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 Chapter One

 


May 1825

 


“Thank you for coming by,” Elliott Hampshire, the Duke of
Dormondton, said as he reclined in his chair. “I heard you were
good at your job, and right now I need someone who is good at what
he does.” He scanned the books in his library for a moment then let
out a heavy sigh. “I suspect someone is trying to kill my daughter,
and I want you to figure out who it is.”

Mr. Byron Tumilson set the untouched glass
of brandy on the gentleman’s table so he could focus on him. “What
makes you think someone is trying to kill her?”

“Well, there was the loose
wheel on her carriage, for one. Then there was a rat in her
bedchamber that sent her running down the stairs. Because of that,
she nearly tripped and broke her neck. The one that worries me the
most, however, is when she almost fell from the balcony of the
theatre.”

Byron rubbed his jaw. None of those things
seemed suspicious to him. “Wheels do come loose, rats aren’t
poisonous, and almost falling could happen to anyone.”

The duke furrowed his eyebrows. “Yes, I
realize all of that, but something doesn’t seem right about any of
it. These particular things all happened in one week. I haven’t let
her outside since then. She’s been fine ever since. Don’t you find
that odd?”

“I admit that all of those
things happening to her in a week is unusual, but it’s too soon to
conclude someone is trying to kill her. Does she have any
enemies?”

“No. I can’t think of a
single person who hates her.”

Byron’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “She gets
along with everyone she meets?”

“Considering she knows very
few people, it’s not difficult.” He grimaced. “I hate to say it,
but she’s a wallflower. I have a hard time getting anyone to notice
her. When she’s in a room, she tends to fade into the background.
Maybe it’s my fault. I kept her tucked away most of her life at the
country estate. No one knew she existed until this Season. So far,
her Season has been an abysmal failure.”

Whether or not the duke’s daughter was a
wallflower was irrelevant. The fact of the matter was that it was
difficult to conclude someone had foul intentions with a lady based
on some random events. He knew, however, that random events weren’t
always what they seemed.

Byron crossed his legs and set his hands on
his lap. “When your daughter was at the country estate, did she
make it a habit of tripping or falling?”

“I don’t really know. I
visited her a couple of times while she was growing up, but we
mostly exchanged missives up to the time she came to London. My
wife died when she was two, and I didn’t know the first thing about
raising a girl. I let the maids and her governess do
that.”

The duke was wealthy. Quite a few wealthy
people, especially fathers, left the raising of the child to
someone else. While Byron thought that was sad, it wasn’t unusual,
so he wasn’t in a position to pass judgment on the gentleman.

After a long moment of silence hovered in
the air, Byron asked, “Why would someone want to kill your
daughter? If she doesn’t know many people and she has no enemies,
why would someone want to harm her?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I
want to hire someone to investigate this for me. You came highly
recommended. Lord Draconhawthshire and Lord Quinton said you are
the best Runner in London. I want you to go with me and my daughter
when I take her to a social activity. If you determine she’s just
unlucky, then I’ll accept it. If you find out there’s something
more sinister going on, I’ll need your help tracking down the
person who wishes to harm her. Either way, I want this matter
resolved.”

“All right. I’ll take the
case.”

The duke didn’t hide his relief. “Thank you,
Mr. Tumilson. I feel much better already. Will you wait here? I
want to bring my daughter in here so you can meet her.”

Byron indicated that he would wait. After
the duke left, Byron retrieved the glass of brandy and took a sip.
He had never been asked to join a nobleman and his daughter around
London before, but he could think of worse ways to spend his time.
Usually, his job required him to stay up all night in an
unreputable part of London or disguise himself as some unruly
person. This was going to be nice. He’d get plenty of sleep and eat
well. Plus, the duke could afford to pay him better than some of
his clients.

He heard the duke return and hurried to get
to his feet.

The duke came into the room first and urged
his daughter to enter the room. “It’s all right for you to be in
the library while Mr. Tumilson is here. I brought him here for
you.”

Byron saw a lady poke her head into the room
as if she was looking for something that might leap up and jump at
her. Right away, Byron understood why she didn’t have any suitors.
She didn’t pay proper attention to her appearance. Yes, she was
dressed appropriately. She had on a gown, she wore jewelry, and her
hair was pulled up. But the gown didn’t flatter her figure, and her
hair style didn’t flatter her face. She also had a way of slouching
that made her seem shorter than she actually was. He could imagine
all of the gentlemen at the ball looking right past her in order to
focus on the ladies who cared about their appearance.

“This is Lady Eleanor,” the
duke told Byron as he led her over to him. “Eleanor, my dear, this
is Mr. Tumilson. He’s the Runner I hired to make sure no one is
trying to kill you. A couple of gentlemen at White’s encouraged me
to hire him. They said he has years of experience.”

“I’ve been a Runner for
sixteen years,” Byron filled in.

The duke’s eyes widened. “That’s quite
impressive. It’s no wonder you’re so highly esteemed.”

Byron nodded to show his appreciation at the
compliment. To her, he said, “I will do everything I can to keep
you safe from harm.”

She smiled, and he was struck by what a
contrast the smile was to the rest of her. When she smiled, she
almost seemed beautiful.

“I’m sure there’s nothing to
worry about,” she said. “I don’t know anyone. How can anyone want
to kill me?”

“You know a couple of
people,” her father amended. “What about the ladies in
Ladies of Grace? You’ve
made their acquaintance.” The duke’s gaze went to Byron. “The group
is highly recommended. Lady Cadwalader approves of it. I don’t have
to tell you how important her recommendation is to a young lady
wishing to attract the right kind of suitor.”

Byron decided not to respond. While he knew
plenty of people in London, he wasn’t familiar with Lady
Cadwalader. He supposed he would become familiar with her soon
enough since the duke was in awe of her.

“The ladies in the group
haven’t decided if I can be a member yet,” Lady Eleanor told her
father. “I only listened to them one time at that tea
party.”

“You mean, you talked with
them,” her father said.

She shook her head. “No. I listened. Well, I
did say who I was and answered a couple of questions, but I mostly
listened while they talked.”

Her father gave her an encouraging pat on
the arm. “You mustn’t say that. I have no doubt they thought you
were a delight. They did ask you to an informal dinner party next
week.”

Byron noted the way she grimaced, but her
father failed to notice it. Byron wondered what the grimace was
for. Did she feel inadequate in social situations, or was she
dreading the upcoming dinner party?

“Lady Eloise used to lead
the esteemed group,” the duke told Byron. “After her dismissal, the
Duchess of Ravenshire assumed the head role. There was a brief time
she was sharing the role with a lady married to one of Lady
Cadwalader’s relatives, but that lady and her husband are no longer
in London. They moved to America. One of her cousins made it rich
in transportation, so he went to work with him.” His eyes grew
wide, and he turned to his daughter. “You need a gentleman to
escort you to the dinner party, don’t you?”

Her cheeks grew pink. “I don’t know anyone
but you who’d take me.”

“Nonsense. We have the
Runner.” He gestured to Byron. “He can be your companion for the
evening. It’ll be a good way for him to see what happens when
you’re in a private social situation. Then he can compare that to
how things are when you’re in a public social
situation.”

“I think that’s a good
idea,” Byron agreed.

“Ladies of Grace
is well established,” the duke told him. “You
don’t want to give away why you’re there. I’d prefer for those in
attendance to assume you’re a suitor.”

“I won’t mention the fact
that I’m a Runner,” Byron said.

The duke didn’t hide his relief. “I’d hate
for word to get out that someone might be trying to kill my
daughter. If there is a murderer, it would be easier to catch him
if he didn’t know we’re aware of him.”

Byron nodded. “I agree. I’ll pretend to be
her suitor.”

“That will take care of the
dinner party,” the duke said. “Now that you’re going to watch my
daughter, I’d like for her to attend Mr. Jasper’s ball. He is
highly influential at White’s. Everything he touches turns to gold.
I benefit greatly from his financial wisdom. I’d love for him to
marry my daughter, but alas, he is already wed. I’ll have to fill
out my daughter’s dance card to make sure she has sufficient
partners. I want you to come with us. It’ll give you a good chance
to see if anyone there seems suspicious.”

“When is this
ball?”

“Tomorrow evening.” He
paused. “I don’t mean to be rude, but do you have attire that is
suitable for the wealthier social engagements?”

Byron glanced down at his clothes. He had
thought his outfit was already fitting for being in this section of
London, but the expression on the duke’s face let him know it
didn’t match up to the standards of the Ton. Ignoring the warmth
that threatened to come up his neck, Byron said, “I’ll wear better
clothes tomorrow evening. The clothes I have on now is what I wear
when I’m masquerading as a Runner.” He winked to show he was
joking, and though Lady Eleanor laughed, the duke didn’t seem to
realize he’d made the comment in jest.

“I’m glad you can get better
clothes,” the duke replied. “It’s important you fit in, or else
people will figure out why you’re really around my
daughter.”

“I’ll make sure no one finds
out about this arrangement.”

Her father smiled. “I feel much better
already.” His gaze went to his daughter. “Do you feel better?”

“I wasn’t worried to begin
with,” Lady Eleanor replied. “I don’t think anyone’s trying to harm
me. Those things that happened to me were just a
coincidence.”

“It’s more than a
coincidence, but don’t you worry.” The duke patted her arm. “I’ve
hired the best man for the job. Soon, all of this will be over. If
you’ll excuse us, I’m going to see our guest out.”

The duke gestured for Byron to leave the
room with him, so Byron offered her a good-bye then headed down the
hall with her father.

With a glance back to make sure his daughter
wasn’t following, the duke whispered, “She’s trying to be brave for
my sake. It’s a thoughtful gesture but also foolish. One can’t
blame her for being naïve. If it were possible, I’d keep her from
the dark side of life forever.”

Having seen all he had, Byron thought that
was for the best. While he had told his sister about some of the
things he had investigated, there were a few he’d never share with
her. Two situations in particular even made him shiver. It was to
his benefit he’d been born with a strong stomach.

“Thank you for coming by,”
the duke said once they were at the front door. “I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

With a nod, Byron headed out of the
townhouse. Now he had to tend to the first order of business:
getting clothes that met up to the duke’s standards.


 Chapter Two

 


“I’m asking for a loan,” Byron told his sister. “The Duke of
Dormondton is wealthy. He’s going to pay me very well. This job is
a godsend. I might make enough to afford a better place to
rent.”

Eris gave him a cup of tea and offered him a
smile. “It would be good if you could find a better place.
Sometimes I worry about you in that rat-infested home.”

“I secured the place so no
more rats are going through my pantry.”

She shivered. “Those things are
disgusting.”

“You won’t get any arguments
from me.” He took a sip of the tea. “So, can I have the loan? I
promise that I’ll pay you back as soon as the Duke of Dormondton
pays me.”

“I’d be willing to give you
the money. You don’t need to pay me back.”

“I have to pay you back,
Eris. It wouldn’t be right for me take money from you.”

“Even though my first
husband left me more than I’ll ever be able to spend in a
lifetime?”

“Save it for the child
you’re carrying.”

“All right, we’ll make it a
loan,” Eris said. “Most people would be happy with a gift, but I
understand it’s important to you that you make your own way in the
world.”

“I already have been making
my way in the world just fine. Unfortunately, the kind of people
the Duke of Dormondton associates with are richer than most.” He
gestured to his clothes. “Do you think this would be acceptable at
Mr. Jasper’s ball?”

“I’ve never been to his
ball, so I wouldn’t know. I’ve only been to a couple of them, and I
think your clothes would be all right, though perhaps not as
suitable as they could be.” She set down her tea and turned to him
with a sparkle in her eye. “Charles has a lot of respect for Mr.
Jasper, but he can’t stand Lord Toplyn, who is Mr. Jasper’s
brother-in-law. Lord Toplyn makes sport of upsetting the Ton. The
only reason Mr. Jasper can’t forbid his brother-in-law from
attending his balls is because Mr. Jasper’s sister would never
allow it. Mr. Jasper cares very much for his sister.”

Byron grinned. “One can hardly blame a
brother for caring about his sister.” He retrieved a biscuit. “I
really don’t understand the nobility. I get along with them well
enough. I’ve learned to be careful about what I say and do when I’m
around them. But it never ceases to amaze me that they’re so
peculiar.” He ate the biscuit.

“You mustn’t say that! I
think Jonathan was a fine gentleman, and Algernon and Lord Quinton
seem normal.”

He shot her a pointed look. “Algernon and
Lord Quinton are scared of their own shadows.”

“That might be true for Lord
Quinton, but it’s not about Algernon. Algernon’s been over here
plenty of times, and he’s never jumped when he sees his
shadow.”

“I meant that he’s scared by
a lot of things. That makes him peculiar.”

“Perhaps, but he is trying
to overcome that.”

Noting the frown on her face, he said,
“Don’t look hurt, Eris. I meant no disrespect. It’s merely an
observation. I’ve worked with a number of titled gentlemen over the
years, and there’s just something about them that is different from
the rest of us. They obsess over small things. With Algernon and
Lord Quinton, it’s luck. With the Duke of Dormondton, it’s
propriety. I told a joke while I was there, and he didn’t laugh. He
didn’t even have the slightest hint of a smile.”

“Maybe the joke wasn’t
funny.”

“It was funny. His daughter
had the good sense to laugh. She has a better sense of humor than
he does.” Even if she was plain.

“Maybe she was humoring you.
Ladies are encouraged to laugh if a gentleman believes he says
something witty. It protects their pride.”

He rolled his eyes. “And after you’re done
doing that, you run off with the other ladies and discuss what
bores we really are, don’t you?”

“Certainly not. Or at least,
I don’t. I am a lady at all times.”

“Hmm… In that case, you’re a
far better person than I am.”

“You’re just not used to
being around nobility. If you were to spend more time with titled
gentlemen, you wouldn’t think they’re peculiar. You’d realize
they’re flesh and blood, just like the rest of us.”

“It’s nice you see the best
in people. It’s your most notable trait.” He hurried to finish his
tea. “The ball is tomorrow evening. If I am to be good enough to go
there with the Duke of Dormondton and his daughter, I better go to
the market. Who knew my first assignment would be buying
clothes?”

Eris set her cup down and put her hand on
his arm. “Wait here, and I’ll get the money.”

Byron stood up as she left the room but
returned to his seat after she was gone. He hadn’t come across a
gentleman as particular about things as the Duke of Dormondton
before. He wasn’t sure if the gentleman would make it easier to
figure out what was going on with Lady Eleanor or not. Sometimes
loved ones, even well-meaning ones, could complicate things.

 


***

 


“She’ll have the pink gown with the matching
gloves,” the Duke of Dormondton told the seamstress as he inspected
the drawings in front of him and Lady Eleanor. “I want these pearls
removed from it, though. She has a pearl necklace that will suit
her just fine.” To Eleanor, he added, “Simple is better. I know
some ladies want to be flamboyant, but I find it unbecoming. The
best wife is one who lets her sweet temperament win a gentleman’s
heart.”

Eleanor didn’t have a problem with the gown
being simple, but she wasn’t sure she wanted pink. The red gown
seemed much more exciting. Before she had time to voice her
opinion, her father was paying the seamstress.

“Are you sure you can have
this ready by tomorrow afternoon?” he asked the
seamstress.

“The design is an easy one,”
the seamstress assured him. “I’ll have it done before I go to bed
tonight.”

Eleanor wondered if the lady could sew
clothes that fast for everyone or if it was her father’s additional
money that prompted her to speed the process. Eleanor knew how to
make clothes. She’d gotten bored in the country and had begged the
maids to teach her how to make clothes after she was done with the
lessons the governess had given her for the day. If there was one
thing Eleanor didn’t care for, it was having nothing to do. She’d
thought coming to London would be a lot of fun. Upon first glance,
there was so much to do. But it seemed that it was just as boring
as the country. She still spent most of her time all by
herself.

The seamstress left, and her father turned
his attention back to her. “There you go.” He sat next to her on
the settee. “A new gown will give you more confidence. I know new
clothes do that for me.” He gathered his cup and a scone.

She tapped the side of her cup, which was
still full of tea.

“Is something troubling
you?” he asked then bit into his scone.

“I have a difficult time
around people I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t think a gown is
going to make me exciting to talk to.”

“It’s a pretty gown, and you
are a pretty lady. It almost pains me to say that since a part of
me can’t believe you’re already grown up. But I’d be remiss in my
duties as your father if I didn’t see to it that you get married.
Every lady has a right to a husband and children. I’m just not sure
if there’s one who deserves you.”

Considering that she hadn’t had a single
suitor in all of these months of trying to find one, her father
should be glad to have anyone take an interest in her.

“I never realized how
difficult it is for fathers when their daughters are ready to
marry,” he continued. “A daughter is like a precious gem. You don’t
want just anyone to take her. Picking the right gentleman is
paramount. In order to even attract him, we need to make sure
you’re safe.”

“I am safe. No one is trying
to harm me. The carriage wheel could have happened to anyone, as
could the rat. As for tripping on the stairs and at the theatre, I
was clumsy. My foot got stuck on the hem of my clothes. These gowns
go down to the ankles.”

He nodded, though he didn’t seem to believe
her.

She hid her disappointment. She shouldn’t be
surprised he wasn’t listening to her. She’d already exhausted him
on this topic. Maybe after the Runner assured him that there was no
killer, her father would feel better.

“Tomorrow evening, I’ll let
Mr. Tumilson watch over you,” her father said. “I’m sure he can be
more discreet than I am. Since he’ll be coming with us, you’ll need
to set aside two dances with him. I’d like gentlemen to assume he’s
interested in you. Sometimes gentlemen need to think a lady already
has a suitor in order to make an effort to get to know
her.”

Eleanor felt the color drain from her face.
“You didn’t hire Mr. Tumilson to play the part of my suitor, did
you?”

“No, of course not. I only
hired him to figure out who’s trying to kill you. But since he’s a
bachelor and will be associating with us, people might think he’s
hoping to be your suitor. I’d rather have them thinking that than
knowing he’s a Runner.”

She supposed that made sense. “You’re not
going to tell him to pretend to be romantically interested in me,
are you?”

“When people see you dancing
with him and learn you’re going to a dinner party with him, they’ll
assume it.”

She relaxed. As long as Mr. Tumilson didn’t
know this was part of the arrangement, she didn’t have to feel
awkward around him. She was having a difficult enough time in
London fitting in with the people here. She didn’t need Mr.
Tumilson pretending to like her to add to the embarrassment.

She picked up a scone and took a bite. “What
will happen if I don’t find a husband?”

“You will find one. I have
some gentlemen in mind who haven’t met you yet. I asked around at
White’s earlier today, and a couple will be at the ball tomorrow
night. They all have titles and money, and, best of all, they’re
looking to get married. I already arranged for them to be on the
dance card. One wanted to make sure you weren’t a redhead before he
agreed to dance with you.” He chuckled. “That was Lord Quinton.
He’s a good gentleman, but he has a tendency to be superstitious.
He won’t dance with a lady who has red hair. He thinks it’ll be bad
luck.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “How can red hair
bring bad luck?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t ask him. I think most
gentlemen have something that makes them peculiar.”

Did they? She wouldn’t know. In fact, she
knew very little about people in general. She hoped once she
married, she wouldn’t have to keep running from one social activity
to another. She barely had any time to read or sew. She used to do
those things all the time in the country. They’d been pleasant ways
to pass an afternoon, and they had always made her feel at peace.
All of this running around had the opposite effect on her. But she
would do it if it meant she would get married. This was what her
father wanted for her, and she wanted to make him happy.

Her father patted her hand. “I have a
feeling having Mr. Tumilson around will be the thing those
gentlemen need to notice you.”

Since he expected it, she smiled before she
sipped her tea.


 Chapter Three

 


Byron paused at the entrance of the ballroom. He’d been in
plenty of crowded places, but he’d never been around so many
wealthy people before. The Duke of Dormondton had been right to
insist he purchase better attire. As much as Byron hated to admit
it, he had underestimated how important it was to give people the
impression of wealth when attending a ball.

“Mr. Tumilson, I’m glad you
made it,” the duke’s familiar voice called out to him. “And I’m
happy to see you’re appropriately dressed.”

Byron turned from the entrance as the duke
and his daughter approached. Lady Eleanor had on a gown that
flattered her. She had a nice figure. Her hair, however, did little
to flatter her face. He doubted the gown would be enough. He
glanced at the other ladies in attendance. They knew how to make
themselves look pretty. Yes, he doubted the gown would do much
good. While the duke wanted his daughter married, he didn’t seem
inclined to make her physically appealing to the gentlemen.

“I reserved two dances
between you and my daughter,” the duke said. “It’s the best way for
you to blend in. Also, I’m going to tell others that I’m helping
you with your financial endeavors. This will work since Mr. Jasper
is an excellent investor.”

Byron nodded. “That’s fine.” He glanced at
Lady Eleanor. “When do you want me to dance with her?”

“The first dance you’ll have
with her will be in thirty minutes. The second will be another
thirty after that. I have her dance card full in hopes it’ll keep
her out of harm’s way. In the meantime, you should mingle with the
others. While you’re working here tonight, ask a couple of ladies
to dance so others assume you’re looking for a wife. And, when
you’re dancing with my daughter, I want you to laugh and smile more
than you will with the other ladies. That ought to make the
gentlemen notice how lovely she is. You might as well help me get
her a husband while we’re figuring out who is trying to kill
her.”

Lady Eleanor gave a slight roll of her eyes
that let Byron know she thought her father was overreacting, but
the movement was so small that he doubted the duke picked up on
it.

“I’ll introduce you to Mr.
Jasper right after I take my daughter to the next gentleman she’s
due to dance with,” the duke said. “I won’t be but a
moment.”

Byron offered a nod to let him know he’d
wait for him, but it did strike him as odd that the gentleman would
escort his daughter to the potential suitor. Byron assumed it was
the potential suitor’s job to go to the lady for the dance. But
perhaps when a father filled the dance card for his daughter, this
was the way things were done.

As the two walked away, Byron scanned the
people in the room. The sooner he took note of the way they behaved
in this setting, the sooner he’d know what was normal at these
balls.

Most people seemed to be wrapped up in their
conversations. There were a few who stood or sat somewhere alone.
They either watched others or stared at the floor. He guessed the
ones watching others were there to pick up on the latest gossip.
Those looking at the floor were probably too shy to join in with
the others. If it hadn’t been for her father, Lady Eleanor would
probably be one of those looking at the floor.

His gaze went back to the duke and his
daughter. The duke was talking to the gentleman who would be
dancing with her. While the duke and gentleman talked, Byron
noticed that she was glancing around the room. She had no interest
in the gentleman. Byron took a closer look at the gentleman and saw
that he was significantly older than her. So that was it. He
certainly couldn’t blame her for her lack of interest. He wouldn’t
want to be with someone a lot older than him if he’d been in her
situation. It seemed that one of the younger and energetic
gentlemen would be more fitting for a lady her age.

Her father gestured for her to join the
gentleman. The gentleman, it seemed, was more inclined to have the
dance than she was, but Byron didn’t pick up on any romantic
interest coming from him. Byron’s eyebrows furrowed. There was
interest, however. And, perhaps, that was worth noting.

When the duke returned to him, Byron asked,
“Who is that gentleman?”

“He is the Duke of Winnett.
Are you acquainted with him?”

Byron shook his head. “I’ve never seen him
before.”

“He mostly keeps to himself.
I’ve known him for a good twenty years. We aren’t friends, but when
we see each other, we stop to talk.”

“And you think your daughter
is a good match for him?”

“His estate is in good
standing. He’s always pleasant. The Ton approves of him. He’s never
been married. At his age, he must be serious about having an heir.”
He shrugged. “To tell you the truth, I’m at my wit’s end. My
daughter is a lovely girl, but for some reason, no one wants her.
This is the first time she’s met him. Maybe this will be the
one.”

“While it is good for a
father to be agreeable to the union, I think it’s just as important
for the daughter to want it, too.”

The duke faced him. “She didn’t say she
didn’t want to dance with him.”

“Maybe not in words, but a
lady has other ways of communicating what she wants and doesn’t
want. I noticed that she was looking at other people while you were
talking to him. If she was interested in him, she would have been
looking in his direction.”

The duke grinned in excitement. “It’s
excellent how you detected that. Your reputation is well-deserved.
Now come. I want to introduce you to Mr. Jasper. We must pretend
you’re with me to improve your financial standing.”

Byron gave another glance at Lady Eleanor
and the Duke of Winnett. No, the match would never lead to a happy
one. While the Duke of Winnett might benefit, she would not. In
this situation, Byron surmised it was to her benefit that she had a
difficult time finding suitors.

 


***

 


“I feel awful in admitting this, but I didn’t
even know the Duke of Dormondton had a daughter until recently,”
the Duke of Winnett told Eleanor as they danced. “Your father
really is a private person.”

Was he? Eleanor thought her father said way
too much at times, such as him just telling the Duke of Winnett
exactly how much money he’d just made from an investment. If it was
her, she wouldn’t go around telling someone who was only an
acquaintance the amount of money she made. At the most, she’d just
say that the investment was a success. But it wasn’t her place to
tell her father what to do.

“How long have you been in
London?” the Duke of Winnett asked.

She took her gaze off of a couple next to
them who were laughing at each other’s jokes. “I’ve been here for
four months.”

“Four months? That explains
why I didn’t know about you sooner. I was delayed at my estate up
until last month.”

She didn’t know how to respond to that, so
she settled for smiling at him.

“What do you enjoy doing in
London?” His Grace asked.

Nothing so far.
Of course, she couldn’t say that. She might be new
to this kind of life, but she knew what kind of response was
appropriate and what wasn’t appropriate. Since she had to come up
with something, she offered, “I’ve been to a tea party with
the Ladies of Grace.”

His eyes lit up. “That’s a very prestigious
social group. I’m impressed. I heard they have rigid rules for
membership.”

She bit her lower lip. Did she say she was a
member? She was sure she hadn’t. So what in her statement had led
him to conclude that?

“There is another social
group for ladies. I think it’s called Enduring Friendships.” He shook his
head in the same dismissive fashion her father had used when the
seamstress had offered to make her a red gown. “That’s a group for
ladies rejected by Ladies of
Grace. It would be humiliating to be
associated with them.”

It was a good thing Eleanor had no interest
in this particular gentleman, for if she had, she would be
disappointed in his comment. If the ladies in the groups were
friends, what did it matter how prestigious each group was?

“Have you been to the
theatre?” His Grace asked.

“Yes.” Now that was
something she could maintain a conversation about. “I saw the play,
and I thought it was amusing. Did you see it?”

He shot her a teasing look. “I did not.
Don’t spoil it for me. I plan to see that next week.”

Well, in that case, she didn’t even have
that little bit to help the conversation along. She didn’t know
what to say. This whole thing of socializing was far more difficult
than she’d expected it to be when she left the country. It didn’t
help that the ladies around her were able to converse with their
dance partners as if they’d always known them.

Her gaze happened to go to Mr. Tumilson. To
her surprise, he was looking at her. She shouldn’t be surprised,
she supposed. Her father had hired him to make sure nothing bad
happened to her. He couldn’t do that if he didn’t take the time to
pay attention to her. But it did make her feel uneasy. It was bad
enough to be socially inept, but she really didn’t want someone
noticing it. She looked away from him and hoped he would look
elsewhere. After a few seconds, she glanced back in his direction
and was relieved to see he was paying attention to something Mr.
Jasper was saying.

The dance finally came to an end, and she
said she enjoyed the dance, though she really hadn’t. Come to think
of it, she didn’t enjoy any of the dances she’d had. She was sure
her inability to participate in the conversation played a big
factor in that.

“What did you think of the
Duke of Winnett?” her father asked when he came up to her. Before
she could respond, he added, “I know he’s quite a bit older than
you. It might be best to put your attention on someone younger.” He
escorted her to the side of the room. “I had to agree to let him
have two dances with you. He’s someone I’ve known for a long time.
It would have been rude to tell him no when he made the
request.”

“Why would he want to dance
with me?” She doubted he’d taken one look at her and fell in love.
She wasn’t a simpleton. She knew she wasn’t as attractive as the
other ladies in the room.

“I think he was curious
about you,” her father said. “His interest in you was merely an
inquisitive one. He’s a confirmed bachelor. He’s never been
married.”

“Isn’t that odd considering
he has a title?”

He shrugged. “Not all gentlemen are inclined
to marry and have children. Some don’t mind if their nearest male
relative inherits the title instead. Take me, for instance. I have
no problem with my cousin taking my title. After your mother’s
death, I couldn’t see marrying another lady. The love I shared with
her is one you only get once in a lifetime.”

She didn’t hide her surprise. Her father so
rarely ever spoke of his feelings for her mother. She had no idea
he loved her so well.

“Your Grace,” a gentleman
greeted as he approached.

“My dear, this is the Duke
of Augustine,” her father introduced. “I thought it might ease some
of your nerves if not every gentleman you dance with this evening
is a potential suitor. His Grace is already betrothed. Their
fathers arranged the match years ago. Her name is Lady Carol, isn’t
it?”

“Yes,” the gentleman
replied.

Eleanor noticed an underlying tension in the
Duke of Augustine’s reply and realized the match wasn’t something
he wanted. Either he resented having a marriage arranged for him or
he didn’t want to marry Lady Carol.

“I met His Grace at
White’s,” her father told her. “He’s an excellent chess player. I’m
still confounded on how he managed to outwit me on that last
game.”

His Grace relaxed. “A gentleman never
reveals his secrets.”

Her father’s eyebrows rose in curiosity.
“You won’t give me a hint?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“A shame. I’m not sure I can
figure out how you did it.”

Though His Grace apologized, she suspected
he enjoyed keeping her father in suspense.

“Well, my dear, enjoy this
dance,” her father told her.

She accepted the Duke of Augustine’s arm and
went with him to the spot where other couples were waiting to
dance. She felt the weight of someone’s eyes on her and glanced
over in the spot where Mr. Tumilson had been standing. He was still
there, and his gaze was on her.

Had he been watching her the entire time?
Probably. It was his job. How bored he must be. Nothing unfortunate
had happened to her so far. It was just as she’d told her father.
She was in no danger. Maybe after this evening, Mr. Tumilson could
tell her father the same, and her father could let the matter
go.


 Chapter Four

 


Byron had to stifle back a yawn as the Duke of Dormondton
approached him. He used to think spending an entire night watching
someone’s residence was boring. This was far worse. How was it
possible these people really enjoyed going to balls? All they were
doing was wasting time when actual work could be done.

“What do you think?” the
duke asked once he reached him.

Byron shrugged. “So far, nothing out of the
ordinary has happened, but it’s also too soon to dismiss the
possibility someone intends to harm your daughter. You can’t gather
much in an hour.”

“That’s true. I hadn’t
thought of that. I suppose it will take a good amount of time to
figure out who the culprit is.”

“Criminals don’t act when
they’re being watched. The benefit of this evening is that I get
acquainted with how your daughter is when she’s in a social
situation. I haven’t seen her act clumsily.”

“That’s my point, exactly.
She’s not clumsy. I know she thinks she is, but, as you see for
yourself, she’s graceful.”

Yes, she was. The incident at the stairs was
easy to explain since she’d been scared and running from the rat.
The theatre, though, was a different matter. “You said she almost
fell from the balcony at the theatre?”

The duke nodded. “I went to get something to
drink, so I left her in the balcony by herself. While away, I heard
ladies screaming. I ran into the house and got there in time to see
Eleanor hanging from the rail. She claims no one pushed her. She
thinks she tripped on the hem of her gown. To be fair, the gown was
a bit longer than the ones she usually wears, but she managed to
walk into the theatre without any problems.”

That was strange. Byron crossed his arms and
directed his gaze to her. She wasn’t talking with the gentleman she
was dancing with. They both seemed to be lost in their own
thoughts. Byron let his gaze go to her feet. She seemed adept at
moving them. The steps to the dance were fast.

His attention went back to the expression on
her face. She looked as uninterested with this gentleman as she had
with the other one. “Are you pairing her up with gentlemen you hope
will marry her?”

“I thought I’d start her
dance card with some gentlemen who aren’t potential suitors in
order to ease her into this evening. In the past, I tried setting
her up with gentlemen who are looking for a wife right away, and
she said it made her more nervous. Once she has a couple of dances,
she says she’s more comfortable.”

Perhaps that was why she seemed out of place
here.

“You’re due to dance with
her after the next gentleman,” her father said. “In the meantime, I
just thought of another gentleman who manages money well. It will
help us keep up the charade that you’re here to improve your
financial standing if you talk with him.”

Byron nodded and followed the duke to a
group of three gentlemen who were lounging in chairs to the side of
the room. He glanced back at Lady Eleanor. Her gaze was on him. It
was curious that she felt the need to keep tabs on where he was all
the time. Usually, when someone knew he was there to watch things,
they ignored him and let him do his job. He could only hope if
anyone noticed the way she kept looking over at him, they would
think she was romantically interested in him. Otherwise, his work
was in jeopardy.

He directed his attention back to her
father. They reached two gentlemen, and her father introduced him
to Lord Steinbeck and Lord Worsley.

“I told Mr. Tumilson I would
help him with his financial endeavors, and Mr. Jasper referred me
to you both,” the Duke of Dormondton said. “I thought you three
might have some advice for a novice. Out of everyone at White’s,
you are the wealthiest, and I credit that with your investing
prowess.”

“I can’t say that we’re
wealthier than Lord Edon, but he acquired the bulk of his fortune
through wagers,” Lord Steinbeck replied.

Byron noticed the slight frown of
disapproval on the duke’s face. Apparently, the duke wasn’t all
that enthusiastic about Lord Edon. Byron didn’t know who Lord Edon
was, so he had no frame of reference for this disapproval. If he
did, it would help him understand the duke better.

“You’re not still upset Lord
Edon is still a member of White’s, are you?” Lord Steinbeck
asked.

Byron was impressed Lord Steinbeck noticed
the duke’s reaction since the duke had been subtle. Most people
missed little things like that.

His Grace gave a shake of his head. “I don’t
care how he acquired his fortune. I’m just not pleased when people
pretend to be something they aren’t. A gentleman ought to have the
courage to be who he really is, rather than lying to everyone about
it.”

Ah, so that was it. The duke valued honesty.
But he wasn’t so honest that he was willing to put his daughter’s
life at stake. That was understandable. There were times when it
was best to lie. As a Runner, Byron did plenty of lying. It was
hard to catch someone by being honest.

“We understand your point,”
Mr. Worsley consented, “but what’s done is done. Like it or not, we
still have to interact with him at the gentlemen’s club.” He
cleared his throat. “But you came to us seeking help on your
friend’s behalf. We’re more than happy to offer advice.” He
directed his gaze to Byron. “Have you done any investing in the
past?”

Now, this was something he could be honest
about. “No, I haven’t.” That’s what happened when one barely had
enough to cover his expenses from month to month, which was
something he doubted anyone in this room understood.

“How much money would you
like to invest?” Lord Steinbeck asked.

Thinking over how much discretionary income
he might receive from this job after he paid his sister back, he
said, “I could probably invest a pound.”

“Only a pound?” Lord
Steinbeck asked, not hiding his surprise.

Was that too little? It was a great sum of
money to Byron. By the shock on the gentlemen’s faces, it was
apparent that this was a pathetic amount to invest.

The duke laughed. “My friend likes to joke.
He couldn’t afford to dress in something this fine if he only had a
pound to invest with. He will start with fifty pounds. That’s still
a small amount, but he wants to make sure he learns how to properly
invest before he puts in any real money.”

Byron managed to maintain a stoic expression
in case Lord Steinbeck noticed his disbelief. Fifty pounds? Was
that what wealthy gentlemen considered a paltry amount of money? If
so, it was no wonder why they bought such expensive clothes and had
such extravagant balls.

The two gentlemen relaxed and chuckled.

“Your friend did an
excellent job of fooling us,” Lord Steinbeck said. “I thought he
was serious.”

“I did, too,” Lord Worsley
spoke up. “He could be an actor at the theatre with skill that
good.”

Byron chuckled along with them so they
wouldn’t realize he’d never seen fifty pounds at any time in his
life as a Runner.

The gentlemen continued to give him advice.
They used terms, people, and businesses he hadn’t heard before. He
was able to get a general idea of what they were talking about, but
he wasn’t sure if he could take any of this information and start
investing. Considering he’d never see the “paltry” amount of fifty
pounds in his life, he decided to settle for nodding rather than
asking questions.

After they were done, the duke said, “It’s
no wonder you two and Mr. Jasper are among the wealthiest gentlemen
in London. I introduced you to Mr. Tumilson with the intention of
helping him, but as it turned out, you helped me.”

“We’ll be happy to discuss
investing any time you want,” Lord Worsley told him.

“It’s a shame all of you are
married,” the duke replied. “My daughter would benefit from a
marriage to one of you. But alas,” he shrugged, “fate has not
permitted such a match.”

“I’m sure your daughter will
find someone,” Mr. Worsley said. “You’re a titled gentleman with
money. That attracts just about anyone.”

Lord Steinbeck gestured to Byron. “Isn’t he
your daughter’s suitor?”

“My association is with His
Grace,” Byron interrupted, “but I have recently made his daughter’s
acquaintance. In fact, I’m due to have a dance with her
soon.”

“Maybe he’ll be the one,”
Lord Steinbeck told the duke. “If he follows our advice, he’ll have
more than enough money to see to her comfort in ten
years.”

“Yes, perhaps things might
play out that way.” The duke led Byron over to the outskirts of the
room where they had a clear view of Lady Eleanor. “That went better
than I’d hoped. With any luck, the rest of the evening will go just
as well.”

“If it goes too well, that
will make it difficult to detect anything suspicious,” Byron
replied.

“I hadn’t thought of it that
way. At least you’re here and can see what’s happening with
her.”

Byron’s attention went to Lady Eleanor, and
once more, she was looking in his direction. He was tempted to
shake his head but managed to refrain from doing so. She would make
a terrible Runner. Her father, at least, was making an attempt to
be subtle.

The music ended, and since her father was
looking at him expectantly, Byron headed in her direction. Thank
goodness her father hadn’t set him up to have the first dance with
her. It had taken him a while of watching people dance to get
acquainted with the steps. He had learned the steps years ago when
his sister entered her Season. He and their mother were hopeful
she’d find a titled gentleman. They had used the last of their
family’s money for her. He knew he’d be fine since he could earn a
living, but ladies didn’t have the same advantages a gentleman
did.

Mindful to keep up appearances of the
hopeful suitor as her father wished, he asked her, “May I have this
dance, Lady Eleanor?”

“You may, Mr.
Tumilson.”

He gave a swift scan of the other couples to
make sure he guided her to the right spot. In his time as a Runner,
he’d had to put on a pretense of being someone he wasn’t, but he’d
never once had to play the part of a wealthy gentleman who was
looking for a bride.

How did gentlemen act around ladies they
were hoping to court? He studied the gentlemen to see if any of
them seemed romantically interested in the ladies they were dancing
with. Out of the group, he detected two of them. They were offering
flirtatious smiles at their partners. One leaned toward his partner
and said something that made her blush and giggle. He caught the
other besotted gentleman adjusting his cravat.

Following their lead, Byron adjusted his
cravat then gave Lady Eleanor a smile so wide it almost made him
uncomfortable. He hadn’t smiled this widely since he was a child at
the candy store. Since he couldn’t come up with a joke to make her
laugh, he settled for leaning toward her and whispering, “In the
future, you shouldn’t keep looking at me while you’re dancing with
other gentlemen. Someone’s apt to realize your father hired me to
watch over you. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, please laugh so others
with think I said something funny.” Then he straightened up,
grinned at her, and waited for her to laugh.

She stared at him, and for a moment, he
thought she wasn’t going to laugh, but then she let out a hesitant
chuckle.

Before anyone realized her laugh had been
forced, he leaned forward and whispered, “Perhaps you could try
that again. Pretend I’m witty.”

She made another attempt at laughing. It
wasn’t perfect, but it was better. He would just have to settle for
it.

The music finally started, and they began to
dance. Which was a relief. He didn’t know how much longer he could
pretend to flirt.

“I don’t see how it’s fair
that you can keep watching me, but I can’t look over at you,” Lady
Eleanor said.

Glad no one was paying attention to them, he
said, “I have to watch you. It’s why I’m here. You’re supposed to
act like I’m not in the room. It’s how I’ve done it in the past
with others, and I always managed to figure out what was going
on.”

“There’s nothing going on
this time. You must realize that by now.”

“That’s not true. You
haven’t tripped once all evening.”

She frowned. “What does that have to do with
anything?”

“Your claim is that you’re
clumsy. I haven’t noticed anything clumsy you’ve done all evening.
In fact, you’ve handled yourself with surprising grace. Now, stop
frowning. We have to pretend we’re enjoying each other’s
company.”

“I have been known to trip
from time to time. Just because I haven’t done it yet, it doesn’t
mean I lied when I said I was clumsy. Why, just this morning, I
bumped into the doorway on my way out of the bedchamber. I might
not be tripping all over gentlemen, but I have my
moments.”

“Everyone has moments in
their life where they trip or bump into something. That doesn’t
mean anything. Remember to smile. Your father could be watching,
and I don’t want him to think I’m doing a lousy job of pretending
to be interested in you.” He gestured to his face where he had
maintained a smile the entire time they had been
talking.

She started looking for her father.

“You can’t do that,” Byron
said. “And smile. People might wonder why you’re not interested in
me. If you want another gentleman to get jealous, he needs to think
you might accept me as a suitor.”

Her gaze went back to him. “I don’t feel
like smiling. You keep criticizing me.”

Really? “I’m not trying to. I’m trying to
help you. Your father could be right about something being amiss.”
By the expression on her face, he realized she’d been hoping that
he would conclude her father had nothing to worry about. “I don’t
know if someone is seeking to harm you or if there’s something else
they’re after, but you aren’t prone to accidents. The incidents
with the balcony and with your carriage were probably done on
purpose.”

“Why would someone want to
harm me? I barely know anyone. I can’t think of a single person
I’ve upset during my brief time in London.”

Giving up on the notion that he could talk
her into smiling since she still refused to do so, he settled for
letting his own smile go. “Anyone could be after you for any number
of things.”

“What kind of
things?”

Good grief. Did she really expect him to go
through a list? Since she stared expectantly at him, he sighed.
“Perhaps someone is jealous of you. Maybe you have attracted the
interest of a married gentleman, and the wife found out and wishes
to stop him before he makes his intentions known to you.”

Lady Eleanor laughed. While he didn’t see
what was so funny about his statement, he laughed along with her
since the laughter was a hearty one. Now people might finally think
she was interested in him.

“In case you haven’t
noticed,” she began, “I’m not the most attractive lady in the room.
I’m a wallflower.”

“There could very well be a
gentleman in London who prefers wallflowers.” When she gave him a
pointed look that let him know she wouldn’t accept that scenario,
he continued, “You are the daughter of a wealthy gentleman. Perhaps
someone envies the money you have.”

“And how far would this
person get by murdering me? If I die, they won’t inherit anything.
It seems that if the person were a gentleman, he’d be better of
marrying me to get to my father’s money than killing
me.”

Yes, that was a good point, and it was one
that had crossed his mind, which was why he was quick to suggest
that a married gentleman was interested in her.

After a moment, he ventured, “It could very
well be that your charming personality won over a prominent member
of that lady’s group you went to, and out of jealousy, another lady
wishes to cripple or murder you in order to stop your social
engagements.”

This time she rolled her
eyes. “If you’d been to the Ladies of
Grace social, you would have seen me
sitting and listening to the others talk. I didn’t say more than a
couple of words the entire time I was there. I think they only let
me stay there out of pity.”

“I find it hard to believe
you said so little during the Ladies of
Grace social since you’ve had no trouble
talking to me.”

“You’re different. I don’t
have to worry about making a good impression to you so I can become
a member of your group. Also, my father hired you to watch over me.
It’s not like anything romantic will ever happen between
us.”

“All that aside, you do know
how to talk, and you manage to hold yourself with grace. You might
have the appearance of being a wallflower, but you’re not one once
someone gets to know you.” Inspired, he continued, “Perhaps that is
what threatens this person who seeks you harm.”

“I don’t see how I could be
threatening to anyone for any reason.”

“There is always a reason
someone feels threatened. One way or another, I’ll figure out who
wants to harm you and why.”

“This is all pointless, but
you’re just as determined as my father is so I can’t stop
you.”

He was surprised she wasn’t more
appreciative of his efforts. If someone was trying to protect him,
he wouldn’t make that comment in such a dismissive manner.

The music came to an end. Mindful that
others were watching, he gave her a smile and thanked for a
wonderful dance. She, however, ignored him and headed straight to
her father. Hiding his frustration, he retreated to the side of the
room. This just might be one of the more difficult cases he had to
tackle.


 Chapter Five

 


“You have a visitor, Lady Eleanor,” the butler said.

Eleanor looked up from the book she’d been
reading by the open window in the drawing room. She wasn’t
expecting a visitor. She didn’t recall her father telling her that
someone sent a request to see her. Before she could reply, Mr.
Tumilson appeared in the doorway of the room.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I didn’t ask
to speak with you today,” she told him.

The butler’s eyes grew wide, and he shifted
uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Would you like me to
tell him to leave?”

“You can’t do that,” Mr.
Tumilson told the butler. “What I have to say is
important.”

The butler glanced between them
uneasily.

She let out a frustrated groan and slipped
the metal tag in her book so she wouldn’t lose her place. “Very
well.” She gestured for the butler to leave. “You may go. I’ll deal
with the insufferable oaf myself.”

Mr. Tumilson waited until the butler left
before he turned his attention back to her. “Insufferable oaf? I
take great offense to that.”

She stood up and walked over to him. “I
don’t know why you should since all you do is criticize me.” The
second dance they’d had hadn’t been any better than the first. All
he’d done was harp on the fact that her father had a right to be
concerned as if she was too stupid to know when her life was in
danger or not.

“I wasn’t criticizing you. I
was merely pointing things out. You haven’t solved cases before. I
have. I know what to look for.”

“So you said during the
second dance.” Over and over. “Why are you here?”

“I’m here to resolve the
matter of your foul mood.”

“Foul mood?” She put her
hand on her chest. “You think I’m the one with the foul
mood?”

“Well, your attitude isn’t
helping anything.”

She gritted her teeth. She would not throw
the book at him. It was a good book. It didn’t deserve the
abuse.

He shook his head. “I’ve never had so much
trouble with someone I’ve been hired to protect. I’ve been a Runner
for sixteen years. I’m not a novice at this. You would do well to
heed my advice. It’ll make this a lot easier.”

Before she could reply, her father came into
the room. “The butler said you were here.” He went over to Mr.
Tumilson. “Did you find out something?”

Mr. Tumilson’s attention went to her father.
“Yes, I did. Your daughter is not cooperating with me. Unless that
changes, it will make it more difficult for me to figure out who
intends to harm her.”

“You can’t put the blame on
me,” Eleanor argued. “I’m more than willing to cooperate so as long
as the person I’m dealing with is reasonable.”

Mr. Tumilson looked insulted. “I’m
completely reasonable. There has never been a time in my life when
I haven’t been diligent in everything I’ve said and done. I’m not
prone to rushing into things like most people are.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I didn’t do
anything wrong last evening.”

“You refused to smile while
we were dancing.” Mr. Tumilson turned to her father. “I don’t know
if you noticed, but your daughter didn’t pretend to enjoy my
company like she was instructed to.”

“It’s hard to pretend to be
with someone when that person is high in the instep.”

Mr. Tumilson gasped. “I am not haughty. I’ll
have you know I’m one of the humblest people you’ll ever meet.”

She gave her father a pointed look. Surely,
now her father would realize he’d made a terrible mistake when he
hired Mr. Tumilson. They would be better off with another
Runner.

Her father rubbed his chin in a thoughtful
manner. “I did get the impression you two didn’t get along all that
well, but I figured it was a light matter.”

“It is not a light matter,”
Mr. Tumilson said. “If she doesn’t cooperate with me, it’ll hinder
my work.”

Her father glanced her way. “He makes a good
argument. How can he find out who’s trying to kill you if you don’t
follow his advice?”

She didn’t hide her irritation as she went
over to her father. “I wouldn’t mind following his advice if he
could manage to be civil while giving it.”

“I was perfectly civil at
the ball,” Mr. Tumilson said.

“No, you weren’t,” she
replied. “You treated me like I lacked intelligence.” With a groan,
she directed her attention to her father. “He kept criticizing me
because I happened to look his way from time to time while I was
dancing with other gentlemen. One would think I was telling
everyone that you hired him by the way he kept talking about
it.”

“We hadn’t danced yet,” Mr.
Tumilson told her. “If we had, others would have assumed you were
hoping for another dance with me. As it was, they probably figured
out we already knew each other.”

“I was with my father when
he greeted you at the ball,” she reminded him.

“While that’s true, the
length of time you stared at me was highly suspicious. I can only
hope the person who’s seeking your harm didn’t notice.”

“Who’s to say someone won’t
think I was staring at you because I was looking forward to my
first dance with you?”

“Because nothing in the way
you stared at me indicated you were anticipating it.”

“They might. No one can know
what someone is thinking just by looking at them.”

“That’s not true,” he said.
“I can figure out a lot by the way someone is looking at someone
else. The look you gave me last night was of someone who was aware
that they were being watched. Toward the end of the evening, it was
obvious you thought it was pointless that I was even
there.”

Her father glanced her way. “I can’t tell
you how glad I am to have him helping us. Listen to all of the good
things he can pick up that others miss.”

She should have expected this. Her father
already believed her life was in danger. Of course, he would jump
to Mr. Tumilson’s defense. But she still wished her father would at
least consider her viewpoint. At the very least, he should have
told Mr. Tumilson that he should be less critical of her. According
to Mr. Tumilson, she didn’t do anything right.

“Will you still be her
escort at the dinner party Ladies of
Grace will be having?” her father
asked.

Her eyes grew wide. “No! I don’t want him to
be my companion for the evening.”

“It could be beneficial,”
Mr. Tumilson argued. “If the person who wants you removed is a
member of the group, I need to know. At this point, I can’t rule
anyone out.”

“He will be your escort, but
I will be there when you both arrive and leave the Duchess of
Ravenshire’s residence,” her father said. “You won’t have to worry
he’ll unwittingly tarnish your reputation. No one will think he’s
taking liberties with you.”

She nearly gagged. Like she would ever let
Mr. Tumilson close enough to take any liberties with her.

“There is one thing I hope
you don’t mind me bringing up, though your daughter will probably
take it as a criticism,” Mr. Tumilson inserted.

Her father gestured for him to speak.

She narrowed her eyes at Mr. Tumilson, sure
she wasn’t going to like what he had to say next.

And she was right, for in the next second he
said, “I think one of the reasons she hasn’t attracted any suitors
is because she doesn’t pay attention to her appearance.”

Her father’s eyebrows furrowed. “Are you
saying my daughter is ugly?”

“No, not in the least,” Mr.
Tumilson said. “She’s actually quite attractive. One can tell that
when she takes the time to smile. But since she rarely does and
since she’s contrary, she needs help. She would benefit from a lady
who knows how to be beautiful and pleasant.”

Mr. Tumilson glanced her way, so she
narrowed her eyes at him. He had, indeed, criticized her.
Again.

Her father sighed. “I suppose I have been
remiss on allowing a qualified lady to help prepare for the
Season.” He turned his gaze in her direction. “If your mother was
here, she would know what to do. Of all the ladies I’ve ever met,
she was the most beautiful one.”

Eleanor relaxed. She supposed in light of
her father’s comment, she didn’t feel so bad that he was so
agreeable with Mr. Tumilson.

“Good,” Mr. Tumilson said.
“I will inquire about a suitable lady and send her here. When is
the dinner party?”

“It’s in three days,” her
father replied.

Mr. Tumilson nodded. “We don’t have much
time. I will seek a lady to help your daughter right away. I think
once this lady takes care of your daughter, your daughter will
start attracting suitors.”

She rolled her eyes. One could only hope.
But she wasn’t sure anyone could help a wallflower like her.

Her father, looking very happy with the
direction the conversation had gone, led Mr. Tumilson out of the
room. At least Eleanor could now return to her book in peace. She
went to her chair, retrieved the book, and slipped back into the
story.


 Chapter Six

 


“I hope you don’t mind that I’m here,” the Duchess of Ashbourne
told Eleanor the next day as the two had tea in Eleanor’s drawing
room. “I usually help match couples up for marriage, but when I
learned about your situation, I thought it would be fun to see if I
could offer assistance.”

Eleanor surmised that Mr. Tumilson picked
the duchess for the task of making her more appealing to potential
suitors because the duchess was a beautiful lady. She was older,
too. Eleanor guessed the duchess might be in her late thirties.
Beauty and experience. What more could anyone ask for when helping
a naïve lady who was failing her first Season?

Eleanor’s father had been delighted when Mr.
Tumilson sent the missive telling him the duchess had agreed to
help her. “The Duchess of Ashbourne is one of the finest ladies in
London,” her father had remarked. “I know her husband. He’s a
member of White’s. Her reputation is flawless, and she’s had great
success in helping many ladies find husbands. I’ll send a missive
to her right away.” Then her father had hurried out of the room as
if this was the best thing that could ever happen to her.

Eleanor sipped her tea then asked the
duchess, “May I inquire as to how you know Mr. Tumilson?”

“I don’t know Mr. Tumilson,”
the duchess replied. “However, I do know Lady Reddington. Her
husband is friends with Lord Davenport who happens to know Mr.
Duff. Mr. Duff is Mr. Tumilson’s brother-in-law.”

Eleanor tried to keep up
with the progression of people the duchess mentioned, but she’d
only heard of Lord Reddington, and that was only because her father
had mentioned him. “You will not dance with any gentlemen who are
prone to scandalous behavior,” her father had told her. “Take Lord
Reddington, for example. He convinced a newly widowed lady to run
off to Gretna Greene to marry him.” Eleanor was surprised her
father allowed the Duchess of Ashbourne to come here since the
duchess was connected to someone who’d caused the Ton to go into
what he termed an
uproar.

The duchess chuckled. “London is a small
place. Eventually, you encounter someone who knows someone you
know.”

Perhaps that was true, but Eleanor didn’t
think she’d ever come to think of London as a small place. It was
overwhelming at times. Eleanor cleared her throat. “What will you
do with me?”

The duchess put her cup down and turned to
her. “My job is to enhance what already makes you appealing. You
have a quiet beauty. We just need to draw it out so gentlemen
notice it. You’d be surprised how a few small changes can make big
differences. I have a feeling that you’ll turn gentlemen’s heads
when I’m done with you.”

Eleanor wasn’t convinced that the duchess
could perform such a monumental task, but she was willing to let
her try.

“The first thing I need to
do is see what you already have,” the duchess continued. “Can I see
your clothes, jewelry, and hair accessories?”

Since the lady looked at her expectantly,
Eleanor hurried to nod then set her tea down. “Of course.” She rose
to her feet and escorted her to her bedchamber.

The next hour was surprisingly long as the
duchess held up different gowns to Eleanor. The duchess said she
wanted to find the right color for Eleanor, but Eleanor had no idea
what that meant. Afterward, the duchess tried out several
hairstyles on Eleanor while Eleanor’s lady’s maid was in the room.
The duchess offered the lady’s maid advice on what she deemed to be
the best styles to use. Then she took considerable time in
evaluating every piece of jewelry Eleanor owned.

In the end, the duchess wrote down things to
add to Eleanor’s wardrobe, and Eleanor was stuck shopping with her.
Eleanor was relieved the duchess picked out the things to buy. If
Eleanor had to make those decisions, she would have panicked and
begged her father to send her back to the country estate. She
didn’t have the slightest idea of what was fashionable in
London.

Upon returning to the townhouse, the duchess
removed over half of the gowns in Eleanor’s armoire. Then she
summoned a maid in and instructed the maid on what modifications to
make to the gowns that were left behind. There were only two gowns
the duchess felt were already suitable to wear, and those were
gowns Eleanor hadn’t worn yet. The gowns were quite lovely, but her
father had insisted she wear the others instead.

When the afternoon came to an end, the
duchess looked very pleased. “That is a good start. I’ll be here
tomorrow afternoon.”

Confused, Eleanor hurried after her as she
left the bedchamber. “You mean there’s more?”

“What we did today was give
you a foundation to work with,” the duchess said. “How you look is
only half of what it takes to attract gentlemen. The other half is
in how you present yourself. That will take more time. We’ll start
those lessons tomorrow.”

Eleanor didn’t know what to say. She had no
idea that attracting gentlemen could be so complicated. But,
considering the fact that she didn’t have a single suitor, she
wasn’t all that surprised. She was a wallflower. The Duchess of
Ashbourne was going to teach her how to stop being one. It was the
only way she was going to succeed in finding a husband. Like
anything in life worth doing, the effort would pay off in the
end.

“All right,” Eleanor said
when they made it to the entrance. “I’ll be ready tomorrow
afternoon.”

The duchess turned to Eleanor as the footman
opened the door. She offered Eleanor an encouraging smile. “I know
all of these changes are a lot, but I think you’ll like the results
when your biggest challenge is picking which of your suitors to
marry.” With that said, she left the townhouse.

 


***

 


The next afternoon when the Duchess of
Ashbourne arrived, she gasped as soon as she stepped into the
drawing room. Eleanor’s eyebrows furrowed in concern. She thought
she had picked out one of the gowns that met with the lady’s
approval, and she was sure her lady’s maid had created an
attractive hairstyle and selected the right jewelry to go with her
outfit. But maybe they had missed something.

“I can’t believe I’m looking
at the same person I was with yesterday,” the duchess said as she
moved forward. “You look like a different lady. Did your father
recognize you when he saw you this morning?”

Eleanor relaxed. Thankfully, the duchess
wasn’t upset. “Of course, he recognized me. I’m his daughter.”

The duchess offered her an amused smile. “I
didn’t mean it that way. Did he say anything about how wonderful
you look?”

She wasn’t sure what the lady was hoping
for, but she told her the truth. “My father said he didn’t think
even the most reputable of gentlemen deserved me.”

The duchess seemed satisfied with that, so
Eleanor sat on the settee. The duchess sat next to her. Eleanor was
sure the duchess didn’t mean to intimidate her, but it was hard to
get comfortable with someone who exuded so much confidence.

The duchess waited for the butler to pour
tea into their cups before she said, “You’ll have no trouble
drawing gentlemen to you.” She chuckled. “I think you’re going to
be surprised when you realize just how pretty you are.”

The compliment was a nice one. Eleanor
thanked her and took a sip of her tea.

As the duchess requested, the butler shut
the door, leaving them alone. She turned to Eleanor. “The way we
conduct ourselves is just as important as how we look. Today, we’re
going to work on how you mingle with other people. One thing I
noticed about you is that you tend to avoid eye contact.”

“I do?”

“I know you aren’t aware of
it. You’re just shy. It’s difficult for you to connect with other
people. Your father told me you grew up at his country estate. It’s
understandable why you’re uncertain when it comes to social
engagements. Fortunately, this can be overcome with a few little
tricks. One trick is looking people in the eyes. The other trick is
in how you hold yourself. Put your shoulders back and lift your
head.”

Since the lady paused, Eleanor straightened
up and made eye contact with her.

The duchess nodded. “That’s much better. You
already appear more confident, and you didn’t even say a word.” She
picked up her tea and paused for a moment. “I’ll tell you a secret.
People love to talk about themselves. If you can get in the habit
of asking them questions, you won’t have to do much talking. All
you’ll have to do is smile or laugh when they say something funny,
or you will offer a sympathetic expression if they say something
sad. You don’t have to be the most talkative person in the room to
appeal to others.”

“I don’t?”

“No, you don’t. A lot of
ladies think they do, which is why they ramble on so much, but if
you pay careful attention, most of what they say is meaningless.
It’s my personal opinion, of course, but I think most gentlemen
prefer a lady who is willing to listen to them. In my years of
coaching ladies, the ones who mastered the ability to sincerely
listen to gentlemen married quicker than those who did most of the
talking.”

Eleanor released her breath. That didn’t
sound so bad. She could listen all day long to other people. It was
much more difficult to come up with witty things to talk about.
“What kind of questions should I ask?”

“As you’re probably aware,
we start most conversations with pleasantries. We say things like,
‘How has your day been?’ and ‘Have you seen the latest opera?’
These are all introductions to what can be a conversation. All you
have to do is ask another question based on the answer the
gentleman gave you. For instance, let’s say the gentleman is having
a good day. You can ask him what was good about it. I’ll pretend to
be a gentleman, and we’ll work through the conversation together.
Ready?”

Eleanor put the cup down and cleared her
throat. Mindful to keep her shoulders back, her head higher, and
make eye contact with the lady, she said, “I’m ready.”

“It’s a pleasure to make
your acquaintance, Lady Eleanor.”

Eleanor resisted the urge to chuckle since
the duchess had lowered her voice to imitate a gentleman. “It’s a
pleasure to make your acquaintance, too.” She thought for a moment
then added, “How has your day been?”

The duchess nodded. “Very good,” she said in
her normal voice. “That’s a nice way to open up a conversation.” In
a low voice, she continued, “My day has been quite well.”

Eleanor waited for her to say more, but then
she realized the duchess expected her to reply with another
question. “Oh. Um… What good things happened to you today?”

The duchess grinned. “Well, for one, I met
you.”

Eleanor’s eyes widened in surprise. “Surely,
a gentleman won’t be that bold upon our first meeting.”

The duchess chuckled. “He might if he’s
flirting with you. However, you’re right. He most likely won’t be
so bold. I’ve only heard of a few gentlemen who have done this, and
they have impish tendencies.”

“Are they to be
avoided?”

“It depends. If he’s prone
to act this way with other ladies, then you should avoid him. All
he wants is to get in your bed. If, on the other hand, he only
talks to you this way, then you can be assured he’s got a playful
side to him. But we should get back to the lesson.” She lowered her
voice. “I went to the menagerie today and saw the new lion they
brought in from Africa.”

“Do they really have a
menagerie with a lion in it right here in London?” Eleanor asked,
forgetting about the lesson for a moment.

“They do,” the duchess
replied in her normal voice. “And they did just bring in the
lion.”

“What other animals do they
have there?”

“To name a few, there are
tigers, elephants, kangaroos, bears, camels, zebras, monkeys, and
alligators.”

Why hadn’t her father told her about this?
Eleanor would love to see such exotic animals. She’d only seen
pictures and read about them while growing up. It would be exciting
to see them for herself.

“It’s possible that if a
gentleman takes an interest in you, he’ll offer to take you there,”
the duchess told her.

“I would enjoy that very
much.”

“Then be sure to ask plenty
of questions about the menagerie, and slip in something about it
sounding like an exciting place to see. He might not come right out
and offer to take you there right away. He’ll likely want to make
sure your father is agreeable to the outing since you’ll need your
father, or another suitable person, to chaperone you.” The duchess
paused. “Let’s try another conversation. We’ll pretend your father
is hosting a dinner party and he’s invited a couple of bachelors
with their sisters. I’ll be one of the gentlemen who happens to
talk to you.” In a low voice, she said, “This tea is
good.”

Eleanor tapped her knee. After finding out
about the menagerie, it was difficult to keep up with this lesson,
but she had to if she was going to have any hope of getting a
husband. She took a deep breath and focused on what the duchess was
saying. “What is good about the tea?”

“While that is a question, I
think it might be better to ask, ‘What is your favorite tea?’” the
duchess suggested.

Yes, Eleanor supposed that was better. “What
is your favorite tea?”

“I’m partial to black
tea.”

That wasn’t much to go on, but after a
moment, Eleanor ventured, “Why do you prefer black tea to the
others?”

“It has a subtle flavor to
it.”

Eleanor frowned. That response wasn’t any
more helpful than the previous one.

The duchess offered her an understanding
smile. “Some gentlemen won’t make it easy, and some of the
conversations will bore you. You have to pretend to be interested,
even if you aren’t.”

“Oh, all right.” Eleanor
tapped her knees again. “Do you ever add anything to the black
tea?”

“That is a good reply,” the
duchess said. “As long as the questions require him to answer with
more than a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, you’re able to keep the conversation
flowing. Now, repeat the question, and I’ll answer as the
gentleman.”

Eleanor wasn’t sure she wanted to keep a
conversation about tea going, but for the sake of the lesson, she
repeated the question.

“Once in a while, I’ll add
some lemon, sugar, or peppermint to add some flavor to the tea,”
the duchess said.

“I’ve heard of people adding
lemon and sugar to black tea, but I wasn’t aware you could add
peppermint to it, too. Why do you do that?”

“Excellent! That is a
wonderful question. From there, he might share something a bit more
personal about himself. In this case, let’s say he says it helps to
settle his stomach. What would you say to that?”

“I suppose I’d ask him what
upsets his stomach.”

“That is what I was hoping
you’d say. He’ll probably mention something about being overwhelmed
by the responsibilities his title gives him, or he might mention a
worry he has about finances or a family member. There are several
ways that conversation can go. We’ll go through a couple more
possible conversations later. Right now, I want to teach you how to
walk in a way that expresses confidence. After that, I’m going to
show you little flirtatious gestures you can use to let a gentleman
know you’re interested in him. But remember, you only indicate an
interest if you really like the gentleman. You don’t want to
encourage someone whose company you don’t enjoy.”

Eleanor wouldn’t try to encourage someone
she didn’t like, but the fact that the duchess felt the need to
point it out made her realize that some ladies believed they had to
do just that. She wondered if that was why she was having trouble
making friends with the ladies in London. Maybe she didn’t react to
things the same way they did, and as a result, she had little in
common with them.

The duchess stood up and encouraged her to
do the same. “Let me see how you stand.”

Eleanor rose to her feet and took an
unsteady breath as the duchess studied her posture. She
straightened her shoulders back and lifted her head higher, hoping
that would limit how much the duchess would tell her to do.

“You have a nice figure,”
the duchess said. “Gentlemen are apt to notice that kind of thing,
though we don’t. Ladies are often more concerned with a gentleman’s
sense of humor or his ability to offer them a comfortable
lifestyle. Gentlemen, on the other hand, are concerned with a
lady’s beauty, and part of that beauty is in how she conducts
herself. The important thing is that you need to find the right
balance between modesty and seduction.”

Modesty and seduction? Was such a balance
possible?

“Before you have a
conversation,” the duchess began, interrupting her thoughts, “he’ll
see you, and more often than not, he’ll see you walk. When you
walk, let your hips sway a little bit.” The duchess proceeded to
walk away from Eleanor. She reached the other side of the room and
headed back toward her.

Eleanor’s eyebrows furrowed. Just what,
exactly, was she supposed to notice?

“If done right, it’s
subtle,” the duchess said. “It’s unlikely that most ladies notice,
but they aren’t drawn to what they see like gentlemen are.” She
paused for a moment then lowered her voice. “What I’m about to tell
you, I’m telling you in confidence. Understand?”

Eleanor nodded. “I can keep a secret.”

“The sway of your hips will
draw his attention to them, and that will give him ideas of what he
can do to you in bed. You will have no intention of being in bed
with him until your wedding night, of course. You do want to
maintain your reputation, and you don’t want to run the risk of
having an illegitimate child. If you become known as a ruined lady,
you’ll never get a respectable husband.” She sighed. “Though it’s
not fair, a gentleman can bed as many ladies as he wants, and no
one thinks anything of it. A lady, however, has to be careful.
Ladies are expected to be virgins on their wedding night. Your goal
is to get him to think of the bed so that he’ll marry you. Once he
marries you, then you can go to bed with him without risking the
Ton’s ridicule.”

So that was why unmarried ladies were
required to have chaperones. Her father hadn’t taken the time to
adequately explain the reason to her. All he’d told her was that
she had to have one.

“All right,” the duchess
said in a louder voice. “I want to see you walk to the
door.”

Though it felt awkward, she strolled toward
the door with an extra sway to her hips. When she reached the door,
she turned around and waited for the lady to speak.

The duchess tapped her chin. “That was a
little too obvious. Take smaller steps. Bend your knees a little.
As you take a step, let one hip go up while the other goes down.
Then when you take the next step, do the same but to the opposite
hips.”

That was a lot to remember, but she would do
her best. Pushing aside her unease, Eleanor followed the lady’s
instructions. Doing so felt more natural than what she’d been doing
before, but it still felt awkward.

“That’s better,” the duchess
said, “but you don’t need to bend your knees that far. Just a
little bit. Also, don’t forget to look at me. You don’t have to
worry about an item on the floor that might make you
trip.”

Noting the teasing tone in the lady’s voice,
Eleanor smiled. She inhaled and headed back to the door. Then she
turned and walked back to her.

“That’s much better,” the
duchess encouraged. “Do it a few more times. You need to get
comfortable with it.”

Eleanor ended up walking to the door and
back about five more times before the duchess decided that was
enough.

“That will do,” the duchess
said. “I want to teach you a few more other tricks, and then we’ll
get back to having a successful conversation with the
gentlemen.”

Eleanor sat back on the settee with the
duchess.

The duchess picked up her tea. “I want you
to know that I’ll be at the next ball you attend. That way, if you
have any questions, I’ll be able to answer them.”

Eleanor hadn’t expected that, but it did
ease some of her anxiety.

“The more you do this, the
easier it’ll get.” From there, the duchess continued with her
lesson.


 Chapter Seven

 


Byron waited with Lady Eleanor’s father in the drawing room on
the evening he was due to attend the Duchess of Ravenshire’s dinner
party.

“My daughter hasn’t left
this townhouse since we went to the ball,” her father said.
“Because of that, I haven’t had to worry about her. These last few
days have been the least stressful of my life.” He put his hand
over his stomach. “I know it’s wrong, but sometimes I wish I could
have kept her as a child at the country estate forever. Then I
would never have to worry about her.”

“Every child needs to grow
up,” Byron replied. “You can’t stop the process. But,” he hurried
to add before the gentleman gave into despair, “I’m here to make
sure she’s safe.”

“I hope you don’t find
anything unusual this evening at the Ladies of Grace dinner party.
Eleanor’s social situation would improve significantly if she could
become a member of such a highly respectable group.”

It was on the tip of Byron’s
tongue to point out that if someone in the group was threatening
her, then it could hardly be called a respectable group, but he managed to
refrain from making the comment.

“Sometimes I wonder if she
even cares about her standing in the Ton,” her father quietly
added. “It seems like all she wants to do is sit in a corner and
read a book.”

“There’s nothing wrong with
a lady who does that. A gentleman might find it nice to have a lady
who knows how to stay out of trouble. I’ve been hired by a few
gentlemen who had wives who engaged in all sorts of undesirable
behaviors.”

“No husband wants to be made
into a fool. I rest assured my daughter won’t give her future
husband any grief. She’s as pure and innocent as they come.” He let
out a heavy sigh. “It’s a shame she has to get married.”

“Don’t think of her getting
married as a bad thing. Think of it as getting grandchildren. If
you love your daughter, you’re bound to love the little ones she’ll
have. Your family won’t get smaller. It’ll get bigger.”

Byron heard footsteps approaching the
drawing room and turned his attention to the doorway.

A lady entered the room in a powder blue
dress that was covered in ivory lace. She had on a necklace with a
teardrop pearl at the center. The pearl was surrounded by diamonds,
and it drew his attention to her cleavage. Mindful that he was here
to work, Byron quickly averted his gaze from her. He turned his
attention to the doorway to see when Lady Eleanor would arrive.

“Are you ready to go?” her
father asked as he went over to the lady.

Byron frowned and looked back at the lady.
This couldn’t be Lady Eleanor.

“I think so,” the lady
replied as she fiddled with her gloves. “I’m nervous about this
evening.”

Yes, that sounded just like Lady Eleanor.
Byron took a good look at her. He couldn’t believe it. This was no
wallflower. The Duchess of Ashbourne had transformed Lady Eleanor
into a princess. Her father wasn’t going to have a problem finding
her a suitor anymore.

“This evening will be fine,”
her father assured her. “Mr. Tumilson will be with you.”

She gave Byron a look that let him know she
wasn’t all that thrilled with the arrangement but was willing to
follow through with it. Byron didn’t know how to respond, so he
chose to keep quiet. Besides, he didn’t know if he could speak. The
Duchess of Ashbourne had accomplished a major feat. It was nothing
short of a miracle.

“I’ll be your chaperone in
the carriage,” her father told her. “That way no one will suspect
you and Mr. Tumilson of doing anything inappropriate on the way to,
or from, the dinner party.”

Byron followed the two to
the carriage. On the way there, her father offered tips on how she
might impress the ladies in the esteemed group. There was no doubt
that her being a part of Ladies of
Grace meant a lot to him. She spent the
entire ride fidgeting with her gloves. Her fidgeting was an
indication of nerves. Byron just couldn’t decide if she was more
worried about befriending the ladies in the group or if she was
more worried about pleasing her father.

When the carriage came to a
stop, Byron got out first. Her father stepped out of the carriage
second and helped her down from the carriage. He walked with her
and Byron up to the front door of the Duchess of Ravenshire’s
townhouse. When the footman opened the door, her father made it a
point to let the footman know that he had chaperoned his daughter
on the way there and that he would return to chaperone her back
home. Byron wasn’t sure if the elaborate explanation was necessary.
Surely, the Ton couldn’t be that
sensitive to the things people did. Could
it?

Once her father wished her luck, he
departed. Byron waved for her to go into the townhouse first. To
his surprise, she didn’t go in right away. She stood still for a
moment as if bracing herself for the evening ahead. Then she
straightened her shoulders back, lifted her head a bit higher, and
stepped over the threshold. Byron blinked. This must be the part
where she was going to implement the instructions the Duchess of
Ashbourne had given her on how to act. Which made sense now that
Byron thought about it. It wasn’t enough that she look visually
appealing; she had to act appealing, too.

The butler came over to them and led them to
the drawing room. Byron straightened his tailcoat as he got ready
to act as if he was used to mingling with the upper social class of
London. It was fortunate his sister had invited him to a dinner
party at her residence. Otherwise, he wouldn’t know what to expect
from the evening.

Two couples greeted them. The first was the
Duke and Duchess of Ravenshire. The second was Viscount and
Viscountess Powell.

“Please, have a seat,” the
duchess told Byron and Lady Eleanor. “We’ll have some tea while we
wait for Lord and Lady Whitney.”

Byron sat in the chair next to Lady
Eleanor.

Lady Eleanor accepted the cup of tea the
duchess offered her. “How has everyone’s day been?”

“Very good,” the Duchess of
Ravenshire replied as she settled next to her husband. “Nick and I
decided on a name for our next child. Before, we couldn’t make up
our minds until the day of our children’s birth.”

Nick grinned. “My wife likes to have
everything planned out.”

“I didn’t realize you were
expecting,” Lady Eleanor said. “When will the little one be
here?”

“Sometime in November.” The
Duchess’ gaze went to Lord and Lady Powell. “That’s about the same
time as your next one is due, isn’t it?”

Lady Powell nodded. “We might have a
December baby if he’s late like his brother. I didn’t think Timothy
would ever get here.”

“Really? Are babies usually
on time?” Lady Eleanor asked.

“The doctor says it can vary
by a couple of weeks,” Lady Powell replied.

“Timothy is looking forward
to having a little brother or sister,” Lord Powell spoke up in
excitement.

Byron clamped his jaw down so he wouldn’t
yawn. If the conversation continued going in this direction, he
just might doze off.

“He’s hoping for a brother,”
Lord Powell continued. “I warned him that not all brothers are
reasonable.” He shot his wife a playful grin. “Your brother
certainly has us wondering what he’ll do next.” Turning to the
others, he added, “Would you believe Charles thought his wife
killed her first husband?”

Byron’s eyes grew wide. He gave a closer
look at Lord Powell. “Are you talking about Mr. Charles Duff?”

Lord Powell nodded. “That’s the gentleman.
Do you know him?”

Byron debated on how to answer. If he came
out and let them know Charles’ wife happened to be his sister, they
might figure out he was a Runner, and if that happened, that might
ruin his chances of solving the case Lady Eleanor’s father had
hired him for. He had no idea London was such a small place that
he’d end up at a dinner party with Charles’ sister and her
husband.

Hoping Lord Powell and his wife wouldn’t try
to figure out how he knew Charles, Byron shrugged. “I heard of the
untimely death of the Duke of Jowett. It was all over London. The
poor gentleman.”

“Yes, that was a tragic
event,” Lady Powell agreed, her mood turning somber. “And to think
someone murdered him in his own bedchamber.”

“That is tragic,” the
Duchess of Ravenshire agreed. “I’m glad they caught the murderer.
Does anyone know the details about it?”

Lady Powell shook her head. “All my brother
said was that his friend died because of gambling debts.”

Lord Powell rolled his eyes. “After Charles
told us about it, he went through all of my ledgers to make sure I
can be responsible with money. While I think what happened to his
friend was awful, I don’t see why he felt the need to pry into my
personal business.”

“You should be glad he did
that, Gill.” Lady Powell patted her husband on the thigh. “It means
he likes you. If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t worry that someone
might kill you.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Or he doesn’t trust
me to take care of my estate.”

“If he didn’t trust you
before, he does now.” When he groaned, she added, “He hasn’t looked
through them again, has he?”

“No, but it still irks me
that he did it the first time. If you weren’t so lovely, I would
have sought out a different lady to marry. Then I would have ended
up with a reasonable brother-in-law.”

Pleased by the compliment he had extended to
her, Lady Powell gave his leg an affectionate pat.

Byron was surprised to learn that Charles
had a distrusting side to him, though in Jonathan’s case, Charles
had been right to suspect foul play. Byron had, too, and it
bothered him that he hadn’t prevented the murder. But then, he
hadn’t thought Jonathan’s life had been in danger.

The butler announced the arrival of Lord and
Lady Whitney, so Byron forced his mind off of Jonathan. He needed
to keep his mind on his current case. If someone did intend to harm
Lady Eleanor, he had to make sure she didn’t end up with the same
fate Jonathan did.

“We apologize for being
late,” Lord Whitney said as the couple settled into their chairs.
“I lost track of time. I got a new book today, and it turned out to
be far more interesting than I expected.”

“What was the book about?”
Lady Eleanor asked.

Eyebrows raised, Byron glanced her way. He
thought she’d said all she did was listen while others talked. So
far, she seemed to be quite the chatterbox. Then Byron realized
this must be the Duchess of Ashbourne’s doing. The money her father
spent on that lady’s services had been wisely spent.

If Byron hadn’t come with Lady Eleanor in
the carriage and saw the way she fidgeted and agonized over this
evening, he would have sworn she was a different person. She was
much more attractive, both in the way she looked and in the way she
acted.

“It was a book on the fall
of the Roman Empire,” Lord Whitney told her. “I already had a book
explaining the rise of that empire, so I figured this would
complete the story.”

Byron figured that would be the end of the
topic, but Lady Eleanor proceeded to ask, “What caused the fall of
the Roman Empire?”

“Actually, there are several
factors that led to its demise,” Lord Whitney said as he
straightened up in great enthusiasm. “Usually, empires of the past
fell due to invading forces. For example, the Persian Empire
conquered the Babylonian one, and the Greek Empire eventually
conquered the Persian one, thanks to Alexander the Great. But the
Roman Empire was different. There was no specific dominating empire
that took over the Roman one. Sure, there were some tribes that
invaded it, but none of them became an empire. If one must conclude
anything, it’s that the Roman Empire fell apart from
within.”

As Lord Whitney proceeded to explain the
military expansion and corrupt governmental policies in the Roman
Empire, Byron’s mind began to wander. He couldn’t care less what
caused the Roman Empire, or any empire for that matter, to fall. He
wasn’t here for that. He was here to figure out who might want to
harm Lady Eleanor.

His gaze went to the others in the room. The
Duchess of Ravenshire sipped her tea as she gave a pretense of
listening to Lord Whitney. Nick, on the other hand, made no move to
feign interest in the conversation. He studied the buttons on his
tailcoat. Lord Powell shifted in his chair and glanced around the
room, and Lady Powell inspected her nails. Lady Whitney seemed to
be the only person who had a sincere interest in the topic. Byron
would have assumed Lady Eleanor cared about the topic since she
kept asking him questions, but upon careful inspection, he realized
she was more interested in keeping the conversation going than in
what he was actually saying.

When the butler announced that dinner was
ready, everyone but Lord and Lady Whitney jumped to their feet.

“I didn’t realize I had
rambled on so much,” Lord Whitney said as he rose to his feet. “I
apologize.”

“There’s nothing to
apologize for,” Nick assured him. “It’s good you have a passion for
something. Life is too short to spend your time on pursuits that
don’t interest you.”

“Yes,” the duchess agreed.
“And there’s nothing wrong with discussing old empires. It’s much
better than what some people talk about.”

“While that’s nice of you to
say, I’ll try to keep my answers shorter in the future,” Lord
Whitney said.

Lady Whitney slipped her arm around his and
offered him a comforting smile. “You’re among friends here. You
don’t need to be embarrassed.”

“Indeed, you don’t,” the
Duke of Ravenshire added. “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m
ready to eat.”

At once, everyone’s attention went to the
meal, and Lord Whitney finally relaxed. Byron held out his arm to
Lady Eleanor. Though she accepted it, he caught the slight grimace
on her face that let him know she wished someone other than him was
escorting her to dinner this evening.

He resisted the urge to quietly warn her
that she needed to act like she wanted to be with him this evening
if the others were going to believe he wanted to be her suitor. The
last thing he wanted was for her to accuse him of criticizing her.
He could only hope no one noticed her lack of interest in him.


 Chapter Eight

 


“I like Lady Eleanor,” Lord Whitney said as the gentlemen entered
the library after dinner. “I hope the ladies let her into the
group.”

Nick shut the door then went to the
decanter. “You only say that because she’s interested in your
book.”

Lord Whitney shrugged.
“What’s wrong with that? It’d be nice if Ladies of Grace had someone besides
my wife who appreciates history.”

“Nothing’s wrong with it,
but I suspect she was more interested in making conversation with
you than learning about the fall of the Roman Empire.” Nick poured
brandy into four glasses. “I think she’s nervous about getting into
the group and has opted to ask questions from everyone in
attendance in order to appear more interesting.”

Byron’s eyebrows raised in interest. Nick
picked up on more than his expression revealed. Byron hoped the
gentleman didn’t suspect he had come to this dinner party with
ulterior motives.

Nick held out a glass of brandy to him. “Mr.
Tumilson, we might as well get beyond formalities. You can refer to
me as Nick, Lord Whitney as Piers, and Lord Powell as Gill.”

Byron accepted the glass of brandy.
“Everyone can call me Byron.”

“Well,” Piers interrupted,
“I don’t care if she was asking about my book because she’s worried
about getting into the group. She listened to what I told her. I
know that because she asked more questions that were in line with
her previous ones. She has to have some interest in the topic to do
that.”

Gill took his glass of brandy. “Does it
really matter? If she makes it in the group, she’ll be stuck
talking to the ladies all the time. We don’t often have dinner
parties together.”

Byron waited until the others were sitting
before picking a chair to settled into.

Piers glanced at the others. “Am I the only
one who thinks Lady Eleanor will make a good addition to the
group?”

“No, you’re not,” Nick
assured him as he crossed his legs. “I think she’ll be good for it.
My wife has been having the hardest time finding a suitable
replacement for my sister. Cress can’t be in the group anymore
because she’s in Quebec, and my younger sister has no interest in
the social affairs of London. It turns out finding a reputable lady
is more difficult than I imagined. You not only have to think about
the kind of family she comes from, but her actions have to meet
with the Ton’s approval. Then there’s the compatibility issue. The
lady has to get along with the other ladies in the group.” He shook
his head. “I still remember the arguments my wife had with Lady
Blakemoor when they led the group together. Those two couldn’t
agree on anything.”

Gill laughed. “At least that’s all in the
past. And now I know why your wife is so careful in choosing who’ll
be a part of the group. She doesn’t want to risk another Lady
Blakemoor.”

“No, she doesn’t.” Nick
sipped his brandy. “Enough about all of that. We haven’t given the
newcomer sufficient time to talk. Tell us something about yourself,
Byron.”

“What do you want to know?”
Byron asked.

Nick thought for a moment. “You’re Lady
Eleanor’s suitor. Is a proposal imminent?”

Byron had to stop himself before he spit out
his brandy. Good heavens. Like he would—or even could—marry a noble
lady! He managed to swallow his brandy before saying, “No, a
proposal is not imminent.”

“It’s not? Why? She has
everything a gentleman could ask for,” Piers said, not hiding his
surprise. “She’s attractive, intelligent, and witty. Best of all,
her father is well established. I know him from White’s. He’s a bit
formal about rules, but he’s pleasant enough. I don’t foresee him
making any problems for his future son-in-law.”

Byron couldn’t come out and tell these
gentlemen that his financial situation prohibited him from marrying
someone like her. He couldn’t give away the real reason he was
here, either. He had to keep up the pretense of being interested in
Lady Eleanor. Finally, he settled on a suitable response. He gave
the gentlemen a grin. “I do enjoy Lady Eleanor’s company. She’s a
fine lady. But I want to make sure she’s an ideal match for me. I
don’t want to rush into marriage.”

“I can understand that,”
Gill said. “Marriage is for life. You want to do everything you can
to make sure you end up with someone you’ll be happy
with.”

Relieved someone had accepted the lie, Byron
nodded. “Exactly.” Then he took another sip of his brandy.

Piers, however, wasn’t so
easy to convince, for he argued, “I don’t see how you can do better
than Lady Eleanor. My wife knows many ladies who are in their
Season, and few have the kind of reputation that Lady Eleanor does.
That’s why my wife suggested her for membership into
Ladies of Grace.”

“So that’s how Tara found
out about her,” Nick said. “I wondered about that. Lady Eleanor
hasn’t been in London for very long. All I know is that Lord and
Lady Cadwalader approve of her father.”

“He thinks highly of them as
well,” Byron replied, hoping they could steer the conversation away
from him being Lady Eleanor’s suitor. The fewer lies he had to come
up with, the better.

“Yes, it is all about Lord
and Lady Cadwalader, isn’t it?” Piers mused. “Everything
Ladies of Grace strives
for is their approval.”

“I can’t complain,” Nick
said. “It’s why my wife married me. She thought I would be a good
addition to the group. Granted, I’m not officially in it, but the
Cadwaladers judge the members by the husbands, too. ‘Bad company
corrupts good habits,’ is what they say.”

“Well, they wouldn’t be
wrong,” Byron replied. “The kinds of people we choose to associate
with does say something about us.” Most of the time, a crime was
committed by someone the victim knew. “Is Lady Eleanor close to any
of your wives?”

Gill shook his head.
“Heather barely knows her. She’s only seen her the two times Lady
Eleanor has been invited to a social event with Ladies of Grace, and that includes
this evening’s dinner party.”

In that case, Heather
probably had no reason to wish harm on Lady Eleanor. Byron directed
his gaze to the other two gentlemen, especially Piers. Perhaps
Piers’ admiration of Lady Eleanor had upset his wife. Maybe she
brought up Lady Eleanor to Tara in hopes that Tara would invite her
to the group. As the old adage went, Keep
your friends close but your enemies closer. What better way could a lady learn about another lady than
through an informal encounter like a dinner party?

“Have you talked with Lady
Eleanor before this evening?” Byron asked Piers.

Piers shook his head. “No, unfortunately, I
haven’t had the pleasure of making her acquaintance until
today.”

Byron glanced at Nick. “Has your wife
invited her over here to talk to her privately?”

Nick’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t think so.
Tara likes to keep busy by establishing social connections with
prominent members of the Ton. She doesn’t often have moments that
she spends with just one lady. She reserves that time for me and
our children.”

Byron glanced at Piers. “And what about your
wife? Has she spent any time alone with Lady Eleanor?”

“No. The only time Stacey
has been with Lady Eleanor is when the group has a social event.”
Piers’ eyebrows furrowed. “What is all of this about? Do you think
Lady Eleanor hasn’t been with our wives enough?”

“I apologize,” Byron hurried
to say in case the gentlemen started to question exactly
why he was at this dinner
party. “I was merely making conversation. Lady Eleanor is so shy.
While at the ball, she barely spoke to anyone. It made me wonder if
she had any friends.”

“I noticed that she’s shy,”
Nick said. “Tara did, too. That’s why she’s been hesitant to invite
her into the group. While Lady Eleanor’s reputation is impeccable
and her father is in good standing with the Ton, she doesn’t seem
to attract anyone to her.” He glanced at Piers. “At least not until
tonight. Like you, I think she manages just fine at a dinner party.
Maybe she needs some time with people before she’s comfortable
enough to talk to them.”

“Maybe that’s why my wife
thinks she’ll be an asset to the group,” Piers said. “Perhaps my
wife sees Lady Eleanor and remembers the way I was when she first
met me. I struggled for years in knowing what to say to people I
barely knew. My wife helped bring me out of my shell. She might do
that for Lady Eleanor, too.”

Or maybe Stacey had other motives. As far as
Byron was concerned, Stacey had just become the main suspect in
this case. She wouldn’t be the first person who pretended to
befriend someone with the intent to harm them. He was going to have
to watch Stacey carefully from this point forward.

 


***

 


Eleanor sipped her tea as she listened to
Heather. Eleanor had asked all three ladies to share their stories
about how they got married, and Heather was the third one to share
her story. Unlike Tara and Stacey, however, she ended up spending
nearly twenty minutes explaining the details of her and Gill’s
courtship and how she kidnapped him so they could get married
outside of London.

The Duchess of Ashbourne’s advice was
working much better than Eleanor dreamt possible. All she had to do
was ask anyone at this dinner party questions, and they shared just
about everything with her. Asking questions to further explain
something was easy once someone got invested in talking. At this
pace, Eleanor wasn’t going to have to worry about any awkward
moments of silence like she had the other time she’d been with
these ladies. Now she didn’t have to feel like a wallflower.

“I should have realized he
was willingly going along with the kidnapping,” Heather rambled.
“He didn’t put up a fuss when it came time to make our vows, and he
pretty much coaxed me into consummating the marriage right away by
telling me he needed an heir.”

Tara chuckled. “I don’t think any gentleman
is going to put up a fuss if a lady goes to bed with him,
regardless of the circumstances.”

“Oh, I’m sure if he really
doesn’t want to be with the lady, he’ll find a way to show
restraint,” Heather argued before she sipped her tea.

“I don’t know. Even Piers
will put down a good book if I suggest going to bed,” Stacey
said.

“Yes, but he wants to be
with you.” Heather gave Tara a pointed look. “And Nick wants to be
with you. I’m just saying if a gentleman doesn’t want to be with
the lady, he wouldn’t be intimate with her. I know that, as a lady,
I couldn’t give myself to a gentleman I didn’t want to be
with.”

“You’re right,” Tara
conceded. “There’s no way I could be intimate with Nick if my heart
wasn’t in it.”

“That’s why I now know that
Gill was actually helping me kidnap him. He never stopped loving
me. He was just hurt that I rejected his proposal. I can’t blame
him. I shouldn’t have said no. It was foolish to listen to Lady
Eloise.” Heather glanced at Eleanor. “Lady Eloise didn’t think
Gill’s title was good enough for Ladies of
Grace.”

“Who is Lady Eloise?” Was
there another lady who belonged to this group that Eleanor had yet
to meet?

“Was,” Tara said. “She was the lady who established the group. Due
to a series of unfortunate events, she is no longer in
it.”

In a solemn tone, Stacey added, “She’s no
longer among the living.”

Eleanor’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, that’s
terrible.”

“She took a fall down some
stairs,” Tara began. “We weren’t fond of her, but we didn’t wish
for her early demise, either.”

“Was it an accident, or did
someone murder her?” Eleanor asked, suddenly thinking of her own
situation.

“It was an accident,” Tara
replied. “The butler saw her trip.”

“Her lover paid to have the
incident investigated, but once the butler gave his report, the
matter was resolved,” Heather added.

“So she just happened to be
clumsy then?” Elanor asked.

“I think she was drunk when
it happened,” Tara said. “She made it a habit of drinking too much,
and word around London was that she’d go to her husband’s residence
while drunk. The two didn’t get along.”

That explained the whole thing about the
lover then. Eleanor supposed the details didn’t concern her, so she
decided to stop asking questions about Lady Eloise. She knew enough
as it was. And while she didn’t make it a habit of drinking more
than a glass of wine at dinner, she decided it was to her benefit
to never get drunk.

“Enough about that.” Heather
turned to Eleanor in interest. “I want to know more about Mr.
Tumilson.”

Eleanor’s smile froze on her face. Did they
know she and Mr. Tumilson had been lying to them about him being
her suitor? Did they suspect he was a Runner?

“Yes, I want to know more
about him, too,” Stacey added, her eyes twinkling. “I noticed you
two at the ball, and it was apparent he was smitten with
you.”

“Was he?” Heather
asked.

“Oh yes. He couldn’t take
his eyes off of her while she was away from him, and he had the
smile of a gentleman in love while they danced,” Stacey replied.
“Eleanor did a terrific job of pretending that she wasn’t
interested in him. It made him work even harder to get her
attention.”

Heather nodded in approval. “A lady has the
right to make a gentleman pursue her. You can’t blame her for
making things difficult for him.”

“But she isn’t making it too
difficult. She did allow him to escort her to dinner this evening,”
Tara inserted.

Heather giggled. “An excellent ploy. It’ll
no doubt make him strive harder to marry you, Eleanor.”

If Eleanor wasn’t relieved
to realize they hadn’t figured out the truth, she would have
laughed. The last thing she and Byron would ever do was marry. But
it was good they believed it. This was what her father wanted. It
could very well get her membership into Ladies of Grace, and after spending
this evening with them, she wanted to be friends with these ladies.
They were turning out to be quite nice.

“Lady Cadwalader made a
comment about the way Eleanor made Mr. Tumilson pursue her at the
ball,” Tara spoke up. Directing her gaze to Eleanor, she continued,
“Is that a strategy you’re using to impress prominent members of
the Ton?”

What should Eleanor say to that? While her
father wanted her to impress the Ton, all Eleanor wanted to do was
lead her life far from public attention. Small dinner parties like
this were much more manageable than mingling with a bunch of people
at a ball.

“I think her goal,” Heather
began, “is to make poor Mr. Tumilson suffer. I doubt she cares what
the Ton thinks.”

“Well, either way, Lady
Cadwalader was impressed,” Tara said. “So it worked to her
advantage in both ways.”

Considering all the grief Mr. Tumilson had
given her, Eleanor wouldn’t mind it if he suffered somewhat, but he
certainly wasn’t going to suffer because he had a romantic interest
in her. She couldn’t tell these ladies that, of course. Not that
she even wanted to. She was getting their approval, and that’s all
that mattered.

The door opened, and Tara’s husband poked
his head into the room. “Do you ladies mind some company?”

Eleanor couldn’t speak for the other ladies,
but she was glad for the distraction. If they kept talking about
her and Mr. Tumilson, she didn’t know what she was going to do. She
didn’t think there was a single question she could ask to get them
to talk about something else.

Tara waved them in, and after a quick
debate, the group decided to play cards. As the gentlemen brought
the tables out and arranged the chairs, Eleanor noticed the way
Heather and Stacey glanced between her and Mr. Tumilson then
whispered to each other.

Eleanor’s face warmed. She supposed she
should be glad they were still talking about the way Mr. Tumilson
was interested in her, but she worried Mr. Tumilson would notice
and assume she had a secret infatuation with him. Goodness, that
was the worst thing that could happen right now. Imagine if he
thought she had developed romantic feelings for him! He had such a
swelled head that he would make her life impossible. He was already
giving her grief over the way she’d acted at the ball.

“I’ll get the cards,” Tara’s
husband called out when they were done.

Heather ran over to two chairs that were
placed next to each other. “Lady Eleanor and Mr. Tumilson, you can
sit here.” She patted the chairs and gave Eleanor a mischievous
smile.

Eleanor bit her tongue and went to one of
the chairs. If Heather knew… If only she knew…

Eleanor sat down but didn’t look at Mr.
Tumilson. For some reason, this seemed to amuse Heather and Stacey
all the more. Tara, on the other hand, gave no reaction. Of the
three, it seemed that Tara was better at hiding her feelings.
Thankfully, the gentlemen seemed oblivious to the whole thing.

“I can tell you more about
that book I was reading if you want,” Lord Whitney told Eleanor as
he and Stacey sat across from her and Mr. Tumilson.

Glad to have the conversation turn in a safe
direction, Eleanor nodded. “I’d love to hear more.”

Without waiting for a question, he started
talking about Rome. She breathed a sigh of relief because right
now, she was having trouble remembering what he’d already told her
about it. For this evening, at least, she had managed to get
through a social event without feeling like a failure. And that was
good enough for her.


Chapter Nine




“Lady Whitney is a suspect,” Mr. Tumilson told Eleanor and her
father the next day. “I need more time before I can conclude she’s
the culprit, but I want you both to know progress has been made on
the case.”

“This is absurd.” Eleanor
jumped up from the chair in the drawing room. “Stacey isn’t trying
to harm me. She was very kind to me at the dinner
party.”

“That kindness could have
been an act,” Mr. Tumilson replied.

Eleanor turned to her father. “It’s not her.
Nothing bad happened to me all evening while I was near her.”

Before she could continue, Mr. Tumilson
said, “Why would she do something when we were all watching her?
Granted, a few people are dumb enough to commit a crime when others
are looking, but Lady Whitney is a noble lady. She knows better
than to do something bad in front of everyone.”

Eleanor closed her eyes and prayed for
strength to keep calm. She opened them. “She wasn’t at the theatre
the night I almost fell off the balcony.”

“Just because you didn’t see
her, it doesn’t mean she wasn’t there.”

“She’s a lady. How would she
have been strong enough to loosen the wheel of a
carriage?”

“She could have hired
someone to loosen it.”

Eleanor turned to her father. “It’s not her.
I know Stacey better than he does. I spent almost an hour with her
and the other ladies in the drawing room last night. She’s a nice
and respectable lady.”

“All criminals seem nice
until the truth comes out,” Mr. Tumilson argued.

“We need to heed Mr.
Tumilson’s warning,” her father said. “He has experience with this
sort of thing. If he thinks Lady Whitney is a suspect, then we need
to be wary of her.”

She grunted in frustration. Her father
hadn’t even bothered to consider her side of the argument. He just
blindly ran after everything Mr. Tumilson told him.

“I’m glad to see you’re able
to listen to reason,” Mr. Tumilson told her father. “It’ll make my
job easier.” He rose to his feet. “I’m going to watch Lady Whitney.
If I discover anything important, I’ll let you know.”

“You’re going to spy on
her?” Eleanor asked in shock.

“I suppose that’s one way
you can look at it, but I prefer to think of it as doing my due
diligence.” He straightened his waistcoat. “I need to find out her
habits. It’s possible she’s acting out of pettiness, but her
motives could be far more dangerous. Her husband is obviously
impressed with you. He couldn’t stop singing your praises while he
and I were with the other gentlemen in the library last
evening.”

Eleanor’s eyebrows furrowed. “I only met him
last night. How could she want to push me off a balcony or loosen a
wheel from my carriage if she’s jealous of her husband’s praise of
me?”

Mr. Tumilson blinked in surprise. She
breathed a sigh of relief. Good. Now maybe they were getting
somewhere.

Just when she thought Mr. Tumilson was going
to admit she had a point, he said, “Perhaps her husband has admired
you from afar. London has a lot of people, but I notice the
nobility seem to frequent the same places. It could be that he saw
you at a ball or some other social engagement and fell in love with
you.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m a wallflower who
can’t attract anyone. Who is going to admire me from afar?”

“You were a wallflower. The Duchess of
Ashbourne changed all of that. I saw the way you held yourself at
the dinner party, and there’s no doubt gentlemen will be lining up
to speak to you now.”

Her father perked up in interest. “You
really think so?”

“I’m a man, aren’t I?” Mr.
Tumilson told him. “The ugly duckling has turned into a
swan.”

Her father looked at her in excitement. “Did
you hear that? You’ll have your pick of suitors soon enough. We
must find out when the next ball will be.”

She would have asked her father if he
understood how ridiculous it was for Stacey’s husband to be
interested in her before she went from an ugly duckling to a swan,
but talking to him was pointless. He didn’t listen to her. In fact,
he never listened to her about anything. When she said she wanted a
certain gown, he insisted on a different one. When she thought a
certain piece of jewelry or hairstyle would be flattering, he
brushed off her thoughts and had her lady’s maid do something else.
It wasn’t until the Duchess of Ashbourne intervened that she
finally got to do what she wanted with her appearance.

Not hiding her annoyance, her gaze went to
Mr. Tumilson. “I don’t understand how you can believe Lord Whitney
fell in love with me from across the room at a ball when I was so
ugly. That doesn’t make any sense.”

“To be fair, he is attracted
to ladies who have intelligence and can share an interest in his
books,” Mr. Tumilson said.

“I never talked to him
before last evening,” she emphasized.

Unfortunately, he was undaunted by her
logic. “Then perhaps his wife told him about you. She knew you
before last evening.”

Eleanor closed her eyes and prayed for
strength. God help her refrain from throwing something at him!

“I am keeping my mind open
to the possibility of other suspects,” Mr. Tumilson assured her.
“Lady Whitney is just the first one.”

When she opened her eyes, he turned his
attention to her father. “I think we should do something in public
with me as her hopeful suitor. What other activities do the
nobility engage in besides balls and dinner parties?”

“Quite a few go for rides in
Hyde Park. Do you ride a horse?” her father asked.

He shook his head. “I’ve never ridden one,
nor do I want to. Walking suits me just fine.”

“Then we can walk,” her
father suggested.

“Let’s do that tomorrow. I
want to start my watch on Lady Whitney right away.”

After they agreed on a time for the walk,
Mr. Tumilson left.

 


***

 


Byron had spent plenty of time watching
people in the past. Sometimes all he did was sit close to a
residence and pretend to read a paper while keeping an eye on the
entrance. There were times when he followed people into
questionable areas of London, such as brothels, gambling hells, or
even alleys. Byron didn’t expect Stacey to run off to a brothel, a
gambling hall, or meet someone in an alley, but he was hoping she’d
do something more entertaining than going from one bookstore to
another with her husband.

She and Piers spent a good hour in each
store, and each time they came out, a man brought a stack full of
books to the carriage. By the time they were done shopping, Byron
figured Piers had acquired a good thirty of them. Byron wondered
how many rooms in Piers’ townhouse contained nothing but books.

When the day was done, the only thing Byron
concluded was that Stacey might feel like she had to be at her
husband’s side all the time. She didn’t once stray to look at other
books or talk to other people. No, she just stuck with him the
entire time. She was either sincerely interested in the same books
her husband was, or she was afraid to leave him alone.

It was actually with relief that Byron
arrived at Lady Eleanor’s residence the next day for the walk in
Hyde Park. A walk would be far more interesting than watching those
two go from one bookstore to another and then having to pretend he
was browsing the selection of books while out of their sight. If he
had to feign interest in one more book, he might go mad.

“The Duke of Dormondton and
his daughter will be down shortly,” the butler told Byron as he
escorted him to the drawing room. “Is there anything you wish to
drink while you wait?”

Byron shook his head, and the butler left
the room. Byron didn’t think he’d ever get used to how formal these
noble people were. Upon arrival, he had to give the footman his
hat, and then he had to explain his reason for coming and who he’d
come to see. Then the butler came to take him to the drawing room.
It would be easier to hold onto his hat and just go directly to the
room he needed. Perish the thought that a member of nobility would
have to open their own door, find a place for their own hats, or
make their own tea. He rolled his eyes and turned from the
doorway.

He decided to give a careful study of the
room, something he hadn’t done before since the duke was usually
waiting for him when he came here. The room was neat and tidy. Not
a single thing was out of place. He guessed this was due to the
duke’s personality, rather than to the maid’s diligence. But
something else he noticed was that there was nothing in the room to
indicate he had a daughter.

Byron frowned. Why hadn’t he noticed that
before? He thought for a long moment and realized the library
didn’t have anything to make him think of Lady Eleanor, either. No
portrait of her. No book she might read. No feminine object. If he
didn’t know the duke had a daughter, he would come into this room
and assume he had no child at all. Was that standard practice for
parents who had titles? Or did it say something about the kind of
relationship the Duke of Dormondton and Lady Eleanor had?

He heard the sound of someone approaching,
so he directed his attention to the doorway. Lady Eleanor was
wearing a lovely peach gown that complemented her figure,
especially her breasts. He still couldn’t believe the fantastic job
the Duchess of Ashbourne had done with her. One would swear he was
looking at a different lady. Lady Eleanor paused just after she
entered the room. He forced his gaze off of her body before she
realized he’d been staring at her in a way that was most
inappropriate.

Lady Eleanor grimaced. “I had hoped my
father would already be down here with you.”

“Considering he usually is,
I can see why you’d expect that.” His eyebrows furrowed. “Are you
feeling all right?”

“I feel fine. Why do you
ask?”

“Because you look as if
you’re in pain.”

“Well, it is painful to be
around you.”

He blinked in surprise. “Why?”

“You really have to
ask?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I
knew.”

She let out a sigh. “It’s because of you my
life has become difficult, and what’s worse is that my father
agrees with every single thing you say.”

He had no idea what she was talking about.
He strode over to her. “Your father is wise to listen to me. I’m a
Runner. I’ve been so for a long time. Sixteen years, to be exact. I
know what I’m doing.”

“Maybe that’s been true for
everything else, but you don’t know what you’re doing this time.”
She went around him and sat on the settee. She crossed her arms.
“You’re wrong about Stacey.”

After a moment, he decided to sit next to
her. “We can’t know that for sure.”

“Yes, we can.” When he shook
his head, she added, “Or at least I can. I got to know everyone
in Ladies of Grace pretty well the other night, and not a single one intends to
do me harm.”

“For your sake, I hope
you’re right. I know how important it is to your father that you
become a member of the group. Given the effort you put into the
dinner party, I gather it’s important to you, too.”

“Yes, it is important to me.
It might not have been before, but now that I know those ladies, it
is.” She uncrossed her arms and turned to face him. “I don’t have
any friends. Up to now, I’ve spent all of my time in the country.
There was no one I could have a meaningful conversation with while
growing up. At that dinner party, I felt like I was a part of
something. Those ladies were genuinely interested in
me.”

He’d never been forced to
live a reclusive life, so he could only imagine how lonely she’d
been. Sure, she hadn’t been alone. There had been servants with
her, but that wasn’t the same thing as having family or friends
nearby.

“It’s good to have people in
your life that you can be close to,” he softly said.

She nodded. “You don’t really think Stacey
is trying to kill me, do you?”

By the expression on her face, he could tell
she was hoping he’d tell her no. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do
that. “I didn’t see her do anything suspicious yesterday, but it’s
too soon to remove her from the list of suspects.” Especially in
light of the fact that he had no other suspects yet. Noting her
disappointment, he added, “I’m not trying to be mean. I truly am
trying to help. The wheel on the carriage and the incident at the
theatre are worrisome. I have yet to see you do anything that tells
me you’re clumsy. You hold yourself with a lot of grace.” And her
lessons from the duchess only emphasized that. “At the very least,
making sure someone isn’t trying to harm you is a worthwhile
venture.”

“I can’t explain the
carriage, but I was nervous at the theatre. It was the first social
event I’d ever been to. There were so many people there, and it was
so noisy. My father left me by myself in the balcony. I didn’t like
being alone like that. I went to the railing to look down at the
people because I thought it might calm my nerves. But while I was
doing so, I got dizzy. Certainly, it’s possible I fell forward from
that instead of being pushed.”

“You really didn’t feel
anyone push you?”

“It’s hard to recall exactly
what happened. There were so many people, and it was so loud.”
Eyebrows furrowed, she stared off into the distance for several
seconds. “Well, I think there might have been someone behind me.
Maybe someone pushed me.”

Interest piqued, he said, “You didn’t say
that before.”

“It’s hard to remember
everything clearly. I was leaning over the balcony to see the
place, and I was distracted by all of the people. Being in London
was scary for me at the time.”

He supposed for a lady who’d never been to
London before, a room full of strangers would scare her. He offered
her a smile that he hoped would put her at ease. “I understand.
Events aren’t always clear when we think back on them.”

“No, I suppose
not.”

He wondered if Stacey happened to be at the
theatre that evening. Perhaps Piers had taken her to see the play.
“When was this play?”

Eleanor didn’t hide her surprise. “Is that
important?”

“It might be, though it’s
too soon to tell yet.”

“It seems like a lot of
things are too soon to tell.”

“I have to be careful about
how I proceed. I can’t blindly rush into a judgment. I have to
examine all of the evidence. It takes time to do that.”

“That actually makes me feel
better. If you truly are careful, you’re bound to realize Stacey is
innocent.”

He wouldn’t be so sure about that, but he
couldn’t blame her for wishing it. He hoped, for her sake, that she
was right. She should have friends she could trust. No one should
feel like they were all alone. Granted, she had a father, but her
father kept his distance. It wasn’t that her father didn’t love
her. He did. But it was obvious to Byron that her father didn’t
know how to act around her, which, Byron supposed, wasn’t all that
surprising since he had tucked her away in the country for her
entire life.

Byron spent a moment debating if he should
introduce her to his sister. He didn’t like to mix his personal
life with his professional one. The only time in the past he’d done
that was to arrange a marriage between his sister and the gentleman
he’d worked for, and the reason he’d done that was to secure her
future. While he made a decent enough living, he didn’t make enough
for the two of them. The tactic had paid off. His sister was doing
well now. He never had to worry about whether her needs could be
met again.

He glanced at Eleanor. She was a pleasant
enough person when she wasn’t arguing with him. His sister might
like her. “Would you like me to introduce you to my sister? She’s
older than you, but I think you two might get along. She has a
lifestyle comparable to the one you’re used to. Your stations would
be equal. You wouldn’t have to worry about people not approving of
the friendship.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why would people not
approve of the friendship?”

Considering her father obsessed over
appearances, he was surprised she’d ask the question. “The wealthy
don’t befriend those of lower financial means. Under ordinary
circumstances, I would never be permitted to spend any time with
you, let alone attend dinner parties and dance with you. I’m only
here because your father trusts me to solve this case.”

“I know that’s why you’re
here, but I don’t see why it should bother anyone if I were friends
with someone who isn’t as well off as I am.”

“Well, it would bother some.
It’s the way London is. Everything is about appearances. It’s why
your father is adamant that you associate with the right people.
It’s why we don’t tell anyone I’m a Runner. Thankfully, I rarely
work with nobility, so no one recognizes me.”

“I can understand the need
for secrecy since no one should know you’re a Runner. If there is
someone who is trying to harm me, the last thing you want is for
them to know your real identity. But it makes no sense to me why
people care so much about who someone chooses to befriend. The
quality of the friend should be more important than the amount of
money she has. It’d be nice to have someone I can do things with.
I’m tired of staying home and reading all the time. I did that all
of my life.”

Well, that settled it. “I’m going to
introduce you to my sister. If your father will allow it, we’ll pay
her a visit during our walk.”

“Oh, my father would never
allow that. I can’t just show up unannounced. It wouldn’t be
proper.”

She was right. Maybe if they were already
friends, it would be fine. Sometimes the rules gave him a headache.
“I’ll arrange for a time to introduce you both.”

He heard someone coming toward the room so
he directed his attention to the doorway. Since her father was
ready for the walk, he escorted Eleanor out of the townhouse.


 Chapter Ten

 


The walk turned out to be much more pleasant than Eleanor had
expected. For the first time since coming to London, it felt as if
someone was taking the time to really listen to her. Mr. Tumilson
might not be as bad as she feared. The talk they’d had in the
drawing room gave her hope that someone might finally take her
seriously.

“When is the next ball
you’ll be taking your daughter to?” Mr. Tumilson asked her father
as they passed a tree at Hyde Park.

“I was thinking of going to
the one Lord Roderick is hosting in a couple of days,” her father
said. “Do you think she’s ready for it?”

“I do. The lessons the
duchess gave her has paid off very well. Of course, that’s to be
credited to your daughter since she had to do the work.”

Eleanor glanced over at Mr. Tumilson in
surprise. She got the impression he didn’t offer compliments
lightly.

“In that case, we’ll attend
the ball.” Her father looked at her. “He is very particular in who
he associates with, so the quality of gentlemen there will be
better than if we were to attend Lord Edon’s ball.” To Mr.
Tumilson, he added, “Lord Edon is hosting a ball
tomorrow.”

“Who’s Lord Edon?” she
asked.

“Someone you don’t need to
worry about. He’s already married.” He turned his attention back to
Mr. Tumilson. “You can’t trust a gentleman who made his reputation
in London by lying.”

She wanted to ask him what Lord Edon had
lied about, but she figured he wouldn’t tell her.

“To be fair, we are lying,”
Mr. Tumilson told her father. “I’m not really your daughter’s
suitor.”

“Yes, but our lies are
necessary,” her father replied. “We’re making sure no harm comes to
my daughter. That’s different than what Lord Edon was doing. He
lied for selfish reasons.”

“I think most people’s
motives are selfish,” Mr. Tumilson said.

“You think so?”

“It’s natural to look out
for our own interests. While I do wish to help you, I need money in
order to buy food. My motives in taking this job aren’t completely
selfless.”

“That’s different than what
Lord Edon did. All he cared about was impressing a bunch of
gentlemen. What’s worse is that even after his lies were exposed,
most gentlemen esteemed him even more. Sometimes there is no
justice in the world.”

Eleanor glanced Mr. Tumilson’s way. Would he
ask her father what Lord Edon had lied about? She knew it was none
of her business, but the more her father went on about it, the more
her interest was piqued.

Unfortunately, Mr. Tumilson only said, “What
matters is that justice prevails in our situation.”

Eleanor hid her disappointment, though it
was probably good her curiosity hadn’t been satisfied. All the two
would have done was gossip. Many times she’d been instructed to
keep away from that kind of thing.

Her gaze went to the other
people at the park. Every single one of them looked like they were
happy. Was she the only person who felt out of place? If she didn’t
get to join Ladies of
Grace, she wasn’t sure what she’d
do.

“Your Grace, I didn’t expect
to see you here,” someone called out.

She turned her attention to the gentleman
heading in her father’s direction. There had been so many gentlemen
her father had introduced her to since coming to London that it was
hard to keep track of them all. She was sure she’d danced with this
one.

“I don’t usually go for
walks,” her father said. “But since my daughter is in her first
Season, it’s prudent I chaperone her.” He gestured to Mr. Tumilson.
“This is one of her suitors, Mr. Tumilson. Mr. Tumilson and Lady
Eleanor, this is the Duke of Winnett.” He turned to her. “I believe
you remember him from Mr. Jasper’s ball.”

Now she remembered him. She offered a nod
and smiled. “Yes, I remember His Grace.”

“I was happy to make your
acquaintance,” the Duke of Winnett told her. “You’re a graceful
dancer.”

She thanked him.

“Well, I won’t keep you from
your stroll.” His gaze went to her father. “Will you be at White’s
later today?”

“I hadn’t planned to go,”
her father said.

“You’re not still upset with
the way things worked out for Lord Edon, are you?” the duke
asked.

“Certainly not. I wouldn’t
let something as silly as a vote deter me from going there. What
happens or doesn’t happen with Lord Edon has no bearing on me. I’m
just surprised so many gentlemen have no qualms about
lying.”

There it was again—the whole matter with
Lord Edon. Eleanor bit her tongue so she wouldn’t ask about it. She
glanced at Mr. Tumilson and saw that he was studying the Duke of
Winnett. Was he curious about Lord Edon, too?

“Oh, I thought perhaps
that’s why you decided not to go to White’s,” the Duke of Winnett
told her father. “You haven’t been there as much since the
vote.”

“The reason for my absence
has to do with my daughter,” her father replied. “I have to see to
it that she finds a respectable husband.”

“Of course. If I had a
daughter, I’d do the same thing. If you don’t have time to go to
White’s, would you mind my coming to your townhouse for a visit? I
have something I want to discuss with you.”

“You’re welcome to come by
later this afternoon.”

The duke nodded, wished Eleanor and Mr.
Tumilson a pleasant day, and left.

“Do you talk to him often at
White’s?” Mr. Tumilson asked her father.

“We play a game of cards if
we happen to be there at the same time,” her father began, “but he
doesn’t go there much. He has more important things to worry
about.”

“What kind of
things?”

“He enjoys travel and
educational pursuits. White’s is a place to relax and make
friendships, but it’s hardly a place that will improve a
gentleman’s intellectual life or his reputation. On some days, I’m
not sure why I wanted to be a member there. I suppose in my youth I
thought it would greatly improve my social standing.”

“Has it done
that?”

Her father paused for a long moment. “I
think it helped to a point. Other gentlemen wish to belong to an
exclusive gentlemen’s club. It’s a badge of honor to be accepted
into a place that isn’t open to everyone. But when you consider how
many hours are spent there wasting time…” He shrugged. “The older
you get, the more you value things that really matter.”

Mr. Tumilson looked in her direction, and
she noted the sympathetic expression on his face. She had no idea
what to make of that. What was he thinking? What did she have to do
with White’s?

Her father cleared his throat. “We ought to
continue with our walk. I notice a couple of gentlemen taking note
of my daughter. I think the fact that she has a suitor is getting
their attention.” He smiled at her. “I dare say gentlemen will be
lining up to dance with you at Lord Roderick’s ball.”

Eleanor wasn’t sure if that would be the
case, but she would see soon enough.

 


***

 


That evening right before
dinner, Eleanor was reading a book when her father came into the
drawing room with an excited look on his face. She perked up in
interest. Did Ladies of Grace
decide to include her as a member?

He sat next to her. “We have a suitor for
you!”

She blinked in surprise. “We do?”

He nodded. “It turns out that you’ve caught
the Duke of Winnett’s attention. I told him he’s welcome to start
coming by to visit you but that you have other suitors as well, so
we’ll have to work on a schedule. We can’t make things too easy.
Besides, there will be other suitors now.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. Oh good. Her
father wasn’t going to insist she marry him. She was allowed to
pursue other prospects. She could only hope those other prospects
would be coming. The Duke of Winnett was fine, but she couldn’t
imagine spending the rest of her life with him, especially when
that life had to do with kissing and touching him. She was going to
have to put all of the duchess’ advice to good use at the next
ball. The sooner she got more suitors, the better.

“Oh, and there is one other
thing we need to discuss,” her father added.

Her eyebrows furrowed at the hesitant tone
in his voice. Had she unwittingly done something wrong and he
wished to reprimand her for it?

“Mr. Tumilson thinks you
might benefit from a friendship with his sister,” her father
continued. “I don’t know anything about his sister. Mr. Tumilson
said she’s married to Mr. Duff. He does well financially, but he
isn’t a member of White’s. I don’t think he’s even connected to any
members there, but I intend to stop by White’s to find
out.”

“What could be wrong with me
being friends with his sister?”

“I want to make sure you
have friends who will help your standing in the Ton. The people you
associate with in London are very important.”

“I can understand why
marrying a suitable gentleman is necessary, but I see no reason why
it should matter who my friends are.”

He offered her an
understanding smile and patted her hand. “It’s to my detriment that
I didn’t bring you to London sooner. All of this is new to you.
Well, there’s nothing I can do about it now, is there? I can’t go
back and change things. I will ask around about Mr. Duff to make
sure he has the lifestyle compatible with us. Despite his
insufficient social standing, having Mr. Tumilson around is
necessary since he’s doing a job. I will let you know whether or
not I approve of the friendship in a few days. Until then, we might
hear good news from Ladies of
Grace.” He patted her hand again. “I’ll see
you at dinner.”

She watched as he left the room. She could
argue with him, but what would be the point? He never listened to
her. She should just be grateful he wasn’t going to demand she
marry the Duke of Winnett. Things could be worse. Taking comfort in
this, she turned her attention back to the book.


 Chapter Eleven

 


Byron watched as Eleanor danced with the gentlemen at Lord
Roderick’s ball. He couldn’t help but notice the way she acted. It
was so different from before. She was flirting this evening. She
was subtle about it. She offered gentlemen a teasing smile. She
lowered her gaze from time to time and offered a playful shrug. She
seemed to be intent on asking a lot of questions. She chuckled at
their jokes, which prompted quite a few of them to keep doing
whatever they could to impress her.

From the other side of the ballroom, the
Duchess of Ashbourne also watched her. Byron noted the pleased
expression on the duchess’ face. Byron had to admit he was just as
satisfied with the way things had turned out as the duchess was.
For someone who spent her entire life hidden away in the country,
Eleanor was a quick learner. And, thankfully, she wasn’t looking
over at him this evening. That made his job a lot easier.

So what was bothering him? He crossed his
arms and tapped his biceps with his fingers.

The dance came to an end, and he noted that
two gentlemen made their way toward Eleanor. One was the Duke of
Winnett, and the other was a younger gentleman he didn’t recognize.
The two stopped when they reached her. Byron glanced her father’s
way, and he noted that her father was pleased that she had two
gentlemen vying for her attention. Byron supposed he would be
happy, too, if this was his daughter. There was no doubt she’d find
a husband this Season now. Byron shifted from one foot to the
other, which was an uncharacteristic move for him. He stopped
himself before anyone else noted the tell-tale sign of
apprehension.

Eleanor glanced between the two gentlemen,
seeming to be at a loss on what to do. Her gaze went to the
duchess, who made a gesture Byron couldn’t decipher. Whatever it
was, it was meant to be a secret code. It was a brilliant move. It
was subtle enough for others to miss but still enough to
communicate a message.

Eleanor turned her attention to the Duke of
Winnett, tucked her hair behind her ear, and offered him an
apologetic smile before she accepted the other gentleman’s arm.
Though the Duke of Winnett nodded and walked away, Byron detected a
slight scowl on the gentleman’s face.

Byron arched an eyebrow. He had suspected
the duke had an interest in her when he met him at Hyde Park, but
the interest didn’t seem to be quite as romantic as one would
expect from a suitor. Byron didn’t know what to make of it. All he
could do was start paying closer attention to the Duke of
Winnett.

Byron contemplated going over to Eleanor’s
father and asking him about the Duke of Winnett, but then, he saw
the duke head in her father’s direction. Perhaps, talking to her
father about the duke might not be the best move. They were both in
White’s, and the duke had come to visit her father yesterday. If
there was something to worry about with the duke, it would be in
Byron’s best interest not to arouse her father’s suspicions. Her
father wouldn’t intentionally let something slip, but his emotions
were involved in this case, and emotions had a way of making
someone act rashly.

“If you want to dance with
Lady Eleanor, why don’t you just ask her?” someone asked
him.

Byron looked away from the duke and
Eleanor’s father. He hadn’t realized three gentlemen had come up to
him. That wasn’t good. He usually paid better attention to his
surroundings than that. He let his arms fall to his sides and
turned to Piers and the two gentlemen.

“I wouldn’t let someone like
Lady Eleanor get away, if I were you,” Piers told him, a smile on
his face. He turned to his friends. “Lady Eleanor reminds me of my
wife. Intelligent and pretty. A gentleman can’t do better than that
combination.” With a glance at Byron, he added, “Mr. Tumilson, this
is Lord Edon, and this is Mr. Christopher Robinson.” To his
friends, he said, “This is Mr. Byron Tumilson. I met him at a
dinner party that Ladies of Grace
had the other night. Lady Eleanor might be
accepted into Ladies of
Grace.”

Byron’s eyebrows rose. It
seemed like Piers was more excited by the prospect than even Lady
Eleanor was. “I don’t see why someone’s membership into
Ladies of Grace should
matter to you, or any other gentleman for that matter,” Byron said.
“This is something reserved only for ladies.”

“Oh, I realize that,” Piers
replied. “But I think this would be a wonderful thing for my wife.
She gets along with the members currently in the group, but she
isn’t close friends with any of them. It’d be nice if she had a
lady she could share more private discussions with. I mean, she and
I share everything, but it’s different when you have a friend of
the same sex to talk to. We understand things pertaining to
gentlemen better than ladies do, and ladies understand things
pertaining to ladies better than gentlemen do.”

Lord Edon gave a slight shiver. “Considering
some of the things ladies go through once a month and during
childbirth, I’m very happy to let them keep that information among
themselves.”

“My wife doesn’t say
anything about that to me,” Mr. Robinson said.

“Mine does.” Then Lord Edon
hurried to add, “She doesn’t intend to disturb me, but she ends up
doing it anyway.”

Christopher grinned. “She also chases you
around the room until you give in and let her make love to you. It
doesn’t sound like a bad trade if she tells you some personal
things.”

“I thought you were happy
with your love life,” Piers told Christopher.

“I am, but my wife doesn’t
chase me the way Ethan’s wife chases him.” Christopher chuckled.
“One time she pursued him all through their manor at his country
estate.”

“She’s done that more than
once,” Ethan said, and if Byron was right, there was a note of
pleasure in his voice over being pursued like that. “Sometimes I
think I’m nothing more than a plaything for her
amusement.”

“There are worse fates a
husband can suffer.” In a lower voice, Christopher told Piers and
Byron, “Ethan’s wife even insisted they do it in the carriage. I’ve
tried to get my wife to do it there, but she refuses. She seems to
think it won’t be comfortable.”

“It’s not comfortable,”
Ethan said.

“But it is fun, isn’t it?
There is a certain challenge in trying to do it while on a bumpy
road.”

“Well, when you look at it
like that, I suppose it is worth being a bit stiff or sore for a
day or two. It’s definitely a challenge to get things done in a
carriage.”

Christopher shot Piers and Byron a pointed
look. “The shocking thing is that you would never know by looking
at his wife that she’s such a wanton lady in private. Even at
dinner parties, she seems like a wallflower.”

As Ethan answered his friend, Byron turned
his attention back to Eleanor. He could only handle so much idle
chatter. The gentleman she danced with said something, and Eleanor
giggled. Byron’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He thought Eleanor was
being a bit excessive with all the flirting she was doing, but he
couldn’t deny the tactic worked. The gentleman was grinning from
ear to ear.

“You poor man,” Piers said,
drawing Byron’s attention back to him. “You’re apt to lose Lady
Eleanor if you don’t propose soon. She won’t be available for
long.”

“You can always kiss her or
take her out on the veranda,” Christopher suggested. “I don’t mind
calling out ‘scandal’ if you want.”

Byron shook his head. “No, I don’t want
that.” He had no intention of marrying her. His job required him to
be gone a lot, and besides, he didn’t fit in with these wealthy
people.

“Not everyone wants a
scandal,” Ethan told Christopher. “Why is that the first thing you
want to do? There are other ways a gentleman can get
married.”

Christopher gasped as if he couldn’t believe
what Ethan had just said. “I only brought up the scandal in case he
worries she won’t accept his proposal or in case he’d rather make
things interesting.”

“How is a scandal
interesting?” Piers asked.

“Well, it would make this
ball more memorable,” Christopher replied. “I don’t know about the
rest of you, but I’m ready to fall asleep.”

“So many people have kissed
at balls that it wouldn’t interest you anymore,” Ethan pointed
out.

Christopher thought over his friend’s words.
He nodded. “Ethan’s right.” He looked at Byron. “Can you do
something like pretend to fall on top of her while dancing or get
her to passionately kiss you while she’s sitting on your lap on the
bench out on the veranda? Something like that would be
exciting.”

“That’s all unnecessary,”
Piers argued. “Besides, I happen to know something about her
father, and he would be sorely displeased if a scandal touched his
daughter. That could hurt Mr. Tumilson’s relationship with his
future father-in-law.”

“It is nice when you get
along with your father-in-law,” Ethan agreed. “It took ten years,
but now when I’m invited to my father-in-law’s residence, I know he
won’t force me to do any fencing with him.”

“It’s hard to believe he
ever threatened you,” Piers said. “Why, just the other day, he was
telling me that you’re good for his daughter and grandchildren. I
got a bit jealous over that. I never had my father-in-law’s
approval, and considering he’s no longer alive, that chance will
never come. Mr. Tumilson, you’re better off doing things the right
way. The Duke of Dormondton is a reasonable gentleman. He’s mindful
of propriety, but he doesn’t think he has all of the answers to
everything.”

The music stopped, and Byron’s gaze went
back to Eleanor. He only wanted to know if she’d have another dance
or take a break, but Piers, once again misunderstanding his
interest in her, jabbed him in the arm and gestured to her.

Though Byron wasn’t accustomed to letting
anyone tell him what to do, he realized this was the only way to
get Piers to stop pestering him. He left the three gentlemen and
made his way to Eleanor. Unlike the Duke of Winnett, he didn’t have
to compete with other gentlemen for the next dance. She happened to
have no one else coming up to her at the moment.

“I don’t suppose you would
be willing to have a dance with me?” he asked.

“Have I done anything this
evening that you don’t approve of?”

“No, and judging by how
pleased the Duchess of Ashbourne is, I surmise you aren’t risking
her disapproval, either.”

“In that case, I’ll be happy
to dance with you.”

Byron pretended he didn’t notice the wink
Piers gave him as he got ready for the next dance.

“I noticed you were talking
to Lord Edon,” Eleanor said.

“How? I didn’t see you look
my way.”

“I glanced over while I was
turning around in the last dance.”

She had? He blinked in surprise. Perhaps if
he wasn’t paying attention to the ridiculous conversation the
gentlemen were having, he would have noticed it. This wasn’t good.
He hoped he hadn’t missed anything important this evening.

“Don’t worry. I don’t think
anyone realized it,” she said as the music started. “I was
subtle.”

“Subtle is good. A lot of
bad things can happen if others figure out what you’re thinking.
The element of surprise is in one’s best interest.”

“Now, that’s where you and
the Duchess of Ashbourne disagree. She wants my actions to be
noticeable.”

“But that’s to attract a
suitor who’ll eventually propose to you. That’s different from what
I do.”

“When you put it that way, I
suppose the advice is right, even though it is
conflicting.”

“Sometimes life is about
contradiction. What works in one case won’t work in another one.
For instance, I don’t usually play the role of a suitor. This has
required me to be out in the public far more than I’m used to. Most
of the time, I hide in the shadows.”

“Do you feel awkward right
now?”

“No.” He was just annoyed
that he had been talked into dancing by a gentleman who couldn’t
mind his own business. But that was something he’d rather not tell
her.

“I feel awkward.”

This was the second time she surprised him.
“You don’t look awkward.”

“That’s a
relief.”

“Why do you feel awkward?
You know what to expect at a ball.”

“Yes, but I haven’t had to
go out of my way to try to attract gentlemen. My father arranged
all of the dances for me in the past. This evening, the duchess
told him to let the gentlemen approach me instead. That puts a lot
of pressure on me, you know. I have to remember all of the things
she told me to do, and that’s not easy when I’m trying to keep up a
conversation with them.”

“If it makes you feel
better, you seem like it’s all coming naturally to you.”

She smiled in pleasure, and he was glad he’d
been able to provide the reassurance she’d needed. After a moment,
she asked, “You don’t still suspect Stacey of wishing me harm, do
you?”

“Well, Stacey’s husband
thinks very well of you. I don’t know how a wife couldn’t get a
little jealous over the way he praises you.”

“He’s not interested in me
romantically. He was just happy that I wanted to hear him talk
about that book he’d been reading.”

Sensing the worried tone in her voice, he
assured her, “You don’t have to panic. I’m not going to bring a
constable over to Stacey’s residence later tonight. I am still
considering other people.”

Her eyes lit up. “You’ve noticed something
unusual, and it wasn’t from Piers or Stacey?”

He shushed her. Thankfully, no one seemed to
notice what she’d said. “There is one possibility, but I can’t tell
you who that is yet.” At the moment, he had so little to conclude
from the Duke of Winnett’s words and actions that all he could do
was watch him.

“All right, since you don’t
want to discuss that, can I ask you about Lord Edon?” she
asked.

“I don’t know him. I only
met him right before dancing with you.”

“At the park, my father
mentioned not liking Lord Edon. I’d like to know why. What is it
that Lord Edon’s done to upset him?”

Byron shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You’re not curious about
it?”

“I don’t care what senseless
gossip your father was talking about. It has nothing to do with my
job.” Noting her disappointment, he added, “Why should you care?
Lord Edon’s already married.”

“I have no interest in
marrying him. I was just curious. My father spends so much time
talking about people he likes. I can’t help but wonder what would
make him not like someone.”

“Whatever it is, it probably
involves something that is unfit for delicate ears.” Even Byron
wished he hadn’t heard all of that nonsense about Lord Edon’s
private activities in a carriage, and he was a
gentleman.

“It must be interesting.
When I was living in the country, I spent a lot of time in boredom.
I thought once I came to London, I wouldn’t be bored anymore, but I
was wrong.”

“Someone has malicious
intentions concerning you,” he pointed out. “I don’t see how that
can bore you.”

“Besides the incident with
the carriage and at the theatre, what has happened to
me?”

Nothing. Yet. Him stepping into the picture
to play the role of her suitor must have changed things somehow.
And that suddenly worried him.

“I really hope you don’t
ruin my chances of being a member of Ladies of Grace,” she continued. “It
wouldn’t be boring in London if I had some friends.”

Drawing his attention back to their
conversation, he said, “I don’t want to ruin your chances of
getting friends, but I have to consider all possibilities, no
matter where it leads me.”

As the dance ended, a gentleman approached.
At once, she went from being her usual self to being the
flirtatious lady the Duchess of Ashbourne had taught her to be. She
thanked Byron for a lovely dance before tapping the necklace around
her neck and giving him a light laugh. Byron blinked in surprise.
He knew she was only acting, but something deep within him
responded to her flirtatious gesture.

A bit frightened since nothing like that had
ever happened to him before, he hurried to walk away from her.
Whatever was that strange feeling about? He couldn’t quite pin it
down. It seemed to be a mix between a puppy who was eager to do
what his master wanted and finding out he had solved a difficult
case. Whatever that sensation was, he hoped he never experienced it
again.

Realizing that Piers, Ethan, and Christopher
were watching him, he decided to go over to Eleanor’s father. He
wasn’t sure if they picked up on the flicker of emotion he’d just
experienced, but he didn’t want to chance them mentioning it. It
was embarrassing enough he’d gone through it.

When he reached Eleanor’s father, the Duke
of Winnett was no longer with him. Byron scanned the room but
didn’t see the duke anywhere. The duke seemed to have left. That
was interesting. Byron wasn’t sure what it meant, but he was sure
it was significant somehow.

“Your Grace,” Byron began,
“I realize this has nothing to do with the reason you hired me, but
why don’t you allow Eleanor to meet my sister? Eris is a wonderful
lady who’d make her a good friend. There’s nothing remotely
scandalous surrounding her, and she is financially well-off. The
two have compatible social standings. You can check all of this out
yourself if you don’t believe me.”

Her father took his gaze off of his
daughter. “I have been looking into it. I finally came across a
gentleman who knows someone who knows your sister’s husband.”

“What does my sister’s
husband have to do with anything? Eleanor would befriend Eris, not
him.”

“If your sister’s husband
has influence, that might be profitable to me. Connections are very
important. I’m sure you understand that. You get jobs by
connections. I happened to know someone who benefited from your
service. If your sister’s husband happens to meet up to my
requirements and also happens to have the right kind of
connections, the friendship Eleanor would establish with your
sister would be profitable to all.”

To make sure he understood
the situation correctly, Byron asked, “And is there a benefit to
you, personally, if your daughter becomes a member of
Ladies of Grace?”

“Oh, most definitely. Not
only would the Ton be pleased that my daughter qualified to belong
to such a prestigious group, but the Duchess of Ravenshire’s
husband has the favor of Lord and Lady Cadwalader. He might invite
me to a dinner party with them.”

Byron shoulders slumped. He quickly
straightened up before anyone noticed. So that was the way the Duke
of Dormondton saw his daughter. She was a means to an end. She
wasn’t of any use to him until her first Season, which was why he
hadn’t bothered to bring her to London until now. The poor lady. It
was no wonder she had been a wallflower when he met her. She’d been
forced to figure things out on her own. And now that she’d been
instructed on how to be attractive, she was being paraded around
London as if she were a commodity.

His gaze went to her as she danced with
another gentleman who seemed impressed by her. The Duchess of
Ashbourne worked miracles. Her reputation was well-deserved. But
could the things the duchess had taught Eleanor lead to a happy
life for her, or would she end up being used by her husband in the
same way her father used her?

“I have splendid news,” her
father spoke up.

Not sure if the news would really be all
that splendid, Byron turned his attention to him.

“The Duke of Winnett has
asked for my daughter’s hand in marriage,” he said. “I haven’t said
yes yet. I want to see if she’ll get a better offer. But I agreed
to let him pay her a visit tomorrow afternoon.”

So that was why the Duke of Winnett had
approached her father after she chose someone else to dance
with.

“Would a marriage between
her and the Duke of Winnett be good for you?” Byron
asked.

“The arrangement would be
all right. I have nothing personal against the Duke of Winnett.
He’s a likeable enough gentleman. He’s kept himself clean from
scandal, and he manages all right in the Ton.”

Sensing the gentleman’s hesitancy, Byron
asked, “But?”

“Well, there are better
gentlemen. A couple here this evening are related to the
Cadwaladers. There’s one who is good friends with the Duchess of
Ravenshire’s husband. A few others excel in investing. They would
make a better match than the Duke of Winnett. But the Duke of
Winnett would be sufficient, should things not work out with the
others.” He nodded toward a gentleman who was watching Eleanor. “He
happens to be Lord Cadwalader’s nephew. If he were to ask for her
hand this evening, I wouldn’t hesitate to say yes. I hope he asks
to dance with her. He seems interested in her, don’t you
think?”

Byron thought a lot of gentlemen at this
ball had taken an interest in Eleanor. Very few of them had looked
her way at the other ball, but she had no trouble drawing their
attention this evening. Perhaps that was why the Duke of Winnett
had gone to her father to ask for her hand in marriage.

What could the Duke of Winnett want with the
marriage? Could a marriage benefit him in some way? After learning
about how important social connections were to Eleanor’s father, he
bet the Duke of Winnett saw some connection in a marriage to
Eleanor, too. Well, now it didn’t seem like Stacey was the person
he needed to be watching. The Duke of Winnett had just become the
prime suspect. Though why would he intend to harm Eleanor if he
needed to marry her? There was only one way to find out, and that
was by keeping a close eye on him.


 Chapter Twelve

 


Eleanor received word late the next morning from Tara asking
if Ladies of Grace could pay her a visit. Excited, she ran to her father’s den
and showed him the missive.

“Do you think this means
they want me in the group?” she asked after he read the
missive.

He lowered the parchment and gave her a wide
smile. “I believe so. Well done, dear. This is a high honor. I
think you should celebrate by buying a couple of new gowns and
jewelry.” He paused as he reread the missive. “Write and let her
know you’re free tomorrow afternoon.”

“Can’t I have them over
today?”

“No. The Duke of Winnett
will be here at one.”

Her gut tightened in dread. “The Duke of
Winnett is coming here?”

“I told you he’s taken an
interest in you. I approved the courtship. However, I am hopeful
you will have other suitors coming by to see you. You made a
marvelous impression with the gentlemen last evening at the ball.
They were practically fighting over who got to dance with you. I’m
waiting to see if anyone else requests to pay you a visit. If so,
those missives will start coming in either today or tomorrow. Oh,
that reminds me.” He turned to the pile of papers scattered on his
desk and retrieved a blank one. He dipped his quill into the
inkwell. “I need to send the Duchess of Ashbourne an extra payment
for her work. She’s much better than Mr. Tumilson claimed. It’s not
often that someone exceeds my expectations.”

“How long is the Duke of
Winnett going to be here?”

He paused as he placed the tip of the quill
on the parchment. “Are you worried about this afternoon?”

“I don’t want to marry him.”
She might as well come out and say it. “As you said, I attracted
other gentlemen at the ball. Why do I have to spend time with
him?”

“I didn’t think you’d object
to the visit, but as I’ve already told you, I expect other
gentlemen to want to be your suitor. I’m sure this will be the only
time you’ll have to visit with him.”

She frowned. “If I had been there when this
visit was arranged, I would have said no. I don’t want to spend any
time with him. Write to him and tell him I’m not feeling well.”

“But you are feeling
well.”

She resisted the urge to groan. “That’s not
the point. The point is that I don’t want to see him.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t want to. I
have no interest in him. I want to marry someone else.”

“If we can find someone more
influential, you can marry him instead. Right now, it’s best if we
keep our options open. Believe me, you don’t want to face a second
Season.”

“There is no option with the
Duke of Winnett. I don’t like him.”

“How can that be when you
two haven’t said more than a few words to each other?”

“I don’t know. All I know is
that when he asked me to dance last evening, I got this feeling
that I should run from him. Something about him is
unsettling.”

He stared at her for a long moment then
chuckled. “That’s silly. All you felt were nerves. It was a busy
evening, what with all the dancing you did. There’s nothing wrong
with him. I’ve known him for a good twenty years. Now, don’t you
trouble your pretty little head about it. Let me handle everything
with the suitors. I won’t match you up with anyone
inappropriate.”

Without waiting for her to
respond, he started to pen the missive to the Duchess of Ashbourne.
Eleanor sighed in resignation. There was no reasoning with him. No
matter what she said, he brushed everything off as if she was too
stupid to know what was going on. She might not be able to define
it, but there was something wrong with the Duke of Winnett. Her instincts were
screaming at her to avoid him.

But what could she do about it? Nothing, she
supposed. All she could do was hope she would have other suitors.
That was it. Her fate was in the hands of some random stranger to
take an interest in her. With a shake of her head, she left the
room.

 


***

 


Byron didn’t wake up until noon. It had been
a long night. After leaving the ball, he had located the Duke of
Winnett’s residence. From there, he had followed the duke to a
remote residence tucked away in the outskirts of London. A lady had
greeted him at the door. Given the lady’s location and the time of
night, the lady had to be his mistress. It wasn’t uncommon for
wealthy gentlemen to take mistresses, so Byron couldn’t pin
anything suspicious on him for that.

Byron spent the night making his rounds up
and down through the middle-class residences. He was more familiar
with this section of London, so it was easy to keep an eye on the
mistress’ residence while pretending to be busy doing other things.
Not that he needed to keep busy to avoid arousing someone’s
suspicions. Very few men were out at night, and those who were out
were usually drunk.

But if he didn’t keep busy with something,
he risked falling asleep, and that’s something a good Runner never
did. The Duke of Winnett finally left his mistress right before
dawn. Then he went back to his residence, and when it became clear
to Byron that the duke wasn’t going to leave again any time soon,
Byron went to his own house.

He had to see Eleanor and her father to
discuss how things turned out from the previous evening. It was his
job to update them on the case. But suddenly, going over there was
something he was dreading. What if he found out Eleanor managed to
attract a suitor or two? Would that kind of news really make him
happy?

He knew it should. He had suggested the
Duchess of Ashbourne’s services in order to help her. And the
lessons had worked. Eleanor no longer had a problem attracting
gentlemen. He should be glad for her. His sister had been a
spinster for a long time. She was a lot happier now that she was
married with a child on the way. Eleanor should be happy like that,
too.

He picked up a towel and patted the water
off of his newly shaven face. He didn’t understand it. He should be
glad for Eleanor, and yet, he felt something that could only be
described as a subtle panic over how things would play out for her.
He shook his head and looked at his reflection.

“You’re losing your mind,”
he told himself. “Stick with the assignment. A good Runner never
lets feelings get in the way of his job.” No matter how confusing
those feelings might be.

He took a deep breath then set his towel
aside. Once he finished getting dressed, he left his house. He
walked down the streets that would take him to the Duke of
Dormondton’s residence. Unlike some, he didn’t have the money to
pay for a horse and carriage, nor did he feel inclined to pay for
the services of those who transported people around London. That
money was better spent on essentials.

When he reached the street where the duke
lived, he saw the Duke of Winnett’s carriage in front of it. His
steps slowed. He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten that the Duke of
Winnett was to pay Eleanor a visit today. This wasn’t good. He
usually remembered things like this.

It’s Eleanor. She’s getting to your head.
You’ve been thinking of her more than you should. This isn’t about
her. It’s about the person who pushed her at the theatre and
loosened the carriage wheel. Keep your focus on what matters.

He tapped the button on his waistcoat.
Should he go to the townhouse now or wait until the Duke of Winnett
left?

It was best to wait. The Duke of Winnett was
a suspect. The last thing Byron wanted to do was make the duke
aware of him. Yes, the duke assumed he was Eleanor’s suitor. That
was safe. But if the duke suspected Byron’s motives were different,
it might make him change some aspect of his behavior. A criminal
who changed their behavior was harder to catch.

Byron decided to walk past the residence. He
would wait until after the Duke of Winnett left before talking to
them.

 


***

 


Eleanor, who stood by the window, frowned as
she watched Byron walk right past her townhouse. She leaned closer
to the window and watched as he headed down the street. Why didn’t
he come up to the front door?

“You shouldn’t let the whole
thing with Lord Edon bother you,” the Duke of Winnett told her
father. “What does it matter what he does or doesn’t do? There are
some influential members at White’s. Some even excel with
investing. I wish I had taken their advice instead of listening to
Lord Swenson.”

“Lord Swenson is a fool with
money,” her father replied. “I certainly wouldn’t trust him with my
daughter. I saw the way he was looking at her at the ball. I’m just
glad so many other gentlemen kept coming up to her that he never
got the chance to dance with her.”

Eleanor looked over at the gentlemen. The
Duke of Winnett sat on the settee, and her father sat in a chair
across from him. She had started off by sitting next to the Duke of
Winnett, and though he hadn’t made a move to get too close to her,
she couldn’t resist the impulse to get away from him. Whatever she
did, she must not marry him.

“I’m afraid we’re boring
your daughter,” the Duke of Winnett said as he glanced her
way.

She inwardly shivered and turned her gaze
back to the window.

“Perhaps we should do
something like check out the museum or go for a stroll at the
park,” the Duke of Winnett told her father.

Her father called out to her, so she
directed her attention back to them. “You haven’t been to the
museum yet. Perhaps it’s something that we should do.”

Being anywhere but trapped in this drawing
room with the Duke of Winnett sounded good to her. Relieved, she
offered a nod then said she would get her bonnet and shawl for the
outing.

 


***

 


Byron sat a good distance from the museum. He
had followed Eleanor, her father, and the Duke of Winnett there.
Thankfully, he had been rounding the corner of the street in time
to see them leave the townhouse. He knew nothing bad would happen
at a museum, but his gut told him to stick around anyway, and if
there was one thing he had learned over the years, it was to listen
to his gut.

He lowered the paper he’d been pretending to
read. They were still inside the building. He brought his gaze back
to the paper. There was a good amount of activity around him.
Plenty of carriages and people passing by. It was easier to hide
out in the open like this in a busy part of town. All he had to do
was remain still, and he was practically invisible. It also helped
that he wasn’t wearing anything that drew attention to his
clothing. He’d learned long ago that muted colors worked to his
advantage. That’s why his closet was full of blacks, greys, and
browns.

Practically everything about his life was
about fading into the background while the people around him lived
their lives. This hadn’t bothered him in the past, and it didn’t
bother him now, except for one tiny area that wanted to push its
way into his consciousness. He didn’t like that prickling
sensation, so he forced it back into the recesses of his mind. He
would be glad when this case was over. Something about this case
was different, and he hated different. Different threatened
something in him he couldn’t explain. Was it possible that telling
Eleanor’s father to hire the Duchess of Ashbourne had been a
mistake? Until recently, life had been the same for him. It’d been
safe. It’d been predictable. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but
after Eleanor had those lessons, he had changed. He didn’t know how
he’d changed, but he didn’t like it.

“How are you doing this
afternoon, Mr. Tumilson?” a familiar voice asked.

Byron looked up from the paper, surprised to
see Piers and Stacey coming up to him. Perhaps he wasn’t as
invisible as he’d thought. He offered a polite smile. “I’m doing
well. How are you two?”

“We’re doing wonderful,”
Piers said and gestured to the two books he was holding. “The books
we ordered finally arrived. They are rare finds.”

“Yes, these are the original
edition,” Stacey added. “One was printed in 1530 and the other in
1594. They have been well-cared for.”

“They cost a pretty sum of
money, but it’s worth it.” Piers gently touched the books. “These
will go in our third library. That’s where we keep our most
important books. But we love books no matter when they were
printed. All of them are important in their own way.”

Stacey offered an emphatic nod. “Even two
authors will approach the same topic from a different
perspective.”

“Yes, we like to play a game
of comparing the authors when we can find books on the same topic.”
He chuckled. “We’re as bad as the children are about not wanting to
go to sleep when the conversation about those books get really
good.”

Stacey laughed along with him, and it was
then that Byron realized how well these two fit each other. There
was no way Piers could entertain secret romantic notions about
Eleanor. He was much too devoted to his wife, and his wife knew it.
Stacey was secure in their marriage. This would make Eleanor happy.
Stacey was no longer a suspect.

“We have one more place to
stop by on our way home,” Piers told Byron once their laughter
calmed. “We thought we’d pick up a children’s book for our
five-year-old daughter and two-year-old son.”

“Which library do you use
for your children’s books?” Byron asked. Not that he really had to
know, but he couldn’t help but wonder since Piers had mentioned
having a third library.

“They have their own library
in the townhouse,” Piers replied. “They share it with my
mother-in-law. That library is separate from the other four. You
can’t ever have too many books. The pursuit of learning is a
continual state of excitement.”

If that was so, then Piers and Stacey must
be the two most excited people on the planet.

“Would you like to join us
as we continue shopping?” Piers offered.

“As much as I appreciate the
invitation, I must decline,” Byron replied. “I’m enjoying sitting
here with the paper.”

Piers didn’t hide his surprise. “You’d
rather read the paper than a book?”

“Well, the paper does inform
people about what is currently happening in London,” Stacey told
her husband.

“Yes, I realize that, but we
saw him reading the same page of that paper when we went into that
antique shop to get these two books. That was at least a half hour
ago.”

Byron frowned. Certainly, no one else had
picked up on that. Piers had only done that because he knew him,
right? No one else had a reason to pay any attention to him.

“Oh, that’s why he wants to
stay,” Piers told his wife as he pointed to the museum. “Lady
Eleanor is here. And she’s not alone.”

Byron glanced at the museum. Great. It was
just his luck that Eleanor, her father, and the Duke of Winnett
were leaving the museum at this exact moment.

To Byron, Piers said, “If you don’t propose
soon, you’ll lose her. A lady like that won’t be single for
long.”

Stacey sighed. “You mustn’t give the poor
man grief like that, Piers.”

“I’m not trying to give him
grief. I’m trying to help him.” Piers’ gaze went to him. “When
something good comes along, you take it before it gets away from
you. That’s an important lesson I learned a long time ago. It’s
even more important than books.” He gave Stacey a smile. “I’m
forever grateful my wife agreed to marry me.”

With a blush, she returned his smile. “I’m
forever grateful you asked.”

Piers shot Byron a pointed look. “You won’t
get anywhere by watching Lady Eleanor. You need to make your
move.”

Looking satisfied with having issued the
warning, Piers wished Byron a pleasant day and escorted Stacey down
the busy street. Byron waited until they were out of sight before
he stood up and headed back to Eleanor’s townhouse.


 Chapter Thirteen

 


The carriage pulled up to the townhouse, and Eleanor breathed a
sigh of relief. Maybe now the Duke of Winnett would go home. He had
spent most of the time at the museum telling her about the people
in the portraits. She realized he had done that to include her in
the conversation. And while that was a nice gesture, she preferred
it when his attention wasn’t directed at her.

Her father seemed to be oblivious to her
unease. He talked with the Duke of Winnett as if everything was
wonderful. The only thing stopping her from going into a panic was
knowing her father hoped to have other gentlemen come by to visit
her. The Duchess of Ashbourne had been so pleased by Eleanor’s
performance at the ball that she had assured her that it was only a
matter of time before she received suitors. She prayed the duchess
was right.

Eleanor was making no effort to attract the
duke this afternoon. She went back to being the wallflower. It was
a shame the tactic didn’t seem to be working because he leaned
toward her and gave her a pat on the hand before saying, “This was
a most enjoyable afternoon.”

It took all of her willpower not to recoil
from him. Was it her imagination, or was he looking at her the same
way a cat might look at a mouse that was pinned in a corner?

“The afternoon was
enjoyable,” her father spoke up. “Want to play a game or two of
chess, my friend?”

The duke nodded. “I’d be delighted to.”

They waited for her to leave the carriage
before going with her into the townhouse. She had hoped that they
would go off to their gentleman’s club. Did this mean she had to be
around them? She turned to face her father to see what he would
tell her to do.

Thankfully, he told her,
“His Grace and I will be in the den. Why don’t you rest? It’s been
a busy day, and you have Ladies of
Grace coming by tomorrow.”

“Oh, I forgot,” the Duke of
Winnett said.

For a horrifying moment, Eleanor thought he
was going to direct the next statement to her, but he turned to her
father. “I brought over something Mr. Jasper gave me at White’s. It
has to do with a promising investment. Let me get it from my
carriage and bring it to you.”

“All right. I’ll be waiting
in the den,” her father replied.

Eleanor waited to see if either of them
would speak to her, but since the duke headed for the front door
and her father headed off toward his den, that meant she was free
to do as she wished. Relieved, she hurried up to her bedchamber.
Thank goodness that was over. She didn’t know what she would do if
she had to spend any more time with the duke.

She spent the next two hours reading a book.
The quiet activity helped to settle her nerves. It had been a
difficult day. If she could figure out what bothered her about the
Duke of Winnett, then she could understand her aversion to him.
There had been times when she’d wanted to whack Byron on the head,
but she hadn’t felt as if she might vomit if he touched her.

A knock came at the door. She marked her
place in the book before she went to answer it.

“Mr. Tumilson has requested
to see you,” the maid told her.

Recalling that he had been passing by the
townhouse earlier that day, she set the book aside and followed the
maid down the stairs. She went to the window and was glad to see
that the Duke of Winnett had left. She turned and approached
Byron.

He stood in front of the settee, his eyebrow
arched. “Is there a reason why you ran to the window as soon as you
entered the room?”

“I wanted to make sure the
Duke of Winnett was gone.” She sat with him on the settee and
poured tea into their cups. “He was here much longer than I thought
he’d be.”

“And that displeases
you?”

“I don’t want to marry him.
My father gets along so well with him that I worry he’ll make me
marry him if I have no other suitors. So far, no one has requested
to pay me a visit.”

He accepted the cup from her. “I’m sure you
won’t have to marry the Duke of Winnett. Your father wasn’t excited
about that prospect when I talked with him last evening at the
ball.”

“You talked to my father
about the Duke of Winnett?”

“It wasn’t much of a
conversation, but you’ll be relieved to know that your father would
rather you to marry someone else.” He took a sip of his
tea.

At once, she felt immensely better. It was
one thing for her father to tell her he was hoping someone else
would come along, but if he said this to Byron, then he meant
it.

“I have more good news for
you,” Byron said as she sipped her tea. “I have concluded that
Stacey is no longer a suspect.”

Eleanor gasped, set down the cup, and hugged
him. “Thank you!”

He jerked in surprise and spilled some tea
on himself.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She
released him and gave him a cloth napkin. “I was just so excited
that I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing.”

“Yes, I know.” He gave her a
smile to let her know there were no hard feelings and wiped the tea
off of his pants. “I knew you’d like that news.”

“I do. I love it! The
members of Ladies of Grace
will be here tomorrow, and I think they’re going
to ask me to join their group. This is perfect! Now I can say yes
and know you won’t ruin things for me.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m
glad that Stacey isn’t the culprit.”

She picked up her tea and took another sip.
It would be nice to have friends. “I finally feel like I belong in
London.”

He took a good look at the doorway before he
lowered his voice and asked, “Would you like to meet my sister? I
can assure you that she and Mr. Duff are decent people, and they’re
within your social and economic group. Once your father realizes
that, he’ll say yes anyway.”

This came as a surprise. She didn’t think
Byron would do anything without her father approving it first. Did
that mean she would be able to get him to listen to her instead of
relying on her father’s opinion about something?

She would like to be able to do something
independent of her father. She had a mind of her own, and she’d
like to use it. Maybe meeting Byron’s sister would be a way to
start doing that. She nodded. “I’d like to meet your sister. When
will you take me to meet her?”

“You said
Ladies of Grace will be
here tomorrow, so why don’t I arrange for you two to meet the day
after that? One of the members in Ladies
of Grace is Mr. Duff’s sister.”

“Really? Which
one?”

“Lady Powell, or, as you
think of her, Heather. If you’re going to be a member of her group,
I see no reason why she wouldn’t agree to introduce you to my
sister.”

“If she takes me to your
sister’s, will you be there? I’d feel more comfortable if you were.
I barely know Heather, and I don’t know your sister at
all.”

“I can be there. And I think
it’s a better idea for Heather to come by here to take you there so
that your father doesn’t question it.”

Of course, if it turned out
Eleanor wasn’t going to be invited to join Ladies of Grace, then this whole plan
was going to be moot. But if they didn’t want her to join the
group, wouldn’t they just write her a missive or simply ignore her?
She took a deep breath to settle her nerves. So much depended on
how tomorrow went.

“Is something bothering
you?” Byron asked.

“I didn’t realize how
anxious I was about tomorrow,” she admitted. “I’m assuming that
they’ll let me in the group. I really don’t know if they will or
not.”

“They seemed to like you at
the dinner party. I’m sure you’ll get in.”

“Was there something one of
them said or did that makes you think so?” He was a Runner. Maybe
he noticed something she didn’t.

“Well, you impressed their
husbands, especially Piers. I’d think half the battle of getting
into the group is meeting the approval of the husbands. Why else
would they have the dinner party where everyone was
together?”

She considered that angle as she sipped her
tea. He might be right.

Her father came into the room and offered
Byron a greeting before he shut the door. He approached them but
spoke to Byron. “Did you discover anything about the person who
intends to harm my daughter?”

Byron set his cup down as
her father sat in the chair next to him. “I removed someone from
the suspect list. Lady Whitney has no ill will toward Eleanor. That
means she is safe to join Ladies of
Grace.”

“But there is someone who
tried to harm her,” her father protested.

“Yes, I am convinced that
the fall at the theatre and the wheel on the carriage weren’t
accidents.”

“You’ve been to two balls
where you watched her all evening, you’ve been to a dinner party,
and you went out for a walk with us. Certainly, something must have
caught your attention.”

“Well, yes, but I can’t say
who that person is until the time is right.”

Eleanor’s eyes widened. There was another
suspect?

“If you suspect someone, I
have a right to know,” her father argued. “I’m paying you for
this.”

“I realize that, but if I
say something right now, I might jeopardize the case,” Byron
replied, his tone pleasant but firm. “I take my duties as a Runner
seriously. One thing I can’t do is give away any piece of
information until the time right.”

Her father didn’t look pleased, but Byron’s
expression was so resolute that her father ended up backing down.
Eleanor was impressed. She hadn’t seen anyone who had managed to
get her father to relent. Her father was a wall of stone. When he
decided something should be a certain way, there was no changing
his mind. Not unless one’s name was Byron, anyway.

“When will you tell me who
this other suspect is?” her father asked.

Byron shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t
know?”

“I mean exactly that. I
don’t know. It’s impossible to say when this person will make a
move that requires me to act. Right now, all I can do is watch the
person.”

Eleanor’s eyebrows furrowed. She had noticed
Byron passing by this townhouse earlier. That was when the Duke of
Winnett was here. It had looked as if Byron was going to go up the
steps when he saw the duke’s carriage. After seeing it, he
proceeded down the street. She had assumed he had wished to wait
until they didn’t have company before talking to them, but what if
the duke was a suspect? What if he didn’t want the duke to be
around when he spoke to them? But why should the duke worry
him?

The duke worries you. Something is wrong
with him. You feel it. Maybe Byron senses it, too.

“While I will accept your
answer for now, I hope you don’t make me wait too long to find out
who you’re watching,” her father told Byron. “I can’t pay you
forever.”

“I won’t need long to narrow
things down.”

“It’s already been a month,
and you haven’t solved the case,” her father pointed
out.

“Some cases take a while.
This particular person is intelligent. There hasn’t been another
threat to Eleanor’s life because this person has changed
tactics.”

“What tactics would that
be?”

“I have my suspicions, but
I’d rather not say until I’m certain. Suffice it to say, since this
person changed their strategy, I need to change mine.”

Her father didn’t look pleased by the answer
but nodded in acceptance.

Eleanor bit her lower lip. Would the sudden
interest the Duke of Winnett had in her qualify as a chance in
tactic? He hadn’t paid any attention to her before Mr. Jasper’s
ball. But why would he want to marry her if he originally wanted to
kill her? That didn’t make any sense.

“Is there anything else you
came by to say?” her father asked.

“No, that was it.” Byron
rose to his feet. “I should leave.”

Her father walked him to the door, but she
remained sitting as she contemplated what it might mean if it
turned out that the Duke of Winnett had nefarious intentions.


 Chapter Fourteen

 


Eleanor’s stomach did flipflops all through the morning as she
waited for two o’clock to arrive. This was it. She was about to
find out if she would be a member of Ladies of Grace.

She put on one of her best gowns for the
occasion, even though she didn’t think they would go anywhere. Then
she spent an entire half hour pacing in the drawing room. She
couldn’t sit. All sitting did was make her more anxious. At least
when she was walking, she could work off some of her nervous
energy.

From time to time, she would
look out the window, in case one of the ladies arrived early. She
thought it was the fourth time she looked out the window when she
saw the Duke of Winnett’s carriage coming down the street. She
paused and held her breath. He wasn’t coming here again, was he?
Did her father invite him over for another game of chess? Her
father hadn’t mentioned anything about him stopping by to visit her
again, and she was certain her father wouldn’t allow him to visit
while she was expecting the members of Ladies of Grace to stop
by.

The carriage went past her townhouse. She
nearly collapsed against the window. That was close. So far, she’d
received no missives from any of the gentlemen at the ball asking
to see her. That was a disappointment. Even if she hadn’t taken a
fancy to any of them, they would be better than the Duke of
Winnett.

She was about to resume her pacing when she
saw Byron walking down the sidewalk. He was on the opposite side of
the street from her townhouse, so she didn’t think he intended to
stop by. And she was right. He kept on walking.

That was strange. He didn’t
live in this section of London. If she remembered right, her father
said Byron lived in the poorer side of town. Not quite middle class but not on the streets, either,
had been the way he’d worded it. She had no idea
where that was, but it couldn’t be anywhere near here.

Curious, she followed the path he was going.
His steps slowed, and he went to sit on a bench. What was he doing?
She studied him and saw that, while he had brought out the
newspaper from under his arm, he glanced over in a certain
direction. She was unable to see what had his attention since the
window pane was in her way. After a moment, she decided to open the
window so she could poke her head outside. To her surprise, the
Duke of Winnett’s carriage hadn’t gone much further down her
street. It was parked five townhouses down from her residence. Her
gaze went back to Byron who, for all intents and purposes, appeared
to be interested in the paper.

Except he wasn’t. He was interested in the
Duke of Winnett. She brought her head back into the room and closed
the window before he noticed her. So the Duke of Winnett was a
suspect! It was no wonder he refused to tell her father the
identity of the person he was watching. The Duke of Winnett was too
close to her father. Her father would never believe the duke
capable of harming her.

But she would. Ever since she met him, she’d
had an uneasy feeling about him. Now she knew there was something
to that feeling. It might not be something she could put her finger
on, but something about him was wrong.

She caught sight of the Duchess of
Ravenshire’s carriage. With a gasp, she hurried to summon the
butler. She didn’t have to think about Byron or the Duke of Winnett
right now. She had more important things to tend to. She gave a
quick check in the mirror to check her reflection. She had to admit
the Duchess of Ashbourne’s advice on what to wear did make her feel
pretty.

The butler came into the room just as she
turned from the mirror. She instructed him to bring black tea with
an assortment of spices that the ladies could use to give it
flavor. Then she went to the settee to wait for them. She debated
whether she should sit or stand. In the end, she decided to stand.
If she sat, it might make them think she had no interest in their
group. Standing was the better option. It was certainly better than
waiting right by the doorway. If she had chosen that, she’d look
pathetic. Yes, she wanted friends, but she didn’t need to let them
know how much she wanted them.

The footman brought Tara, Stacey, and
Heather into the room.

“Thank you for agreeing to
meet with us,” Tara said as the three ladies approached.

“I’m happy to have you
here,” Eleanor replied. “Please, have a seat.”

Tara sat next to her on the settee, and
Stacey and Heather sat across from them.

“The butler will be coming
in with the tea soon,” Eleanor said, hoping they didn’t detect the
slight trembling of her hands. “I asked him to bring in a variety
of spices. I know black tea can be bland.”

“We’re not hard to please,”
Tara assured her with a smile. “Black tea with something sweet is
perfect.”

Eleanor felt some of her tension ease. Maybe
this afternoon wouldn’t be so difficult after all.

“You might as well come out
and tell her the good news,” Heather told Tara after a long moment
of silence passed between everyone. “You’ve held her in suspense
long enough.”

Tara chuckled. “All right. Eleanor, we are
happy to announce that you have been approved for membership into
our group.”

Though Eleanor had thought they might say
it, she had to resist the urge to do something stupid, like jump up
and down and cheer. Fortunately, she managed to restrain herself
from looking foolish. “I’m happy to be a member.”

“I can’t tell you how
relieved we are to have found you,” Tara replied as the butler came
into the room. “We have tried to find a lady who’ll fit in with
this group, but it’s not as easy as it looks. We don’t just want
someone who meets with the Ton’s approval. We want someone we can
get along with. You are the kind of lady we’ve been looking
for.”

As soon as the butler was leaving the room,
Eleanor began pouring tea into everyone’s cups, careful not to fill
them too close to the brim in case she made a mess. She was so
excited that she couldn’t manage to hold the teapot steady. When
she was done, she set the teapot down and gestured for them to put
whatever they wanted into their tea. She, meanwhile, chose to avoid
putting anything into her tea, lest she slip at the last moment and
get cinnamon or nutmeg on the table. She’d been doing well enough
to pour the tea without incident.

“We weren’t always so
careful with the membership of the group,” Tara continued. “We used
to only look at who had a good reputation, but after we had a
couple of members we couldn’t all get along with, we realized we
needed stricter requirements.”

Heather nodded while she put some mint into
her tea. “You’ll be happy to know that you don’t have to buy an
expensive gown and throw it away after wearing it one time.”

“That was only a rule when
Lady Eloise was in charge of the group,” Tara added. “We got rid of
it after she was forced to leave.”

“May I ask why she was
forced to leave?” Eleanor asked.

“Essentially, she spoke out
of turn in a public setting, and this ended up creating a scandal
that almost disgraced the entire group,” Tara replied. “It took a
year in order to regain our good standing.”

“The group is better off
without her,” Stacey chimed in before sipping her tea. “I try not
to think of that time.”

“I don’t know,” Heather
argued as she stirred her tea. “When I think back on it, it makes
me aware of how much better things are now. I’m glad things
happened the way they did.”

Stacey considered her words. “If you’re
looking at it like that, then you do appreciate how things turned
out, but it was a painful way to get here.”

“No one can blame you for
saying that.” Tara’s gaze went to Eleanor. “It turned out Lady
Eloise and Stacey had the same father. That was another scandal all
by itself. But no one could fault either lady for that one,
really.”

“A lot of people shunned
Lady Eloise after that was exposed,” Heather pointed
out.

“Only because she wasn’t
pleasant,” Tara said. “I can’t prove it, but I think Lady
Cadwalader used that scandal to ruin Lady Eloise once and for all.
It was no secret the two were rivals. For a while, we thought Lady
Eloise was going to usurp Lady Cadwalader’s place as the most
highly esteemed lady in London.”

Heather smirked. “Lady Cadwalader would have
tied her up to a ship and had her hauled off to America before that
happened.” With a glance at Eleanor, she added, “It’s best to allow
Lady Cadwalader the prominent spot.”

“Which is why we’re nice to
her,” Tara told Eleanor. “She’s not a member of the group, but she
is an ally. It’s an arrangement that benefits all of us. She has
our support, and we have her approval.”

Heather nodded. “It’s a suitable social
arrangement.”

Considering the fact that her father had
pushed for her to be a part of this group, Eleanor would have to
agree with their assessment. He would never have written to Tara
about meeting her if there wasn’t some advantage in it.

Tara took another drink then set her tea
down. “Since you are now a part of this group, we want to let you
know what you can expect from us and what we expect from you. We
host dinner parties with prominent members of the Ton, and yes,
sometimes Lord and Lady Cadwalader will be there. Your father is
welcome to attend these dinner parties since we realize how
important it is that the gentlemen in our lives need to invest in
order to improve their wealth. When you marry, your husband will be
welcome to join in on these dinner parties as well. Half the time
when we get together for a social engagement, it’ll just be the
four of us. At other times, we’ll have something public. In
private, we can be informal. We don’t have to watch what we wear or
say so much. That, of course, is different when we’re in public.
When we’re in public, we’re representing the group.”

“Everything you’ve been
doing so far is perfect,” Stacey assured Eleanor. “It’s not as
scary as it sounds.”

Tara smiled. “It’s not. You’re like a
different person from the lady we first met. When you came to the
dinner party, I hardly recognized you. It was like you changed
overnight. You were sweet and well-dressed before, but you just
bloomed in front of our eyes. You’re now a lady who can be the
center of attention in a ballroom.”

“My father paid the Duchess
of Ashbourne to help me overcome my tendency to be a wallflower,”
Eleanor explained.

“What a shame. I was hoping
you’d say it was love that brought out the change in you,” Stacey
said.

That was right. These ladies thought Byron
was her suitor and that she was playing hard to get with him. In
all of her excitement, she forgot all about him.

“I noticed all of the
gentlemen who sought a dance with her at the last ball,” Tara told
Stacey, “and it’s more than love that is responsible for the
change.” She gave Eleanor a satisfied nod. “I’ve heard of the
Duchess of Ashbourne. I thought she and her friends only arranged
marriages.”

“She does that, too, but she
also instructs ladies on how to attract suitors from time to time,”
Eleanor replied.

“Do you need to attract
suitors when you have one that is hoping to marry you?” Stacey
asked.

Eleanor shifted uncomfortably on the settee.
She wasn’t talking about the Duke of Winnett, was she?

“It’s not my place to pry,
but I noticed the way Mr. Tumilson was watching you at the last
ball,” Stacey explained. “It seems that his interest in you has
gotten deeper since we had the dinner party. My husband noticed it,
too. He even encouraged Mr. Tumilson to propose. My guess is that
he hasn’t mentioned marriage yet since you said nothing about
it.”

Eleanor hid her relief. At least this wasn’t
about the Duke of Winnett. Feeling more at ease, she said, “No, he
hasn’t proposed marriage yet.”

“He better be careful,” Tara
replied. “You’re going to surrounded by suitors soon, if you’re not
already.”

It was odd that not a single missive had
come from a gentleman who hoped to be her suitor when these ladies,
the Duchess of Ashbourne, and her father expected them to pour into
this townhouse. Was there a reason for that?

“Maybe he’s worried he
doesn’t have a chance now that she’s attracting so many gentlemen,”
Heather said. “He doesn’t stand out in London. It’s hard to compete
with gentlemen who have a strong reputation in the Ton.” Her gaze
went to Eleanor. “I suppose it depends on what you prefer. Do you
want a gentleman who knows a lot of people, or will you be content
with one who blends into the background?”

“Either way, we don’t care,”
Tara hurried to add. “I’m married to someone who has impressed Lord
and Lady Cadwalader. That’s mainly what we needed in order to get
this group in good standing with the Ton. So really, you can marry
whoever you want.”

Eleanor did like knowing she wouldn’t have
to marry someone like the Duke of Winnett to stay in this group.
But she wondered if Heather knew Byron and that he was only to be
her suitor because he was a Runner. He had suggested Heather
introduce her to his sister. Heather was, after all, Mr. Duff’s
sister. Surely, Heather must know Byron.

Eleanor couldn’t ask Heather about it, at
least not in front of the others. She supposed all she could do was
play along. Considering Byron’s interest in her was a charade, none
of this would matter for long anyway. Once he solved the case, she
probably wouldn’t see him again unless she befriended his sister.
And she couldn’t imagine seeing him much at all since he spent so
much time dedicated to his job. The only reason they spent any time
together now was because her father had hired him to protect her.
She took a look at her cup. She couldn’t decide if she’d be
relieved to have the case settled or not.

 


***

 


The Duke of Winnett stormed out of the
townhouse. Byron’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but he continued to
hold the paper up so that no one would notice he was watching the
duke.

The footman opened the door of the carriage.
The duke paused, gave a good look at the townhouse, and shook his
head before he got into the carriage. Byron wished he had been in
that townhouse to find out what had just happened. A person didn’t
get upset like that for no reason. And that reason might be a
clue.

Byron waited until the carriage was moving
before he stood up. He stayed on the other side of the street but
took note of the townhouse. He would have to find out who owned
this residence and what connection that person had to the duke. He
folded the paper under his arm and continued to follow the
carriage.


 Chapter Fifteen

 


A week later, Eleanor’s father summoned her to the drawing room.
To her surprise, the Duchess of Ashbourne was sitting in a chair.
Her father waved for her to join him at the settee. Unsure of what
to expect, Eleanor sat next to him. She had talked with the duchess
after the last ball she’d gone to, and both the duchess and her
father had seemed pleased with the way she’d handled things. She
couldn’t imagine why they looked upset.

“Is there something wrong
with my daughter?” her father asked the duchess.

The duchess shook her head. “Of course not.
Lady Eleanor is a splendid lady to work with. She’s a quick
learner, and she managed very well at the ball.”

“Then why hasn’t she
received a single missive from a gentleman who wishes to pay her a
visit?” her father demanded.

Eleanor’s face grew warm from embarrassment.
While she’d been asking herself the same question, it made her feel
like a failure to hear her father point it out.

“I don’t know why no one has
asked to visit her,” the duchess said. “There’s no reason why she
shouldn’t have a couple of gentlemen requesting to come
by.”

Her father didn’t look the least bit happy
with her answer, but Eleanor didn’t know what he had expected her
to say. It wasn’t like the duchess could make gentlemen line up to
talk to her.

“I paid you to get her some
suitors,” he said. “But you haven’t fulfilled your part of the
arrangement.”

The duchess gave him an understanding look.
“No one can make a gentleman take an interest in a lady. I was paid
to teach your daughter how to attract gentlemen, and I did that.
Her dance card was so full that she barely had a moment to catch
her breath. You were there. You saw how many gentlemen were trying
to dance with her.”

“So why aren’t any of them
sending a missive to visit her?”

She shrugged. “I can’t explain it. Every
other lady I’ve instructed has had success. Perhaps you should take
your daughter to another ball. I’ll watch and see if there’s
something I missed last time. I’ll do this without requiring
payment.”

“What good is another ball
when the last one didn’t help? I’m not satisfied with the results
of your lessons. I demand you to pay me back for the money I
wasted.”

“Father, you can’t demand
something like that,” Eleanor interrupted. “She did fulfill her
part of the bargain. Maybe I’m too much of a wallflower to get any
suitors.” Besides the Duke of Winnett. She resisted the urge to
grimace. She’d rather not think of him. Turning to the duchess, she
asked, “How long do gentlemen usually take to express an interest
in courtship?”

“It depends on how anxious
they are to marry, but in my experience, a week is sufficient
time,” she replied.

“Ah ha!” Eleanor’s father
pointed to the duchess. “Then you admit you failed. It’s been well
over a week since that ball.”

“We can’t assume this is her
fault. It’s possible the fault is mine,” Eleanor argued.

“Are you sure these
gentlemen know where you live?” the duchess asked her
father.

He seemed offended by the question. “Of
course, they know where I live. I’m the Duke of Dormondton. I’m of
great importance in the Ton.”

“There are a lot of people
in London, Your Grace,” the duchess said. “It’s impossible to know
everyone.”

“Those who matter know who I
am.”

She arched an eyebrow. “I had no idea who
you were until Mr. Tumilson brought you to my attention.”

“And did you know who he
was?”

“No, I didn’t. But he knew
who I was because of my reputation helping ladies secure
husbands.”

“Well, I’d never heard of
you until he mentioned you, and I circle in highly influential
crowds.”

Eleanor bit her lower lip. She didn’t think
he was as prominent as he thought he was. If he was, then why would
he care what kind of gentleman she married? The only reason he
wasn’t forcing her to marry the Duke of Winnett was because he
wanted her to get a husband who could help him improve his social
standing. While she knew it meant he was using her for gain in the
Ton, she didn’t mind it if she could get a better suitor than the
Duke of Winnett.

“Perhaps we ought to try
another ball, Father,” Eleanor spoke up. “The duchess has
graciously offered to attend this one without requiring payment.
I’ll take better care to follow her instructions this time.”
Glancing at the lady, she added, “I’ll even slip where I live into
the conversation so they know to send the missives to this
address.” And she would only do that with gentlemen she wanted to
court her. “I’ll be subtle about it. I’ll say something about the
cute dog in the townhouse next door or mention the new flowers a
townhouse just down the street put out on their
balcony.”

The duchess nodded. “Those would be good
ways to slip where you live into the conversation. I see nothing
wrong with the plan.” She directed her attention to her father.
“Does that suit you?”

Her father paused for a long moment then let
out a heavy sigh. “Very well. We’ll go to another ball. I don’t
mind going to them, but very little actually gets accomplished
there. Too many people want to dance and have a good time.”

Eleanor pretended she didn’t notice the
slight exasperation on the duchess’ face. “That settles it then,”
Eleanor said. “I’ll go to my bedchamber and practice everything
I’ve learned. I’ll do my best not to disappoint you, Father.”

She rose to her feet. As she hoped, the
other two stood up. Good. The conversation was at an end. Now the
duchess could go home, and her father could go back to his den.
More importantly, the argument was over. Releasing her breath, she
offered them both a smile and headed out of the room.

 


***

 


The day before the ball, Eleanor was sorting
through her wardrobe. Just what kind of color and gown attracted a
gentleman who was looking for a wife? She’d overheard some ladies
mention how they wanted someone handsome, rich, and high in the
peerage. Her requirements weren’t that strict. All she wanted was a
kind gentleman she could enjoy talking to. Yes, she wanted to be
attracted to him, but there were plenty of attractive gentlemen in
London to choose from. What she most needed was someone who didn’t
give her that same unsettling feeling the Duke of Winnett did.

A knock came at her door. She stopped
rummaging through her armoire and went to answer it.

“You have two visitors, Lady
Eleanor,” the maid said. “Viscountess Powell and Mrs. Duff would
like to see you. Should I tell them you’ll see them or ask for them
to come back later?”

Viscountess Powell? That was Heather! “I’ll
see them.”

She hurried down the hall. If she recalled
right, Mrs. Duff was Byron’s sister. She had wondered if she was
still going to meet his sister. She hadn’t seen Byron since that
day she saw him following the Duke of Winnett. Her father had
spoken with him twice since that day. She didn’t know why it
bothered her that Byron hadn’t bothered to ask to speak with her.
Her father had told her that the meetings had been brief and
inconsequential. So it shouldn’t matter to her if Byron wanted to
see her or not. And yet, it did. She couldn’t explain why, but she
missed talking with him. It was ironic she should want to talk to
him when one considered how much he used to annoy her.

She reached the drawing room just as the
butler was bringing in the tea and crumpets.

Heather waved for her to sit in the chair.
“I can’t believe the same gentleman who is courting you happens to
be my sister-in-law’s brother. I thought Mr. Tumilson was familiar,
but I couldn’t figure out why.”

Byron’s sister smiled as the butler left the
room. “Byron stays busy with his job. He’s always running off to do
something. I’ve only managed to get him to attend a dinner party
once. Unfortunately, that didn’t turn out well.”

“Why?” Heather asked before
she picked up her cup and drank from it.

“Charles didn’t like him
when he first met him,” Byron’s sister said. “To be fair to
Charles, the feeling was mutual. My brother didn’t like him,
either. But they resolved their differences and like each other
now.” Her gaze went to Eleanor. “I’m Eris, by the way. I’m here
because Byron thought we’d make good friends. He said he originally
wanted you to come to my townhouse but then thought I should come
here instead. He didn’t explain why, though. It would have been
fine with me if you came to my townhouse.”

Eleanor figured it was best not to tell her
about her father. It wouldn’t matter if the lady knew the details
anyway. Instead, she said, “I’m Eleanor.” Then she bit into a
crumpet.

“You two might be more than
friends if your brother gets his way,” Heather told Eris. “He
fancies Eleanor.”

Eris’ eyes widened in surprise. “He
does?”

Heather nodded. “He’s an
attentive suitor. He watches her whenever they’re in the same room,
and he makes sure he has two dances with her at the balls. Everyone
else in Ladies of Grace
noticed it, too. I’ve never seen any lady make a
gentleman vie for her attention the way she does. I feel a bit
sorry for him.” Heather glanced her way. “It’s not up to me to tell
you who to marry, but I do hope you’ll put the poor man out of his
misery and choose him. You two make a good couple.”

Heather wouldn’t be saying that if she knew
he was a Runner. Heather, like the other members of the group,
assumed he was wealthy. She glanced at Eris. Eris wasn’t going to
say anything about his financial standing, was she?

“Byron keeps a lot of things
private,” Eris said. “He doesn’t tell me much about what he
does.”

“But he did want you to meet
her,” Heather pointed out. “I think it’s a sign he’s about to
propose.”

“Yes, it could be.” Eris’
gaze went to Eleanor. “He’s never asked me to meet a lady before.
That must mean you’re someone special.”

“Considering how private he
is, I’d say so.” Heather tapped the bottom of her cup for a moment
then asked Eleanor, “I don’t suppose you’d tell us your answer if
he were to propose?”

Eleanor’s face grew hot. Oh dear. Just how
should she answer that question? She couldn’t marry him. He was a
Runner. Her father would never approve.

She shook that thought off. What was she
thinking? He wasn’t interested in her that way. He was only
pretending to be interested in her. It was part of the job he had
been hired to do. Apparently, not even Eris knew Byron was working
for her father. Byron really did keep a lot of secrets.

Heather giggled. “It’s a yes, Eris. She
wants to marry him. She’s just too shy to come out and say it since
he hasn’t proposed yet.”

At this point, Eleanor
wished she could run out of the room. She was sure everyone
at Ladies of Grace would assume the same. Well, they were all in for a shock when
they realized she was going to marry someone else
instead.

“There’s no need to
embarrass her,” Eris told Heather. “Let’s talk about something
else.”

“All right.” Heather turned
back to Eleanor. “I love your new gowns and jewelry. The ones you
had before were fine, but these are just lovely. Where did you get
them?”

Silently thanking Eris for the change in
topic, Eleanor began to answer the question.


 Chapter Sixteen

 


Byron groaned as he got ready for another ball. He shouldn’t
let the duke get to him. He’d worked with plenty of demanding
people in the past. They hadn’t bothered him. So why was Eleanor’s
father different?

It couldn’t be the difference in his and the
duke’s social stations. Byron had worked with nobility before,
though he had been far more discreet in his job. He had never had
to dance with someone’s daughter or go to dinner parties before.
But dancing and dinner parties weren’t difficult. He knew the dance
steps, and he was familiar with the things expected of him at
dinner parties.

No, there was something else that bothered
him, something that prodded at him from the corner of his mind. He
was almost afraid to give it attention. He might not like figuring
it out. In his experience, some things were better left in the
shadows. Not all secrets should be exposed.

Byron pulled on his cravat too tight, which
ruined the look he was going for. With another groan, he removed
the cloth from his neck. He released his breath and slipped it back
around his neck, making sure one end was slightly longer than the
other. Then he proceeded to wrap the longer end around the shorter
one.

When he was done with the cravat, he tucked
the fabric under his waistcoat and released his breath. He left the
mirror and retrieved his dress coat. He couldn’t believe the thing
had cost him so much money. It was good the duke was paying him
well, or he’d abandon the case because these clothes were
expensive.

No, he couldn’t abandon the case. Not when
it involved Eleanor. He put his hat on then slipped on his gloves.
He took another look in the mirror and shook his head. He didn’t
look anything like the person he was. He looked like a doll someone
crafted to put on display in one of those fancy shops. Were people
like Eleanor’s father really happy with this kind of life? Didn’t
the endless pursuit of socializing and straining to impress others
ever get exhausting? Wasn’t there a time when they thought it might
be nice to do whatever they wished without worrying about what
others thought about it?

It didn’t matter how he felt. What mattered
was that he do his job. “Your job is to make sure nothing bad
happens to Eleanor. It doesn’t go any farther than that,” he told
his reflection.

He took a deep breath, released it, and left
his house. The walk to Eleanor’s townhouse wasn’t all that far, at
least not in his opinion. He rather enjoyed long walks. It gave him
time to relax and think over how he should proceed with his
investigations.

When he reached the street of Eleanor’s
residence, his gaze went to Lord Swenson’s townhouse where he’d
seen the Duke of Winnett leave in a huff a few days ago. After some
investigating, Byron learned that the Duke of Winnett was in debt
to Lord Swenson. Byron had discovered as much as he could about the
debt. Given that this debt was accumulated at White’s, which was an
establishment known for keeping secrets among members, he couldn’t
find out too much. In the end, he’d concluded that it boiled down
to a series of card games. Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to pin
a crime on the Duke of Winnett.

Byron reached the front door of Eleanor’s
home and knocked on it. He glanced up and down the street. Already,
carriages were on their way to the ball. No doubt, this was going
to be a long evening. He could only hope Piers would leave him
alone.

The footman opened the door then escorted
him to the drawing room. Byron sat and waited for either Eleanor or
her father to show up. This time, her father happened to be the
first one to see him, and judging by the slight scowl on his face,
he wasn’t happy.

“What’s wrong?” Byron asked,
straightening up in the chair.

Her father sat across from him and placed
his hands on his knees. “You are a gentleman. Sure, you don’t have
the same upbringing as the nobility, but you certainly have the
same passions that noblemen do when it comes to ladies.”

Byron resisted the urge to shift in the
chair lest he give his apprehension away. Her father hadn’t
detected his interest in Eleanor, had he? Just the thought made
Byron mentally curse himself. He had been fighting the truth, even
from himself, for a while now. By admitting it, he had allowed it
to come to light. And he didn’t like that. There was no way he
could ever end up with someone like her. Their social stations
would never allow it.

Her father leaned forward. “I insist you be
honest with me. I need to know if my daughter is attractive to
gentlemen who are looking for a wife.”

Byron relaxed. Good. Her father hadn’t
picked up on his attraction for Eleanor.

Her father let out a heavy sigh. “Not a
single bachelor other than the Duke of Winnett has expressed an
interest in marrying my daughter. I don’t understand it. She had
gentlemen lining up to dance with her at the last ball. A couple of
those gentlemen have excellent connections with influential members
of the Ton. Tell me, is my daughter appealing or is she not?”

Given that the duke was oblivious to his
feelings, Byron felt he could safely—and honestly—answer the
question. “I assure you that your daughter is desirable for
marriage.”

“So why is no one interested
in visiting her?”

“I don’t know.”

“I paid the Duchess of
Ashbourne to make it so that Eleanor wouldn’t have any trouble
securing a husband this Season.”

“The Duchess of Ashbourne
can’t guarantee a lady will get a husband. All the duchess can do
is teach the lady how to dress and act in a way that will attract
gentlemen.” And the duchess had done that. Byron hadn’t been aware
of how desirable Eleanor was until she’d had those lessons. He
cleared his throat. “The duchess did her job, Your
Grace.”

“Then why has no one except
the Duke of Winnett asked to talk to her?”

Noting the frustration in the gentleman’s
voice, Byron shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest idea, but it’s not
the duchess’ fault, nor is it your daughter’s fault.”

“Are you telling me there’s
something wrong with all of the gentlemen in London?”

Of course, there wasn’t. To suggest such a
thing would be ridiculous. There was no way all of the gentlemen in
London except for him and the Duke of Winnett wanted a romantic
relationship with Eleanor. He frowned. Was it possible the Duke of
Winnett had something to do with this?

“I’m sorry I’m late,”
Eleanor said as she came into the room. “I couldn’t decide on the
best type of necklace to wear.”

Byron joined her father in standing. He
turned his attention to Eleanor, and on its own accord, his gaze
went to the pearl drop necklace just above her cleavage. There
wasn’t much of her cleavage exposed, but the little that was there
tempted him with ideas on how she might look if he were to take her
gown off. Face warm, he glanced at her father. Thankfully, her
father wasn’t looking at him.

“I spent the entire day
practicing everything the Duchess of Ashbourne taught me,” she told
her father. “I won’t disappoint you.”

“I know you’ll do your
best,” her father replied. “You’re mindful to do as you’re
instructed. I’m just not sure the duchess knows what she’s doing.”
His gaze went to Byron. “I’ll get my cane then be back.”

Eleanor waited until he was out of the room
before telling Byron, “Your sister came by yesterday with Heather.
I like her. She seems nice.”

“She is nice.”

“Does she know that my
father hired you as an investigator?”

“No, I didn’t specify who
your father was when I mentioned you. I don’t give her any details
about the cases I work on.”

“I didn’t mention that you
were hired to watch over me, either. I suppose she assumes you’re
really my suitor then?”

“If that’s what came up in
the conversation you two had, then I suppose so. My sister is
discreet. She doesn’t go around telling people I’m a Runner. But if
you two were to discuss that, it would be all right. She knows
better than to go through London warning potential suspects that
I’m following them around.”

“Considering the fact that
you won’t tell me or my father who the current suspect is, I have
no trouble keeping it a secret from her.”

He arched an eyebrow in amusement. “Are you
trying to get me to tell you who the suspect is?”

“I don’t need to do that.”
Before he could ask her what she meant by that, she added, “It was
awkward having her think you are my suitor. Heather was the one who
kept going on and on about it. I didn’t bring it up. I am
wondering, though, when you’re done with your investigation, will
your sister want to talk to me if she thinks I rejected your
proposal? Heather made it sound like you were going to propose to
me. Of course, we both know this is all a pretense, but no one else
does. I hate to say it, but the members of Ladies of Grace think we will get
married.”

Considering how often Piers pestered him
about Eleanor, Byron wasn’t surprised to hear that the ladies in
that group believed a proposal was imminent. “It is awkward when
you are playing a part that isn’t real, but it has to be
believable.”

“You’ve done a good job of
acting. I haven’t played the part as well as I could have. I
suppose you’re better at this because you’re a Runner. You probably
have to pretend to be many things in your line of work.”

“Not as often as you’d
think. Most of the time, I hide in the shadows and observe people.
I’ve never had to play the role of a suitor before.”

“Really? But you’re so good
at it.”

He wasn’t so sure about that. It was
possible they noticed his interest was actually real.

Eleanor glanced at the doorway then turned
her attention back to him. “Don’t tell my father, but it’s not easy
for me to pretend to be someone I’m not. He wants to blame the
Duchess of Ashbourne, but it’s not her fault I haven’t received any
missives from potential suitors. I do my best to act like I’m
having a good time at the balls, but I don’t. Deep down, I’m a
wallflower.”

“No, you’re not a
wallflower.” She was too beautiful and too charming to be a
wallflower.

“When I’m not out in public
trying to do everything the duchess taught me, I am still a
wallflower. It’s hard to play the part of a socially exciting lady.
As soon as I come home, all I want to do is retreat to my
bedchamber. I prefer to be alone or with a couple of friends. At
least then, I don’t feel worn out.” She glanced at the door again.
“Tonight is going to be difficult for me to get through. What’s
worse is that my father will demand the duchess pay him back if I
don’t get someone to take an interest in me.”

“That would put a lot of
pressure on any lady.” He used to think ladies were fortunate
because all they had to do was wait for a gentleman to approach
them. The burden, he had figured, was on the gentleman who risked
rejection. Now, however, he realized it was equally difficult for a
lady to wait and hope she’d get an offer.

He turned his attention to the doorway as
her father approached.

“Whose ball will we be
attending tonight?” Byron asked her father.

“The Duke of Winnett is
hosting the ball this evening,” her father replied. “You must dance
with him twice, Eleanor. It’d be in bad form if you picked someone
else over him like you did last time.”

“I don’t want to dance with
him,” she argued.

Her father waved her comment aside. “That’s
silly. He’s been nothing but kind to you. Also, he’s your only
suitor at the moment. You can’t afford to be picky when the duchess
has failed so miserably. I can’t have you enter a second Season. It
would be embarrassing. If all goes well this evening, you will have
more promising suitors to choose from. Then you don’t need to dance
with the Duke of Winnett ever again.”

That was little consolation to Eleanor,
Byron knew, but her father was either oblivious or unconcerned
about his daughter’s plight. No doubt Eleanor’s worry over how
things would go this evening had just increased. It was a shame he
didn’t have more money to his name. If he did, he might be able to
offer her an alternative to the Duke of Winnett. As it was, she had
to hope someone else would come along and offer his suit.

Quite frankly, Byron didn’t understand why
someone better hadn’t come along already. Was it possible suitors
had been trying to make their offers but had been unable to? What
if missives were coming but were being intercepted? Could the
footman or butler of this household be talked into making sure
nothing got to Eleanor or her father?

One way to find out was to see if the Duke
of Winnett had any such missives in his possessions. Though some
criminals would burn evidence, some weren’t that smart. If Byron
did find the missives, that would be a crime he could pin on him.
Suddenly, Byron was glad he had to attend a ball this evening.

“Well, I’m ready,” her
father told them. “Let’s see if the Duchess of Ashbourne can do a
better job this evening.”

Byron offered Eleanor a sympathetic smile as
the three left the room.


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Eleanor noticed that Byron had managed to disappear shortly
after their arrival at the Duke of Winnett’s residence. She wished
he would tell her what he was looking for. Whatever he’d been doing
in the past week hadn’t yielded anything useful. Otherwise, he
would have told her father about the duke being a suspect by
now.

She took a deep breath then sipped her
drink. She’d already had one dance with the Duke of Winnett.
Thankfully, he was currently talking to her father. Since her
father was distracted, this allowed her an opportunity to
relax.

Her gaze went across the room. She’d been
here for a half hour, and Byron was still missing. Just how many
rooms was he looking through?

Someone approached, and her attention went
to the Duchess of Ashbourne.

“You won’t attract gentleman
by staying to the side of the room,” the lady kindly warned
her.

Eleanor smiled. “I’m sorry. I just needed a
moment to myself.”

“You don’t care much for
these social activities, do you?”

“No, I don’t. Once I marry,
I won’t have to keep doing this, will I?”

“That depends on the
gentleman you marry. My advice is to choose someone who doesn’t
like these social engagements any more than you do. Then you won’t
have to do them much.”

“Does such a gentleman
exist?”

The duchess nodded. “Believe it or not, some
gentlemen feel more comfortable at home like you do. Not everyone
enjoys these things.”

“Do you enjoy
them?”

“I enjoy my job, which is
helping ladies and gentlemen find a suitable marriage partner. My
hope is that everyone I teach finds a love match. It’s always best
when couples love each other. The more suitors you can get, the
more options you have.”

“I’ve been trying to get
suitors, Your Grace.”

The duchess placed an understanding hand on
her arm. “I know, and you have attracted a good number of
gentlemen. You might not be aware of it, but I notice the way some
are looking your way.”

They were? Eleanor scanned the room but
didn’t see anyone looking at them.

“No one is looking now since
I’m with you. Most are aware that I’ve been hired to assist you in
finding a husband. It tends to make gentlemen shy when I’m around.
They don’t want to seem like they’re too eager for marriage. It
doesn’t help with a person’s reputation.”

“I’m sure it doesn’t.”
Eleanor took another sip of wine. “Give me another minute, and I’ll
return to my spot near the dance floor. I will do everything you
instructed. You won’t have to pay my father back.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve
dealt with plenty of people over the years. I can handle your
father. Whatever he says, I want you to know you’re doing
everything perfectly. You’re not the reason no one has asked to pay
you a visit. It’s possible it might be your father. Gentlemen do
take into consideration who their father-in-law will be when
picking a wife.”

They did? Shocked, Eleanor watched as the
duchess walked away from her. So her father was an important part
of the equation when it came to finding a husband? If so, that
might explain it. She had barely known her father before coming to
London. She didn’t know much about him even now. But she had been
dismayed by how difficult he was.

She took another sip of her wine then went
to the table to set down her glass. She could do this. She could go
out there. She would ask her dance partners questions to get them
to talk, she’d smile and laugh, and maybe she’d find a way to tell
them that they didn’t have to worry about her father. The last part
would be a bit challenging, but if she let them know her father
didn’t spend much time with her, then they’d know her father
wouldn’t be a big part of their marriage. That might reassure them
about taking a chance in asking to court her. Exhaling, she
straightened up and headed for the dancing area.

 


***

 


Byron opened the last drawer of the desk in
the library but didn’t find anything of interest. With a sigh, he
shut the drawer and straightened up. The Duke of Winnett, it
seemed, was one of the more intelligent suspects he would be
dealing with. If the duke had intercepted any missives going to
Eleanor, he had quickly destroyed them so as not to leave any
evidence behind. That meant Byron was going to have to tell
Eleanor’s father about his suspicions so he could get her father’s
permission to question the butler and footman.

Byron made his way to the door. He gave
another scan of the library to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.
Unfortunately, nothing stood out. The Duke of Winnett was
meticulous. Everything was set in order. There wasn’t a single book
out of place. Minus the inkwell, there was nothing on his desk. The
chairs had been lined up with one another. The chessboard had all
of its pieces in place. A gentleman who went through the lengths of
organizing his library like this paid close attention to the
details. While Byron was intrigued by the challenge of this case,
he worried about what this meant for Eleanor.

He slipped out of the library. The hallway
was empty. He stuck to the shadows of the passageway in case
someone happened to come by. Would it be wise to investigate more
of the townhouse? While the Duke of Winnett would be distracted by
the ball, the servants wouldn’t be. He’d had to hide behind the
drapes in the library when one of the servants came in to check on
the fire in the fireplace. He’d only managed to narrowly avoid
being caught. The music from the ballroom made it impossible to
hear footsteps.

At least any footsteps that were on the main
floor. There would be less noise upstairs. Byron reached the edge
of the hallway where he could see if anyone was entering the
townhouse. A gentleman removed his hat and the lady removed her hat
and shawl. They then handed their things to the footman who stood
by the door. Byron waited as they went to the ballroom. The footman
turned his back to him and searched for a place to put the
things.

With a glance to make sure no one else was
nearby, Byron tiptoed his way to the stairs and hurried up the
steps before anyone noticed him. The Duke of Winnett’s bedchamber
was easy to find. It was the only one with any bedding in it. That
was odd, considering how often he’d seen wealthy people decorate
rooms they never used. Perhaps the Duke of Winnett didn’t have
money to spend on things he wasn’t going to use. He was in
financial trouble with Lord Swenson.

Byron made sure the bedchamber was clear
before he went into it. The bedchamber was just as meticulous as
the library had been. Not a single thing was left out of place. He
sorted through the duke’s things. The only thing of interest he
found was a ledger. He took it to the window so he could read the
contents in the moonlight. It turned out the duke loved to spend
money but didn’t have the funds to pay for everything. He did a lot
of gambling. He owed money to quite a few gentlemen.

Well, it was easy to see why the duke was
interested in a marriage to Eleanor. Her father was wealthy. She
would come with a good amount of money, especially since she was
his only child. But if he could marry her to get the money, why
would he seek to harm her? She’d be no good to him dead.

Frustrated, Byron returned the ledger to the
dresser and left the bedchamber. He was close to figuring this case
out, and yet, he was unable to fit that final piece of the puzzle
into place. Why would he tamper with a carriage wheel or make her
fall over the balcony railing at the theatre?

Eleanor hadn’t received any promising
offers, and her father was getting impatient. Byron could warn her
father that the Duke of Winnett only wanted her dowry, but he
wasn’t sure that would be enough to make her father say no to the
marriage. Her father was far more concerned with influence than
money.

What makes you think you would have a chance
to marry her if the Duke of Winnett wasn’t interested in her? Her
father would never agree to a match between you and Eleanor.

Byron shoved the thought back into the
recesses of his mind. He wasn’t here to dwell on his feelings. He
was here to work. Since when did his feelings get tangled up with
his job? Perhaps this was his fault. He had suggested her father
hire the Duchess of Ashbourne to help Eleanor attract gentlemen,
and blast it if the strategy hadn’t inadvertently worked on
him.

But there was more to Eleanor than how she
looked, and there was more to her than how much money her father
had. Once a person got to know her, it was easy to be drawn to her.
She didn’t seek out the attention of people for the sake of
influence like her father did. She wanted people she could be
herself with. She didn’t like to put on a pretense like so many
noble people did. She felt awkward and shy, but she was
refreshingly sincere. In some ways, she reminded him of his sister,
except he was romantically drawn to her.

He shook his head. He wished her father
hadn’t asked him that question about how desirable Eleanor was. All
it’d done was bring up all of the thoughts and feelings he’d been
able to force down. He could only guess how long he’d been fighting
his attraction for her, but he didn’t want to think about that,
either. He had to concentrate on his job. Tonight, he wasn’t going
to dance with her. He couldn’t. Anything that was the least bit
romantic was going to be his undoing. He was going to spend the
entire night to the side of the room, and if Piers gave him grief
over it, so be it.

 


***

 


Eleanor’s father gestured for her to go over
to him when the dance ended. She hid her apprehension and made her
way across the room. Had she done something wrong? Was he going to
take her to the duchess and demand the money back before the
evening was even over?

“Lady Cadwalader has asked
to make your acquaintance,” her father said with an excited smile
on his face. “I bet this has something to do with you
joining Ladies of Grace. I knew that group was going to be beneficial for
us.”

Relieved she hadn’t done anything wrong, she
followed him to a group of chairs that weren’t being used. She gave
a quick scan of the ballroom but didn’t see Byron. She did,
however, see the Duke of Winnett, and he was looking in their
direction. With a shiver, she turned away from him. If she wasn’t
careful, she wouldn’t secure another suitor. So much depended on
how well she followed the duchess’ instructions tonight.

Her father gestured to a chair. “After you,
my dear.”

As soon as she sat in the chair, it
collapsed under her. She ended up hitting the hard floor. She
barely had time to overcome her shock when her father hurried to
slip his arm around her and help her stand up.

She took in the startled glances from the
people nearby. Then someone laughed. Then someone else laughed. And
from there, others joined in. Her face grew hot with
embarrassment.

“This isn’t funny,” her
father snapped at the group before he cupped his hand under her
elbow and led her toward the doorway of the ballroom.

She couldn’t make out what the people around
her were saying. It was bad enough everyone was staring at her. She
lowered her gaze so she wouldn’t have to see them as her father
escorted her out of the townhouse.

“What happened in there?”
Byron called out from behind them.

Her father waited until they were on the
sidewalk to face him. “The chair broke when my daughter sat on it.
We’re leaving.” He pulled on her elbow, and she resumed their
hurried pace.

Byron kept up with them. “I’ll go back and
see what I can find. Afterwards, I’ll be at your townhouse.”

Her father nodded but continued to go to
their carriage.

She didn’t look back as Byron returned to
the townhouse. She didn’t want to see anyone right now. All she
wanted to do was hide in her bed. How was she going to live down
the humiliation? Not only had she broken a chair, but there had
been a few moments where her gown had been up to her calves. Sure,
she had stockings on, but those did little to cover up her legs.
This was worse than everyone looking over at her when she almost
fell from the balcony at the theatre.

She brushed back a couple of tears and got
into the carriage as soon as the footman opened the door. She put
her hand up to her face so that no one could see her in the
window.

Her father waited until the footman shut the
door before he said, “I hired Mr. Tumilson to prevent things like
this from happening.”

“This isn’t his fault,” she
replied. “It was just an accident.”

“It’s his job to anticipate
these things.”

“Who could have anticipated
me breaking a chair?”

Her father only let out a frustrated sigh
and crossed his arms as the carriage moved forward.

She wiped her eyes again, but it did no
good. The tears refused to stop. All she could do was close her
eyes and hope they’d soon be home so she could be alone.

 


***

 


By the time Byron made it back to the
ballroom, the Duke of Winnett was overseeing the maids as they were
removing pieces of the broken chair.

“Take these other chairs out
of here, too,” the duke instructed one of the maids.

“Mind if I take a look at
one of the chairs?” Byron asked without waiting for him to notice
him.

The duke jerked and turned to him.
“Pardon?”

“I happen to know something
about making chairs. When I was a lad, I helped my father make
furniture,” Byron explained. “I can check the chairs to make sure
they are sturdy.”

The duke frowned. “I don’t need your help.”
He paused then added, “Thank you anyway.”

Interesting. Was there something about the
other chairs that the duke didn’t want him to discover? “I meant no
harm in the offer. These chairs are obliviously expensive. It would
be a shame to get rid of them. If any are in need of repair, I can
do it. Most of the time, these things are a simple fix.”

“The answer is still no.
Now, if you don’t mind, I have a ball to host.” He gestured to the
room where the guests, for the most part, had gone back to enjoying
the evening.

Byron’s gaze followed the maid as she
carried a couple of pieces of the broken chair out of the side exit
of the room. It would be difficult to inspect the chairs once they
were out of this room, but it wouldn’t be impossible.

He scanned the room. The chairs on the other
side of the room weren’t being removed. That was interesting. Out
of curiosity, he went over to one of those chairs and sat on it.
Nothing happened. He wiggled, but the chair was sturdy. He tried
another chair and noticed the same thing.

The Duke of Winnett approached him. “What
are you doing?”

“I’m making sure the other
chairs are safe for your guests.” He went to another chair and
tested it. “These three are fine.”

“You can’t mean to test all
of the chairs in this room.”

Ignoring the irritation in the gentleman’s
voice, Byron asked, “Do you want another person to suffer
humiliation here this evening?”

“Of course not.”

“Then you’ll be happy that
I’m willing to make sure another chair doesn’t break
tonight.”

The duke glowered at him. “I don’t find this
amusing.”

“I’m not trying to be
amusing.” Byron went to another chair and tested it.

The duke reached forward and yanked him to
his feet. “These are my chairs. Not yours. I don’t want your
help.”

Byron resisted the urge to shove him away.
That would only arouse the duke’s suspicions. “Fine.” Byron pulled
away from him and straightened his dress coat. “I only wanted to
help. If you want me to leave, just say so.”

“Leave.”

He put his hands up in the air. “All right,
I’m leaving.”

The duke, most likely, was watching him, so
he headed directly to the doorway. He waited until he passed
through it before looking back. The duke returned to the section of
chairs the maids were taking out of the ballroom. They were only
taking six chairs from that side of the room. Byron bet those
chairs had been compromised. It was the only reason why the duke
would focus on removing those.

Well, this turn of events was a lot more
promising than his search through the townhouse or following the
duke around London. He wished he had been watching the duke this
evening, but he didn’t think the duke would try to do anything at
his very own ball. But then, he did do something at the theatre,
didn’t he?

Quite possibly. He’s still a suspect, Byron.
It’s too soon to conclude anything yet. You need proof. Without
proof, you can’t convict someone of a crime.

Byron needed to get his hands on one of
those six chairs. Making sure the duke still wasn’t paying
attention to him, Byron headed down the hall to see if he could
find those chairs.


 Chapter Eighteen

 


“Mr. Tumilson wants to talk to you, my lady,” the maid said from
the closed door of Eleanor’s bedchamber. “He says it’s
important.”

Eleanor picked up the towel
and patted the water from her face. She examined her reflection in
the mirror. Washing her face had helped to remove some of the
evidence that she’d been crying, but it didn’t do a perfect job of
it. She didn’t feel up to talking to him right now. She didn’t feel
up to talking to anyone
right now. She may not want to talk to anyone ever
again. At least at the theatre, people had been concerned about
her. Tonight, they had been laughing because she was too clumsy to
sit in a chair correctly. Only she would break a chair by sitting
in it.

There was a knock at her door. “I have to
talk to you,” came Byron’s voice.

Eleanor jumped. Why was he right outside her
bedchamber door?

“Eleanor?” he
asked.

She released her breath then went to the
door and opened it.

His expression softened. “I didn’t mean to
startle you. I would have waited until tomorrow to speak with you
and your father, but I’m afraid this can’t wait.”

Noting that the maid was close by, she
refrained from asking if he had come to announce that he had solved
the case. She stepped into the hall and shut the door behind her.
She wiped the last of her tears away and went to the drawing room
with him.

He gestured to the settee. “Have a seat. Do
you want some sherry to calm your nerves?”

She shook her head but sat down. “Do you
know who’s been after me?”

“I want your father to be
here when I discuss that.” He strode to the doorway and peered down
the hall. “Where is the Duke of Dormondton?” he asked the butler
who was just outside the room.

“He’s on his way,” the
butler replied. “Should I bring something to drink or
eat?”

Byron shook his head. “No. Just tell His
Grace that this is important.”

The butler nodded and headed down the
hall.

Byron approached her then sat next to her.
“What happened this evening?”

Her face warmed. “Didn’t you see it?”

“No, unfortunately, I wasn’t
in the ballroom when the incident with the chair occurred. I only
heard about it after I saw you and your father run out of the
townhouse.”

“What were you doing when
you should have been in the ballroom?”

“Investigating. I didn’t
come up with anything useful.” He paused. “So, what happened in the
ballroom?”

“My father told me that Lady
Cadwalader wished to make my acquaintance, so we went to a quiet
area to sit.”

“Was Lady Cadwalader
there?”

“No, but we figured that she
would be coming soon, so we were going to wait for her. Anyway, I
sat in a chair, and it broke.” She forced aside the sting of
humiliation then forced out, “I landed on the floor in front of
everyone. They all laughed. My father escorted me out of there, and
we came home.”

He put his hand on her elbow. “Not everyone
was laughing. It probably only seemed that way because of what
happened to you. From what I could tell, most people were
sympathetic toward you. You don’t have to worry about your
reputation in London. It’s still intact.”

“I don’t know. The whole
thing was awful.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “It was
worse than that time in the theatre. My gown went up to my knees.
Everyone could see a lot of me.” She lowered her voice. “I might as
well have been naked.”

“No, it wasn’t as bad as you
being naked, but I can see why you’re embarrassed. Everyone else
understands that, too. It would be one thing if you did something
on purpose, but you didn’t intend for this to happen.”

“I’m unlucky. Misfortune
seems to follow me wherever I go.”

“That’s what we’re supposed
to believe, but it’s not true.”

Could that be true? Her eyes met his, and
she noticed something in his expression she hadn’t detected before.
She didn’t know what it meant, but it made her heart give an
unexpected flutter.

His gaze lingered on hers for a long moment.
She sensed he wanted to do something. There was a split second
where she thought he was going to kiss her. But he cleared his
throat and released her elbow. Then he turned his attention to the
doorway.

That was strange. He hadn’t done anything,
and for some reason, she thought it might be nice if he had. She
took a deep breath and forced her mind back on what they’d been
discussing.

“Do you really think I can
safely show my face in public?” she asked.

His gaze went back to her. “Yes, you don’t
have anything to worry about. This isn’t unlike the time you were
at the theatre. You’d be surprised by how sympathetic people can
be.”

“But some were
laughing.”

“Yes, but it was only a few
who laughed. Most didn’t.”

That was something, she
supposed, and it did help ease some of her anxiety. “Do you think I
can still be a part of Ladies of
Grace?”

“I don’t see why they would
remove you from the group for something that wasn’t your
fault.”

She hoped he was right. “Will your sister
still talk to me after this?”

He offered her a reassuring smile. “Of
course, she will.”

She caught sight of her father as he reached
the doorway. The butler stopped him to let him know the Duchess of
Ashbourne wanted to talk to her.

Her father shook his head. “Enough has
happened tonight. My daughter will not receive any visitors at this
time.”

Byron stood up from the settee as the butler
left for the entrance.

Her father stormed over to Byron. “Where
were you this evening? Your job was to watch my daughter and
prevent bad things from happening to her.”

Eleanor blinked at the sharp tone in her
father’s voice. Byron, on the other hand, wasn’t bothered by it. He
calmly went to the door and shut it.

Her father plopped down in the chair across
from her and crossed his arms. “I hope you have a good explanation
for this. I don’t care much for gentlemen who waste my time, much
less my money.”

Byron headed back over to them. Eleanor
thought he was going to sit back down, but he remained
standing.

“I didn’t tell you who the
suspect was since it’s someone you’re well acquainted with, but I
can safely say he is the Duke of Winnett,” Byron said.

Eleanor knew it! That only proved that the
Duke of Winnett was as bad as she feared.

Her father, however, just snorted in
disbelief. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want me to
take you seriously.”

“It’s true,” Byron said. “In
fact, I wasn’t in the ballroom when your daughter sat in the broken
chair because I was searching his townhouse for clues.”

Eleanor’s eyes grew wide. He was?

“What do you mean the chair
was broken?” her father asked. “It looked perfectly fine before
Eleanor sat in it.”

“It was supposed to look
like it was intact. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have sat in it,” Byron
replied.

“That’s absurd. If a chair
is broken, one can tell that by looking at it.”

“Not if someone manipulated
the legs or something under the seat.”

“Do you have proof of
this?”

Byron sighed. “Unfortunately, I don’t. By
the time I found the discarded chairs, they were being burned.”

Eleanor’s father shook his head and rose to
his feet. “You’re wasting my time.”

Byron stopped him before he could leave.
“Who told you to go to those chairs? Lady Cadwalader?”

“No, the Duke of Winnett
arranged for us to meet her there. It turns out he recently made
Lord Cadwalader’s acquaintance, and he let Lord Cadwalader know
that Eleanor is a member of Ladies of
Grace. This impressed her, and she asked to
meet Eleanor. He reserved that side of the room for us so that no
one would interrupt us.”

“Ah ha! That’s why no one
was sitting over there. I bet he tampered with all of those chairs
with the intention that your daughter would end up sitting in one
of them. He wasn’t trying to harm her, but he was trying to
embarrass her.”

“And what would be the
purpose of that? He wants to be my son-in-law.”

“If your daughter doesn’t
attract any suitors, then he will secure the marriage, will he
not?”

Her father snorted. “She hasn’t attracted
any suitors at all. There have been no missives from gentlemen
seeking to visit her. It’s why I’m going to demand the Duchess of
Ashbourne pays me back.” He straightened his waistcoat, not hiding
his annoyance. “I’m beginning to think you’re not any good at this
job. You aren’t any closer to resolving this situation than you
were the day I hired you, and what’s worse is that you recommended
the duchess who turned out to be useless. You are hereby
dismissed.”

Eleanor jumped to her feet. “Father, you
can’t do that.”

“I can do anything I want,”
her father argued. “It’s my money I’m using for these services. I
don’t have to keep paying it.”

She went over to him. “But how can we find
out who pushed me at the theatre or tampered with my carriage
wheel?”

Her father gestured to Byron. “It’s no good
having him figure it out. He’s obviously incapable of doing
it.”

“Just because the Duke of
Winnett is good about hiding evidence,” Byron began, “it doesn’t
mean I won’t find something at some point.”

“And how many years will
this take?” her father snapped. “You didn’t find anything tonight
as you searched through his townhouse, did you?”

After a moment, Byron admitted, “No, I
didn’t.”

“That’s all I need to hear.”
Her father waved for him to leave. “I suppose I owe you something
since you did at least pretend to be my daughter’s suitor and made
sure that Ladies of Grace
is a safe group for her to belong to. I’ll send
the final payment to your residence tomorrow. I’m too upset to work
through the ledger tonight.”

“Father, you shouldn’t be so
quick to get rid of him,” Eleanor protested. “He didn’t figure out
Stacey was innocent right away. It took him time to do that.
Surely, you can give Byron some more time.”

Her father blinked in surprise. “Since when
do you refer to him so informally?”

She hadn’t expected this to anger her
father, but by the way he glared at Byron, she realized it did. She
wasn’t sure if she should answer his question or ignore it in hopes
that he would calm down.

“Is this why you wanted to
meet his sister?” her father asked her.

“No,” she began. “I wanted a
friend.”

“You don’t need his sister
to have a friend. You’re a member of Ladies of Grace. Those ladies are the
only friends you need.” Her father turned to Byron. “Now I see that
all of those times you put on a show of being interested in her, it
was more than an act. She will not marry you. She’s going to marry
a titled gentleman who has some standing in the Ton.”

“You’re wrong,” Eleanor
argued. “He’s not interested in me that way, Father.”

“Don’t tell me I’m wrong,”
her father told her. “I’m older than you, and I am a gentleman. I
can see what’s going on. It’s my fault I allowed you two to speak
when I wasn’t in the room. If I’d been careful, this wouldn’t have
happened.” He turned to Byron and pointed to the door. “You aren’t
welcome here anymore.”

Byron glanced at her, and she caught the
blend of worry and tenderness in his gaze before he left the room.
Her eyebrows furrowed. She’d never had anyone look at her that way
before. He did care about her. That much was obvious. But did he
care more about her than she had assumed?

Her father released his
breath then directed his attention to her. “If Ladies of Grace will still allow you
to be a member after tonight, we’ll be lucky. At the moment, I
can’t dwell on that. Right now, I need to find someone who’s
qualified to be a detective to investigate the person behind the
incident at the theatre and the carriage.” Without waiting for her
to respond, he stormed out of the room.

Her eyebrows furrowed. What if Byron was
right about the Duke of Winnett? What if the duke had done those
horrible things? But why would the duke want to harm her if he was
hoping to marry her? It didn’t make sense. She hadn’t even known
him when those things had happened at the theatre and with her
carriage. And if he wanted to get into her father’s good graces,
why would he embarrass her the way he had? Could Byron be right
about him doing it to make sure she wouldn’t attract any
suitors?

Making sure her father wasn’t coming back
into the room, she went to the window. Byron was walking down the
street. He was heading in the direction of the Duke of Winnett’s
residence. Her heart leapt with hope. Maybe he wasn’t going to stop
searching for clues even though her father had dismissed him.

She tapped the edge of the window. If he was
still pursuing the investigation, it meant he must care for her.
Her heart leapt again, but this time for another reason. And this
was a reason she didn’t understand.


 Chapter Nineteen

 


It
had been a late night. Staying out of sight in the shadows had been
easy enough, but nothing of interest had occurred. This time, the
Duke of Winnett didn’t go off to see his mistress. Byron stayed at
his residence until four in the morning when it became clear the
duke wasn’t going anywhere for a while.

All through the night, Byron cursed himself
for not getting to those chairs before the servants burned them. He
shouldn’t have wasted that time talking to the duke. If he had
gotten to even one of those chairs, he could have gone to Eleanor’s
father and convinced him that the duke had sabotaged them. But now,
as things were, Byron was the one who had lost credibility with
him, and it was likely her father would agree to a marriage between
Eleanor and the duke.

That last thought kept Byron up well past
dawn. He couldn’t recall the last time he tossed and turned in bed.
He wasn’t prone to letting an investigation keep him up like this.
There was no point in denying his feelings for Eleanor anymore. He
was in love with her, though he could never marry her. She was the
daughter of a wealthy duke while he was a Runner who was doing good
to make ends meet. He could be content with living a life wondering
what might have been if there wasn’t that risk Eleanor’s father
would force her to marry the Duke of Winnett. If he had to lose
her, he’d rather lose her to a gentleman deserving of her.

He finally drifted off to sleep as the
people outside his small home went about their day. The noise never
bothered him, and on this particular morning, he found an odd sense
of comfort in it. People talking, children laughing, and horses
passing by reminded him that, though he had no wife and children,
he wasn’t alone in the world.

 


***

 


Eleanor was walking down the stairs when she
saw the footman talking with the Duke of Winnett. She retreated to
the top of the stairs and hugged the side of the wall that would
prevent them from seeing her.

“May I have a word with the
Duke of Dormondton?” the Duke of Winnett asked. “I have something
important I wish to discuss with him.”

“Wait here, and I’ll see if
His Grace is up to receiving visitors,” the footman
replied.

The duke nodded as the footman headed for
the library.

She debated whether or not she should
retreat back to her bedchamber. The last thing she wanted to do was
see the Duke of Winnett, especially after what Byron had told her
and her father last night.

After a tense minute, the footman returned
to the duke. “His Grace will see you.”

Her gut tightened in dread. This couldn’t be
good. She was sure the duke was here to ask for her father’s hand
in marriage, and given how things had transpired at the ball, she
didn’t think her father would refuse him this time.

The footman led him to the library. She
waited until the two were gone before emerging from her hiding
spot. She tiptoed down the stairs, and, after making sure, no one
was around, she made her way to the library. The door was closed,
as she had expected. She pressed her ear to the door so she could
hear what her father and the duke were saying.

“I know it’s not your fault
that the incident occurred,” her father said.

“I still feel bad about it,”
the duke replied. “I should have known better than to leave old
chairs in the ballroom. I want to assure you that I have gotten rid
of every old chair in the place, and I have tested the other chairs
to make sure nothing like this will ever happen again.”

“I appreciate that. And
really, that’s all you can do.” Her father let out a heavy sigh. “I
just don’t know what to do now. I’m not sure I can let my daughter
go out in public after this. I’m tempted to send her back to the
country.”

Her eyes grew wide. Her father hadn’t said
anything about that when they ate in the drawing room that morning.
She didn’t want to go back to the country. She’d just gotten to the
point where she felt comfortable being in London, and better yet,
she’d finally made some friends.

“I don’t think that’s
necessary,” the duke told her father. “People will understand she
was the victim of an unfortunate accident.”

She was surprised to hear
this. She didn’t know why, but she thought the duke might agree
with him then suggest he marry her and take her to
his country
estate.

“Perhaps, but it was still
scandalous that so much of her legs were exposed,” her father
argued. “That will dissuade any reputable gentleman from wanting to
go near her. This has ruined her.”

“While embarrassing, it
hasn’t ruined her. There’s no need to give up on finding her a
husband. She’s still attractive. She can produce children, and
gentlemen will like the dowry you will provide to the
marriage.”

“It’s not enough. If it was
enough, I would have received offers for her hand by
now.”

“I don’t mean to speak out
of turn, but I did ask for her hand in marriage.”

Eleanor could swear her heart stopped
beating in that moment. So that was what the duke was getting at.
He wasn’t here to smooth things over with her father. He was here
to get her father to agree to the marriage he’d been wanting. And
why would her father deny him this time? Her father didn’t believe
a better prospect was bound to come along—not after last night.

As she feared, her father said, “Yes, you
did. I didn’t forget, but I was sure you wouldn’t be interested
anymore.”

“I am still interested. I’ll
be happy to marry your daughter. She can stay in London, and I’m
sure I can speak with Lord and Lady Cadwalader and explain the
whole thing was my fault for not being careful about the chairs.
That will ensure your daughter doesn’t lose her standing
with Ladies of Grace. You will still have a chance to meet with Lord Cadwalader. I
only recently made his acquaintance, and he’s a fine gentleman.
You’ll like him.”

“You’d be willing to
introduce me to him?”

“Of course. It would be the
least I can do for my friend and father-in-law.”

Eleanor cringed as the two laughed.

“I’d be a fool to say no,”
her father said. “Let no one say that Elliott Hampshire is a
fool.”

Without thinking, Eleanor hurried out of the
house. No, she couldn’t go through with it. Her father could
control many things in her life, but she wouldn’t let him control
this. Whatever she had to do, she wasn’t going to marry the
duke.

 


***

 


The anxious pounding on the door woke Byron
from his slumber. He turned in his bed and forced himself to his
feet. He stumbled over to the wall and pulled his robe off the
hook. The pounding was getting progressively louder. He threw the
robe on. He had just finished tying the straps when he opened the
door.

“Thank God you’re here,”
Eleanor said as she slipped into his home.

Alarmed, he shut the door and struggled to
blink the sleep from his eyes. “How do you know where I live?”

“I asked your sister, and
she told me.”

He hurried to the window and drew the thin
curtain aside so he could take a peek outside. How many people had
noticed her come into his residence?

Probably everyone. She had been loud.

He saw a few people looking at his house.
Gasping, he let the curtain fall back into place and took a step
away from the window. This wasn’t good. They were going to assume
the worst.

Eleanor darted in front of him. “I need your
help. My father is arranging for me to marry the Duke of Winnett.
We can’t let that happen.”

It was then that he realized she wasn’t
fully attired for being outside. She was missing the hat and
gloves, and if he guessed right, she was wearing slippers
unsuitable for the outdoors. “What were you thinking by coming
here? Don’t you know how bad this looks? People in this section of
town might not be obsessed about propriety like they are in your
area, but it’s still in bad form for a lady to come unchaperoned to
a bachelor’s residence.”

He put his hand to his head. He was starting
to get a headache. He couldn’t even begin to fathom what was going
to happen. Would people think he was assaulting her even though she
was the one who came here? “We need to get you back home.”

“Didn’t you hear what I
said?” she demanded as she followed him to his bedroom. “My father
is going to force me to marry the Duke of Winnett! This is serious.
I can’t spend the rest of my life with him.”

He stared at her in disbelief. “Don’t you
understand what you did? Everyone out there knows you’re here. Word
will get around London before the day is up.” What was his sister
thinking in telling her where he lived? Didn’t Eris realize how bad
things would look?

“I wouldn’t have come here
if the matter wasn’t urgent,” she insisted. “We both know how awful
the Duke of Winnett is. You don’t trust him any more than I do. I
came here because you’re my only hope. Certainly, you can stop my
father from going through with this. You just need to prove the
Duke of Winnett is a horrible person.”

“First of all, I have been
working on that. I spent all night watching his townhouse, and I
fully intended to make my rounds through London asking people about
him. And second, people are going to assume you and I are doing
more than talking right now.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “What will they think
we’re doing?”

Oh for goodness’ sakes. She
didn’t know? With a bewildered shake of his head, he dipped his
hands in the bowl of clean water and washed his face.
Let this be a dream. Please, let this be on
terrible dream. He looked back toward the
doorway and saw that she was still standing there. He groaned and
put his face in the bowl. Heaven help them both because he hadn’t
been dreaming all of this.

She urged him to straighten up so he was
looking at her. “You have to help me. I don’t care what people
think we’re doing. I can’t let my father marry me off to someone
who makes me sick to my stomach whenever he’s in the same room with
me.” She shook him by the shoulders. “This is serious.”

He took her hands and placed them at her
sides. Then he let go of her and took a deep breath. “You don’t
have to worry about marrying him. Your father will make you marry
me now.”

Her eyes grew wide. “What?”

“It’s either that, or he’ll
run you off to a convent.”

“Mr. Tumilson, I demand you
open the door at once!” came a very angry father’s voice, followed
by a loud pounding on the front door.

It was a good thing Byron wasn’t inclined to
get drunk. He could only imagine how much worse his headache would
be if he was nursing a hangover. He hurried to the door and opened
it. He briefly noted that everyone, including the children, were
now looking at his house. He gestured for Eleanor’s father to come
inside.

“I can’t believe what I’m
seeing,” her father snapped. “The footman said he saw my daughter
running off, but I can’t believe you would allow her into your home
to…to…” Her father motioned to the lack of proper attire on Byron’s
body then to his disheveled hair. “You have soiled my daughter.
Don’t think I’ll let you get away with this.”

Knowing there was a slim chance her father
would believe him, he said, “I was asleep when she came here.
That’s why I’m in my night clothes. We didn’t do anything. She only
came here because she found out you’ve agreed to let her marry the
Duke of Winnett, and she wants me to stop it.”

“It’s true,” Eleanor added
as she left the bedroom.

Byron winced. Despite what she thought, she
hadn’t helped his case at all.

“What do you take me for?”
her father asked. “A fool?”

She approached them. “I can’t marry the Duke
of Winnett. Byron is going to find out he’s guilty of sabotaging
that chair, and I bet he’ll find out the duke tampered with the
carriage wheel and tried to make me fall at the theatre. You were
right all along, Father. I’m not clumsy. All of it was done on
purpose, and the Duke of Winnett was behind all of it.”

Her father rolled his eyes. “You’re only
saying this because you want out of the marriage. Well, you can
stop. I can’t marry you to the Duke of Winnett after all this.” He
pointed to Byron and then to her. “Enough people have seen you run
in this direction, and even more saw you come into this house.” He
narrowed his eyes at them. “Don’t think I’m stupid. I noticed the
way you two were looking at each other last evening. For all I
know, you two have been sneaking off to be alone at other times.
There might even be a child on the way.”

She put her hand over her mouth and
gasped.

Byron sighed. Unlike her, he’d known that
accusation was coming.

Her father turned to him. “I blame you for
this. My daughter didn’t know any better. I kept her innocent to
the ways of the world. But you are a Runner. You’ve spent your life
in the seedy underbelly of London. I can only imagine how many
other ladies you’ve defiled in your time.” Before Byron could say
he hadn’t defiled anyone, her father added, “You will not leave my
daughter with the stain of fornication on her soul. I might not
like marrying her off to someone who offers no value to the union,
but you will do right by her. You will get none of my money, nor
will you ever be a part of polite society. This is a left-handed
marriage.” He spun to face Eleanor. “I hope giving up the comforts
of your life will be worth it because your children will not
inherit anything. The best we can do for them is make sure they
don’t grow up with the stigma of being a bastard. I hope spending
the rest of your life in squalor will be worth not marrying the
Duke of Winnett.” He gestured to the house.

This was the part where Byron expected her
to finally realize the startling consequences of her hasty decision
to come here, but to his shock, she lifted her chin and said, “I’ll
happily take this over being with the Duke of Winnett.”

Her father gritted his teeth. “Then so be
it. I will not protest the union when you return from Gretna Green.
I can’t have you marrying in London. People will think I agreed to
the match. This will have to be an elopement.”

It was on the tip of Byron’s
tongue to say, Once again, you manage to
think of what’s best for you, but he was
able to force the criticism down. Things were bad enough already.
He didn’t need to make them worse.

“The longer you tarry to
marry,” her father continued, “the easier it will be to count the
months and realize the conception of the child happened out of
wedlock.”

“There is no child,” Byron
said, this time not hiding his irritation.

“For my daughter’s sake, I
hope not,” her father replied. “Now, I am going to arrange for a
carriage to come and take you both to Gretna Green. It won’t be
anything impressive, but then, how can anyone bring anything
impressive into this section of London?” He started to head for the
door but stopped. “I’ll make sure my daughter’s things are packed
and brought here.” He scanned Byron from his head to his feet then
gave him a pointed look. “I suggest you get dressed.” Then he
left.


 Chapter Twenty

 


As
they headed out of London, Eleanor glanced at Byron, who sat across
from her in the carriage. They hadn’t said anything to each other
since her father went to fetch them a carriage. She hadn’t realized
that her actions would result in an elopement. When she went to
Byron’s residence, all she’d wanted to do was get out of marrying
the Duke of Winnett. In her panic, she had inadvertently made
things worse.

She shifted in the carriage. As her father
had said, the carriage wasn’t like the kind she was used to. This
one was bumpier, and the seats weren’t all that comfortable. Still,
she’d rather be in this thing than in a fancy carriage with the
Duke of Winnett.

She took a deep breath and released it. No
doubt, Byron wasn’t the least bit happy with the turn of events.
She had ruined things for him. For all she knew, he might have
entertained romantic thoughts on some other lady. She knew very
little about him. Most of their talks had been about her and the
investigation he had undertaken. Apart from the fact that he had a
sister, she knew nothing about his personal life. Just exactly what
was the best thing for her to say in a situation like this?

After a moment, she said the only thing she
could think of. “I’m sorry I got you into this mess.”

He turned his gaze from the window, and when
his gaze met hers, she was relieved to see that he wasn’t upset
with her. “I understand that you didn’t know what was going to
happen when you came to my home without a chaperone. I thought your
father would have explained these things to you, but he
didn’t.”

“No, he didn’t.” Because if
she had known, she would have asked Eris to take her to Byron’s
residence. “My father explains very little to me. He’d rather just
tell me what to do.”

“Yes, I noticed
that.”

He did? It was one thing for her to be aware
that her father treated her more like a possession than a person,
but it was another to realize other people saw it, too. She broke
eye contact with him and turned her attention back to the window.
Besides a building here and there, they were pretty much out of
London.

Unwittingly, she recalled the excitement
she’d felt when she first came here. Growing up, the governess had
told her about all of the fun things to do in London. Her governess
had made the balls, the theatre, and other social activities sound
like a fairy tale. Eleanor had assumed her father would finally be
interested in getting acquainted with her, too. Apparently, his
only interest in having her in London was to use her to improve his
social standing. That was unfortunate, but what could she do to
change the situation? She couldn’t make her father want to know
her.

After a moment, she turned her gaze back to
Byron. “I don’t understand why the Duke of Winnett would pursue me
when no one else did.”

“I’m not convinced the Duke
of Winnett was the only gentleman who wished to be your
suitor.”

Surprised, her eyes grew wide. “You’re
not?”

“There are ways people can
prevent someone from receiving correspondence. The problem is how
to prove the interference is taking place, especially when someone
makes it a habit of destroying evidence right away. The Duke of
Winnett is clever. He may be swift, but he’s not rash.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why would he try to
harm me if he wanted to marry me?”

“I’m starting to believe
your life was never in danger. If it was, you’d be dead by now. I
think he only wanted to dissuade other gentlemen from pursuing you.
Most gentlemen don’t want to marry a lady known for being clumsy.
It causes embarrassment, and if there’s one thing I noticed about
the nobility, they don’t like being embarrassed.”

She supposed that could be true for the
incident at the theatre since others would have witnessed that.
“What does that have to do with the carriage wheel?”

“I had time to think about
that one. Where were you going on the day when the carriage wheel
broke off?”

She thought back to the day that particular
incident occurred. “If I remember right, I was on my way to meet
the Duchess of Ravenshire. She was going to introduce me to some
gentlemen on my father’s behalf.” She gasped. “You think that’s why
he did it? So I wouldn’t be able to attend that event?”

A smile crossed his face. “Yes, that would
be a motive. His aim was to marry you all along.”

“But why me? I’m not the
only available lady in London.”

“He knows your father, and
your father has a lot of money. You’re his only child. He wouldn’t
have to separate out dowries between daughters. The Duke of Winnett
is in debt. He needs help out of it. I believe that’s why he wants
to marry you.”

Well, now she was even more glad to know the
Duke of Winnett wouldn’t be able to marry her. It was insulting to
think her only worth was her father’s money. “Now that you’re
marrying me, the Duke of Winnett will have to stop with all of
that, so I suppose there’s nothing to investigate anymore.”

“I still want to prove he
was behind the things that happened to you.” He tapped the seat
beside him. “If he was willing to do this to you, then he might
find another lady to target.”

Eleanor hadn’t thought of that. Considering
how unnerving the duke was, she didn’t want to see another lady
being forced to marry him.

“I’m not a betting man, but
if I was, I’d say he’ll try to do something to prevent our
elopement,” Byron added after a long moment.

She didn’t like the sound of this. She took
a good look out the window but didn’t see anyone following
them.

“He wouldn’t be foolish
enough to show himself in daylight,” Byron said. “He’s too smart
for that.”

She settled back into her seat. “When do you
think he will do something?”

“It’s hard to say. He
suspects I’m aware of what he’s doing. I questioned him about the
chairs after you and your father left the ball. I doubt your father
has told anyone the real reason I was around you so much, but he’s
probably figured it out. Right now, it’s a matter of getting to
Gretna Green before he gets to us.”

“How long does it take to
get there?”

“About four
days.”

“Four days? That’s a long
time from now. Can’t we just get married somewhere
else?”

He shook his head. “We’re in no condition to
get a common license or special license. The laws have bound us to
Gretna Green.”

“That’s absurd. We should be
able to marry anywhere.”

“I really wish your father
had taken time to teach you practical things instead of worrying
about gowns and impressing people. You can’t just go up to a
church, knock on the door, and ask to get married. There’s a
process you have to go through, and depending on the process, it
can be quite expensive. The only thing that is allowing this
marriage to take place is your father’s approval of it. If he
wasn’t so concerned about scandal, he could have pulled you out of
my residence and made you marry the Duke of Winnett
anyway.”

She felt the color drain from her face.
Thank goodness her father hadn’t chosen to do that! Once she found
her voice, she said, “All right, we’ll go to Gretna Green.”

Though he said there was no chance of
catching the duke following them, she still took a moment to peek
out the window. She didn’t see anyone. Hopefully, she wasn’t going
to see the duke ever again.

 


***

 


“We’re going to be staying in the same room?”
Eleanor asked that evening after the innkeeper left them alone.

Byron set his travel bag on top of her
trunk. He went to the door and secured the latch so no one could
get in. Turning to her, he replied, “I have to keep watch over you,
and this is the best way to do it. There’s no use in me keeping
watch in the hall when someone could come in through the window of
this room. We might be on the second floor, but a ladder will
resolve that issue.”

He went over to the window, opened it, and
scanned the people in the town. He didn’t see anyone who reminded
him of the Duke of Winnett. He didn’t think the duke would hire
someone else to chase after them. If he was a betting man, he’d say
that the duke did everything himself in order to best cover up his
crimes. Hiring someone risked them getting lazy, and a lazy person
left evidence behind.

Byron tapped the edge of the windowsill. He
was going to settle this case if it was the last thing he did. So
far, he hadn’t lost a single case, and he’d be damned if he was
going to start now.

Eleanor cleared her throat. “I notice you
wrote down ‘Mr. and Mrs. Tumilson’ in the ledger downstairs, but
we’re not married yet, and I don’t feel comfortable sharing a bed
with you until we are.”

He glanced her way. “I don’t plan on
sleeping tonight. I’ll be keeping lookout at this window.”

“Oh.”

His eyebrows furrowed. He wasn’t sure, but
it almost sounded like she was disappointed he wasn’t going to try
to do something with her. Her shoulders slightly drooped and a
small frown crossed her face. But then she picked up her valise and
put it on the table in front of the mirror.

He shook his head as she began to sort
through her belongings. No, she hadn’t been disappointed. He had
been imagining it. She had no romantic inclinations toward him.
This whole thing with their relationship was one-sided. She had
expected to marry a titled or a wealthy gentleman. He was neither,
and because of that, she didn’t see him as anything but a
Runner.

His gaze went back to the window. The duke
might see him and know which room he was staying in. Whether the
duke assumed Eleanor was in this room or another room was of little
consequence. Byron needed to get a good view of the town so he
could remember where everything was. He’d already tested the wheels
of the carriage before leaving London. He’d check them again in the
morning, but for now, the carriage was in good shape. Her father
might have hired a carriage that had seen better days, but he did
make sure it was a solid one. Perhaps there was a part of him that
sincerely cared for his daughter.

Once Byron had a good understanding of the
town, he shut the window and secured it. “I’ll open this when I get
back. I don’t think the Duke of Winnett will do anything before
dark, but there’s no point in taking any chances.” Especially not
when Byron cared so much for the person who was being threatened.
He turned to face her and saw that she had set out her grooming
supplies on the table. “I’m going to get us something to eat and
bring it back here. I would suggest we eat downstairs, but it’s
crowded down there. That makes it harder to find someone who
doesn’t want to be caught.”

She nodded. “I understand. I’ll stay
here.”

Good. That made things easier. It was nice
to know his future wife was practical about things. “I want you to
lock the door when I leave. I’ll call out ‘robin redbreast’ when I
return.”

She followed him to the door. “Why not just
say you’re back?”

“Because anyone could say
that. You’d be surprised at how easy it is to mistake someone for
another person when you can’t see them. What we need is a code that
only we know about. That way you can be certain it’s
me.”

She blinked in surprise. “I never thought of
that. How many times have people pretended to be someone else on
the other side of a door?”

“Believe it or not, it’s
happened quite a bit. I shouldn’t be too long.” When she indicated
she would wait for him, he unlatched the door and stepped into the
hall. He waited for her to lock the door before he headed down the
stairs.

 


***

 


The next morning, Eleanor stood by the
carriage while Byron inspected the wheels. The coachman, who’d been
hired to take them to Gretna Green, rolled his eyes but didn’t
argue when Byron insisted on making sure everything was safe, even
though the coachman had assured them that no one had been near the
carriage all night.

Eleanor didn’t mind that Byron was being
cautious. Having been in a carriage that had lost a wheel, she’d
rather be safe than sorry. But a part of her was annoyed. As
promised, Byron had stayed up all night by the window. She realized
he had been keeping watch, but there was something about watching
him be so formal about everything that bothered her. She kept
telling herself there was nothing wrong. He was only doing his job.
But maybe that was the problem. She was still a job to him. It
would have been nice if he had at least tried to get into the bed
with her.

Byron stood up after inspecting the last
wheel. “Everything looks good. We’re ready to go.”

“Yippie,” the coachman
muttered under his breath before he went to open the carriage
door.

Eleanor glanced at Byron. If he’d heard the
coachman, he gave no indication of it. She collected her valise and
let the coachman help her into the carriage.

Byron followed in after her then sat next to
her. He waited until the coachman closed the door before he put his
feet up on the seat across from them and rested his head against
the carriage wall. Then he let out a long and heavy sigh.

She blinked in surprise. He was more worried
than she’d believed. “Is it hard to stay up all night?”

He glanced her way as the carriage moved
forward. “No. I do it all the time.”

“Have you ever needed to
protect someone who was being pursued across the country
before?”

He closed his eyes. “Yes, I’ve had to escort
gentlemen who were being followed. There were a couple of times it
was the only way to draw the criminal out of his hiding place.”

She frowned. Granted, she hadn’t known him
for long, but in all the times they’d been together, he’d seemed
confident. This morning, she detected a vulnerableness in him.

After a moment, she ventured, “Do you think
the Duke of Winnett will succeed?”

“He’ll succeed over my dead
body.”

She was sure the comment was supposed to
make her feel better, but it didn’t. Directing her gaze to the
window, she noted the people and other carriages around them. She
didn’t see the Duke of Winnett anywhere. That didn’t mean anything,
of course. As Byron had warned, it was unlikely that he would show
himself.

“Do you think he might
disguise himself so we won’t recognize him?” she asked.

“I’m sure of it.”

Then it could be any of the men she was
looking at.

“As long as we stay
together, you’ll be fine,” Byron assured her.

He sounded so sure of it that she couldn’t
help but relax. She settled back into the seat. Byron still had his
eyes closed. “Do you plan to sleep?” she asked.

“I need to if I’m going to
be able to stay awake tonight. I might be able to accomplish many
amazing things, but even I need rest.”

The joke made her laugh. “Since your
weakness is the need for sleep, I’ll leave you alone.”

She caught the smile on his face before she
took a book out of her valise. From time to time, she glanced out
the carriage window, and she saw a couple of carriages off in the
distance. Any of them could contain the Duke of Winnett. It was
impossible to tell. But Byron was with her, and she had no doubt he
would make sure she didn’t end up marrying the wrong person.


 Chapter Twenty-One

 


There was barely enough moonlight to make out any movement in
the town. Byron had very few complaints to take up with God, but
the decision to alter how much light the moon gave on any given
night was one of them. There were far too many shadows with all of
the buildings and carriages in the town. A person could hide
anywhere. That gave the Duke of Winnett a significant advantage,
and if there was something Byron didn’t want to give him, it was an
advantage.

Byron settled back in the chair. There was
no point in keeping watch by the window. He wasn’t going to see
anyone who was sticking to the shadows. The only thing he could do
was be with Eleanor in case the duke managed to find his way into
the room.

Eleanor’s father had granted the Duke of
Winnett permission to marry her. Byron assumed the duke’s first
recourse would be to kidnap her and run off with her to Gretna
Green himself. She wouldn’t be able to fight him, and upon their
return to London, it was unlikely anyone would believe her version
of events. She was a lady. Like it or not, people were apt to
believe the gentleman, especially one with a good reputation. The
Duke of Winnett might be bad with money, but he was spotless
otherwise. Byron wouldn’t be able to prove a kidnapping any more
than he could prove that the duke had a hand in the incident at the
theatre or with the carriage wheel. It was just Byron’s luck that
the one case he couldn’t prove was the one that involved someone he
had a personal interest in.

He turned his gaze to Eleanor. She had
fallen asleep hours ago. It was actually quite nice to have her
nearby. He could get used to it. She wasn’t loud and obnoxious like
some ladies. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, but she wasn’t
prone to idle chatter. All she wanted was a quiet corner of the
world carved out just for her where she could be with people she
cared for, who, in turn, cared for her.

The only problem was that he couldn’t give
her the life a lady like her deserved. While he managed to get by,
he couldn’t afford the things she was used to. He could work for a
hundred years and not earn the kind of money her father earned in
one year. When she realized what she had gotten herself into, she
was going to regret running to his residence without a chaperone.
The marriage might bode well for him, but it wouldn’t bode well for
her.

Eleanor turned over in the bed and opened
her eyes. She blinked when she saw that he was watching her. She
sat up in the bed. She shouldn’t have done that. The moonlight
might be dim tonight, but it wasn’t so dim that he didn’t notice
the curve of her breasts under her chemise.

“Is something wrong?” she
asked.

Face warm, he forced his gaze higher. She
couldn’t tell he’d been staring at her breasts, could she? He
cleared his throat. “No. I’m just…” Just what? Thinking of how he
couldn’t give her the future she deserved while also thinking of
how much he was looking forward to their marriage? After a moment,
he decided on a better response. “I’m bored. Night watches are
often boring.” Yes, that was good. And it was the truth, which made
it even better.

“Do you do these night
watches a lot?”

“I do. Most criminals act at
night. It’s easier to hide in the dark.”

She gave a nod then asked, “What time is
it?”

He retrieved the pocket watch from the small
table by the window. “It’s only 1:43. You might as well get back to
sleep. There’s a lot more night left.”

He set the pocket watch back on the table
and gave another look out the window. Not that it did any good. He
could barely tell if anyone was out there. It was unfortunate the
events that led to him and Eleanor going to Gretna Green didn’t
occur when the moon was fuller.

“I don’t think I can sleep,”
Eleanor said as she pushed the blanket off of her. “All we did was
sit in a carriage all day.”

His eyebrows furrowed as she stood up. “We
can’t leave now. The coachman needs his rest.”

“I realize that.” She
grunted under her breath. “Why do gentlemen think ladies lack any
good sense?”

His gaze went to her figure as she went to
her valise. “I don’t think that about ladies. Plenty of ladies are
smart. I’d trust my sister’s intellect over quite a few
gentlemen’s.”

“And me? Do I compare in
intellect to your sister?”

He was about to say yes when she lit the
candle next to the valise. He jumped to his feet and hurried to
snuff out the wick. What did she think she was doing?

“I can’t keep watch if it’s
light in here,” he said. “I need to be able to see what’s going on
out there.” He gestured to the window. “Now isn’t the time to brush
your hair.”

She gasped in a manner that indicated she
found his comment insulting. “I wasn’t going to brush my hair. I
was going to grab my book and read.”

“Well, you
can’t.”

“Nothing happened last
night, and nothing is going to happen tonight.”

“You can’t be sure of
that.”

“I can be mostly sure.
You’re in the room with me. You’re a skilled Runner. We’re on the
second floor of the inn. You blocked the doorway with a heavy
dresser. Just what do you think the Duke of Winnett can do to
me?”

“It’s not just what he can
do in here. It’s what he can do out there.”

“What do you think he’ll do
out there?”

He paused. “I’m not sure what to expect from
someone as meticulous as he is. I’ve never come across someone like
him before.” He returned to the window and took a good look around
the town. Even if he couldn’t see anyone in the shadows, it didn’t
mean the duke might not slip and go into an exposed area. Granted,
it was highly unlikely, but it was possible. “We have to be
careful. Most of the time, waiting for someone to act can take
days. Sometimes it can take weeks.”

She groaned but went back to the bed.

He breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment
there, he was sure she was going to fight him about the book. She
had a fire in her. It was a fire that intrigued him, but it wasn’t
one he wanted when he was trying to make sure nothing bad happened
to her.

He sat back in the chair. Everything was
quiet and calm out there. He would have to assume that the Duke of
Winnett hadn’t made any moves while he had been away from the
window.

About ten minutes passed before Eleanor
said, “I can’t sleep.”

He glanced over at her and realized she was
staring at the ceiling. “Close your eyes and remember that book you
were reading in the carriage today.”

“Why would I do that? I
already know what happened up to the point where I stopped reading
it.”

“Then come up with a
suitable ending for it.”

“If I wanted to come up with
an ending for the book, I would have written it.”

“Think up an ending and then
compare it to the ending that’s actually there. Maybe yours will be
better.”

She turned her gaze to him. “But if my
ending is better, then it’ll ruin the ending in the book.”

“What if your ending is
worse? Maybe you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“Yes, I suppose that would
be true.” She tapped her fingers on the mattress.

He sensed she was getting ready to present a
counterargument, so he asked, “What is it?”

“Well, if my ending is
terrible compared the book’s ending, then that will mean I’m a poor
storyteller.”

“So what if you are? Not all
of us are meant to be writers.”

She sat up in the bed. Before he had a
chance to get a look of the outline of her breasts, she drew her
knees up to her chest and clasped her hands around her legs. This
might have been a nice view had her gown not been so long it went
all the way to her ankles. He shook the thought aside. He had no
business in thinking such things until after they married. He
forced his gaze back to the window.

“But I have created stories
in my mind,” she said. “I started when I was young. I don’t recall
how old I was when I came up with the first story. I might have
been six. Maybe seven. All I know is that stories come to me
without me even trying for them.”

“Have you ever written them
down?”

“I wrote a couple when I was
ten, but my governess told me it was better to leave writing to the
authors.”

That was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever
heard. “Doesn’t the fact that you wrote a story make you an
author?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. She made it
sound like writing was something only gentlemen should do.”

That was further nonsense, but her father
wasn’t inclined to take her thoughts or wants into consideration,
so he wasn’t surprised. Why would he hire a governess for his
daughter if the governess disagreed with him?

“After we marry, you can
write all the stories you want,” he replied. “I might not be able
to afford much, but I can supply you with all the parchment and ink
you’ll ever need.” He paused then glanced her way. “What kind of
stories were you writing when the governess put a stop to your
writing?”

“Well, one had to do with a
lonely rabbit who was tired of being stuck in her underground
burrow, so she ventured into the forest to find out what other
animals were out there.”

When she didn’t continue, he pressed, “Did
she find any animals?”

“She did, and they invited
her to their tea party in a sunny glade. But the other rabbits
weren’t happy. They made her leave. The new friends she made
rescued her, though, and she was able to escape. She was never
lonely again.”

“Were all of your stories
like that?”

“No. I had other ideas. That
was my favorite one. When my governess found them, she made me get
rid of them then forbade me from writing anything else.”

That explained quite a bit. The governess
had probably concluded that the lonely rabbit was Eleanor and that
she hated being stuck out in the country all by herself. Though
Eleanor probably hadn’t intended it, the other rabbits in her story
had to be the governess, the servants, and, to a lesser extent, the
father who refused to bring Eleanor to London.

“Tell me something about
yourself,” Eleanor spoke up after a minute of silence passed
between them. “It seems like you know a lot about me, but I don’t
know anything about you.”

“I’m afraid there’s not much
to tell. I’m just the way I seem. This,” he gestured to himself and
the window, “is who I am. I’m a Runner. People hire me to figure
out who has done them harm.”

“All right. Then tell me how
you decided to become a Runner.”

“It wasn’t something that
came to me right away. It just seemed to develop over the course of
my childhood.”

She let out a frustrated sigh. “Surely,
there must be something that started you down this path. If I am to
be your wife, I should at least know something personal about you.
I already know you’re a Runner, and I figured out what you do as
you’re out running around.”

The corner of his mouth turned up at the way
she worded the final part of that sentence. “All right. I’ll share
something about myself. It’s not an exciting story, but it’s true.
While growing up, my sister and I played hide and seek a lot. She’s
older than me, so she was smarter than I was, and she used that to
her advantage. She got so good at the game that she’d lead me to
believe she had chosen one hiding spot when she had really chosen
another. The better she got at hiding, the more enjoyable the game
was. It was like piecing a puzzle together. I eventually became
good enough at picking up clues that I didn’t fall for her fake
hiding spots anymore. I could find her right away.” He chuckled.
“Of course, by then, she lost interest in the game.”

“So what did you do for
entertainment after that?”

“One of the younger children
we grew up with lost a toy. My sister encouraged me to look for it.
It took me two whole days, but I finally found it under the bed. It
had gotten lodged between the leg of the bed and the wall. After
that, other children started asking for my help in finding things.
Someone said I’d be a good Runner. When I realized he was right, I
found an experienced Runner who taught me what he knew, and here I
am today.”

She smiled. “Up to now, I could never
envision you as a child. It’s nice to learn this side of you.”

“What side?”

“The side that isn’t serious
all the time. There’s a part of you that likes to have fun and
play. You’re still playing hide and seek. You’re just doing it as
an adult.”

“I won’t deny that I enjoy
what I do, but some jobs are more serious than others. In hide and
seek, no one’s life is at stake. It’s different with my job.
Sometimes the best I can do is prove who murdered someone and see
to it that the murderer is brought to justice. Thankfully, murders
don’t come up often.” He hesitated to add more, but since she was
attentive to everything he was saying and, as she had rightly pointed out,
she was going to be his wife, he supposed he owed it to her to be
honest with her. “My sister’s first husband was murdered. I didn’t
think the situation was that serious, but he turned up dead while I
was on another job. With the help of my sister’s second husband, I
was able to find out who did it.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes, but I wish I had been
more diligent in watching out for him. He shouldn’t have died. In
the past, I only had to investigate situations where someone was
already dead. This was the first time when someone died while I was
on the job.” He shook his head. “I’m never going to let that happen
again.”

“Do you think the Duke of
Winnett is going to kill me? Is that why you keep checking the
carriage, blocking the doors of the room, and staying up all night
at the window?” She paused. “I understand him trying to stop our
marriage so he can marry me instead, but it makes no sense that he
would kill me. How would that accomplish anything?”

“Some people murder out of
spite, but the most pressing issue is stopping him from kidnapping
you.”

She gave a slight shiver then settled under
the blanket. “I can’t imagine being married to him. Every time he’s
near me, I feel like snakes are crawling all over me.” She tucked
the blanket around her. “I’m glad you’re here. With you keeping
watch, I don’t have to worry about it.”

She closed her eyes, signaling an end to the
conversation. She may not have come out and said she was happy he
was going to be her husband, but at least he knew she felt safe
when she was with him. And that made him feel a lot better about
the future he was able to give her.


 Chapter Twenty-Two

 


The next afternoon, Eleanor yawned as she turned the page of
the book. She might have been better off coming up with her own
ending than reading this one. The story didn’t go at all like she’d
wanted. She had spent a whole four hundred pages investing into the
lives of the main characters, and now the author was killing all
but one of them off. What was the point in reading a book if the
ending was so morbid?

She glanced at Byron who was still asleep.
She didn’t know how he could sleep in a swaying carriage that hit
the occasional bump in the road. He hadn’t opened his eyes since
they left the inn that morning. She had tried to drift off to sleep
a couple of times in this carriage since leaving London, but she
kept jerking awake.

She let out a sigh and decided to quit
reading the book. She really didn’t feel like reading over the last
conversation the two main characters were going to have with each
other before one of them died. It had been depressing enough to
read about the deaths of the other characters. She shut the book
and set it on her lap. She only had one book left, and she wasn’t
sure if she should start it today or wait until tomorrow. What if
that was as awful as this one?

The carriage made a turn on the path that
allowed her to see if someone had been following them. She didn’t
see anyone. For as far as she could tell, she, Byron, and the
coachman were the only people out here. Did that mean the Duke of
Winnett wasn’t following them? Maybe there was no need for all of
the precautions Byron was taking. But even if there was no threat,
she couldn’t blame him for being careful. He was used to taking his
job seriously.

She thought back to the conversation they’d
had last night. It had been refreshing to see a new side to him. He
was always so serious. She wouldn’t have guessed he had enjoyed
playing as a child. As he’d spoken about playing hide and seek with
his sister, there had been a hint of mischief in his voice. Even
now, it made her grin. Perhaps a marriage with him might include
some fun. She, for one, wouldn’t mind some more fun in her life.
Growing up, everyone was so serious around her. Coming to London
hadn’t changed that. Her father was obsessed with his social
standing. Most people were also serious about everything. It was
difficult to find people who wanted to enjoy the companionship of
others without societal expectations getting in the way.

Byron moved his head, and her attention went
back to him. If she was right, he was beginning to wake up. He
seemed to start moving around a bit before his eyes finally opened.
She placed the book into her valise. Good. She was looking forward
to talking with him again.

He glanced her way before scanning the
carriage.

“Everything is the same as
it was when you fell asleep,” she said. “The book, however, was
awful. I would have been better off coming up with my own ending. I
wasted most of the day hoping it would get better, but it never
did.”

He straightened up in the seat and checked
his pocket watch. “Maybe the next one will be better. In the
future, you can write your own stories then read them. That way
you’ll get the ending you want. Unfortunately, there’s no way
you’re going to write anything in this carriage.”

“A more expensive carriage
wouldn’t be much better. It’s impossible to write anything when
you’re swaying from side to side.”

He thought over her comment. “I suppose it
is. You’ll have to settle for thinking up stories if you get tired
of reading. If any of those ideas are good, you can write them down
when we get back to London.”

She tapped the edge of the seat as she
contemplated asking the next question. She didn’t know why she
hesitated to ask it. She needed to know what her life was going to
be like when she returned to London. How was this marriage going to
change things? She cleared her throat. “What can I expect when we
return to London?”

His eyebrows furrowed. “I’m not sure I
understand the question.”

“What will my life be
like?”

“Oh, you’re wondering if
things will be like they were with your father.”

She nodded.

“I’m afraid not,” he
replied. “You saw where I live. You saw the condition of my
residence. That isn’t going to change. I might have a job, but it’s
just enough to keep a roof over my head and put food on the table.
Your father has denied me your dowry, which is to be expected given
my status. Unfortunately for you, that means I can’t use your dowry
to see to your comfort. All of the fancy dresses, the balls, and
elaborate dinner parties are over. I’m not sure I can prepare you
for what it’s really going to be like, but your lot in life isn’t
going to be as nice as what you’re used to.”

Yes, she had gathered that much already
since she was there when her father said he would give Byron no
money after the marriage. “I meant what will my social obligations
be after we marry? Who can I talk to? Where can I go?”

He paused for a long moment before saying,
“I would avoid any association with unruly people. You want to be
around people who are sincere and kind. Of course, you want to
avoid unsavory places where all forms of criminal activity are
likely to occur. Regardless of station, a lady is always better off
sticking with respectable places doing respectable things. Bad
company, after all, corrupts good habits.”

Yes, she already realized that, too. Her
marriage to Byron wasn’t going to change any of those things, but
certainly, this marriage was going to change something besides her
financial standing.

“What kind of activities
will I be able to do once I marry you?” she asked.

“We already discussed
writing stories. You can do that if you wish.”

“Is there anything else I’m
permitted to do?”

“Eleanor, I don’t intend for
this marriage to be a prison. You are free to engage in whatever
interests you. You don’t have to write stories if you don’t want
to. I only suggested it because it’s something you said you enjoyed
doing when you were a child. Do the things that interest
you.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. Was it really
going to be that simple? She wasn’t going to have to abide by a set
of rules others laid out for her?

“Unfortunately,” Byron
continued, “I doubt you’ll be a member of Ladies of Grace. That group caters to
the wealthy. You might have to give up those friendships you
wanted. For that, I’m sorry.”

Yes, she had gathered as much. She would
miss the new friends she’d made, but she did like Byron’s sister.
Perhaps they might be friends. His sister wasn’t part of an
exclusive group. “You have no need to be sorry,” she assured him.
“I was the one who went to your residence without a chaperone. If
anything, I should apologize to you. It’s because of me that you’re
forced into this marriage. I hope there wasn’t some lady I
prevented you from marrying.”

“No,” he softly said. “There
wasn’t anyone else. Before I met you, I had no romantic interest in
anyone.”

She didn’t hide her relief. “Good. I’d hate
to find out I ruined your life.”

“You’re not the one ruining
someone’s life; I am. I don’t think you understand how different
your life is going to be now.”

“You just got through
telling me that I will have to give up prestigious social
functions, fancy clothes, and Ladies of
Grace. I don’t see what’s so terrible about
that. I mean, I will miss the ladies in Ladies of Grace, but I don’t care
about the meaning behind the group. You said your sister might be
friends with me. I like her. It’d be nice to be her
friend.”

“My sister is the kindest
person you’ll ever meet. There’s no better friend you could
have.”

“Then how will my life be
ruined?”

For a long moment, he stared at her as if he
had expected her to say something else. Then he shrugged. “I
suppose if all you want is a friend and to do things that you don’t
need money to do, then you’ll be all right.”

“I grew up with a lot of
money, and I wasn’t happy. What’s the point in having wealth if
you’re miserable?”

He winced. “You were miserable even after
leaving the country estate?”

“Things were better after I
made some friends, but I didn’t care for the rest of it. All I want
is to feel like I belong somewhere in this world. I’m tired of
feeling all alone.”

“No one should feel that
way. We should all have a place to belong.” He hesitated but then
reached for her hand and held it. “I promise that you’ll have a
place to belong with me.”

An unfamiliar warmth spread through her.
Offering him a shy smile, she said, “That will be nice.”

He returned her smile and gave her hand a
gentle squeeze. Though they spent the rest of the ride in silence,
he didn’t let go of her hand.

 


***

 


The day finally came when they arrived in
Gretna Green. From all appearances, everything was safe. The Duke
of Winnett seemed to be in London. He hadn’t attempted to kidnap
Eleanor at any point during the trip, and the carriage remained in
good condition. The night watches had only resulted in hours of
boredom. On the surface, it appeared that there was nothing to
worry about. But Byron knew better. Now wasn’t the time to drop his
guard.

The first thing Byron did was ask the
innkeeper to arrange for a priest to meet him and Eleanor at the
clothing shop not too far from the inn.

“That’s an unusual request,
Mr. Tumilson,” the innkeeper said with a frown. “People are
supposed to go to the blacksmith shop to get married.”

“It’s important the priest
goes to the clothing shop,” Byron insisted as he placed extra money
in front of the innkeeper. “He will have to go in there, stay for a
few minutes, leave with an article of clothing, then return in a
half hour with the clothing. When he returns, my betrothed and I
will be waiting for him in the back of the shop that is away from
any windows. I will give the priest the rest of the instructions
from there.”

The innkeeper and Eleanor both stared at
Byron as if he’d grown a second head, but it was the innkeeper who
spoke. “That is the most ridiculous set of instructions I’ve ever
heard.”

“They might be ridiculous,
but they’re necessary,” Byron said. “Tell the priest I’ll pay him
double for doing this.”

The innkeeper was quiet for a few seconds.
“Why is this elaborate arrangement necessary?”

“Is there anything illegal
about it?”

“No, of course not. It’s
just peculiar. No one has ever asked a priest to do this before.
People are just happy a priest will marry them without the headache
of following the usual procedures for marriage.”

Since the innkeeper seemed determined to get
a reason, Byron finally came up with one. “My betrothed and I met
in a clothing shop her father owns. Given his untimely death, we
thought it would be a good way to remember him.”

The innkeeper rolled his eyes as if that was
even more ridiculous than anything Byron had said up to now, but at
least he stopped arguing with him. “All right. I’ll explain the
situation to Father Thomas Lark. He’s the only priest eccentric
enough to do this.”

Byron thanked him then escorted Eleanor up
the stairs and to their room.

She waited until he closed the door before
asking, “Why can’t we just go to the blacksmith shop?”

Byron went to the window. It was early in
the afternoon, so there was a lot of activity outside, and that was
going to be to their advantage. If the Duke of Winnett was out
there, he would have a harder time seeing him and Eleanor as they
made their way to the clothing shop.

Byron turned to her. “If I was going to
prevent a wedding, I’d pay attention to the blacksmith shops. I
wouldn’t bother to look at a clothing shop.”

“Oh. I suppose it makes
sense when you put it like that.”

The corner of his lip turned up. “It’s nice
to know you understand reason.”

“I might understand it
because I know what’s at stake. The innkeeper, however, thinks
you’re the unreasonable one. Even if we had met in a clothing shop,
it’s absurd to marry there.”

“It doesn’t matter what he
thinks. All that matters is that he does what I paid him to do.”
Noting the way her eyebrows furrowed, he added, “I wasn’t trying to
be difficult with the innkeeper. The less he knows, the better. If
the Duke of Winnett happens to talk to him, he might let something
important slip into the conversation.”

She relaxed. “I understand. Do you often
have to come up with something complicated in order to protect the
person you’re working for?”

“First of all, I’m not
working right now. I realize I’m doing my duty as a Runner, but the
situation between us has changed. Second, yes, I have had to come
up with some elaborate plans that made people question my sanity,
but that doesn’t happen often. It depends on the seriousness of the
situation.”

Her gaze went to the window. “So, this is a
serious situation?”

“It is, but not for the
reason you probably think.”

“Then what is the
reason?”

He should have known better than to answer
her question that way. She’d been open with expressing her
curiosity when he met her. Why would she be any different now? He
supposed he could hint around his feelings without risking finding
out she didn’t return them. “I don’t want to see anything bad
happen to you.”

Since she offered a satisfactory nod and
went to the wash basin to clean her face, he knew he’d been spared
from having to say more. Relieved, he opened his travel bag and got
ready for the wedding.


 Chapter Twenty-Three

 


Byron wished people would just do the job he paid them to do
instead of arguing with him every step of the way. The priest and
shop owner kept questioning the need to have the wedding in a
clothing store. The whole thing baffled him. He wasn’t asking them
to do anything illegal or immoral, and yet, one would think he was.
Why couldn’t they just be happy with getting paid? If he put up
this much protest when his clients wanted him to do something, he
would be fired. But he didn’t protest. He always did the job he was
paid to do. It was beyond frustrating that he couldn’t get the same
respect from the people he was paying.

If he hadn’t wanted to marry Eleanor, he
would have found her someone else to marry. Off the top of his
head, he could think of a couple of good gentlemen who would be
good to her. They didn’t have a title or wealth, but they were
better off than he was. But he did want to marry her. The more he
got to know her, the more he wanted to be with her. If he didn’t
marry her, he was going to regret it.

He didn’t think she would mind a marriage to
him all that much. She had assured him that she knew what she was
getting into, and she seemed fine with it. So why not put aside
logic for once in his life and follow his heart? Eris had done that
when she married Charles, and she was happier than ever. Why
shouldn’t he do something that would make him happy as well?

He ended up using almost all of the money he
had to convince the priest and shop owner to allow the wedding to
happen. He would have to get right back to work after he and
Eleanor returned to London, but it would be worth it to be with
her.

“I suppose having a wedding
in here wasn’t so bad, after all,” the priest said after the
wedding was finally over.

The shop owner rolled his eyes but counted
the money Byron had given him for renting the space.

Byron gave Eleanor the hat he’d bought her
so the Duke of Winnett would assume they’d only gone into the store
to do some shopping. Byron had taken all of the precautions he
could think of. If the Duke of Winnett saw through the ruse, there
was nothing he could do about it.

He didn’t know about Eleanor, but the whole
experience left him in a foul mood. In an effort to cheer them both
up, he decided to buy her some flowers from a woman on the street
who had a cart full of them. Not only did the woman appreciate it,
but he noticed that Eleanor’s eyes lit up as he gave the bouquet to
her.

“If you hang those upside
down, you can keep them forever,” the woman told Eleanor. “They’ll
dry up, but the petals won’t fall off. Then you can put them in a
vase where they will remind you of this day for as long as you
live.”

“Thank you for the idea,”
Eleanor said. “I think I’ll do as you suggest. It would be nice to
have a keepsake of this day.”

Byron’s mood improved considerably. He
didn’t care if the hat lasted, but it would be nice to see those
flowers with them throughout the years. The woman selling them had
been much more pleasant than the other people in this town. And
Eleanor looked far happier with the flowers than she had with the
hat, anyway.

Byron scanned the people before he escorted
Eleanor across the street. He didn’t see any signs of the Duke of
Winnett. That didn’t mean the duke wasn’t watching them. It just
meant Byron didn’t see him.

“You know what I love most
about flowers?” Eleanor asked. “Even though they’re small, they
have so much detail in them. When I was younger, I used to collect
all the flowers I could find and compare them to each
other.”

When they were on the other side of the
street, he took a moment to peer into the flowers. “I used to only
think they appealed to ladies because of their color and
smell.”

“Those things are nice,
too.” She smiled. “You didn’t have to get these for me, but I’m
glad you did.”

He returned her smile. “When we get to the
inn, I’ll ask the innkeeper if he has any vases we can put them
in.” He slipped his arm around hers and walked her to the inn.

As it turned out, the innkeeper was more
willing to lend them a vase than he’d been to talk to the priest.
For that, Byron was relieved. He didn’t think he had it in him to
engage in another argument.

Byron carried the vase up to the room and
set it on the small table close to the window. While Eleanor poured
water into the vase, he checked the room to make sure no one had
been in it while they were gone. There was no key to secure the
room while they’d been gone. Anyone could have slipped in here. At
least there was a lock from inside the door. He tested it to make
sure it held in place when force was put on it.

“If you’re trying to get
out, you should remove the latch locking the door in
place.”

Noting the teasing tone in Eleanor’s voice,
he turned from the door and looked at her. She giggled then went
back to arranging the flowers in the vase.

His lips curled up into a smile, and he
approached her. “You enjoyed that joke, didn’t you?”

She glanced his way and laughed harder. “I
know you’re being careful, but sometimes I think you’re overdoing
it.”

He considered arguing that he was only doing
what was prudent, but she would probably see through the lie. He
might as well come out and admit the truth. “I am doing more than I
usually would. I don’t want to risk losing you.”

She stopped chuckling and turned to him.
“You don’t?”

“No, I don’t.” He wasn’t
prone to physical affection, but he felt the urge to draw her into
his arms, so that’s what he did. “I want to keep you safe with
me.”

Her face brightened as she put her arms
around his neck. “Does that mean you care about me?”

“I don’t just care about
you; I love you. I meant every word I spoke in the vows. I gave you
my name, and I’m going to carve out a place for us where we’ll
always be together.”

“I like the sound of
that.”

“Now, I’m not saying it’s
always going to be easy. I work long hours, and sometimes I’m out
all night. Also, there will be no servants to do the housework for
you. You’ll have to cook and clean and take care of the children.
But I will dedicate my life to doing the best I can to provide for
you and our children, and my heart will always be
yours.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Oh, Byron, that’s
the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me. I want a
future with you.”

Since the moment seemed right, he lowered
his head and kissed her. The kiss was a tentative one. He hadn’t
kissed her before, so he wasn’t exactly sure if she was ready for
it. But she leaned into him and returned the kiss, and it was then
that he knew he could safely move forward to the more intimate side
of their relationship.

He drew her closer to him and continued to
kiss her. If he told her he’d never kissed a lady before, she
probably wouldn’t believe him. Since he had assumed he’d always be
a bachelor, he hadn’t bothered to entertain romantic notions of any
sort. He also hadn’t engaged in reckless living. He’d known a
couple of Runners who’d been good at their jobs until they pursued
getting drunk and loose women. His mentor, unfortunately, had gone
down that path. After watching what happened to them, he vowed to
stay clear of both.

What he hadn’t ever considered was what it
might be like spend time with a reputable lady. Yes, he considered
himself to be close to his sister, but that type of relationship
was completely different from the one he had with Eleanor. With
Eleanor, things were sweeter. His feelings for her were more
tender. His feelings also prompted him to do things like kiss and
touch her in more interesting ways than he’d ever do with his
sister.

He cupped the side of her face with his hand
and traced her lower lip with his tongue. When she parted her lips
to accept him into her mouth, he let out a low moan and proceeded
to explore this method of kissing. Thankfully, Eleanor wasn’t shy
about expressing herself. Not that she had been at any time he’d
known her, but it was especially nice that she wasn’t going to be
shy in this area. He needed to navigate this uncharted territory
with her help.

She wove her fingers through his hair, an
action which sent sparks all through him. If he was enjoying this,
he was going to enjoy being in that bed with her a lot more. His
excitement prompted him to explore more of her. His hands went to
her breasts. Now, this was even nicer than the kissing. He had no
idea breasts were so soft. He traced the outline of them before he
cupped them in the palm of his hands.

This time she let out a low moan. So she
liked it. He wasn’t sure she liked this as much as he did because
he was enjoying this a lot, but she liked it enough to wiggle
closer to him. And that only served to strengthen his erection. He
had been planning to consummate this marriage after dinner, but
there was no way he was going to be able to wait that long. He was
going to have to do it now.

He decided to help her out of her clothes
first. That was a selfish decision on his part, but he was
intrigued by what he’d find under them. He fumbled a bit at the
corset and the stockings, though he managed to finally get
everything off. If she noticed his blunders, she didn’t give any
indication of it. Instead she began to help him out of his clothes.
The process of removing his clothes was pretty much a blur because
he kept looking at her. She was much more attractive without
clothes on than he was. She had creamy white breasts with pink buds
in the center, and she had a dark patch of curls between those
lovely legs. If he’d seen her like this upon their first meeting,
he never would have considered her to be unremarkable in
appearance. He would have thought she was the most beautiful woman
he’d ever seen.

He picked her up and carried her to the bed.
As soon as he was settled next to her, he resumed his exploration
of her. He kissed and touched her for quite some time, but he spent
most of his time at her breasts. She, in turn, ran her hands up and
down his arms and his back to let him know she wanted him to keep
going.

Eventually, he reached the point where he
was going to have to explore her more intimately. He brought his
hand to the patch of curls between her legs. She parted her legs
for him, and he was pleasantly surprised to note how wet she was.
This would make entry easy. He slid a finger into her. She was warm
and soft. He was definitely going to enjoy being in there. Since
she urged him to put another finger into her, he did, and he was
rewarded with a moan. She lifted her hips, an action which allowed
him to explore her more deeply. Then she began to move so that his
fingers were sliding partly out of her before going back in. Now,
this was even more intriguing. He wondered what would happen if he
stroked her in earnest. He proceeded to do just that, and he was
delighted when her groans grew louder.

Her fingernails dug into his arms. “Keep
going,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”

He wouldn’t dare stop. Not when she was this
aroused. He slid another finger into her. She was a little tight,
but as he kept stroking her, she loosened up. And soon, she was
moving with great abandon and voicing her pleasure. He couldn’t
help but join her. This was the most exciting thing he’d ever
experienced. When she let out a sharp cry, she grew still, and her
body clenched around his fingers. Her fingernails dug further into
his arms as she rode out the waves of pleasure. She’d found
completion. And he was glad he’d been able to give that to her.

After she relaxed, he knelt between her legs
and entered her. He closed his eyes and groaned. She felt even
better than he’d expected. He slid partly out of her then went back
in. He then repeated the action. He wanted to go slow. This
exquisite torment was much better than taking care of things
himself. He wanted to prolong it for as long as he could. But his
body was too urgent for release, and a lifetime of celibacy was
catching up to him. He managed a couple more thrusts before he
released his seed into her. He stilled and gasped. He hadn’t been
prepared for it to be this intense. At the moment, there was
nothing else in this world than this sensation. And then, slowly,
the intensity ebbed, and he was finally aware of everything that
was around him again.

He collapsed in her arms. He’d never been
more at peace in his entire life. He felt so good that he could
hardly move. So he didn’t. He remained in her embrace for quite
some time, just enjoying how relaxed he felt.

“Am I hurting you by being
on top of you?” he asked once he got his strength back.

She chuckled. “No. I feel wonderful.”

He lifted his head and looked down at her.
He brushed her cheek with his fingers and returned her smile. “I
feel wonderful, too. I had no idea being in bed with a lady could
be this good. Not that I’ve ever been with a lady, but this was
much nicer than I expected.”

“It was good for me,
too.”

“Good.”

He lowered his head and kissed her. He would
have stayed in bed with her for the rest of the day if he didn’t
have her safety and concern to worry about. Yes, he had married
her, and now the marriage was consummated, but as long as the Duke
of Winnett was out there, his job wasn’t done.

“I hate to leave, but I need
to go to the blacksmith,” he reluctantly told her. “If the Duke of
Winnett is watching, I need him to think we still need to get
married.”

“Why does that matter? He
can’t prevent the marriage anymore. You have the paper in your
pocket to prove it. I understand why you arranged for the wedding
to take place in the clothing shop, but why do more?”

“I need to pull him out of
the shadows. I want to arrest him before we return to London. I
want you to lock the door when I leave. Then keep watch over the
window. If you see someone climbing a ladder to get to this window,
run down to the innkeeper.” He gave her another kiss. “I want to
make sure you’re safe. You’ll be careful for me, won’t
you?”

She smiled. “I will. I’ll follow your
instructions.”

“With any luck, this is the
day I’ll catch him. Then we can stop worrying about him and be able
to focus on us.” He kissed her again, and this time he let his lips
linger on hers.

This was getting ridiculous. He might be new
to being in love—and he was certainly thrilled she was receptive to
his advances—but he had to catch the duke. He had to do it for her,
and, to a lesser extent, he had to do it for any future
victims.

With a sigh, he rolled off of her and stood
up. “I’ll order the innkeeper to bring up a meal for you before I
head out. I know it’s still early, but I don’t know how long I’ll
be gone.”

She sat up in the bed. “I hope it’s not too
long. I like being with you.”

He offered her a grin while he collected his
clothes. “I like being with you, too. A lot, in fact. You remember
the code words I gave you to let you know when it’s really me on
the other side of that door?” He gestured to the door in their
room.

“Robin
redbreast.”

He nodded. “It’s nice you have a good
memory.” Unable to resist the urge, he gave her another kiss before
he managed to gather enough willpower to finally get dressed and
leave the room.


 Chapter Twenty-Four

 


It
was an hour after he had gone to the blacksmith, and Byron still
didn’t see any signs of the Duke of Winnett. After going to the
blacksmith, he had returned to the inn. Then he snuck out a side
exit and made his way to the place where the carriages were kept.
The small window along the wall gave him an ideal view of the front
of the inn and the window of the room Eleanor was in.

There were people milling about. About six
had gone into the inn. Byron made sure to hide himself whenever the
coachmen and innkeeper’s staff put the carriages in this building.
The horses went to the livery stable. This building was the ideal
place to wait for the Duke of Winnett since, for the most part, it
was free of people.

Unfortunately, a hiding spot did no good if
Byron wasn’t able to catch the person he wanted. He resisted the
urge to utter a curse word. It was possible this was a waste of
time. Maybe the duke hadn’t followed him and Eleanor out of London.
Maybe the duke had already turned his attention to some other
lady.

Byron rubbed the back of his neck. If he had
to spend a significant amount of time keeping watch over the duke
when he got back to London, he was going to have to take another
loan from Eris to cover food and rent until he could take a paying
job. He just could not, in all good conscience, allow the duke to
roam free. If the duke was allowed to get away with the incidents
he pulled on Eleanor, there was no telling what he’d do to someone
else.

Something splintered then cracked in one of
the carriages. Without thinking, Byron turned in the direction of
the sound. His eyebrows furrowed. He wasn’t sure, but it seemed
like that sound came from his carriage. He gave another glance out
the window. Nothing of interest was happening out there. He didn’t
see any signs of the Duke of Winnett. His gaze swept the building
he was in. It was cluttered with carriages. It was possible he
wasn’t alone.

Byron softly made his way over to the
carriage he and Eleanor had been using. He had inspected the
carriage earlier that day, and he remembered that all of the wheels
had been in good shape. Now he saw that the front right wheel was
cracked. The crack started at the top and went to the center. Byron
frowned. Someone had tampered with this wheel after he and Eleanor
checked into the inn. And he bet he knew exactly who had done
it.

He stopped walking around the carriage and
glanced around. What if the duke wasn’t after Eleanor? What if the
duke was after him? Up to now, Byron had been so worried about
Eleanor that he had neglected to consider that, by being betrothed
to Eleanor, he had put himself in harm’s way. The duke might still
want to kidnap her, but he maybe intended to frame it as a
rescue.

With Byron alone in this building, the duke
could come up with any story he wanted. And Byron and the duke both
knew that Eleanor’s father wouldn’t believe her. Her father would
believe whatever story the duke came up with.

Byron was too exposed. He was between his
carriage and another one. That left him closer to the middle of the
building than was safe. The safest place was along the wall or,
perhaps, inside a carriage. No doubt, the duke was somewhere that
was hard to find. Since Byron couldn’t look in all directions at
once, that put him at a disadvantage. The duke knew where he was,
but Byron didn’t know where the duke was.

Byron gritted his teeth. He couldn’t believe
he had been stupid enough to fall for this trap. After sixteen
years of being a Runner, he should know better than to run over to
a carriage just because he heard a sound come from it. He glanced
in windows of the carriages on his left and right. No one was in
them. The carriages weren’t exactly close to each other, but they
did give him some cover. It was the only reason why the duke hadn’t
come at him yet.

Byron felt like a fool. The duke had figured
out what he was doing all along, and he realized Byron was going to
come out here to wait for him to go to the inn. Byron took a moment
to gather his bearings. This wasn’t over yet. The duke was in here,
and that gave Byron a chance to get him. He just needed to
anticipate the duke’s next move. If he was the duke, where would he
be hiding?

The carriages weren’t lined up in any sort
of order, but their arrangement wasn’t haphazard, either. The staff
had put each carriage in a position where any of them could be
retrieved without having to move another carriage out of its way.
That left a sort of maze. So really, any direction was open to the
duke.

However…

While the average criminal
might hide behind a carriage, hiding under one would be a move most people
wouldn’t expect.

Byron looked down just in time to see a hand
reach out from the carriage on his left. He lifted his foot before
the duke could grab his ankle. Then he dropped to his knees and
peered under the carriage. The duke grunted and moved back so that
he was no longer under the carriage.

Byron jumped to his feet and ran around the
carriage. The duke was just making it to his feet. Byron knocked
the knife out of the duke’s hand. Before the duke had time to grab
the weapon, Byron leapt at him. The two went toppling into another
carriage. The duke made an attempt to punch Byron. Byron dodged his
fist.

The duke might be skilled when it came to
planning things, but, thankfully, he wasn’t adept at physical
combat. And that gave Byron the advantage. Byron grabbed the duke
by the lapels of his jacket and threw him to the ground. Byron
pinned him to the ground so he couldn’t get away and then forced
him onto his stomach. The duke tried to wiggle out from under him,
but Byron used the bulk of his weight on the man’s back so his
efforts were in vain.

Byron waited until the duke stopped fighting
before he retrieved the handcuffs from his pocket. He grabbed the
duke’s hands and cuffed them together. Out of breath, he rose to
his feet then helped the duke up.

“It’s just my luck you’re as
good as they said,” the duke grumbled.

Byron supposed he should enjoy the
compliment, but he was too relieved to acknowledge it. The only
thing he cared about was that he had finally caught the duke. And
now the duke wouldn’t pose a threat to anyone, especially Eleanor,
ever again. Releasing his breath, he led the duke out of the
building.

 


***

 


“We were shocked when we heard the news of
your elopement with Byron,” Tara said as she picked up her cup of
tea. “But the greatest shock came when we heard that the Duke of
Winnett followed you two to Gretna Green and tried to kill Byron so
he could marry you.”

Eleanor took a sip of her tea. She and Byron
had only been back in London for a day. The last thing she expected
was for Tara, Stacey, and Heather to pay her a visit. She had
assumed they wouldn’t want to associate with her anymore since her
financial and social position had gone down considerably. Not that
she minded it. She preferred her newfound love with Byron. She now
had a place where she belonged, and he was turning out to be an
attentive husband. Just that morning before he went to a judge to
discuss the situation with the Duke of Winnett, he had brought her
some flowers and some parchment so she could write if she got
bored.

As soon as she received a request from Tara
to visit, she was too nervous to do anything beyond tidy up the
place. The flowers Byron had given her in Gretna Green were hanging
upside down in the bedroom. They were almost dried out completely.
Once done, she planned to put them out in the main room in a vase.
Her gaze went to the fresh flowers on the center of the table
before she turned her attention back to the three ladies, who were
looking expectantly at her.

“The Duke of Winnett didn’t
love me,” Eleanor finally said. “He only wanted my father’s
money.”

“We know,” Heather spoke up.
“Word is that you had calling cards from gentlemen that got
intercepted by someone the duke hired. We don’t know the man’s
name, but we heard he’s with the judge giving his
confession.”

Stacey nodded. “It turned out that the
Duchess of Ashbourne’s lessons paid off. Are you sorry you didn’t
get a chance to marry someone with a title or money?”

Eleanor shook her head. “No, I’m very happy
with Byron. I couldn’t imagine myself with anyone else.”

“That’s wonderful,” Heather
replied. “We ought to all have love matches.”

Stacey chuckled. “Piers is relieved you
married him. He was afraid you were going to end up with someone
else because he noticed all of the attention you were getting at
the balls. He even went to Byron to help him woo you.”

“Did he really?” Heather
asked.

“He did.” Stacey sipped her
tea. “Now that we all know Byron was never really her suitor, I
think it’s funny Piers pestered him so much.”

“I think it’s romantic that
Byron was only pretending to be your suitor but he fell in love
with you,” Heather commented.

Tara smiled. “It is romantic.”

Heather’s eyebrows rose in interest. “What
about you, Eleanor? When did you realize you loved him?”

Eleanor wasn’t quite sure. The progression
from being annoyed with him to thinking he was all right to falling
in love with him had happened gradually. But, if she had to
pinpoint one defining moment, she supposed it would be that night
at the inn when she had woken up from sleep and talked to him. “He
promised me the one thing I’ve always wanted,” she said. “He told
me he would give me a place to belong.” She glanced around the
room. “And he told me how he decided to become a Runner. All of it
made me feel close to him. Before then, he just seemed to be doing
his job to protect me. But during that conversation, I felt like I
was more than a job to him.”

The three ladies smiled in a way that let
her know they were satisfied with the answer.

Eleanor hesitated to ask the question that
was pressing on her mind. They had come by to visit, and they were
being nice. Obviously, they weren’t ashamed of her. If they had
been, they never would have come to visit her. But did that mean
they still wanted to be friends with her?

“I hope you don’t think I’m
speaking out of turn,” Eleanor began, “but I was wondering how my
membership in Ladies of Grace
will be affected by recent events.”

Stacey and Heather looked at Tara, so Tara
answered, “We gave this matter a lot of thought. You are a lady, so
your ability to choose your future is limited. We understand that
it’s the gentlemen around us who have the ultimate say in what
happens to us. Stacey, Heather, and I don’t feel it’s fair to
punish you for something you had no control over.”

“Yes, but I did run to
Byron’s home without a chaperone,” Eleanor pointed out. “I didn’t
understand the consequences of that decision.”

“I’m guessing you panicked
when your father agreed to a marriage between you and the Duke of
Winnett, am I right?” Tara asked.

Eleanor nodded.

“We don’t do our best
thinking when we panic,” Tara said. “I talked briefly with the Duke
of Winnett once. I didn’t care for him. He reminds me a lot of my
brother. If I had been you, I might have panicked, too.”

“Byron is much better than
him,” Heather interrupted. “We realize that.”

“I wasn’t trying to marry
Byron when I came here,” Eleanor protested. “I was only trying to
get him to stop the marriage between me and the Duke of
Winnett.”

Heather giggled. “And you succeeded.”

Eleanor’s face warmed, but Tara hurried to
assure her, “We realize you didn’t intend for things to happen the
way they did. If your father hadn’t followed you here, you probably
wouldn’t have had to go to Gretna Green. That’s why we figure your
father is the one who forced you into this situation. As I said
earlier, ladies have little control over what happens to them. I
don’t think it’s fair to fault you for that.”

Eleanor relaxed. At least they understood
she hadn’t been using her feminine wiles to get out of marrying the
duke.

“You still have all of your
gowns, don’t you?” Stacey asked.

“I do,” Eleanor
replied.

“So you can dress
appropriately to events.” Stacey turned her gaze to Tara. “Everyone
in London doesn’t keep track of everything a person does. We can
slip her into some activities without arousing someone’s
suspicion.”

“We can,” Tara said then
turned her attention back to Eleanor. “The Tittletattle has been quiet on what
has happened to you. The news floating around London is all about
the Duke of Winnett and how he sabotaged your Season. All that’s
said about you is that you married Byron, and all that’s said about
Byron is that he’s the Runner who put His Grace in prison. I doubt
most people are aware of Byron’s financial situation. I had no idea
where he even lived until news of your elopement developed. I went
to visit your father to find out where your new residence was going
to be. I doubt anyone else will care enough to find
you.”

In that case, Eleanor supposed it was good
she was mostly an unknown lady the whole time she was in London.
Only a few people knew her. Only a few cared enough to find out
what happened to her.

“You’re still a member of
the group,” Tara said. “We just won’t mention your financial
standing to anyone, and you’ll wear your expensive clothes to
social events like Byron did. No one will be the wiser.”

“If he could get away with
fooling all of us, you can, too,” Heather added.

Eleanor was surprised, but also thrilled,
that they were willing to let her stay in the group. They not only
thought she would be a good addition to the group, but they thought
of her as their friend. She had to brush away the tears that came
to her eyes before they asked her if something was wrong. Nothing
was wrong. She now had a husband and friends. Everything was
perfect.


 Chapter Twenty-Five

 


“Thank you for letting me come here,” Eleanor’s father told
Byron and Eleanor the next afternoon as he stepped into the
house.

Byron took her father’s hat and hung it on
the hook by the door. He glanced at Eleanor to gauge how
comfortable she was with the visit. She had indicated her agreement
over seeing him when the calling card arrived late yesterday
afternoon, but she hadn’t said anything about how she felt about
seeing her father after everything that had happened. He didn’t
feel right about prying. If she wanted to share her thoughts with
him, she would. She’d had no trouble sharing them in the past about
other things. Looking at her now, it was impossible to tell what
she was thinking.

“Would you like some tea,
Your Grace?” Byron offered.

As soon as he made the offer, he saw a panic
in Eleanor’s eyes and knew she didn’t want to be alone with her
father. He was ready to suggest she make the tea so she wouldn’t
have to be alone with him, but her father shook his head. “No,
that’s not necessary. We don’t need to stand on formality. I only
wanted to talk to you both.”

“In that case, we’ll have a
seat.” Byron gestured for her father to sit in a chair. He waved
Eleanor to the settee and sat next to her. He sensed her relax and
felt better for her. “What would you like to discuss, Your
Grace?”

“I heard you apprehended the
Duke of Winnett,” her father began. “I can’t tell you how surprised
I was to learn he’d been the one behind the incident with the
carriage wheel, the theatre, and the chair. Then he made it so we
didn’t know she had prospective suitors.” He let out a heavy sigh
and shrugged. “I didn’t realize I was such a bad judge of
character.”

“The Duke of Winnett is
highly intelligent. He plotted everything out and left no
evidence.”

“But you both didn’t trust
him. I still don’t understand how you saw something in him that I
didn’t.”

“Most of the time, we refuse
to see what we don’t want to see. I’ve seen it happen quite a bit
in my time as a Runner. Often, the victim knows the criminal, but
they like the criminal, so they have a hard time accepting that the
criminal is guilty. That’s why proof is so important. In this case,
the Duke of Winnett never intended to actually harm Eleanor. He
only wanted to embarrass her so gentlemen would avoid
her.”

“I suppose the fact that you
were with her prevented him from doing more.” Her father offered
him an apologetic smile. “I feel like such a fool. I apologize for
not doing a better job of listening to you.”

“And to Eleanor?” Byron
asked him. “It turns out she knows what she’s talking
about.”

Her father nodded. “Yes, I know that now.
Eleanor, I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.”

Byron glanced at her, and he was happy to
note that she seemed pleased by the apology.

“In light of everything,”
her father continued, “I think I was wrong to withhold Eleanor’s
money from this marriage. It’s still considered a left-handed
marriage, you understand. There’s nothing that can change that. But
I have decided to allow you to have her dowry. I trust you’ll do
right by it.”

Eleanor’s eyes grew wide, and quite frankly,
Byron was just as startled as she was. He hadn’t expected this. He
had thought her father had come to apologize for not taking them
seriously about the Duke of Winnett, but this put another
perspective on the visit. Maybe he was finally taking an interest
in his daughter. If that was the case, there was a chance for the
two to have a good relationship. It would be good for them both,
especially for her.

“I will make sure the money
goes to her comfort,” Byron promised him.

Her father cleared his throat. “That’s all I
came to say. Byron, I’d like to take you to my bank so we can get
the matter of the dowry resolved right away.”

Byron turned to Eleanor. “Is that all right
with you?”

“Yes, of course, it is,” she
replied. “I just didn’t expect this.”

“I hope of all the things
I’ve done that you didn’t expect, this is one of the few things I
got right,” her father told her.

A smile formed on her face before she got up
from the settee and hugged him. “It is. Thank you, Father.”

“Well, it’s the least I can
do after everything that’s happened,” he replied, a slight tremble
in his voice indicating that he was holding back some
tears.

“All I want is for you to
listen to me,” she said as she pulled away from him.

“I promise to do a better
job of that in the future.”

“Good. Before you and Byron
leave, I want you to stay for some tea.”

“Would you like me to make
it so you and your father can have a chance to talk?” Byron asked
her.

Her father turned his gaze to her. “We do
have a lot of catching up to do. When I think about it, there’s so
little I know about you. I’d like to change that.”

“All right,” she told Byron.
“I’ll stay here with him while you make the tea.”

Glad to see this new change in their
relationship, Byron left the room so they could talk.

 


***

 


One Year Later…

 


It
had been a wonderful day. Eleanor had spent the afternoon with
Tara, Stacey, and Heather for a tea party at Lady Cadwalader’s
residence. She hadn’t known what to expect about Lady Cadwalader
since she had only heard about her over the past year, but it
turned out the lady wasn’t as intimidating as some people made her
out to be. Yes, Lady Cadwalader was particular about keeping up
appearances, but Eleanor’s father was the same way, so it hadn’t
disturbed her at all. The best part of the afternoon was when Tara
had introduced Eleanor as both a member of Ladies of Grace and a very dear
friend.

She was still glowing with the praise as she
got ready for a dinner party. She and Byron had hosted dinner
parties in their townhouse in the past, but this was the first time
they were having one since she’d had Cameron.

When she was done getting dressed, she
picked her two-week-old son from his cradle. “Are you ready to meet
your grandfather and your aunt and uncle?”

He yawned then settled into her arms.

She chuckled. “You’ve had a busy day,
haven’t you?”

Earlier that day, she had brought him down
to the drawing room for Tara, Stacey, and Heather to see.
Afterwards, she spent the day with him and Byron. Byron had
finished a job right before she gave birth so he could spend time
with her and their son. He planned to take another job in a month.
And that was nice. She liked that he wanted to take some time for
her and their child.

Sometimes he worked all night, and there had
been one job where she hadn’t seen him for a few days. While they
had plenty of money due to her dowry, he found purpose in his work,
and she would never take that away from him. She enjoyed watching
him as he put the pieces of a case together and solving it. He
couldn’t always disclose everything to her until the job was
complete, but it was fascinating to listen to him.

She carried Cameron to Byron’s bedchamber.
When she saw him struggling with the tie pin, she said, “I keep
telling you that the pointed side is on top. Why don’t you believe
me?”

“It can’t be on top. The pin
looks ridiculous that way.” He turned the thing around on his
cravat. “It looks ridiculous the other way, too. What was your
father thinking when he picked this out?”

“He was thinking that it
would be a nice gift for his son-in-law.”

Byron groaned. “I admit it was nice of him
to give me something, but his gift to you was better. Pearls are
easy to put on because they’re round.” He turned the pin so that
the pointed part was at the top. He checked his reflection in the
mirror and shook his head. “It just looks wrong.”

She laughed. “At least you don’t have to
look at it all night. Here. Take Cameron, and I’ll adjust the
cravat for you.”

He took their son and bent forward so she
could make it so that the pin didn’t stand out so much. Once she
was done, she patted his shoulders and gave him a kiss. “There. Now
it doesn’t seem so awkward.”

He turned back to the mirror and studied the
pin. “Yes, I suppose that will do. Eleanor, I like your father, but
his taste in things leave something to be desired.”

She had figured that out when her father
picked out her gowns and jewelry. Thankfully, the Duchess of
Ashbourne had managed to talk sense into him. “I know, but it’s his
way of expressing how much he likes you. He’s not very good with
words. Giving gifts is easier for him. It’s wonderful you’re
wearing this. It’ll let him know his efforts are appreciated.”

“I do appreciate them. I
especially appreciate how much attention he’s giving you now.
Though,” his gaze went to their son, “he might be distracted by his
grandson. Babies have a way of becoming the center of
attention.”

“I don’t mind. Cameron is
adorable.” She accepted the baby as he gave him back to her. “Will
your sister bring Jonathan over?”

“She said she
would.”

“Good. I want the two
cousins to get acquainted with each other.”

“Eleanor, Jonathan is only
six months old. Neither child is going to remember
tonight.”

“It’s never too soon for our
child to start making friends.”

She knew it was silly, but it was important
to her that her son get a chance to be around other children as
soon as possible. She had even invited Tara, Stacey, and Heather to
bring their children over next month. She figured too many children
at once might scare Cameron. Next month, however, he should be old
enough to be fine with more children.

Byron smiled at her. “With you as his
mother, our son is going to have a lot of friends.” He kissed her.
“I love you.”

She returned his smile. “I love you,
too.”

He slipped his arm around her waist and led
her to the drawing room. Within the half hour, Charles and Eris
arrived with Jonathan. Eleanor had trouble believing that in five
and a half months, Cameron would be as big as his cousin. Cameron
seemed so tiny compared to him right now, and five and a half
months wasn’t a long time. Eris brought Jonathan over to Cameron,
but neither child seemed interested in the other. Cameron kept
closing his eyes, and Jonathan kept gesturing that he wanted to
sit.

Eris chuckled. “I think they’ll play when
they’re older.”

“But we can still have them
together when we visit, can’t we?” Eleanor asked.

“Sure we can,” Eris assured
her as she set Jonathan in a chair. “Who knows? Maybe in the
future, they’ll play hide and seek.” She glanced at Byron. “You
remember that game, don’t you?”

A wistful smile crossed his face. “How can I
forge?” His gaze went to Charles. “No one played that game better
than Eris. She stumped me a couple of times.”

“It wasn’t quite as fun once
you started to figure out the better hiding places,” Eris mused,
“but it was a great way to pass the time.”

“Heather’s idea of fun was
hiding in the library and eavesdropping on me and my friends,”
Charles spoke up. “At other times, she would misplace my things and
watch as I looked for them. Sometimes people think I act
inappropriately, but they don’t realize how many times she lied
when I told our parents what mischief she’d been up to.”

Eleanor didn’t hide her surprise. “Heather
seems like such a proper lady whenever I see her.”

“She still has her moments,
but I’m happy to say motherhood calmed her down considerably,”
Charles replied.

“Sounds like you have some
fun stories to share during dinner,” Byron commented.

“And you can tell us about
how you caught Mr. Quimby by tracking lodging receipts,” Eris
inserted.

Charles’ eyebrows furrowed. “Isn’t that the
person who was stealing from several notable gentlemen around
London?”

Eris nodded. “It is.”

“A lot of people were saying
that the culprit was never going to get caught.” Charles turned to
Byron. “I also want to hear how you managed to track him down.
Algernon said that the gentlemen in White’s were up in arms about
this thief. He said for the first time, everyone in the
establishment got along.”

“A common enemy will bring a
lot of people together,” Byron said.

The butler came into the room, and Eleanor
saw that her father was with him. She hurried over to her father so
he could see Cameron. He had come over the day Cameron was born,
but Cameron had changed so much since then.

“I’m glad you could make
it,” she told him.

He gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I wouldn’t
miss this evening for anything. How are you holding up after the
birth?”

“I’m doing fine. I’ve been
following Eris’ advice and taking things slowly.”

“Good. You don’t want to
wear yourself out. Births are hard on ladies. It takes a lot to
bring a little one into the world.”

“Well, Cameron is worth it.
Would you like to hold him?”

Her father offered her a hesitant smile. “I
would like to, but he’s so small. I don’t want to hurt him.”

“You won’t hurt him. Just
hold your arms like I’m doing.”

He followed her instructions, and she placed
the baby in his arms. Cameron opened his eyes then blinked as if he
hadn’t expected to see someone looking down at him.

Her father laughed. “You won’t believe this,
but shortly after you were born, I held you like this. I almost
think I’m back in the past looking down at you right now. There’s a
lot of you in this baby.” He swallowed. “I wish I hadn’t been in a
hurry to run back to London. I thought it was so important that I
secure a future for you by going back there to engage in business.
I didn’t consider how much a child needed a parent.”

She squeezed his arm. “You’ve already
apologized, Father. There’s no use in dwelling on the past. We
can’t change it. The important thing is that you’re here now.”

He turned his tender gaze to her. “I promise
you that I’ll make the most of this time.”

“I know you
will.”

She gave him a hug then led him to the
others where they had an enjoyable night.
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fall in love with someone who can have any lady he wants with the
snap of his fingers.

 


Kidnapping the Viscount (Marriage by Fate:
Book 5)

 


Miss Heather Duff's going after the gentleman
who got away, even if it'll take some unconventional means to do
so.

 


***

 


I also wrote a book featuring the Duchess of
Ashbourne.

 


Love Lessons with the Duke (Marriage by
Deceit: Book 2)

 


Camden Hollis, the Duke of Ashbourne, needs
to pay off his brother’s debts, but all he has is a troubled
estate.  So when he hears that Lady Seyton is known for
teaching ladies what to do to secure marriages by the end of the
Season, he comes to her for help.

 


Helena Walter, the Lady of Seyton, doesn’t
know what to think of Camden’s unusual request. How could a titled
gentleman who is so good looking need help getting a wife? 
Her initial response is to turn him down, thinking he is merely
wasting her time. But then she catches him bumbling through a
conversation with a lady and realizes he–more than anyone–needs her
help.

 


And so the lessons begin. But before long,
Camden is convinced she’s the perfect one for him. She, however, is
a widow and is happy with her freedom.  He might find it’ll
require a scandal to get the two things he wants most: a love match
and securing his estate.
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