. How dare he blame her for their late start. He was the seasoned traveler in these parts, not her. She managed to saddle their horses before he joined her to deal with Gertrude.

      “My apology. I’m not much for niceties when I first wake up. I will try to do better.”

      She considered not acknowledging his attempt to make things right with her, but she wasn’t that sort of person. She refused to be petty in her dealings with him.

      “Apology accepted. We are both at a disadvantage out here.”

      A truce had been declared. She finished tightening the cinch on her horse. Neither spoke as they worked together.

      Richard led the way onto the dirt track, a pitiful excuse for a roadway. Not that she’d share her opinion with the one person who’d not hesitate to remind her that she volunteered.

      She refrained from speaking for most of the morning. The terrain had changed from the open expanse of the scrub bushes and gorse to rocky formations. Richard slowed his horse down to a walk and reached for the fully primed rifle. “I’m certain I don’t have to tell you to keep an eye out.”

      No, she knew what he wasn’t saying. Arnold was no longer their only threat. They were prime targets for the nomadic bands of guerillas roaming the Portuguese wilderness. Their provisions and the animals would be regarded as a prize. Never one to ignore the worst outcome, Serena knew her own survival was at stake. She daren’t think what those lawless men would do to her.

      Gertrude must have sensed something because she ceased her braying. Serena tightened her hold on the donkey’s reins.

      Edging closer to Richard’s horse, she watched the rocks around them. “I never said the words, but you know I’m glad we are here together. I trust you as I do Thorne. I know you’d give your life for me. The reverse is equally as true. I’d give my life to save you.”

      Like her brother, when emotions were discussed, he went silent. Two could play that game. She maneuvered her horse in front of him and took the lead.

      If trouble was ahead their best chance was for her to be the bait. Richard would gain precious moments to identify where the shooter was and fire. She tugged on Gertrude’s lead rope to urge the animal to move faster. The sooner they arrived at Wellington’s encampment the better.

      The sun was shining straight up in the sky when a chill crept over her body. The last time she’d had such a feeling had been in Lisbon when Richard left her in the doorway of the butcher shop. Moments before that awful ruffian grabbed her. Before she could warn Richard, the peacefulness erupted into chaos. Just like in Lisbon.
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      Richard watched Serena battle with Gertrude. The complacent donkey of yesterday was not having it today. She didn’t stop altogether, but she walked at a slow crawl. He smiled at Serena’s attempt to get the animal to move faster.

      They had been on the road for four hours. Serena had to be feeling the effects of riding astride.

      A quick look around revealed no haven for them to rest. The only choice was to keep moving until they came upon a stream. He’d not been truthful with her when he said he knew the way to the encampment. His last visit had been over a year earlier when the army was still in Spain. He wasn’t worried about losing his way. Mounted patrols rode out daily to look for guerillas and French deserters. It was a matter of time before they would meet up with a patrol.

      Guilt assaulted him as he dwelled on the dangers she had already been exposed to since he came back into her life. The sight of her with that poker in her hand swinging with all her might at Thomas Jones still filled him with a numbing fear. She had no idea of the dangers they faced.

      A single report rang out. He spurred his mount forward. His immediate reaction was to reach Serena. He hunkered down over the horse’s neck and maneuvered his way between her and the shooter. He assumed their sniper was Arnold since only the one shot had been fired. Guerillas would have opened fire with a hail of bullets.

      He jerked the Gertrude’s reins from her hand. “Follow me.”

      She did as he said without arguing which only proved she was as scared as he was. She nodded and remained at his flank. He motioned for her to go to the far side of the road where there were two boulders. They could take refuge there. The horses and Gertrude would be exposed but they had no other option.

      As they rode closer, he could see a dip in the ground. Most likely a dried-up stream that was large enough to provide cover for animals. Richard led the way behind the boulders. He dismounted while Serena all but jumped out of her saddle and landed on her posterior. He grabbed his rifle.

      “Stay down.” He crawled onto the boulder to see what he could see across the dirt track. Before he could see much, another bullet whistled by his ear. He felt Serena move up beside him and waved her off. Only then did he realize there was no gunfire only silence. As another shot rang out, followed by silence.

      A lone gunman with three single shot pistols. Percy Arnold.

      Richard motioned Serena to come to him. She did not hesitate to respond and fell against him. He grasped her shoulders and moved her to the side, so she was hidden behind the boulder. He had to tell her his suspicion about the gunman’s identity. “I think Percy’s out there.”

      “I had the same thought. You were right, we did catch up to him. I find it odd that his shots have missed us both and the animals. Not much of an assassin if he can’t shoot his intended victims.”

      “Maybe he prefers to face his targets when he kills them. Better to ensure his prey is dead.”

      “How do we keep him from doing the same to us?”

      “He won’t engage us for long. I think we surprised him. Remember he thought his friends in Lisbon took care of us, not once, but twice. Now he’ll be forced to change his tactics. We are an unwelcome complication. Best see how serious he is about putting our spoons in the wall.” He took his hat and placed it on the tip of the pistol. “Take your hat off. Let’s see if we can discern where our prey is hiding.”

      Richard raised the pistol up barely enough for the top of his hat to be seen. She leaned around his body and watched the rock formations on the other side of the dirt track. She doubted Arnold would be fooled by Richard’s ploy, but what did they have to lose?

      The loud report of a firearm and the distinctive ping of a shot landing in the rockface had her searching for any sign of where Arnold was hiding. She almost missed the puff of smoke.

      “There! He’s by that large rock that looks like one of Aunt Philly’s turbans. Do you see what I am talking about?”

      “Interesting, his hiding place is poorly chosen or ours a stroke of genius. He can’t get an advantage. Let’s show him we know where he is.”

      Richard popped up and fired a shot, before dropping back to her side. “We can end this now. I’ll make my way over to Arnold. If I’m fortunate enough to have the element of surprise over him, I can get the upper hand and overpower him. We can return to Lisbon and sail for England. Wellington will learn of his near miss in the War Office’s dispatch.”

      “No, the risk is too great.” She grabbed his arm and held tight. “What if he is waiting for you to do exactly that? This could be a trap.”

      “My dear, you knew the risk to us both when you took this on. Don’t turn simpering miss on me now. Load and prime the rifle. I’ll take my pistol with me and you keep the rifle and your pistols. If I’m the one who doesn’t walk across that sorry excuse for a road, kill him. Ride like the demons of hell are after you. Thorne will see to your return to England.” He paused. “Do you agree?”

      She nodded her assent. He hated the fear he saw in her eyes. The last four years he’d kept his distance to prevent this very situation from happening. What a waste of time for both of them.

      He ignored everything—Arnold, the heat of the day and the voice that echoed in his head telling him he was about to make a monumental mistake in judgment. He watched her eyes as he lowered his head. He shook his head to banish all the reasons why this was a horrid idea. Serena growled. She threw her hands around his neck and pulled him to her. Her lips touched his and that obliterated any of his misgivings.

      His heart sang with joy as Serena took control. He had never experienced such emotion. She was right. She was no longer that young girl he fell in love with four years earlier. She was a woman taking hold of what she wanted. There was no bloody way Percy Arnold was going to kill him. Not after that kiss!

      A shot rang out over their heads bringing their kiss to an end. He touched his forehead to hers. “Rena, no fretting. I intend to get us through this and return home where we are going to come to an understanding. That I promise.”

      He dropped to the ground and crawled on his belly into the shallow streambed where he pulled his body along further down the dirt track. All he had to do was get far enough from Arnold to cross the road without being detected. Play Arnold’s own game–ambush. The chase would be over, and he could escort Serena and Arnold back to England, where hopefully he could once more live his life his way.

      Without Serena?

      That thought washed over him. After years of feeling relieved when he managed to escape the hoyden, now all he felt was sorrow. What if she found that one gentleman who she loved to distraction? What if that masculine paragon of patience loved her just as much in return? What if they married freeing him, Richard, from ever having to rescue the impossibly impulsive woman ever again? She’d become someone else’s problem. Why did that notion fill him with despair?

      Far enough from both Serena and Arnold, he pushed his thoughts into the box in his brain noted as Serena and came up on his knees. The only sound he heard was the occasional thump coming from behind him. What was Serena doing?

      He waited a moment for the next thump before duck walking his way across the small road. A shot rang through the air, but he found little comfort in the direction of the bullet. Not at him, but straight for Serena. He stretched his body forward trying to see what the imp was about.

      A rock flew over the top of the boulder where she hid. The chit was creating a diversion for him. Did she ever listen? Did she ever do as she was told?

      Another single shot answered the harmless rock toss. She may be a pain in his arse, but the woman did do her part. He now knew where Arnold was situated in the rocks.

      He made his way over the rocky terrain intent on surprising Arnold. The sight of the traitor hunkered down behind a boulder as large as the one Serena was currently behind was the golden opportunity he’d been praying for. Richard moved too quickly causing a rockslide.  The noise alerted Arnold.

      Arnold’s face paled at the sight of him. Richard reached for his pistol only to find he no longer had the firearm.

      Arnold laughed. “Some agent of the Crown you are, you lost your pistol?” He waved his firearm at Richard and motioned for him to join him.

      Richard remained where he was. “Yes, but you’re in no better position. That pistol is not loaded. It seems we are at a quandary as to what to do. My suggestion is you put down your pistol and surrender like the gentleman you’ve pretended to be.”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’d be a fool to do as you are asking. I do believe my stay here is at an end. I bid you farewell.” Arnold tapped a finger to the brim of his hat. “Please pass on my sincere regrets to Lady Serena for not having time to renew our acquaintance. I will make amends for my oversight the next time we meet. Oh well, one does what one must, doesn’t one?” The assassin stepped back and disappeared.

      Anger fired Richard’s blood as no woman ever had. So close and yet Arnold still eluded him. He all but fell to where Arnold had stood. He roared at the sight of a narrow opening between the rocks. Arnold’s means of escape. The traitor had won again.

      The only sound was the galloping of Arnold’s horse as he fled. He followed in Arnold’s footsteps to where he’d hobbled his horse. No campfire or evidence of a meal. No doubt the killer intended to pick them off one by one which proved they were a problem. The only bright spot of the encounter was the grove of apple trees.

      “Richard? Where are you?”

      He took off his jacket and started plucking the low hanging fruit. First, she’d thrown the rocks, now she was sailing into Arnold’s hiding place looking for him. The woman would be the death of him.

      “Nice. You are a man of many talents, foraging for food. Gertrude will appreciate these. She only has a few apples left in the bag. Can low crawl under fire and return with a bounty of apples. Yes, indeed, a man of means.” Serena stood in the opening. “Before you say a word, I heard the horse riding off. I knew you were here alone, maybe hurt or worse, dead.” She held up her pistol. “Don’t fret, it’s loaded. Had I come across Arnold I’d have killed him.”

      So glad to see her unhurt, he reached for her. He didn’t know who was more shocked at his action, him or her. “Don’t say another word.”

      Richard took possession of her mouth. His anger at the missed chance fought his fear of what could have happened to Serena fired his blood. This was wrong. She deserved better than this. He made to push her away, but Serena wrapped her arms around his neck. The feel of her body against his stole every thought from his head. He’d never experienced the emotions that now rushed through his body.

      Serena nibbled at his lower lip. How did she do that? He was the rake and the impresario of lovemaking, not her. He’d stake his life on her innocence being intact. No doubt sensing his withdrawal, she bussed his lip and arched her back away from him.

      “I enjoyed that kiss. I refuse to say otherwise.” He had to get the words out before he allowed his brain to interfere with his heart.

      “As did I.” She squinted up at him with a crooked smile of mischief. “I am impressed with your kissing. That was my third sampling and I have enjoyed each one. I understand how you came to have such a way with the ladies.”

      “I have never kissed any woman the way I kiss you. I can assure you from this day to the day I die, you will be the only lady I kiss in any fashion. Except for our babes, of course.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “Don’t make assertions you will not keep or rather assertions I’ll not support. I will not marry a man who doesn’t love me for me. All you want to do is control me under the guise of rescuing me. I don’t need rescuing. Enough posturing for the sake of honor.”

      Gertrude’s distinctive braying broke through the tenseness of their conversation. “I have enough apples for us and the donkey. Shall we be off?”

      “No railing about my irresponsible behavior? How unlike you to pass up an opportunity to remind of my shortcomings. Arnold must have rattled you. Or was it the kiss that stole your tendency to lecture me?”

      Before he could reply, she turned around and headed back. Richard followed with his coat filled with red and yellow skinned apples. His silence wasn’t because of Arnold at all, but her words.

      He’d always assumed she was in love with him. She’d put a period to that belief. When he was told they would be together for this endeavor he’d accepted they would marry. That notion didn’t bother him. She loved him. He liked her. They’d rub along quite well he thought. Other married couples had less between them, or so he’d observed.

      She wanted a love match. She was ruined. They’d marry. Serena had no say in the matter. He’d see to it. His service as an agent to the Crown and his mother would ensure when she signed her marriage lines, her signature would be next to his own as her husband and no one else’s.

      He joined her on the other side of the road where she had her horse and Gertrude well in hand. He motioned for her to help him place the apples in Gertrude’s bag.

      Richard shook out the dirt from his jacket and took the rifle from Serena. “Keep that pistol. I assume you reloaded and primed your pistol?” He looked up at the sun, sinking in the western sky. “We have about a couple of hours of light left. It is dangerous to travel these roads after dark. We must make for Malveira.”

      “Malveira?”

      “A village a little off this sorry excuse for a road. We’ll be safe there for the night. Not really a village but a hamlet where a family of three brothers and two sisters live with their families.”

      Richard nodded to the horses and left her to spring herself into the saddle. She did so without uttering a word.

      “We’ll approach the village carefully, stop and watch from a hilltop overlooking the village. Best to make sure no unfriendly sorts, who can make trouble for us, are in town,”

      She tightened her hold on the reins. She cleared her throat before speaking with a harsh whisper, “What if Arnold goes to the same village or worse what if he rides all night to get to the encampment?”

      “We will leave the main track for a cattle path which is the back way into Malveira. The village is not on any maps. Only reason I know about the road is Sergeant Williams back at the consulate mentioned it as a safe haven for us.

      “As for Arnold, he’s bright enough to stop for the night. We are closer to the battlefield, so the guerillas are rife in this region. The local fighters are always on the lookout for a troop of soldiers to ambush and take their horses and provisions. Arnold is well aware of that. He’ll find a hidey hole for the night. Trust me.”

      She nodded, tugged on Gertrude’s rope, and headed off on the dirt road. He watched her for a moment pondering her silence. He’d kiss her more often if the end result was compliance. He winced at the thought. An obedient Serena wasn’t to his liking at all.
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      Serena could feel the tension flowing off Richard as they left the main track. He’d said they would follow a path. She couldn’t see where there was a path. He pushed on while she trailed after him.

      She watched the bushes for any sign of movement. She almost wished Arnold would jump out from behind a bush and be done with this cat and mouse game. The uncertainty of when he’d make an appearance and try to kill them again was not for the faint of heart. A condition she now understood all the better.

      If the threat of Arnold wasn’t enough, they now had to be on the lookout for guerillas. The gun for hire seemed harmless in comparison to the guerillas. She’d read the London newssheet articles about the locals who banded together and roamed the country with deadly intent. She prayed they would not encounter any of those men.

      She decided it best to keep her mind on Arnold. She understood Englishmen. He possessed a modicum of civil behavior even with his penchant for killing for money.

      Richard had said little since their encounter with Arnold. No doubt he was going over every aspect of their investigation, trying to find some clue as to what Arnold would do next. She’d wager her best bonnet that Richard was as surprised as she was that the man had ambushed them.

      Arnold’s attention was set on finding Wellington. The traitor was proving to be as annoying as a honeybee buzzing around her head when she was trying to take a nap in her father’s garden. Always out of reach, but, showing up just when she was about to doze off. She hoped this bee did not sting one of them.

      Richard motioned for her to stop. He dismounted, hobbled their horses and Gertrude, and came to her side. “We are here. Come with me.”

      He led the way, dropped to his stomach just below the crest of the hill and pointed down to a group of buildings not more than five or six that she could see. “See the stable away from the village. We will sleep there tonight. Once the village men go to the barn to see to their cattle, I’ll approach. I’m to tell them Sergeant Williams sent us. He has adopted the village. Brings them provisions when he comes and goes to the encampment. Gertrude is carrying a bag meant for them. Once we give them that bag, we should receive their trust and hospitality. He said the women are great cooks. He did warn me it is best not ask what is in the stewpot. Better to not know he said.”

      Serena swallowed hard. She wanted to ask when was she supposed to trust the villagers? She knew without a doubt she’d not sleep. As for a tasty meal, she was more than ready to enjoy whatever mystery meat the ladies of the village prepared for their evening meal. She was so hungry she didn’t care what was in the pot.

      “In exchange for food and shelter, I’m to pass on news from the battlefront. The villagers parlay the information to the guerillas as a payment for the guerillas’ protection.” Richard moved forward again. “There will be a guard posted. Don’t want to wake up and find a pitchfork in your gullet.”

      “Wonderful, just the image I need in my mind for a good night’s sleep. Questionable cuisine and a chance of being skewered. Perfect ending to a perfect day. This would be the perfect time to remind me that my presence here is my own fault. I could be back in London now. Safe and sound.”

      “You are right, I could, but nothing would be gained by my saying so. We are united for a common purpose. Best to work together,” Richard answered with a grin. How could his lips turned up into a smile fill her with happiness?

      “Come, let’s water the animals and enjoy one of Gertrude’s apples while we rest.” He backed down the hill before standing.

      Richard went to Gertrude’s pack and removed an animal skin pouch filled with water for the horses. He took charge of watering the horses while she sorted through the apples to find the best two for them to eat. They sat under a tree and ate. Tired after riding all day, she watched the sun sink and disappear from the sky.

      Richard handed her a blanket and nodded toward the lone tree on the hillside. “Serena, why don’t you lay down and rest. I’ll wake you when it’s dark enough to ride into the village.”

      Too tired to argue, she took the blanket and spread it out. A laugh bubbled up at the thought of the Ton’s matrons learning of her bed. A bed she was happy to have. Who was she fooling? The matrons would find the last four days scandalous. Even her absentee father would banish her to some castle in the outer reaches of Yorkshire for her remaining days. Visions of the castle and its miscreant servants were her last thoughts as she fell asleep.

      “Serena, wake up. Time to go.” Richard’s voice interrupted her dream. A wonderful dream where they were back at Pendleton, sitting under a fully bloomed apple tree. The blossoms fell like snow all around them as Richard teased her and stole delicious kisses. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d go away.

      That thought felt wrong. She didn’t want him to leave her alone. Not here where she didn’t speak the language or know where she was. She needed Richard.

      “Rena, we have to go. Remember there’s a haystack in that barn down below and a hot meal waiting.”

      Serena knew he was right and rolled over. Still sore from riding, she took a deep breath and rose to her feet. “I was having such a wonderful dream. You’ve always had horrid timing.”

      Night had fallen. She looked around at the dark shapes of the horses and Gertrude. Richard had saddled the two horses and reloaded Gertrude’s pack. All she had to do was mount her horse and they could be on their way.

      “While you slept, one of the villagers, a fellow named Rodrigo, came and we talked. I gave him the provisions bag. The gentleman signaled a little bit ago for us to come down. Shall we?”

      She heaved a tired breath and moved forward to follow him down to Malveira. She said a little prayer for their safety and wellbeing.

      The buildings did not improve in appearance as they drew near. The dirt-colored houses seemed to fade into the landscape of scrubby bushes. There was one building, a church, at the center of the small hamlet. She assumed the building was a church with its cross hanging down from the roof while the entry door hung by a single hinge. The only signs of life were the flickers of light in the tiny windows of the houses.

      Dread filled her. She and Richard were the outsiders here. Richard did speak the language, but he was still an Englishman in a country where some regarded her countrymen as invaders. A wave of melancholy settled over her. A feeling she’d never experienced in her life.

      Her father, ever the radical, believed a female child should receive the same education as a male. Because of her unorthodox education, she was not like other young women. Her knowledge and station in life had contributed to her desire to have a life without being dependent on a man. She could hold her own, but that was in London. Not here, where she lacked the most basic of skills. A small child knew more than she did.

      Serena pulled up on the reins, slowed her horse down, and waited for Richard to come along side. “Richard, I want you to know you do not have to worry about me. I will do everything you say, without question. I know my presence is burdensome.”

      He answered her in a soft voice, “All will be well. We have made it this far. We will find Arnold.” He finished with a grin. “Don’t turn missish on me. I rather like your cantankerous disposition. Keeps me on my toes.”
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      Richard stopped by the roughshod stable he’d pointed out from the hilltop. He dismounted and came to stand at her side. For the first time he reached up to help her down from the saddle.

      The stable was one large area with half of it filled with hay to the rafters. At least the horses would eat. She’d have a soft bed although she did not plan on going to sleep if there was a possibility of a pitchfork sticking her insides.

      A low mooing sent shivers up her neck. Serena turned around to find soulful eyes staring at her. She gave an uncharacteristic squeal, like an insipid debutante would, much to her dismay. The largest cows she’d ever seen stared at her. Strange looking animals with large antler-like horns. The bovines eyed her as they lapped up water from a large stone trough.

      She hoped the water was clean enough for her to wipe her face. The dust encrusted on her face felt like a mask. For once, she was grateful for the tightness of her cravat or the grime would have invaded the rest of her skin.

      “Richard, may I use the water in the trough? I would dearly love to refresh myself.”

      “Most assuredly. Give me a moment to throw out some hay so the stupid beasts can feast while you make use of their drinking water.” Pitchfork in hand, Richard set about to feed the cattle.

      “I think I prefer the company of these bovines to that of a band of guerillas any day.” He attacked another pile of hay. “You do have a right fine thought there. These cows can only harm you by butting you with those sharp horns of theirs.”

      “They are strange looking beasts. Not at all like the cattle at Pendleton.”

      “These are Mertolenga cattle,” he explained as he tossed another pitchfork of hay to the cattle. “That should do the beasts until Rodrigo returns.”

      She ran her hand through the water trough. Not the cleanest water. She pulled her handkerchief from her pocket and set about taking care of her dusty face. The quick wash refreshed her skin and her outlook on their circumstance. All she needed now was food.

      Once she had finished at the trough, Richard joined her. “Rodrigo’s wife will bring a pot of something to eat. I told him you were a woman. Didn’t want anyone to make that discovery on their own. Could have turned ugly. Why don’t you rest while I rid myself of some of this dust?

      Serena handed him her handkerchief. “Use this.”

      She left him to look over the haystack for the best place to make her bed. The only sounds in the barn was the trickling of water as he washed and the cattle enjoying their evening meal.

      She decided to hollow out a hole in the stack next to the front wall of the barn. She used her body to make a cave for her bed.

      Serena placed her jacket on the hay and snuggled until she found her own vantage point of the village through a rotten section of the stable wall. She wondered about the people who lived in them. The glow from the windows cast a light out into the center of the semicircle of houses. She tried to remember the last time she had felt so calm.

      “Made yourself a bed, I see.”

      She smiled at Richard’s voice and rolled over to find him standing at her side. He extended his hand to help her to stand.

      “I picked a prime spot. There is a hole just there.” She patted her head to remove the bits of hay in her hair. “Richard, why did you climb into my room?”

      “Moreham sent me.”

      “No, the real reason. You cannot tell me you allow Moreham or any other man to dictate your actions. Why did you come to my room?”

      Richard ran his fingers through his hair and turned away from her before answering. “I could not stay away any longer. I wanted to see you, smell your scent. You are like a stream of the purest water. I crave you.”

      Before she could say a word, he cocked his head toward the stable doors. “The villagers are coming.”

      She tossed the now denuded stalk of hay into the haystack. “This conversation is not over.”

      Serena slipped around him, so she could see the strangers as they approached. Seeing the men, women and children reminded her of the families in the home village of Pendleton. The tinkling laughter of children brought a smile to her lips. For a moment, she forgot she was in a foreign country ripped apart by war. She smoothed back her hair and hurried forward. The men barely glanced her way as they walked by her to greet Richard. Nothing ever changed. He always attracted a following wherever he went.

      To her delight, the women surrounded her. She smiled and used her hands to attempt to express her happiness at being their guest. She must’ve made quite a sight because the ladies all laughed at her efforts. Laughter was better than scowls.

      The ladies all wore plain dark skirts with white blouses shining in the dark with a gathered neckline. They possessed curvy bodies and comely faces. Everyone was barefooted.

      One woman motioned to her head. No doubt the sight of her hair shocked the ladies. The woman covered her mouth as she tried to keep from laughing. Serena turned this way and that to show off her queued hair. She would wager these women had never seen such a sight—a woman with her wheat-colored hair cut in such a haphazard manner, wearing men’s clothing. The women started speaking all at once. She smiled at them as they spoke excitedly.

      “It would seem your hair is a novelty to them. They are calling you an angel sent by God to protect them from the guerillas,” Richard whispered in her ear. He remained by her side and acted as her translator. They liked her hair the best. How had she got such a color? Was she born with such hair? He must have answered their questions to their satisfaction because the ladies smiled and nodded in her direction. Richard said something else which caused the frivolity of the conversation to turn somber.

      “What did you say to them?”

      “I told them you were here on the English King’s business.”

      The young woman, Richard had introduced as Rodrigo’s wife, shook her head and muttered. Richard translated. “She says no woman should be involved in a man’s business. Nothing good will come of it she says.”

      “Thank you for saying that…about why I am here. It means a lot to me.”

      He started to speak, but one of the men motioned for them to come forward. One of the women in the middle of the women and children bowed then handed her the stew pot. She lifted the lid and sniffed the aroma.

      “Richard, please tell her, her stew smells like a dish prepared for the king. I’m honored to have the opportunity to sample her cooking. I will be in her debt since all I’ve eaten in two days is bread, cheese, and apples.”

      Richard relayed what she’d said. She noticed the other ladies carried similar vessels. “They all brought their dinner with them?”

      Richard took the pot. “While this is our dinner. The ladies demanded they also bring their own food. They wanted to become acquainted with the English.” He motioned for her to sit on the ground. “Eat up. We must eat every bit of the stew, or risk insulting our hosts.”

      He handed her a crudely carved spoon. To her surprise he dipped his spoon in the stew and ate. She wanted to ask about a bowl or plate. A quick look around revealed everyone was eating from their cooking pot as Richard was. She did the same.

      The first taste was wonderful. The spicy mixture tickled her taste buds. After a lifetime of English food, this simple stew was delicious. How she wished she could cook so she could create dishes such as these. She could make out bits of meat, potatoes and tomatoes in the thick gravy. Richard had no reason to worry about insulting the villagers. Serena intended to enjoy each spoonful of the stew. No doubt, she’d scrape the last bit of gravy. For the first time, since she stepped off The Vigilant, all felt right with the world.

      Richard chuckled. “Using your finger as a crust of bread to get the last bit of stew is a compliment to the cook no matter which country you are in.”

      Richard took the empty container from her and peered inside, before turning the empty vessel over so the villagers could see they had eaten every bit. Her cheeks heated in embarrassment at her obvious gluttony. When everyone laughed, she wasn’t sure if they were laughing at her or with Richard. Either way, with her hunger sated she was ready for bed. Not even the threat of guerillas slitting her throat in her sleep would keep her awake this night.

      “The men are going to deal with their chores. I’ll help them. The sooner they are finished with the evening feeding the sooner everyone can return home. You enjoy the company of the ladies and children.”

      He stood then bowed to the ladies before following the men toward the stable. She turned her gaze back to the ladies who were now collecting their things. She waited until the one who cooked their stew came forward to reclaim her pot. Serena smiled at the nameless lady who returned the gesture tenfold. Words weren’t needed when a person shared a sincere smile of appreciation.

      All too soon the cattle were fed. The menfolk escorted their families back to their homes. The small band of her new friends faded into the dark of night. Their progress back to their homes was as quiet as when they’d approached the stable earlier. Serena stood in the stable doorway watching. The only difference now was her heart overflowed with gratitude.

      Richard cleared his throat before saying something about getting some sleep. He stood apart from her as if was afraid to get too close.

      “I hope the guerillas are somewhere else tonight,” she said.

      Richard answered, “Rodrigo says the guerillas have moved closer to Torres Vedras.”

      “Can’t we do something to help Rodrigo and his family?”

      “Williams included two rifles and some of his ammunition in the provision pack.” He looked off into the foothills before turning back to her. “Get some sleep. I am taking first watch. Before you harangue me about doing your part. I’ll wake you after midnight. Not even I can ride all day and not sleep at night.”

      She hoped to add some levity to their talk. “I would think dancing until four o’clock in the morning with ladies who step on your toes would have you well prepared to sit up all night.”

      He ignored her comment. “Go to sleep.”

      She shrugged, trying not to show her disappointment. She got as far as the stable door. Richard called her name. “Don’t take your boots off in case we have to make a run for it.”

      Such a thought was what dreams or rather, nightmares were made of. She felt her way across the stable to her bed of hay. The only sounds were the shushing of the horses and cows. For once Gertrude was quiet.

      Serena burrowed into her makeshift bed. No longer hungry, the noises did not even penetrate as she dozed off.

      Sometime during the night, she woke up. Silence. She peeped through her little hole and saw movement. Richard standing watch. All was well, for now.
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      He stood watch until Rodrigo returned to take his place. He’d told the man he didn’t have to do so, but with exhaustion nipping at his heels, Richard was grateful. He stumbled into the stable. After a quick wash at the water trough, he made his way over to where Serena had hollowed out her place to sleep and did the same. He made his place about a foot from Serena’s little cubbyhole. He didn’t want to wake up in the morning with the woman in his arms.

      Sleep was slow in coming. The thought of Serena being so near teased him with a gnawing need to curl up beside her. He’d never slept with a woman. He preferred to enjoy his lovers and bid them farewell in the dead of night. Serena was different.

      He fell asleep until a tap on the shoulder in the gray hours of the morning woke him. Half asleep, Richard rose from the hay. Rodrigo motioned for him to follow where he’d already saddle the horses and repacked Gertrude’s much lighter burden. Richard had given Rodrigo all the provisions they had not consumed. All they required for this last bit of their journey was water for them and the animals.

      The sun was rising. Time to leave. He eased his way to the side of the haystack where Serena had made her little hidey hole.

      “Rena, wake up. Sun’s up. We must be off.”

      “Go away. I need more sleep,” she muttered from her cocoon.

      “Very well, stay her and I’ll come back by this way and take you up for the return to Lisbon. Rodrigo will see to your safety. I should be back in two or three days.”

      Serena’s head popped out of the hay like a cork from a bottle of champagne. He almost laughed at the sight she made covered with hay.

      “Don’t utter one word about how I look now or later when we return home. I’ll gut you like a fish if I ever hear you’ve told anyone about this.”

      “You look adorable. I think hay is your color. Don’t worry I won’t tell anyone. No one in Town would believe me anyway. Lady Serena Preston is very high ton—never a hair out of place, dressed in the latest fashion.” The laugh he’d held back would not be harnessed. He grabbed his middle as he roared.

      To his delight, she never said another word, before wobbling off to the water trough where she tried to restore her clothes and hair. He watched her pull the sticky plant from her person with meticulous attention to each stalk. She had a way of making the mundane exciting. Was that why he was so drawn to her? She brought excitement into his life.

      She took care of her ablutions and stepped out into the pasture behind the stable for a private moment. She returned moments later with a cow following behind her much like Gertrude did on the trail.

      “Time to go,” he called to her. “We must depart now. We still have a day’s ride to the encampment. Arnold will be in the saddle trying to beat us there. Time is of the essence.”

      “Aren’t we going to say goodbye to everyone?”

      “No, we’ll be back in a day or two. I made our farewells to Rodrigo just now. He helped with the watch last night and saddled the horses this morning. Enough talk. Let’s be gone.”

      Serena threw herself into the saddle. “My aunt taught me one thanks one’s hostess for her hospitality before one departs.”

      “We’re not in England where there are rules for every instance. Now, grab Gertrude’s reins and let’s get back to our true purpose for being here.”

      He mounted his horse then waited while she dealt with Gertrude’s morning apple. When she had the donkey well in hand, he rode out of the stable.

      Without another word, she kneed her horse to move in front of Richard’s mount. Once she crested the hill, she waved her hand in the direction of the village below. “Will they be safe? What if the guerillas find out about us and how Rodrigo and the others helped us?”

      He started to lie to her, but he couldn’t. Somewhere along the way she’d become his partner. “Rodrigo wouldn’t have allowed us to enter the village if he thought the guerillas would have learned of our presence. I know one of the rules in our work is not to trust anyone, but sometimes we must. Last night was one of those times. Sergeant Williams vouched for Rodrigo and his family. His recommendation is good enough for me.”
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      By noontime, Serena’s eyes burned from the dust of the road and the unrelenting sun beating down upon her. She decided she’d never complain again about England’s gray skies and foggy mornings. The Portuguese sun sitting high in the cloudless sky assailed her head without mercy. Never had she suffered so.

      She fought the need to scream at the annoyingly constant perspiration that was either tickling her down her back or seeping down her forehead and into her eyes. Her lesson of the day was gentlemen did not have a better time of being outdoors with their beaver hats.

      She wished she had her favorite straw bonnet instead. The bonnet had a wide brim that would have protected her eyes out of the sun’s glare. The beaver’s brim did little to keep the hot sun from burning her skin. The blasted headgear was as hot as Hades.

      Richard rode ahead, never once wiping his brow or wiggling in his saddle to give aid to a bit of sweat down his back as she found herself doing at every turn. He kept watching the horizon. She assumed he was looking for any sign of Arnold’s presence. He’d said they would soon come across a patrol.

      Tired and saddle sore from riding for two days, she imagined herself back at home in her bath scented with lavender. Lost in her dream of a cool bath, she failed to note Richard had halted his mount which meant her horse did the same. Serena pitched forward into her horse’s mane. She grabbed a handful of the coarse mane to keep herself in the saddle. Serena hoped Richard hadn’t noticed her ham-handedness.

      Richard had a spyglass to his eye. “Serena, remember when you said you would do my bidding without question? Head for that grove of trees off to our right. Tie Gertrude to one of the trees so she won’t run off. Hobble your horse and hide. I’ll be at your back.”

      Urgency resonated in his voice which was good enough for her. For once, doing as he asked without argument, she rode off toward the trees, tugging Gertrude in her wake. She wanted to look back to be certain Richard was with her. Not knowing what was out on the horizon kept her moving to find a safe haven in the middle of this wilderness.

      Not a moment too soon, she reached the small cluster of trees which weren’t much bigger than the scrub bushes along the road. She jumped from the saddle, pulling Gertrude under the trees to tie off her reins on one of the tree branches.

      Richard rode under the trees before dismounting dismounted before his horse came to a full halt. He took the reins of the two horses and hobbled them near Gertrude.

      “What did you see?”

      “There is a plume of dust across there.” He pointed off to their left. “I counted ten men on horseback. Guerillas from the look of them.”

      “What if they saw us? Shouldn’t we try to out-ride them?”

      “No, the day is too hot. Neither we nor they can gallop across this wasteland. Would be fatal. I carry my spyglass for this reason. I saw them before they could see any sign of our presence. We’ll remain here until they pass us by. We’re far enough off the dirt track they won’t see us. Sergeant Williams told me there is an old Roman road just ahead. Cuts through a pass, he said. Now, crouch down out of sight. I’ll watch. Be ready to ride at moment’s notice if I’m wrong and one of those men saw us.”

      He pulled his own spyglass from his jacket pocket and trained it on the dust plume in the distance. She jerked her beaver hat off her head and ran her fingers through her short hair. For once, she was speechless. What had she been thinking to demand to come with him? She was a hindrance to his mission.

      After what seemed like forever, Richard dropped down beside her and rested his head against the tree behind them. “It was guerillas. They kept going toward Torres Vedras. The good news is they did not turn toward Malveira. We’ll water the horses and eat one of Gertrude’s apples before continuing on our way.”

      He stood, heading for the horses. She remained where she was. Still a bit shaken. Serena watched him water the animals. How did he do it? Always ready to do his duty no matter the circumstance. She’d do well to learn from his example.
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      Serena dealt with Gertrude as they made to leave their hiding spot. The sight of those barbarians in the distance terrified him not for himself but for her. What those men were capable of doing to him was nightmarish. Her fate would be Hell on earth. The vision of one of those men touching her filled him with rage. He had many a sleepless night ahead reliving the last half hour and what could have happened.

      He silently thanked Sergeant Williams for the information about the old Roman road as he came to a barely visible track. He motioned with his hand for Serena to join him. “Here’s the road I told you about. We’ll ride together. I’ll admit after that last little encounter, I’m not ready to have you out of my sight. The sergeant said at this point we are four to five hours from Wellington’s encampment. Keep your eyes open.”

      “Lead on,” she countered with a smile. “I want this business done so I can go home. I promise never to leave England again. I’ve had enough adventure.”

      Her words surprised him or rather his reaction to those words surprised him. A sense of loss washed over him. Yes, they had challenges, but he liked having her with him. She was as invested in their mission as he was.

      “You’re too good at what you do to never venture away from England again. We wouldn’t be this close to our goal without your participation. Don’t sell yourself short. You are an asset to Whitehall. Never doubt that.”

      Richard search from side to side for guerillas. Though ‘road was too grand a name for the rutted lane.

      Richard stretched forward in the saddle as she was telling him about a book she had read on Hannibal and his crossing of the Alps. He reined in and motioned for her to be quiet.

      "Shhh…I thought I heard a child cry out."

      "Sirs, help me, please help me.”

      "Did you hear that?” He pointed to a clump of bushes off the road. “Behind those bushes. Serena, stay here. If anything happens, get out of here. I’ll catch up—”

      “I will not leave—”

      “You will ride like the devil himself is at your heels. I’ll catch up as soon as I can. We have not come all this way to fail. Do exactly as I say.”

      Without waiting for her agreement, Richard turned his horse in the direction of the crying child. He approached the bushes carefully. He urged his horse one step forward and moved a section of the bush back with his foot to see a little girl dressed in what had once been a white muslin dress, cowering under the bush. What was an English child doing out in here? He scanned the horizon. No sign of humanity to be seen.

      “Sir, please forgive me.”

      Forgive her? In that moment, a brown skinned man appeared from behind another bush and lunged at him with a knife. Richard reined his horse backward, but not fast enough. The guerilla’s blade sliced across his thigh. Without any hesitation he aimed his pistol at the man’s shoulder and fired. The man’s body fell, rolling into the road.

      A shout splintered the air. Richard looked over his shoulder to see another ruffian drag Serena off her horse. The sight of the filthy man touching her filled him with rage. He kneed his horse, ignoring the pain in his leg. Before he could get to Serena, the brown-skinned heathen pulled her in front of him, grabbed her pistol from her and pointed it at her head. He shouted, but Richard was too far away to understand his words. The attacker’s words did not matter. He was going to die for touching Serena.

      The child. He motioned for her to hide. “Stay here. I will be back for you afterwards.” The little girl with tears running down her cheeks nodded and squatted behind the bush with her head down.

      Serena’s attacker dragged her back into the bushes. She shoved her feet into the dirt and made her body go limp. The barbarian couldn’t keep a grip on her and the pistol. Richard watched in horror as she rammed her foot into the attacker’s groin, bringing him down to his knees screaming. Out of patience, Richard fired at the man hitting him in the knee.

      All Richard cared about was getting to Serena. He dismounted and pulled her into his arms.

      “Richard, I’m fine. Is he dead?” She nestled her face into his chest and held on. She looked up into his eyes, her own brimming with tears. “I’m so sorry. All of this was my fault. I was watching you search for the child. I never heard him. One moment I was fine, the next I was falling. I was so scared. I froze. I forgot everything you taught me.”

      “There is nothing to forgive. This is war. People die. People live. Today you live. Thank the dear Lord, you live.”

      Perhaps she was right. Neither of them needed this life. Maybe it was time to retire to Camberley. He never wanted to experience that feeling of helplessness again. Serena was his world. That was why he went to her that night in London. He could not stay away one more moment. His heart drummed a frantic beat as the truth filled him with peace.

      “Excuse me, I know you said to stay put, but those bad men are hurt and can’t chase me anymore, can they? I’m safe now. You’ll take me back to my mama and papa, won’t you?”

      The little girl’s singsong squeaky voice broke the web of emotion surrounding them. Richard looked down to find the child tugging on his jacket. He kissed the top of Serena’s head before releasing his hold.

      Serena and smiled at the child. The child was filthy. Dressed in a what had once been a white muslin dress that would never be white again, the child was oblivious to the injured men in the road.

      “Good day, why ever are you out here with those barbarians?” Serena sat down in the dirt and motioned for the child to sit in her lap. The sight of the two together sent his heartbeat racing. He’d never seen a more enchanting sight.

      “You are lady? Dressed as man? Mama will be so jealous. She wants to wear breeches. She says dresses are a bother. Mama is always fussing about her skirts. Papa just laughs and tells her such a sight she would make. The soldiers could not handle such a sight, he says.” The adorable poppet looked from him to Serena.

      Serena tapped a finger of the tip of the girl’s nose. “No distracting me from my question. Why are you here with those men?”

      The child heaved a huge sigh and rested her head on Serena’s chest. “Mama told me to not leave our tent, but I so wanted Dolly to watch Papa and the soldiers ride for Wellie. I only walked into the meadow. Not far at all.” The child’s singsong voice shattered the death knell that permeated the air around them. “Have you ever done something you shouldn’t?”

      Serena laughed and nodded. “Yes indeed, his lordship has many a tale about my misadventures. He’s my knight in shining armor who always rescues me. Now he is your knight as well.”

      “We are on our way to meet your General Lord Wellington.” She rose to her feet. “Now for introductions. May I present Richard, Viscount Weatherington? We have been friends since I was not much older than you. I am Lady Serena Preston. You may call me Serena. Our circumstances are so extraordinary we can ignore all those stuffy rules of Society, don’t you think? Now, what is your name?”

      “I am Miss Arabella Carlton. My papa is Colonel Howard Carlton of the 95th Rifles. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. Lady Serena, my mama would be most put out with me if I called you by your Christian name.” The child dropped into a most proper curtsey. Serena laughed and dropped into an awkward curtsey in return. Her gesture filled Richard with love for the funny woman. His woman.
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      “Are the bad men dead?” Arabella asked as she looked back at the two bodies lying in the dirt.

      Serena wrapped her arms around the small body and hugged. “No, they are hurt but they have friends who will come looking for them which means we must make haste in leaving this place. We need to take you back to your mama and papa.”

      She extended her hand to the child. The little girl slowly reached forward and laid her hand in Serena’s hand with a sigh. The child pulled on her hand. “He is bleeding. Who will tend to him? Mama says, when I get hurt, she must clean the sore place, so I can heal.”

      Serena turned around to see Richard standing behind them with a sheepish look on his face. A splotch of dark blood stained his breeches. She cried out and fell to her knees to examine his thigh.

      “Serena, I am fine. We should ride hard. You can bandage my wound later. You’re right, we must leave before their friends show up.”

      Before she could say a word, Richard boosted Serena into her saddle. Richard handed the child to her before mounting his own horse. “I’ll take Gertrude’s reins. You deal with the child. I’m certain you are the better person to deal with her concerns.” Richard smiled at the little girl. “Miss Arabella, do you know where you are? Can you guide us to your mama and papa?”

      She looked around the hills and down the road before answering in an excited voice, “My lord, I’m not sure.”

      “Can you help us find the encampment?”

      Looking around her once again, she pointed to a hill in the distance. “I remember that mountain. We walked over the top and I couldn’t see our tent anymore,” she answered with a wobbly bottom lip. Serena held her and showered an angry glare on Richard.

      “Richard, we can find the encampment. Leave her be.”

      Arabella pushed away from her and straightened up. “Mama says I am a good soldier. Papa taught me my numbers and letters and I can read Bible verses by myself. I am a big girl.”

      She pointed to the hills. “That one, the tallest one. This road runs between that mountain and the one beside it. Our camp is on the other side,” she said with confidence.

      He said a silent prayer of thanks that they would not have to climb another hill.

      Richard led the way. Soon the only sound was Arabella’s voice as she told Serena all about her life with the army. He listened to the easy rhythm of her voice without hearing the words.

      What would it be like to have Serena and their children always around? Everyday filled with laughter and love. Because of his father’s travels, his only childhood memories of his parents revolved around holidays when they came home for a month or so. All too soon they would leave again for destinations unknown. Leaving him with Riggins, their butler, to see to his upbringing until he entered Eton.

      He found he wanted Serena and their children more than anything else in the world. He blinked as his horse sidestepped and he kneed the stallion back to center to find Serena and Arabella at his side. Serena nodded to the child who looked up at her without guile in her pale blue eyes. The child glanced back at Serena who nodded her encouragement.

      “My lord.” She bowed her head and whispered so softly, he had to lean forward to catch what she was saying. "I am very sorry that I cried so you would come and find me. The bad man said if I did not call out to you, he would hurt my mama and papa. Thinking about my mama and papa hurting made me cry. I love them both so very much."

      Richard forced his face not to give away his own emotions as he reached over and stroked her golden hair. “Arabella, there is no reason to apologize and never doubt it, you did the right thing. We must always protect our loved ones no matter what.”

      “That is what Papa says he does,” she said with grown up somberness. She took a deep breath, straightened up to her full height, and leaned forward with her arms wide. He had no choice but to lift her away from Serena and accept the sweetest kiss he could ever remember receiving on his cheek. He ignored the smile on Serena’s face as he settled the little girl in front of him.

      He cleared his throat and motioned to the rutted way ahead. “I wager we will be eating good English cooking this night with a glass of wine. Time to make haste, my new little friend. Miss Carlton, hold on tight and we will ride like the wind."

      “My papa calls me Bella.”

      Flummoxed again by this tiny pocket baggage, Richard did not know what to say. His state was not lost on a laughing Serena. The hoyden dug her heels into the horse’s sides and cantered off. Time to bring this mission to a conclusion. Time to call on Wellington and Miss Carlton’s frantic parents.

      “Hurry, milord,” Bella cried. “Mama’s shepherd’s pie is the best!”

      He grinned and clicked his tongue to spring his horse forward. He would not be the last one at the dinner table this night.
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      Serena kept watch for any sign of a creek or river. Despite what he said, she knew tending to Richard’s wound was what had to be done as soon as possible. They were in the shadows of the first mountain when she noticed an oasis of greenery in the distance. Without consulting Richard, she struck out for that lush spot. To her delight, she found a stream of running water with trees lining the banks.

      Richard came behind her wearing a fierce scowl. She’d sit and allow him to lecture her on her impulsive behavior without complaint as long as he sat still so she could clean his wound and bandage it with one of her cravats. Serena dismounted and reached up to take Arabella from him. The child moved out of her arms and stood to the side.

      Richard moved to dismount, but Serena stopped him. “Wait, I’ll help you down.” She didn’t know if she was relieved or worried when he didn’t argue with her.

      Slowly he managed to dismount and land on his uninjured leg. A hiss cut through the calm of the late afternoon. Serena grabbed him as he continued to slide downward. His face was devoid of color and his jaw jutting out in concentration.

      “Lean on me. I’ll get you under the trees. I’ll tend the animals and fetch water.”

      They managed to get him to a tree where he fell. She motioned for Bella to join them. The child ran over and took her place beside the Richard.

      “Bella, I need your help. I must go to the stream and fetch fresh water to tend to Richard’s wound. I need you to remain here with him. I’ll give you my bag to look through my cravats until you find one that will suffice for his bandage. When I return, we will deal with his cut together. Can you do this for me?”

      “Yes, I help mama all the time. We cut bed linens into bandages for the surgeons before the soldiers go into battle.”

      “Excellent. Richard be good or Bella will call out and I’ll come running.”

      She made her way to the stream, filled the water pouch, and hurried back to Richard and Bella. The little girl had one of Serena’s cravats laid out on Richard’s chest.

      “Did Rodrigo happen to give you a bottle of his homemade port?”

      Richard glared at her. “He did. Look in my bag. The bottle is on top.”

      She found the bottle and handed it to him. “You may want to take a couple of swallows before I start.”

      Richard said nothing. He did partake of the liquor quite liberally before nodding he was ready for her to proceed. Bella knelt at her side and watched as Serena cleaned the wound. Richard hissed and growled as she prodded his flesh looking for any threads from his breeches which could later cause an infection. She found several threads and removed them. The third time she did so, Richard lost consciousness.

      Bella stayed at her side and never flinched. Serena couldn’t say the same. Each time she penetrated Richard’s flesh she wanted to run away from the task. Only sheer willpower kept her from doing so.

      Serena took the knife from her boot and cut the cravat into several pieces. The largest she folded into a bandage and placed over the wound. Two other pieces were used as ties to hold the bandage in place. He needed stitches but she had neither thread nor needle.

      Richard remained insensible which meant they would not be moving on until he woke. She smiled at Bella. “You were amazing. Your mama and papa must be so proud of you. You have courage. I’m proud to call you my friend.”

      The child glanced at Richard. “Will he heal? Mama says injuries are very dangerous out here.”

      “Your mama is right. I’m going to lay my jacket on the ground beside him. You can rest too.” She removed her jacket and spread it beside Richard.

      With tears running down her cheeks, little Bella laid down, using his uninjured thigh for a pillow. Serena moved to take the child in her arms but at that instant, Richard opened his eyes and looked down at the distraught child. "Little one, there is nothing to fear. I am fine. Serena does this for me all the time.” He drew her into his good arm with a squeeze of her shoulder. He looked into her eyes with fervor. “You are safe with us. We are within shouting distance of the camp. I could not continue without Serena tending my wound. I would not be surprised if we do not see a patrol passing by soon. Maybe your papa and his men. You will be in your mama's arms by nightfall."

      "Milord, I am not worried about me. I am worried about you and your wound. Lady Serena is right. Wounds are dangerous. Mama says so. You must live to be a papa. You will be a great papa, just like my papa.”

      "How did you become so clever?"

      "My papa says I am a babe with the soul of an old woman. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      "I think your papa is right, my tiny wise one. Now, let's both close our eyes and rest for a few minutes. Once we wake, we will go find your papa.”

      Bella yawned and curled into his good side and rested her head on his chest.  Tears welled in Serena’s eyes as she watched them sleep. She had never seen a more peaceful pose.

      Serena left the pair sleeping to take the horses and Gertrude to the stream. The animals drank their fill of water. She took her knife and cut a sturdy branch. Stripping the stick of all vegetation to create a walking stick for Richard.

      Not bad for a pampered society miss who’d never left England. Surrounded by footmen and maids who saw to it that her every desire was granted before she voiced her wish in some instances. Not bad at all.
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      Richard, awakened by the incessant buzzing of a honeybee near his ear, watched Serena strip the leaves and small branches from a tree branch. He smiled. The minx was making him a walking stick.

      “Milord, do you want me to fetch Lady Serena.” Bella popped up.

      “No, poppet, she’s just over there. See her? She’ll return to us in a moment or so. I feel better already. No need to worry.”

      Serena looked over in their direction. After she stripped a few more bits from the limb, she headed back. “I led the horses to the stream. They enjoyed the water. All three are now saddled and ready to go when you are.”

      “You made me a walking stick I see. Most inventive of you, my dear.”

      “Lady Serena, I like your walking stick. When we return to camp, I think I’ll make one for Papa. He says his bones are getting too old to ride out all day chasing Frenchies. He’s as old as his lordship here.”

      Richard started to debate the issue of his age with the child, but the sound of Serena’s laughter washed over him erasing any thought of a discussion of his age. He loved her laugh.

      “Well, ladies what say we continue our journey. If Sergeant Williams was correct and Bella here has us going in the right direction, we should run across a cavalry patrol at any time.”

      He sucked in a deep breath and made to stand. Serena reached around him to help him stand.

      He grabbed the walking stick and motioned for the ladies to precede him. “I’m fine. Let’s be off,” he said, trying to inject a jovial tone in his voice.

      Bella succumbed and skipped over to the animals while Serena gave him a skeptical look. She wasn’t buying his display of bravado for one moment. He hobbled over and with her help managed to get into the saddle. Bella stood to the side and waited until he was ready to take her up.

      “Bella, perhaps this time you should ride with me,” Serena suggested.

      “I must take care of his lordship. He was hurt because of me.”

      Serena turned her gaze on him. “What do you think? Can you manage the horse and Bella?”

      Richard smiled or at least he hoped the grimace on his lips resembled a passable smile. “Of course, I need my favorite girl with me. She’ll call out if I need your help. Won’t you, Miss Carlton?”

      “Promise. I’ll watch over him every second.”

      Serena gave in and handed the child up to him. He’d never admit it but having the child in his arms did make him feel better. Serena watched him for a moment. “Give me your promise you’ll go slow and take no chances.”

      “You have my vow I’ll not do anything to put this sweet child at risk. Now, shall we be off? Time to get this angel home to her mama,” Richard replied as he turned his mount out on to the old Roman road.

      After about an hour, Richard pulled back on the reins to halt his horse. Serena rode up beside him. He pointed to the way ahead as it widened and smaller ruts grew into larger craters.

      “A good sign we are close to camp,” he commented. “Good thing we have the little miss along to steer us in the right direction.”

      Bella slept. Her head rested in the crook of his good arm. The child was all done in. No doubt the little one was used to the constant noise of soldiers coming and going. He could share what the child had told him with Serena and not worry about waking the girl.

      Serena reached over and smoothed the little girl’s hair. “I tremble at the thought of what could have happened to her.”

      “At last”—Richard pointed to a cloud of dust in the distance. “we’ve been saved.”

      “How do you know those are our soldiers?” Serena demanded.

      “Listen, do you not hear the bugle call? Only an Englishman can ride in the saddle while he plays a bugle one handed. Also look at the colors of the flag at the front of the column. I believe we may be rescued by Bella’s father. Those colors are those of the 95th Rifles if I’m not mistaken.”

      He jostled Bella to wake her. The child rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The bugler blew another call to them.

      That sound brought a smile to the child’s lips. “Papa! Papa!”

      He had never seen a more beautiful sight as the Union Jack and the guidon pennant with its green and white colors of the 95th Rifles waving in the wind as the column approached.

      “As I said, it appears we are rescued.” He grinned as the little girl bounced on his lap as the column drew nearer. His heart swelled to overflowing when the officer at the head of the column raised a hand in greeting. Bella waved back for all she was worth. At least, this child would be able to go to bed tonight with both her parents hearing her prayers, tucking her under the bedcovers and kissing her.

      Maybe, it was time to move on. Maybe, it was the perfect time for Serena to become his other half.
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      Serena watched as the column of soldiers drew near. The lead rider broke from the ranks and raced toward them. He wore the green and black of the 95th Rifles, but it was the look in this man’s blue eyes that bore irrefutable proof his child was in Richard’s arms. The colonel pulled back on his horse and drilled each one of them with a cold stare. His gaze settled on Bella lastly. Tears filled his eyes and slid down his cheeks.

      This man may be a tough military man, but at that moment, he was a father who loved his child. To be in the presence of such affection was humbling. Serena realized she wanted to feel that fierce love.

      “It would seem we have found someone who wants to be given a bath, a scold and a surfeit of kisses,” Serena said with a smile.

      Richard moved up beside the colonel’s horse, so the scamp could jump into her father’s arms. Parent and child held on to each other without speaking.

      Colonel Carlton drew back from his daughter’s embrace and took her face into his hands and looked down into her eyes.

      “Arabella Jane, after your mama and I recover from the fright your abduction caused, you will be punished for whatever part you had in this nightmare.” He held her as if he would never let her go.

      “You will not be able to punish me if you squeeze the breath out of me.” Bella complained.

      Her father loosened his grip and laughed.

      “Mama would never forgive you. Can we go home, Papa?”

      “Excellent idea, poppet, but first you must introduce me to your rescuers.”

      The man extended his hand around his daughter’s body. “Colonel Howard Carlton, 95th Rifles.”

      Bella plowed ahead. “Papa, this is Lady Serena and Lord Richard. She dresses as a man like you but is really a girl. Lord Richard tries to be stern with her, but I know he really loves her.”

      Carlton gave Richard a hard look as if he were trying to take his measure. Only after a moment’s pause, the officer nodded. “My lord, no need for introductions. We met in London last year. We had drinks at White’s with Captain Lord Abingdon. You are with Whitehall, are you not?” The two men shook hands before the colonel turned his gaze upon herself.

      Howard Carlton’s eyes grew large. With a jerk of his head, he looked back and forth between her and Richard. The officer burst out laughing. “Captain Lord Abingdon’s little sister? The bluestocking who is too stubborn for her own good?”

      “The one and the same. Although, I wish to take exception to my buffleheaded brother’s description.”

      Carlton looked Richard’s way. “You are about to provide us with much entertainment, my lord. Abingdon will be most surprised to see you and apoplectic at the sight of his sister. I would not miss this reunion for anything in the world.”

      Arabella grabbed her father’s face with both hands as he had done to her earlier to get his attention. “Papa, I got Richard stabbed.”

      “My lord, please tell me she did not witness such.”

      “Colonel, it is a long story and we will tell you all that we know but first my priority is to reach Wellington in all haste. I have information the general needs at the soonest moment by order of the Home Secretary.”

      “He and his command staff are walking a section of what will become his First Line. I’ll send a rider ahead to alert him of your arrival. His staff will summon you once he returns.”

      After he’d seen to sending a messenger back to the encampment, Colonel Carlton gave the order for the formation to return to camp. He followed along with Bella in his arms and Richard and Serena following behind.

      Once the column broke through the picket lines of their encampment, the colonel motioned one of his subordinates to assume command of the column. Carlton veered off while his column of soldiers continued to the lower valley.

      Once clear of the dust of the column, Colonel Carlton stopped and waited for the others to join him. “Lady Serena, I insist you billet with my family for the evening. There are extra cots for you to use during your stay. I am sure the general will agree with me on the matter. My lady wife will ring a peal over me should I not see to this. Don’t tell the general but I fear her more than him.”

      Serena bit back a chuckle and nodded in agreement. “Thank you for the invitation. I will try to not be a bother.”

      “Lord Weatherington, you and I will stay with my officers. There is always an empty cot with patrols coming and going. It will not be a problem to find a bed. After your journey, I’m certain you will appreciate a cot over the hard ground.”

      Richard rode with Serena behind Howard Carlton into the trees toward a city of white tents. Arabella and her father spoke in hushed tones. Richard couldn’t make out what was being said. Bella would just look around her father’s body at Serena and with a sigh turn back around to resume her conversation. The child was indeed an adult in a diminutive body.

      They would have to talk to the child and everyone they encountered including his best friend who would not take their current situation well. His aches and pains would make him an easy target for Thorne to kill. He didn’t have strength left to deal with his friend’s fists. Maybe Wellington would protect him but eventually he’d come across Thorne without anyone to protect him.

      The colonel came to a halt. He turned to say something but never uttered a word as a scream echoed through the encampment. Every head swung toward the sound. A woman who could only be Bella’s mother ran toward them with her skirts hiked up above her knees. She did not stop until she barreled into the side of her husband's horse and reached for her little girl.

      The heretofore self-possessed Arabella fell into her mama's arms crying. It was apparent that the child’s talkativeness came from her mother. The pair of them cried and consoled each other. The colonel’s wife talking just as rapidly as her little girl.

      Richard spared a glance in Serena’s direction to find her watching the reunion with what he thought was wistfulness. An interesting reaction that.

      Mrs. Carlton leaned away from Arabella and looked at them with gratitude in her eyes. “I am assuming you are the ones I must thank for rescuing my baby. Once I hear the whole story of what happened, I know I will be reduced to hysterics. Right now, I want to savor her return. I will always be in your debt.”
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      The colonel dismounted and lifted Arabella up into his arms while he held his wife to his other side and faced them.

      “From the looks of that bloody cravat, I will need to change your bandage, get you both fed and freshened up. Arabella, run ahead and tell Jedediah to start boiling the water and to set out the table for dinner.”

      Richard watched in amazement as the spritely little girl, no worse for wear from her experiences, scampered away calling for their houseman at the top of her lungs.

      “I will take her normally rambunctious manner to mean she was not harmed in any way?” Mrs. Carlton asked.

      Howard Carlton pulled his wife into his arms. He held her for a moment before speaking. “I talked to her on the ride back about what happened. The men who took her will haunt her nights for a while I would suspect but we will be close at hand to comfort her.”

      Richard felt a twinge of envy. To have Serena to share his life. To deal with the day to day ups and downs. At that moment, he wanted to have all that the colonel had. With Serena. Would she accept his troth? Most likely not, since she now knew of his work for Whitehall and the important role she could play.

      Carlton continued. “She does know she was wrong to leave the camp and has promised to never do so again.” The colonel turned toward the rows of tents and started walking. “My only concern is she will forget the horror of the last night and today and drift away again. I forget she is just a little girl. Growing up on a battlefield is not right. After we take care of our guests, we must talk about her future."

      “Well, we have other matters to deal with at this moment. The viscount’s wound being our top priority.” Mrs. Carlton replied, ignoring her husband’s somber expression. She took Serena’s hand, while Carlton helped him navigate the rows of tents.

      The sight of Arabella looking at ease as she set the table by the fire caused him to wonder if the last hours had been a dream. The only sign the child had been abducted was the dirty white dress she wore and her sunburnt face. A cook stirred a large pot over the campfire. He didn’t care what was in that pot. He’d eat every drop of the food without complaint or criticism.

      Carlton led him to a stool beside the campfire. He sat expelling a deep breath and leaned against the tent’s center pole. The smells from the cooking pot were heavenly.

      Mrs. Carlton knelt by his side and proceeded to cut his favorite pair of Weston’s breeches to expose his bandaged thigh. “I assume this is Lady Serena’s handiwork.” She looked up at him. Her eyes somber as she unwrapped the soiled cravat bandage from around his thigh. She gingerly touched his wound. “She did a decent job cleaning the wound. You’re most fortunate she was with you.”

      “Mrs. Carlton, I hope you will keep an open mind about how we came to be here.”

      “My lord, I live in a tent in the middle of the harshest land I’ve ever seen, surrounded by soldiers some more criminals than civilized men. I follow my husband wherever the king sends him with my precious child in tow. She’s never been to England. Never met her family. If anyone has an open mind it is I.”

      Richard decided his explanation would wait until later. He hoped the colonel would be as understanding as his lady wife.

      Mrs. Carlton made quick work of cleaning the wound and sprinkling a powder on his flesh before rewrapping his thigh one more time. “You need stitching, but that will wait until after your bath. I keep a pot of water on the fire when my husband is on patrol. The lady will make use of my bathing tub first. We’ll get the baths out of the way.” She stood and smiled down at him. “You must be hungry. I do have a broth simmering. A bowl should tide you over until we eat. Are you interested?”

      “Mrs. Carlton, I promise if you would share your broth with us, I’ll be in your debt for the remainder of my days.”

      The lady laughed. “What if I add a slice of fresh bread? Will you arrange an audience with the king?”

      Serena joined them. “If he won’t, I will.”

      Mrs. Carlton smiled at her and waved her into the tent. “Well, Lady Serena, your bath awaits. Once you wash and are dressed, Arabella is next. We’ll be eating stew within the hour if we don’t dawdle.”
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      Mrs. Carlton shooed Serena off into the family’s tent where a metal tub sat in the middle of the space with tendrils of steam rising from the water's surface. Serena who had a slipper shaped bathing tub in her dressing room at Hanover Square, did not think she had ever seen such a welcoming sight as that crude metal tub. Most likely doubling as a laundry tub on wash day.

      She laid out her clean clothes and disrobed. She could not stop the groan of pleasure that escaped her lips as she stepped in and wedged her body into the tub. Her legs folded at the knees. Serena wished she could stay in the water for at least a day, but knew she had to be quick. She washed her hair and rinsed it with the pail of clean water sitting by the tub. She dressed in her clean clothes and left the tent.

      Richard stiffened as she approached. He’d remained by the campfire. The Carltons stood a few feet away whispering to each other. From their demeanor she assumed the couple were arguing.

      Mrs. Carlton stopped talking to her husband and called for Bella to come to her. The mother and daughter disappeared into the bath tent. The colonel went to sit beside Richard by the fire. She wanted to join them but being back with people who knew the correct and proper way she should behave disturbed her peace of mind. Strange how she never felt odd in her male trappings but now she wished she’d donned one of her day gowns.

      Bella came over and sat beside her while Richard took his turn to bathe and the colonel as well. Everyone clean and refreshed sat at the table and ate the best rabbit stew she’d ever tasted. Bella barely ate her stew before she slumped against her mother sound asleep. Her papa carried her to bed. Serena wished her papa was near, to wrap his arms around her. What a joy to feel that safe again would be.

      After dinner, Colonel Carlton left taking Richard with him to see if word had come when Wellington would return. She found herself alone by the campfire with his wife. It was obvious the other woman had planned their coze with military precision. She told Jedediah to make use of the bath water. The boy didn’t have to be told twice.

      “Now, we ladies are alone. Why don't you tell me why you, a lady of good breeding, would take on such a dangerous undertaking?” The lady drew a breath and seemed to force her mouth to remain closed though it was obvious she had more she wanted to say.

      “I will use Lord Weatherington’s succinct manner of speech. Middle of the night. Him. Crawling through my window. Assisted in capture of traitor. Man escaped. Followed to Lisbon. Here we are.”

      Mrs. Carlton smiled. “My lady, I understand completely. Just like a man. Few words. My husband. Same way.”

      Serena took hold of the lady’s hand. “Mrs. Carlton, please use my given name, Serena. I know we have only just met, but the one lesson I’ve learned on this journey, is to not take a single moment for granted. I would be most unhappy if we are not friends.”

      “I would like that above all else, as well. Please call me Evelyn. You and his lordship saved my baby’s life. You both will always be part of our family from this day forward.”

      “Evelyn, I want you to know, Richard and I have not endangered your daughter’s life. The only violence we experienced in her presence was her rescue. However, there is the very real possibility that your family could be at risk by association with us. Our target is smart. He could this very minute be watching us. I want to assure you we will be leaving for Lisbon after we meet with Wellington.”

      Evelyn's mouth had not moved during Serena’s explanation. Serena admired the woman for her courage and commitment to her husband, following the drum with a child, a girl no less. She wished they could have met under different circumstances.

      Why did no one ever come into her life at the right time? Was the answer as simple as one had to take the comings and goings of one’s life as they happened and just enjoy the good times and persevere in the bad times?

      “I must say, I was not expecting such a response when I asked the question. The thought of you traveling across Portugal with Lord Richard, without a proper chaperone and wearing men’s clothes shouldn’t surprise me. I’ve seen much in my time here I’ve found unbelievable.”

      Serena could only smile. Evelyn Carlton was a strong woman who she envied. No doubt the lady held her own with her husband.

      “What do you say to borrowing one of my day gowns and returning to your true self. I don’t believe you want to shock the general. Wear the gown for your interview with him and for the remainder of your stay in camp. I have an old riding habit you can wear back to England. You may have come to us without a chaperone, but I can assure you you’ll not return home without a lady at your side. Your brother will see to it.” The lady patted her hand. “Besides, the viscount seems to be taken with you. It will not hurt for the man to be reminded you are a woman. You may bewitch him so that he demands to marry before your departure. Bella would be over the moon at such an occurrence.”

      “I agree. As it is the general will be most unhappy with my presence here. Better to dress the part of a lady to ease his ire. My brother will be the one who will be most difficult regarding my circumstance.”

      Evelyn patted her hand. “Don’t you fret about the menfolk. I may have only just met you, but I can tell you know how to deal with the men in your life. Now, tell me what will be worn in the ballrooms this season? Would love to know a bit of gossip before the other officers’ wives. I’ll be invited to take tea every afternoon for at least a fortnight once the other officers’ wives learn I’ve a visitor from London.”

      Serena shared all the latest news about hemlines and bodices. She dredged up the details of a few of the more infamous scandals being talked about in the drawing rooms during afternoon calls. She’d not enjoyed a coze so much since her first season.

      She wanted all of this. Friends to while away an hour with chatting, a family to nurture and cherish and perhaps her dearest wish was to have a husband not just any man but Richard Weatherington. There she’d acknowledged what she’d refused to admit for four years. The only question remained would she succumb to Richard’s demand to marry knowing he had no intention of keeping her by his side. She knew the man was wedded to his country.

      Evelyn looked to the sleeping tent. “Forgive me for my poor manners, but I must see to Bella. After the day she’s had she may have bad dreams. I think it best if I join her. The men should return soon. I assume you want to hear what they have learned.”

      “No need for an apology. Your child must always come first. You are right that I wish to hear what Richard has learned. As for borrowing one of your dresses, I must decline. I have two gowns in my valise.”

      “As it should be.” Evelyn hugged her and left her sitting by the fire. Without Evelyn to talk to she grew bored. A chill ran down her back. The only time she ever had that sensation was when Percy Arnold was nearby, in London and Lisbon, and the day he ambushed them. He was here. She believed that with all her being.

      Serena looked around expecting to see the assassin stepping out of the shadows. No such luck. Two men did come from the darkness, Richard and Colonel Carlton. Part of her wanted to run over and throw herself into Richard’s arms. She took one step forward before she realized the foolishness of her thoughts.

      The men joined her at the campfire. She didn’t miss the smile on Richard’s lips. The man knew what she’d almost done. No doubt he relished the sight of her almost losing control of herself. Perhaps she should give him something to think about. Evelyn’s suggestion to wear one of her gowns would do.
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      Richard sat beside Serena while Carlton remained standing. The officer was clearly torn between being a good host and wanting to go to his wife and child.

      “Colonel, I’m certain you are eager to be with Bella. Please, go to them. Richard will tell me all.” Serena waved the man off to the sleeping tent.

      Richard took her hand and kissed it. “Well done, my dear. The man has been a consummate officer seeing to every introduction along the way, but I know he wanted to be here.”

      “Yes, a gentleman who does his duty with honor. You of all men can understand. Now, what did you discover?”

      “Wellington is due back at any moment. His staff sent a rider out to inform him we are here. Captain Lord Abingdon is riding with him.”

      “Thorne will not kill you. I’ll explain how we came to be together. He’s the reason I agreed to help Moreham and he knows it. Rather hypocritical of him to take offense when all we are doing is our safeguarding our country. He can’t have it both ways.”

      “I like that explanation. Let’s see if your brother allows you time to explain before he draws his sword and runs me through.”

      “I don’t think worrying about Thorne’s opinion or actions is our problem at the moment.” Serena muttered as she looked over her shoulder. “He’s here.”

      “Did you see him?”

      “No, just a feeling. A tingle down my back. I know he is here. He’s watching us. Perhaps we should decline the Carltons’ invitation for me to sleep with the ladies tonight. I don’t want Arnold to hurt them. The family has suffered enough. We both know he’ll not allow anyone to get in his way. Not us or a six-year-old girl. Until he is captured, no one is safe.”

      Richard wished he could tell her she was wrong, but he could not. Carlton had arranged for him to sleep in a tent where the officers were out on a week-long patrol. No one would ever know a woman was in the tent with him. All that remained was to convince Carlton. He had a feeling when they voiced their fears the colonel would be more than happy to put distance between his family and Serena.

      He nodded his agreement. “Very well, we’ll talk to the colonel.” The words were barely out of his mouth when Carlton emerged from the tent where Bella slept.

      Serena stood as the officer approached. “I’ll speak with Evelyn.”

      Carlton watched her walk away before turning back to give him his full attention. “Something’s happened.”

      “Serena thinks Arnold is lurking in the shadows tonight. We are in agreement that she should remain with me rather than risk your wife and child. Arnold would slit their throats without hesitation. We both think if we stay together, he’ll leave your family alone. There’s been enough pain and suffering today.”

      Carlton cursed. “My wife will not like this turn of events. She sees herself as Lady Serena’s chaperone. Women have their own code of honor. She will not give in easily to your suggestion.”

      “That’s why Serena is talking to her. Give them a few moments.”

      A subaltern approached the fire, snapped to attention and saluted the colonel. The junior officer handed Carlton a slip of paper.

      Carlton read the note and dismissed the junior officer with a wave of his hand. “Interesting. The duty officer sent the note to tell us Wellington has been detained and will not arrive back at his headquarters until morning.

      “The general has ordered his staff to provide any assistance you require. I’ll ask the duty officer to arrange for a tent closer to the headquarters billets. More roving foot patrols in that area. If you’re right and Arnold is in the encampment, not even he would venture into the staff’s billeting area. Those guards shoot first leaving no reason to ask questions. Brutally efficient.” Carlton pulled a piece of paper and lead pencil from his inside jacket pocket and wrote a note that he handed to the courier. “I asked for a detail to escort the two of you to the tent. There’ll be a guard posted at the front and back of the tent. Would be best if Serena said little. No need for the guards to know she’s a lady.”

      “My thanks, this will be better for all concerned.”

      The sight of Evelyn Carlton bearing down on them caused him to wonder if his words were premature. Carlton moved to intercept his wife who glared up at him. The colonel raised his hands in the universal sign of surrender.

      “I understand you intend to take an unmarried lady to whom I owe a debt of gratitude to a tent for the night.” She growled through clenched teeth. “She may be an agent of the Crown, but she is a lady and you are honor bound to protect her at all costs. I want you to know I’m severely put out with you for risking her reputation since the moment you left London. Yes, I know all. She just told me her presence here was her own doing. Know this, my lord, in the morning she will come back to my tent and don a dress and bonnet for your meeting with the general. On that I will have your word.”

      “I’m your servant, Mrs. Carlton, you have my word. I’ll escort Lady Serena back to you personally.” He clicked his heels and bowed.

      Serena came out of the tent, motioning for Mrs. Carlton. “Bella is awake and asking for you. She had a bad dream.”

      The Carltons rushed over and disappeared into the tent. All thought of his and Serena’s sleeping arrangement faded away for the worried parents. For an instant, Richard wished he and Serena had a little girl, no maybe two little girls and a couple of boys of their own. This business of having her so near did wreak havoc on his resolve to remain unmarried.

      The mission was almost over. Before the sun set again, they would speak with Wellington. Back to Lisbon, another journey through the Channel to London. Why could he not just pursue Serena and win her hand in marriage? Other fellows did the deed every day. Those gentlemen made the chase seem easy. The ladies wanted to be married. Why did he and Serena have such a hard time? So deep in thought, he jumped when Serena nudged his arm.

      “Our escort is here.” She nodded to the three soldiers standing at the ready with bayonets fixed. “Shall we?”

      The sergeant of the escort took control and positioned them each behind a soldier while he brought up the rear. They looked more like prisoners being taken to jail than emissaries from Whitehall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Percy watched Weatherington and Lady Serena still dressed as a man leave the 95th Rifles officer billeting area with an armed escort. No doubt, they would be housed in one of the tents earmarked for staff officers. In other words, he would not be able to reach them. To breech the picket lines around the general’s headquarters meant certain death. Those guards took their work very seriously.

      After two days of nothing but bread and cheese, he wished he had a bowl of whatever it was they had been eating earlier. No decent food was in his future. He would be lucky if he managed to escape with his life after he killed Wellington. Surrounded by thousands of soldiers brought home the reality of his chance of success and escape to France.

      A couple of soldiers told him Wellington and his staff officers were not in camp. The officers were expected back at any time. No doubt, Weatherington would be summoned to the great man’s tent. Another wrinkle in his plan. All he could do was wait for an opportunity. He was good at waiting however long it took to accomplish his aim.
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      Richard turned toward the sound of the tent flaps being thrown back. Who was that lady? He must look like a trout on a silver platter with his open mouth and bugged-out eyes at the sight of Serena once again in a gown. Assuredly, it had not been that long since he had seen her in a dress. To be exact, the last time had been seven days previously at Moreham’s little dower house. When she had worn a gown of the finest white muslin with small flowers embroidered on the skirt. The gown she now wore was much simpler. After five days of seeing her in breeches, the sight of her in the simple day gown of white muslin sent blood rushing through his veins. she’d never looked lovelier.

      Evelyn Carlton spoke first. “I did not realize what beauty hid under those old dusty breeches and shirt. I do like your hair.”

      Richard knew he had to say something. He rose to his feet, moved to Serena’s side and drew her forward.

      “Mrs. Carlton is correct about how beautiful you are. A fact I forgot since we started our journey together. The gown is a nice reminder.”

      Richard dropped her hands and took a step back to render his best bow.

      “Thank you, my lord, you are indeed silver-tongued this morning.” She leaned forward and whispered, “There is also a pocket in my skirts for my pistol.”

      Richard laughed at her interest in such novelties. Before he could speak, Bella threw herself between them and hugged Serena around her knees.

      “Lady Serena, you are the most beautifulest lady I have ever seen.” The little girl’s eyes got huge and she turned back to her parents. “Oh! Mama! You are the most beautifulest mama!”

      The adults laughed at Bella’s effort to be diplomatic. The warmth of the affection they shared filled him with hope.

      “Colonel.”

      Richard jerked his head around to see a subaltern holding out a piece of foolscap to Howard Carlton. The colonel read the message before returning the salute and dismissing the lad. “The general has returned. I am to take you to him at once.”

      Serena nodded in the direction of the headquarters tents. “I need to borrow a bonnet from Evelyn. I don’t want to shock the general’s sensibilities. I will follow along in a minute.”

      “You are not fooling me. You want to delay your reunion with your brother as long as you can.” Richard winked.

      Her lips turned up in a playful grin. “Why would I not want to be reunited with my dearest brother?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe your ruinous behavior for the past week? Maybe, his mistaken belief you are a precious flower of maidenhood who sits and writes him letters every day in the safety of his father’s house. Poor Thorne is about to come face-to-face with his worst nightmare.”

      Evelyn Carlton waved her hand in Richard’s direction, dismissing his words. “No matter what the outcome of your meeting, you must return here. Don’t allow the gentlemen to spirit you away before we can say our farewells.”

      Evelyn stood on the tip of her toes and kissed her husband on the cheek. “Howard, you will be sure to inform the general of their rescue of our baby girl.”

      Evelyn turned her attention back to Serena. “Arabella has always been a favorite of his. She calls him Wellie. He loves the sobriquet. I suppose it is badly done of us to not put a stop to such a silly nickname, but we have learned not to worry about trivialities. Very well, off you all go to serve King and Country.”

      Carlton kissed his wife and child before leading the way up the hill to the headquarters’ conclave of tents. Both men remained silent as they wove their way through the rows of small white tents and campfires. Richard looked behind him expecting to see Serena and Jedediah hurrying to catch up. How long did it take for a lady to don a bonnet and tie a bow?
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      Serena drew back the flap of the Carlton’s tent. The interior was dark. The only light was the sunlight shining into the ten from behind her which was enough to see the traveling chest where Evelyn had laid out her poke bonnet for Serena to use. Once she stepped into the tent and the tent flap closed, she was enveloped in darkness.

      Serena misjudged the location of the chest by a couple of steps and ran into the object and stubbed her big toe. “Ouch!” She sat down on the chest and rubbed her injured digit before reaching for the bonnet.

      “Put the offensively plain thing on your head. Time’s wasting. Weatherington is telling all. We must make haste.”

      Arnold.

      She took her time tugging the bonnet on her head and tying a little bow under her ear. She knew he was behind her from the sound of his voice. She needed a better sense of his location. “Mr. Arnold. I had forgotten about you.”

      “My lady, I am hurt at your disregard. I arrived before you and your swain. Saw you with Carlton and his brat. Have spent the last day watching you socialize with the colonel’s wife. You seem to be getting on like a house on fire. Has anyone ever told you that you live a very droll life?”

      He was directly behind her. The man mostly likely had a pistol at her back. She had to get him out of the tent. They could not go out the front or the others would be in danger. The thought of Arabella witnessing another violent act filled her with determination. She had to think fast to come up with a way to not have that happen. She needed time.

      “No, as a matter of fact, I have been told I am a most lively lady with a vivid imagination. I am rather proud of that imagination.” She hoped he would not realize she was rambling. To her, she sounded like a ninny.

      “You may have caused my plans to be altered, but in the end, I am exactly where I intended to be all along.”

      “Here with me?”

      “No, you empty-headed twit. Here, as in Wellington’s encampment. I am mere moments away from assassinating the great man. Securing Napoleon’s victory and conquest of Europe.”

      The metal of his pistol nudged her spine. “I beg to differ, in my opinion, you are rather at a loss at the moment. We are in a tent with only one way out. There are thousands of soldiers on the other side of that tent flap. All I have to do is scream and more firearms than you could ever imagine will be aimed our way.”

      “Fortunately, there is another way out of the tent compliments of my blade. Now, you have stalled long enough.” Percy shoved the pistol deeper into her back. “We must make our way to the headquarters.”

      She could not stop her gasp as the man grabbed her arm and tugged her backwards off the chest. She thought of fighting him but kept silent and compliant out of concern for her friends. She stumbled behind him until he pulled her downward and she felt the air and saw she was indeed outside at the rear of the tent.

      Percy drew her against his body and whispered in her ear, “We are going to stroll to the headquarters enclave. Anyone gets in our way; I will shoot. Not you, you are one of those noble sorts who would relish giving your life to save others so don’t think to martyr yourself.”

      In the sunshine, she saw the Percy Arnold she’d met in Whitney’s ballroom no longer existed. Gone was the dandified gentleman. Dusty clothes and bearded face spoke of his own journey from Lisbon. He took her arm and entwined it with his free hand. She could feel his pistol pressed in her side. His fingers bit into her arm.

      “Call to Mrs. Carlton, tell her you and your escort are off.”

      She called to Evelyn as he directed. The other lady waved to her. She had to put distance between them and Evelyn.

      “My lady, you do realize you deserve this and more for leaving the drawing rooms of London. You and Weatherington have done nothing but plague my endeavor from the start. Your actions have led to my loss of a hefty dowry. From my view, you are the reason I’m here. A gentleman has to make a living.

      “You are no gentleman.”

      “You wound me.” He shook his head. “I know what you are doing. This banter will not stop me from killing Wellington. Lord Richard, most assuredly, is at this very moment warning the great man of my intentions, I would have rather the commander not know, but the fact he does has no impact on my actions. I will succeed.”

      “You will not. Weatherington, my brother, or any of these men around us will kill you first.”

      “Not with you at my side. You, my lovely lady, are the means for my escape, once again.”

      “You are a coward as well as a traitor?”

      “I prefer to regard myself as a pragmatic man. Better to live another day and all that.”

      Arnold stopped, shoved her into the side of a tree, leaning lin. No one would see either of them as his clothes provided the perfect foil. A group of officers passed by them. From the bits and pieces of their conversation, the men had just left Wellington’s presence. Richard and possibly her brother, as well, would be with the general. She had to do something. All three men could die, if she did not come up with a plan soon. Percy moved them back on the path.

      “Serena?” Richard’s voice jarred her. She looked up to see him standing outside a tent holding the flap open. She watched as he spied Percy standing at her side. She saw the trepidation in his eyes.

      “My lord, what a delight to run into you and Lady Serena here. I thought I left you dead in Lisbon, then our stand-off in that grove of apple trees. Imagine my pique when you rode into camp. Getting in my way once again. You are a tiresome pair.”

      To her horror, none of the other soldiers paid any attention to Arnold’s words. The killer’s voice carried a nuance of boredom while his body against hers was taut with tension as he stared at Richard. His demeanor reminded her of how he’d behaved in the receiving line at the Whitney ball.

      The Whitney Ball? The gazebo. The steps.

      An enormous tree sat between two tents with its roots exposed, creating little steps much like the steps up to the gazebo. She tried to get Richard’s attention, but his eyes were focused on their prey who regarded Richard just as intently. She had to act. Now!

      Serena felt with her foot for a root and jammed her foot into the dirt and fell forward. Her body’s momentum wrenched her from Arnold’s grip. To her horror the man fell on top of her with his pistol still pressed against her ribs.

      She closed her eyes and waited for the pain of his bullet tearing into her body. Arnold tried to pull her back to her feet. She fought him with all her might. The only way Richard could reach them was if she kept Arnold’s attention on herself. Screaming for help, she lashed out with both feet. If nothing else, every soldier within hearing knew she wasn’t with the man of her free will.

      All would’ve have come right except for Arnold’s pistol still pressed into her side. “My lady, I tire of your company.”

      Serena summoned every bit of strength she possessed and shoved the fiend away. His pistol rang out. The hot metal of his spent pistol burned into her side. How dare the greedy no-account blighter shoot her?

      Shouts blistered the air all around her. Richard’s strident voice rang out above all others. A swarm of soldiers descended on them and pulled Arnold’s body away. Richard pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she wondered if she would have even more bruises.

      “Are you hurt? The gun went off. Where did he shoot you? Did he shoot you? Let me look.” Richard frantically ran his hands over her body.

      She could not get a word in between the rapid fire of Richard’s questions. She slapped his hands away from her body and tried to stand. Serena looked down at her pretty gown and moaned. “Richard, my gown is ruined. I only have one more dress with me.”

      “My lady, I shall see to it that the dress is replaced. I do have a bit of influence.” A disembodied voice from somewhere above her said.

      Serena looked up and leaned back in Richard’s arms to see if who she thought had spoken was indeed who had done so. Standing beside her was General Lord Wellington.

      “Richard, let me up. I cannot greet Lord Wellington sitting in the dirt!”
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      Richard put his arm under her knees and lifted her up into his arms. He did not care if the general approved or not. She was not getting out of his arms ever again. There had to be a chaplain nearby to perform a marriage ceremony. She could have another wedding in London. His mother would like that. A wedding would provide Aunt Philly with an excuse to purchase another turban for the occasion.

      The vision of her with Arnold’s pistol pressed into her side had filled him with rage. Her quick thinking to stumble saved her. He had never been prouder. The sound of the killer’s pistol discharging nearly took him to his knees. Only the knowledge he had to get to her kept him upright.

      He shifted her in his arms as she smiled at Old Hookey. Ever the charmer, the general took her uninjured bare hand and kissed it. Richard did not like the gleam in Serena’s eye at the gallant gesture. Jealousy flared. He gave the great man a pointed look.

      A surgeon arrived and leaned over Percy’s still body. The medical man shook his head. Any doubt was put to rest as the surgeon pressed his hand over Arnold’s face, closed his eyelids, one last time.

      An officer directed the removal of the would-be assassin’s body from under the tree. No one spoke a word until the body was gone from their sight. Richard tightened his grip around Serena. He knew she’d be better with Evelyn Carlton, but he couldn’t let go of her.

      Arnold’s death was a blow to their mission to expose Arnold’s compatriots. He knew it was important they’d prevented the General’s assassination, but there were still Society members committed to overthrowing the Government by any means necessary. He also knew after he and his friends rousted this band of treasonous snakes there would be another equally as committed to their cause. He’d had enough.

      He wanted to grow old with Serena. He looked down at her somber face. It was time to take his soon-to-be wife home to Camberley.

      “Thorne’s here.” Serena’s muttered warning penetrated his consciousness like a blade to the gullet.

      He watched as his best friend made his way through the gathering crowd of officers and soldiers. Richard refused to flinch as Captain Lord Abingdon resplendent in his scarlet and gold uniform took in the sight of Serena in his arms wearing the bloodied dress.

      Thorne moved forward only to be halted by Wellington. The general gave his aide de camp a slight shake of his head before motioning for Richard to come with him. “Please join me in my tent. My surgeon can attend the lady’s scratches while we sort out the situation. I am sure Weatherington’s tale will take a while to tell. Colonel Carlton, would you send for your lady to serve as Lady Serena’s chaperone?”

      Wellington led the way, while Thorne fell in step behind him. His best friend did not speak to him. Serena reached out with her good hand and touched her brother’s face and smiled. Richard sat her down on a chair next to the general’s desk. He remained standing behind her chair with his hand on her shoulder. When Thorne moved forward, Richard waved him away. Carlton laughed. Even Wellington chuckled.

      “You both look like two cockerels poised to fight over a hen,” Serena observed.

      “Abingdon, tell the officer of the day we are not to be disturbed.” Wellington turned his attention to them. Richard had been in the man’s presence before. Still, the viscount’s intent gaze was always a surprise. He felt that stare to the depths of his soul. No one else had ever had such an effect on him. Not even his father.

      Wellington motioned for everyone to take a seat. “Colonel Carlton’s report stated you are an emissary from Sir Perceval, my lord. I am most curious how you and your lovely traveling companion came to my headquarters when you could have left a message for me with the consulate for the next dispatch.”

      A low growl came from the back of the tent signaling Thorne’s return. Wellington smiled at his aide’s reaction to his words. “You will be happy to know I will keep Abingdon from doing you bodily harm, for now.” The general spoke in a soft tone with laughter in his eyes. Richard was glad the man found their situation humorous. He was most certain neither he nor Thorne shared the legendary soldier’s sentiment.

      “A sennight ago, the Home Office detained a man named Percy Arnold. An assistant in the Quartermaster General’s Office at Whitehall. Arnold was reported to be a French sympathizer. Suffice to say, we underestimated the man and he escaped. The subsequent capture of an accomplice did identify Percy as a skilled assassin.”

      Wellington smirked. “Misguided gentlemen with more concern for their purses and way of life than for freedom. How can anyone think they would remain as they are under a French rule? What a pity the Corsican has fooled so many.”

      A swish of the tent flap and Evelyn Carlton and the surgeon entered. The general waved them into the tent then motioned for Richard to continue. The surgeon moved over to Serena while Evelyn sat down on a campstool near Carlton and Thorne.

      “The accomplice also told us you were his next target.”

      “You can add that fellow’s name to a long list of names who want to do me harm.” Wellington grinned and rolled his eyes.

      “Ah…well, we did not know when Mr. Arnold would sail for Portugal and we wanted to warn you with all expediency. We sailed on the next tide on The Vigilant.

      “Captain Fleming’s vessel. Used it myself a few times.”

      “You said we sailed?” Thorne’s voice cut through.

      Richard made ready to jump to Serena’s defense as her brother directed his attention in her direction. To her credit, she returned her brother’s stare with an equally hard glare. “Yes, I joined him. Unbeknownst to Weatherington, I boarded the ship with forged orders provided by Aunt Philly.”

      Thorne looked ready to explode. “I knew Aunt Philly had a hand in all this.”

      Richard understood all too well how frustrating Serena and her penchant for charging headlong into adventure and in this instance danger could be. It served Thorne right for leaving her with Lady Philly as a chaperone.

      Wellington reasserted his authority and waved Thorne back. “Most inventive of you, my lady. Once underway, you informed Weatherington of your presence when it was too late to return to port, I would venture.”

      “Correct, my lord. Captain Fleming refused to allow me to remain aboard his ship while Richard chased after Arnold which led me to here. I will not offer my apologies for doing so.”

      Wellington smiled at her. “I have no doubt you would’ve left the ship and followed him. I have known your aunt for many years. I can see Lady Philly’s determination in your eyes. Weatherington never stood a chance of leaving you behind.” His smile faded, his features hardened. “Mr. Arnold took you hostage when you were to make your way to my presence.”

      “Yes, he was in the Carlton’s tent. I went inside to get Mrs. Carlton’s bonnet when he grabbed me. The rest you know.”

      “Gentlemen, reports from all of you, if you please.” Wellington shot him a sympathetic look. “I can no longer keep my aide at bay. Abingdon, I have every confidence you’ll ensure they are made welcome for the remainder of their stay.” He stood, offering his arm to Serena as she stood. “I am also assuming you will be billeting with Mrs. Carlton this evening. I look forward to speaking with you in the morning at the officers’ mess for breakfast. I will be most interested to hear how you and your brother come to terms. Colonel Carlton will arrange for a mounted patrol to escort you both back to Lisbon.”

      Richard bowed, Serena curtsied before following the Carltons from the tent. A group of colonels and generals stood outside waiting to enter. As they walked away, Richard heard Wellington barking out questions one after another. The great soldier had a war to win.
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      Serena found herself in her brother’s arms the moment she stepped out of the Wellington’s tent. Thorne said nothing, just held her. It had been so long since she felt his arms around her. He still smelled of citrus, leather and sweaty horse. He had never smelled so good.

      He leaned back, his gaze sweeping her face as if he were trying to memorize her features. She didn’t care what he did as long as he held her.

      “My tent is just over there. We should adjourn there and talk.”

      Serena understood Thorne’s pique with Richard and herself. Why had she come? Thorne would not be satisfied until he had his pound of flesh. A price she was more than happy to pay.

      Father had hidden behind his orchids while Thorne ran away to serve with Wellington. Richard hid behind his work at Whitehall. She’d ran them to ground and she would have her say. Right now, she would listen to the coming lecture because she did deserve to be chastised, but she would respond. Both men in her life were about to get a first-hand accounting from a woman neither knew very well.

      Thorne led them to his tent located two tents from Wellington’s tent. He peered into the tent before waving them forward. The tent was set up for two people. Thorne motioned for them to have a seat while he lit a lantern before pulling up a campstool and sitting across from them. Serena reached across and took her brother’s hand in her grasp and squeezed.

      She almost laughed when her brother glared at Richard and said, “Weatherington, as you would say. My sister. Alone. Middle of nowhere. A sennight. Marriage. Enough said.” Thorne pointed his finger in her direction. “Do not say one word, Serena.” He spoke in clipped tones bespeaking of his anger. “You have chased Richard since you were seven years old. I told you to leave him alone, but no, you had to follow him to this God forsaken land where you could have been killed or worse. And yes, little sister there is worse than death in this place.”

      Thorne turned to Richard. “Pistols or swords?”

      Serena leaned forward and punched her dolt of a brother in his shoulder. Thorne fell off the stool. Richard grabbed her, put his arm around her and glared at her brother.

      She forced her way back around him to shake her fist at Thorne. “Thorne, are you a lackwit? Richard protected me when he could have left me behind any number of times to who knows what fate.”

      “Had he done so, even the old man would not have kept me from killing him, little sister,” Thorne rasped out between clinched teeth.

      “You are such an idiot! You challenge him to a duel for bringing me with him, only to say you would have killed him if he left me behind. Stop being such a brutish man and use your head!”

      Richard pulled her back against him. “Enough, you two. Serena needs to return to Evelyn Carlton’s tent. We can spend the remainder of our time together arguing about the future.”

      He waited for Thorne to continue blustering but to his surprise his best friend gave a slight nod.

      Richard wanted to grab the lout in a bear hug for backing down. He knew better than anyone Thorne’s agreement was reluctant. Gentlemen protected their own.

      Richard reached out and took hold of Serena’s hand. “I’ll escort you back to Colonel Carlton’s tent. Thorne is that other cot available for a few hours?”

      “Yes, we will talk once you return.”

      “Not about me,” Serena growled and pulled away from his grasp. She rounded on her brother.

      “All about you. If my best friend is to marry you, I need to spill all your secrets.”

      “There is no reason to tell him anything. I am not marrying Richard. Not in the morning, not ever. I will don my breeches and jacket and return to London with no one the wiser.”

      Richard bit his tongue to keep from telling the recalcitrant wench to not utter another word. Why had she said that? He’d just smoothed Thorne’s ruffled feathers. The woman would be the death of him yet.

      Thorne continued to speak to him with no acknowledgement of Serena’s denial. “I also thought too highly of you to saddle you with a headstrong woman like my sister. No man deserves to have such a hoyden for a wife. You will never have peace of mind. The minx is always getting into trouble. Just imagine how strong willed your children will be.”

      Serena muttered something that sounded like a curse. No doubt if they remained with her brother much longer, he’d have to separate the pair. He knew all too well Serena would never surrender to her brother’s wishes. The chit had just as much honor as they did. He took her hand and held tight as he walked out of Thorne’s tent.

      “You can handle me? Richard Weatherington, I am not a woman to be handled by any man, especially you. I have to take care of you, not the other way around. Who patched up whom twice in the last sennight? Who puzzled out Percy Arnold’s plans?”

      Richard tugged her off the path between two tents. “Enough of this. Marry me, Serena. Save me from my miserable existence. Let’s return home and spend the rest of our lives in the country with a nursery full of babes and a horde of dogs and cats to trip over.”

      “A nursery full? If I have my way, we will add rooms to the nursery. After having only Thorne and Father part of the time, I am ready for a very large family.” She took his face between her hands and touched her forehead to his.

      Richard lifted her chin and lowered his head to gently press his lips to hers.  When he made an attempt at ending the kiss, Serena moaned before pulling his head down to kiss him. Richard chuckled at her taking control of the moment. He was exactly where he wanted to be. The smile on her lips was all the encouragement he needed to thrust his tongue into her mouth and kiss her for all he was worth.

      A quick jerk on his coat collar severed his connection to Serena’s lips. He swung around ready to lash out at whoever interrupted them. Thorne.

      “I knew I was right to follow you. Never knew Weatherington to pass up the opportunity to steal a kiss. From the look of that kiss, I gather you’ve decided to throw your lot in with this scoundrel. I’ll arrange for the chaplain to be available to marry you in the morning after we break our fast.”

      “So…we can marry in the morning?” He refused to browbeat her into marriage. Their union would be based on their love for each other, not coercion from her brother for them to do the proper thing. He watched as her eyes turned somber. Oh no, she was going to refuse him!

      Thorne interrupted, “I am sure Mrs. Carlton and Arabella will be over the moon at witnessing your marriage. Knowing that resourceful lady, she will even produce a wedding cake. Besides with Wellington as the witness, no one in Society can cast aspersions on your rather unorthodox behavior of the last week.”

      “Go away, brother. I do not want you witnessing this moment. I’ve waited many years for Richard to ask for my hand. Be off with you.”

      Thorne laughed and bowed to her. “Even I know when I’m unwanted.”

      Serena touched Richard’s chin and re-directed his attention back to her. “You were proposing. Something about you being miserable and my saving you? I would rather think of it as a pursuit. A dangerous one to be sure.” She brushed his hair back from his forehead with gentle fingers. “I am so glad you climbed through my bedchamber window.”

      Serena smiled at him with stars in her eyes. “Since I was Arabella’s age, I have dreamed of this moment. When I was seven, I imagined you as a knight in shiny armor with a white stallion at the doors of Pendleton. At sixteen, my fantasy was for you to appear at my debut ball and sweep me onto the floor to dance the waltz where you would profess your love for me.

      “Now, I find this is what I have wanted all along. You and me together with fifty thousand men armed with rifles and fixed bayonets within striking distance.” She took his hands in hers, kissing each finger before looking up at him with tears shining in her eyes.

      “Yes. I will marry you.”
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      With the threat of Arnold gone, Evelyn Carlton took charge of Serena. Richard knew enough to remain with Thorne. The two men spent the day sharing the stories of their adventures since the last time they had seen each other.

      Even as he listened to Thorne’s tales of life with Wellington, Richard found his thoughts full of Serena. After years of forcing all thought of her out of his mind, he now found she had taken up residence in those thoughts, no matter how trivial. What would Serena think of this? Serena would laugh at that. Where was Serena? What was she doing? When would he see her again? So many questions. He intended to enjoy every second of the next sixty or so years learning all the answers.

      The next morning Richard, with Thorne in attendance, met with General Wellington to submit his final report. Arnold’s body had been buried in the cemetery in an unmarked grave. Having completed their mission, he walked beside Thorne as they chatted, following Wellington to Colonel Carlton’s tent. All along the way, officers and soldiers stopped him to shake his hand and offer congratulations.

      “I say, Thorne, nice of these fellows to be so friendly.”

      Thorne shook his head and laughed. “They are so friendly because an additional ration of rum has been authorized today in honor of your wedding.”

      Maybe, he would not tell his bride about that detail. A shrill scream broke through the air a little body flew against his knees. He grinned at Arabella who tightened her hold on his person.

      “Richard, I knew you were in love with Serena. I told Mama so. I told her you looked at Serena the way my papa looks at her. Now, you are marrying her. I’m so happy.”

      “Come, Miss Arabella, we must get these two married. We have a war to win,” Wellington spoke.

      Arabella gave the great man a toothsome smile and took his hand to lead the way to her parents.

      Serena stood by the tent. She was beautiful. Wearing another white muslin with green embroidery. Her second dress no doubt. He was a very lucky man. Thorne stepped forward, led his sister to the group and placed her hand in Richard’s.

      Within a few minutes Richard had repeated his vows and listened as Serena did the same. Mrs. Carlton did, indeed provide a cake and a vintage wine from the officers’ mess.

      After sharing a slice of cake with Bella, Wellington took his leave. Richard caught Serena’s eye and motioned for her to join him by the tent.

      “Wellington ordered Carlton to take command of the patrol to escort us back to Lisbon. He also included Mrs. Carlton and Arabella. He said the family needed some time away. Lady Serena, you will indeed have a very crowded honeymoon trip.”

      “Can we visit Malveira for the night so our friends there can celebrate with us?”

      “My lady, we’ll make time. Tomorrow night we’ll cuddle in the haystack with all our friends close by.”
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        May 1814

        Camberley, Kent

      

      

      

      Richard smiled to himself at the sound of his four-year old daughter’s squeaky voice coming from outside his bookroom’s window. He laid the latest cattle inventory from Rodrigo down on his desk. Funding Malveira’s Mertolenga cattle production proved to be one of his more lucrative investments. The long-horned beasts were yielding more profits than the per cents in London.

      The mutterings of Lady Muriel Elizabeth Philomena Weatherington also known as Lizzie increased in volume. He winced at the thought of his gardener’s displeasure when he found the flowers trampled. An early spring had produced daffodils and paperwhite tulips in abundance.

      Once, he and Serena settled at Camberley, he’d followed through on his vow from that night when he climbed the rose trellis of Burley House to dig up all the rose bushes along the walls of their Palladian mansion. The next spring, after Serena bemoaned the absence of the sweet smell of roses, he conceded and ordered a lone rose trellis at the back of the garden.

      The object of his thoughts walked into the library with a perplexed look on her face. He pressed a finger to his lips. She joined him at his desk and kissed his brow. How he loved those little light kisses of hers. To his delight, she was most liberal with them.

      Serena leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Richard, is that our baby girl chatting outside? She is missing from the nursery and Nettie is threatening to chase the child to ground.”

      He rose from his chair, took her hand, and led her to the overstuffed armchair by the open window. He sat down first and pulled her onto his lap. They waited. She smiled at him when a giggle floated through the window.

      “Lizzie, you are going to get us in trouble again.” Thirteen-year old Sammie grumbled. Serena covered her mouth to keep her own giggle at bay. “Bending down will get my breeches dirty. Nettie will tell Mama. Remember the last time. No pudding for us. For a week.” The boy’s distress got louder with each word he spoke.

      “Sammie, Papa will give us his pudding just like he did last time.”

      Serena gave her husband a severe look. He shrugged and kissed her nose.

      “Mama told me how he crawled through her window because he loved her so much. I want to show him I love him too. Now, bend down so I can get on your back.”

      Sammie’s grunts fractured the afternoon quiet. Richard rolled his eyes and pointed to Serena and mouthed your child. She hid her face in his shoulder to cover her laughter.

      “Sammie, lift up your back. I am almost there—”

      “Ugh…hurry up. My back hurts.”

      Two little hands curled over edge of the windowsill. Amid a great deal of grunting, a golden-headed child popped up. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of her parents watching her.

      Serena rose from Richard’s lap and together they reached for their child’s hands and hauled her into the library. Richard leaned out the window and smiled down at Sammie.

      “Sammie, come on in and join your sister. I have a tea tray coming with lemonade and ginger biscuits.”

      The boy’s face went from worried concern to gleeful excitement in a trice. He brushed the dirt from his knees and proudly took out his handkerchief and wiped at his hands before running to the French windows and entering the bookroom.

      On their return voyage from Lisbon, Serena and he could not countenance leaving the boy behind. The last night on The Vigilant, a tearful Serena asked him if he would like to live with them at Camberley. With Sammie’s approval, they had adopted the boy.

      Sammie, Lizzie and two-year old twin girls now occupied the renovated nursery. Richard thought they had a good start on all those children Serena wanted. If he was any judge of his wife’s habits, she was waiting for the right time to tell him they were about to increase their family again. He could not be happier.

      Elijah Williams wheeled the tea tray into the room with the promised plate of ginger biscuits. Sammie and Lizzie beamed up at him at the sight of the tea tray.

      The sergeant and his missus were another adoption of theirs. After Talaveras, Elijah came home for good. A bullet in his leg had left him with a limp. He pensioned out of the Army. When he wrote of his return to England, they insisted the man fetch his wife and daughters and come to Camberley to live. The man became their butler while Mrs. Williams joined Nettie in the nursery. In the last three years, his daughters had met good men in the county and married.

      Serena poured lemonade and passed around biscuits all the while listening to Lizzie recount her daring climb while Sammie added comments to keep Lizzie’s account accurate.

      “I have a surprise.” Serena’s eyes sparkled with her own mischief. “We will have guests for the rest of the summer. Bella will arrive this week from school and Uncle Howard and Aunt Evie will join us within a fortnight.”

      The two children cheered, spitting biscuit crumbs all over the carpet.

      Lizzie jumped up and down. “Bella is the most fun. Last summer, she promised to teach me how to be a…what did she call it Sammie?

      The boy rolled his eyes in that perfect older brother way. “She said she would teach you how to be a hoyden like Mama and her.” The boy looked over at him and said with feeling, “Whatever are we going to do with all three of them for the summer, Papa?”

      “That is the easy bit, son. We are going to love them.”

      He smiled as his son groaned, his daughter squealed with glee and his wife ran her hand over her middle and winked at him.

      He sat back and let the sounds of his life fill him. Surrounded by his most precious loves. He winked at his wife and said a prayer of thanks for her. As Lizzie’s storybooks said, they were going to live happily ever after!

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed reading Dangerous Pursuit a much as I enjoyed writing Serena and Richard’s story. This book is my debut novel. If you feel so inclined, would appreciate it if you would post a review.

      I would love to hear from you. You can email me at ann@annchaney.com. I’m also on Facebook @ annchaneyauthor.

      

      
        
        Author’s Notes

      

      

      I would be remiss if I did not address the historical facts I included in Dangerous Pursuit. Any errors are all my own or products of my imagination.

      Serena and Richard’s story takes place in the fall of 1809. Viscount Arthur Wellington, Lieutenant General and Commander of British Forces on the Iberian Peninsula in October of 1809 did in fact conduct an on the ground inspection of the area where his Lines of Torres Vedras would eventually be constructed. The Lines were constructed on two ridgelines from the Tagus River to the Atlantic Ocean to provide defense of Lisbon and eastern Portugal.

      The lines consisted of blockhouses and redoubts (watchtowers) spaced close enough to provide covering fire if needed. Rivers and streams were flooded. The area on the Portuguese-Spanish border side was subject to a scorched earth campaign. To me, the most amazing aspect of the Lines was the French did not know of their existence until Massena marched his troops into the first line!

      Those of you from Texas may be interested in knowing more about Rodrigo and his brothers’ herd of Mertolenga cattle. In 1493, the Spanish imported the breed to the island of Hispaniola. The cattle proved to be essential to the survival of the Spanish, causing Columbus to write to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella asking for more cattle to be sent. The warm climate and ample foliage for food caused the breed to reproduce prolifically until 1512 when all shipments of the cattle to the New World discontinued. The breed migrated from the islands to Mexico and into Texas to become what we know today as Texas Longhorns.
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