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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Spring, 1815 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, what an inconvenience!’ 
 
    Brione Gilliard looked up from her embroidery and smiled as her friend Rachel walked into the drawing room of her London home in which Brione was a guest. ‘What has inconvenienced you, Rachel?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Annie. She is inconsiderate enough to have developed a head cold and now she thinks she is dying.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing quite that serious, surely. Colds are beastly but seldom fatal.’ 
 
    Rachel seated herself and rolled her eyes. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you were better acquainted with Annie. I cannot fault her services as a lady’s maid but when it comes to her health, she seems to catch everything that’s going.’ Rachel threw back her head. ‘Or at least she insists that is the case.’ 
 
    ‘Head colds are not easy things to pretend one has in order to evade one’s duties. The signs must be there.’ 
 
    ‘She has the sniffles right enough, and a slight fever. I have ordered her back to her bed. I don’t want it spreading through the entire household.’ 
 
    ‘Very sensible. I am sure you will not be inconvenienced for long.’ 
 
    ‘I shall not be. Mary can carry out Annie’s duties while I am here at home, but don’t forget that I am due to travel to Lincolnshire the day after tomorrow for Deborah Murray’s party. Annie won’t be well enough by then to accompany me.’ 
 
    ‘Can you not take Mary?’ 
 
    ‘No. She is young and inexperienced. She would be daunted by the splendours of Alford Castle, especially when its inhabitants are consumed with race fervour.’ 
 
    ‘Race?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, didn’t I explain? The duke hosts an annual horse race for amateurs—but almost always wins it himself.’ 
 
    ‘The rest probably allow him to in order to curry favour,’ Brione suggested. 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it! I have attended before and even I found it rather exciting. The riders attack a course with impossibly high fences, and they ride bareback.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, that sounds like a recipe for disaster.’ 
 
    ‘There are always tumbles and the odd broken bone, but as far as I am aware there have never been any fatalities.’ 
 
    ‘What a very odd thing to do. But I suppose boys never really grow up, or out of their fascination for horses for that matter.’ 
 
    ‘And wagering.’ 
 
    Brione smiled. ‘Definitely that.’ 
 
    ‘I believe the current duke’s grandfather began the tradition. His neighbour was a famous trainer.’ 
 
    ‘Now you have shocked me, Rachel,’ Brione said, trying not to smile. ‘A common trainer of horses breaking bread with a duke. Whatever is the world coming to? Standards are definitely not what they once were.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, my dear, the proprieties are observed. Mr Bryce never dines with the duke. Deborah makes sure of at least that much. She runs her brother’s house and acts as gatekeeper too.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    Brione pondered the possibilities that Annie’s illness had created. ‘Perhaps,’ she said in a speculative tone, ‘an opportunity has arisen that will enable me to repay your kindness for offering me a roof over my head.’ She sat a little straighter and smiled at Rachel. ‘I shall come with you and act as your lady’s maid.’ 
 
    Rachel flapped a hand in dismissal of the suggestion. ‘Thank you, but I couldn’t ask you to lower yourself.’ 
 
    ‘You are not asking; I am offering.’ 
 
    Brione glanced out the window, distracted when a loud disagreement erupted between two passing tradesmen. The fine spring weather had brought the crowds out, and the fashionable street teemed with equally fashionably attired ladies and gentlemen on foot, in carriages and on horseback. Brione had been away from England for a long time and had forgotten just how noisy and busy London could be. 
 
    ‘I have been trying to persuade you to set foot into society, but nothing I have said has managed to sway you. Now you are offering to act as my maid.’ Rachel shook her head, looking bewildered. ‘I don’t understand. Why would you demean yourself?’ 
 
    ‘There is nothing demeaning about providing good service.’ Brione grinned. ‘Besides, someone has to look after your hair.’ 
 
    Rachel laughed. ‘Even so, Brione, it is beyond time that you put aside your widow’s weeds and rejoined society. Evan has been gone for over a year,’ she added softly. 
 
    ‘Gone but still talked about, his memory sullied by ignorant innuendo. My own character would be too if I were to show my face.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my dear!’ Rachel reached across and squeezed Brione’s hand. ‘I don’t believe for a single moment that Evan turned against his country. Besides, you are not responsible for his behaviour and no stigma will attach to you.’ 
 
    Which, Brione thought, rather defeated Rachel’s argument and implied that Evan had turned traitor. But Rachel’s heart was at least in the right place, so Brione remained silent on the point. 
 
    ‘None of my neighbours in Cambridge will give me the time of day,’ she said. ‘Some have gone so far as to cut me in the street, which is why I grasped your invitation to run away and stay with you in London so eagerly. No one here knows who I am and I would keep it that way. I am bound to be recognised by one of Evan’s fellow officers if I venture outside.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you could use the opportunity to ask them why the rumours about Evan’s loyalty arose.’ 
 
    Brione shook her head. ‘I very much doubt whether they would tell me anything, even if they know.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you would be recognised. Even with your hair pulled back in that unflattering style, you are still beyond compare.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Rachel, what nonsense you do talk!’ 
 
    Brione smiled at her friend, grateful beyond words for her kindness and commiseration. They had become acquainted in England prior to Brione’s marriage and their paths had briefly crossed again when Rachel had visited Brione at her mother’s home in Austria. Rachel’s husband had died what had been described as a glorious and heroic death—although how any death could be described as glorious was a mystery to Brione. She had seen far too much of it, and knew there was absolutely nothing glorious about the fear experienced by those who were not killed outright but lingered in agony, in the certain knowledge that they were dying. Rachel, devastated by the loss of the man to whom she had been married for over ten years, had carried on with dignity and shown generosity of spirit in reaching out to Brione in her hour of need. And if she had not done so…? 
 
    Brione refused to complete that thought, well aware that she had been so furious, so dejected by the unfounded rumours that circulated about her brave and patriotic husband’s behaviour, that she had briefly seen no reason to continue living. Rachel had saved her from acting foolishly at the height of her grief. She had now overcome her initial anguish and was hell-bent on proving Evan’s innocence. But the only way she could think of to go about it was to expose the identity of the real traitor.  
 
    ‘I have tried several times to persuade you to join me at Alford Castle. Deborah will make you welcome, I am absolutely sure of it. I don’t mean to be unkind, but the longer you remain hidden away, the more it will seem as though Evan was a traitor, and we both know that is not the case.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Rachel, but I have no interest in parties.’ She did however have a very great desire to make the Duke of Alford’s acquaintance, and Rachel’s maid being indisposed had provided her with an unexpected opportunity in that regard. ‘Not everyone will be as understanding as you are, especially with Napoleon on the run and raising an army to attack us yet again.’  
 
    ‘Pray do not mention that odious man’s name.’ Rachel looked annoyed. ‘His wretched pride will not permit him to accept defeat—gracefully or otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely so. Almost every family in this country has lost a man to that ill-conceived war. They are not ready to fight again, but those who did return and who are now disillusioned and unable to find work, are ready to turn on anyone whom they suspect of being disloyal, regardless of whether the requisite evidence exists. Evan, since he is no longer alive to defend himself, makes a perfect scapegoat.’ Brione paused to tap her fingers restlessly against her knee. ‘As does his widow.’ 
 
    ‘People are ignorant and easily led. They will believe whatever the rabble-rousers tell them. The unrest will die down in time. What’s important is that you and I both know Evan was loyal to the core.’ 
 
    ‘Even so.’ Brione summoned up a smile. ‘I will gladly act as your maid, Rachel, but I cannot—will not—have you ask Deborah Murray to invite me as a guest.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose your coming in any guise is a victory of sorts,’ Rachel replied, conceding defeat. ‘It is beyond time that you left this house. Very well, my dear. Since I cannot abide the thought of having anyone else fussing over me—’ 
 
    ‘Or making a mess of your hair…’ 
 
    Rachel smiled. ‘Or that. Thank you, I shall accept your offer with gratitude.’ 
 
    Brione narrowed her eyes at her friend. ‘Why are you giving in so easily? What are you plotting?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Rachel offered a suspiciously innocent countenance for inspection. ‘Why, nothing whatsoever. Shall we go and look at my wardrobe and see what gowns I possess that might still be considered remotely fashionable?’ 
 
    Brione had been staying with Rachel for over a month, but knew that she couldn’t depend upon her friend’s hospitality indefinitely. Be that as it may, she was unwilling to return to her husband’s house in Cambridge and endure further vilification, at least until she could clear Evan’s name and hold her head high in public. How she was supposed to go about such a delicate mission, overcome people’s prejudices and resume a normal life, she had yet to decide. All she knew was that she couldn’t hide away in London indefinitely, excusing herself whenever Rachel had visitors and never setting foot outside of the house. 
 
    The time had come to fight back, and the Duke of Alford was the one person who could help her in that regard. The handsome and eligible duke was widely considered to be a national hero after covering himself in glory during the campaign against Napoleon. 
 
    But Brione knew differently. 
 
    The duke and Evan had been comrades in arms and a great deal more than ordinary soldiers. Both had ventured into dangerous situations in their capacity as spies, which is something the gossip-hungry masses knew nothing about. Alford had walked away with nothing more debilitating than a sabre cut to his face and a reputation as a patriot and hero. Evan, who took all the risks, had paid with his life. It was grossly unfair, and Brione fully intended to find the necessary evidence to exonerate her beloved husband. 
 
    Somehow. 
 
    A few days later, she glanced out of the window of Rachel’s travelling chaise as the vehicle embarked upon the final leg of its journey. They had driven through some magnificent scenery that had helped to settle Brione’s nerves, but the closer they came to their destination, the less sure she was that being under the same roof as the duke would do her cause any good. Perhaps she had been foolish to imagine otherwise. She would be posing as a servant, and servants were invisible to great men of the Duke of Alford’s ilk. Even so, that invisibility could also work to her advantage, she reasoned. When he was otherwise occupied, she would be able to slip into his library and search through his papers. 
 
    Brione threw her head back and suppressed a sigh, worrying that Rachel would demand to know what was wrong. She was convinced that the Duke of Alford was somehow responsible for her beloved Evan’s downfall but in her enthusiasm to prove that the duke was not an honourable man, she had failed to consider the fact that he would not have kept anything in writing that would incriminate himself. He might be a traitor but he was no fool, and this charade was ridiculous. It was a waste of time, and she should not have come. 
 
    It was exceedingly unlikely that the duke would give himself away, but his closest friends and comrades in arms—his adjutant Adrian Vaughan, Sir Gregory Frazer and Robert Craig—were bound to be present at this gathering. And Alfred Kensley, the duke’s batman, keeper of all secrets and right hand man, never left his master’s side. Perhaps one of them would speak out of turn in the presence of an invisible servant? 
 
    It was a remote possibility at best, but Brione couldn’t feel downhearted on such a glorious day. The English countryside in spring, heralding new beginnings and awakening possibilities, was something she had missed during her years away from her homeland. Even so, the peace of mind she so desperately sought could not be found in an expanse of fragrant bluebells, a canopy of trees in fresh bud or the frolics of newborn lambs in an adjacent field. Brione would never find true contentment until she understood what had happened to Evan and why. 
 
    ‘It’s truly inspiring,’ Brione said softly. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it.’ Rachel smiled. ‘I always enjoy coming here, especially at this time of year. The more so when the weather behaves itself, as it appears intent upon doing at the moment. Alford Castle is only ten miles from the coast, if your fancy turns to a sea excursion.’ 
 
    ‘Maids do not go on excursions,’ Brione reminded her friend. 
 
    ‘They do when their mistress requires their services.’ 
 
    ‘If this is your convoluted way of persuading me to show my face,’ Brione replied, ‘then you are destined to fail. I only brought my maid’s clothing with me and don’t have the least intention of putting myself forward. I shall fade into the background and no one will notice me.’ 
 
    Rachel chuckled. ‘Have you looked in the mirror recently?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, stop it!’ 
 
    Brione, always embarrassed when anyone alluded to her looks, flapped a hand and returned her attention to the view as the vehicle slowed to walking pace and commenced its ascent through the Lincolnshire Wolds. She gasped as a magnificent castle perched on the highest hilltop slowly came into view. The sight of the ancient structure, bathed in spring sunshine that turned the weathered stone walls different shades of grey, took her breath away. Towers and crenulations looked randomly spaced, but had most likely all served their purpose over the centuries. The duke’s standard fluttered in the breeze from the highest turret and Brione’s stomach fluttered in nervous response. 
 
    ‘These ruins we are just now passing were the original outer walls,’ Rachel told her. ‘There was a moat at one time as well. As you can see, it’s been allowed to go to ruin because the cost of keeping it in good repair was prohibitive. It’s just the main body of the castle that is lived in now.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all?’ Brione asked, making them both laugh. 
 
    ‘I dare say we shall squash in together quite comfortably.’ 
 
    ‘That must take enough work to maintain,’ Brione said, peering out the window at the ancient structure as the carriage clattered through a wide archway that had probably once been guarded by a portcullis. ‘It must be terribly cold and damp all the way up here during the winter months, but the view is quite magnificent.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t think they use above half of it. Besides, the duke isn’t always here. And as to the view,’ Rachel added, ‘I think the land belongs to the duke as far as the eye can see.’ 
 
    Brione didn’t doubt that any more than she doubted the duke’s frequent absences from his eyrie. He had been away making a name for himself as a hero—leading from behind, in all likelihood, while others took all the risks and paid for them with their lives and reputations. 
 
    She had never set eyes on Troy Erskine, the duke in question, but had already taken him in extreme dislike, her views skewed by her husband’s ruined reputation. She had heard tales of his looks, his wealth and authority, and of him being ardently pursued by ambitious single females. In Brione’s experience, if a man possessed a title and fortune he was considered to be handsome and became a target for every ambitious matchmaker in the country even if he resembled the rear end of a horse. 
 
    ‘The remaining parts of the castle are built around the keep, which has been turned into a rather delightful garden. A place to relax and reflect.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly sounds appealing,’ Brione forced herself to say, aware that she had become introspective over the last few miles and must make a dull travelling companion. Rachel had told her that she had no quarrel with the duke and was looking forward to renewing her acquaintance with his sister. Brione should not allow her own prejudices to spoil her generous friend’s pleasures. 
 
    ‘We are here,’ Rachel added unnecessarily, as the carriage rattled to a halt at the front entrance and a small army of footmen descended upon it, ready to attend to the luggage. 
 
    Feeling nervous yet determined to discover something—anything—to prove Evan’s loyalty, Brione paused to ensure that her thick locks remained pulled tight into an unflattering bun at her nape and that no strands had escaped. She spared only a passing regret for the fact that she was obliged to hide her ordinarily riotous curls. A dark strawberry blonde, the colour was distinctive enough to make her stand out—a situation she was anxious to avoid. The brim of her bonnet was wide, concealing most of her features, but there was little she could do to also disguise her height, which was above average for a woman. She refused to resort to stooping and took pride in her deportment. Her plain black gown and the white lace cap beneath her bonnet would make her position as a maid apparent. With great good fortune those above and below stairs would accept her for what she was pretending to be and take no particular interest in her. 
 
    ‘Welcome, Rachel my dear.’ A lady who was obviously Deborah Murray, the duke’s sister and Rachel’s oldest friend, ran lightly down the steps and the two of them embraced. Deborah glanced at Brione and a momentary frown creased her brow. Since Brione had yet to open her mouth, she wondered what she had done to cause offence. ‘You have a new maid, I see.’ Brione dutifully bobbed a curtsey, which Lady Murray ignored. ‘Glanville will show her to the servants’ quarters. Come, I am sure you are gasping for a cup of tea after so long on the road.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, Deborah, Brione is my new companion.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see. Well…’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am,’ Brione said firmly, scowling at Rachel. ‘This week, I am your maid.’ 
 
    ‘This way,’ Glanville, who was presumably the butler, told Brione, frowning because she’d had the temerity to contradict her mistress. It was immediately evident to Brione that Lady Murray had no intention of treating her as an equal. That was what Brione wanted, but the rebellious side of her character despised the woman’s impoliteness. She had already decided that Lady Murray was as self-aware as her brother and wondered how Rachel, who didn’t have a pretentious bone in her body, could have taken such a woman as a friend. 
 
    Glanville subjected Brione to an exacting scrutiny that was insulting, somehow managing to look down his nose at her at the same time. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Miss Carvell,’ Brione replied, reverting to her maiden name as she followed Glanville into the castle, wondering what answers she would find inside its thick walls. 
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    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s going to be another fight,’ Adrian Vaughan said as he leaned back in his chair and propped his booted feet on a stool. He sipped at the fine cognac that Troy Erskine had just poured for him. ‘No help for it. Damned irresponsible to let Napoleon escape, if you ask me. Which no one did. Sorry,’ he added, looking away quickly when he noticed Troy’s expression close down. ‘You still think someone on our side helped the little Frog, and it must rankle. But I don’t suppose you’d tell me, even though I’m sure you must have a good idea who it was.’ 
 
    ‘I know as much as you do,’ Troy replied, sipping his own drink and frowning. ‘But I do agree, Napoleon’s going to have to be put in his place once and for all this time.’ 
 
    ‘You’d think we’d have had enough of war on both sides of the Channel. What is it about the little squirt that inspires such loyalty?’ 
 
    ‘Injured French pride, I imagine.’ Troy flapped a hand. ‘Damned if I know.’ 
 
    ‘Should we be here, enjoying ourselves at your sister’s party and looking forward to the race, while the world’s gearing itself up for another war?’ 
 
    Troy shrugged. He wasn’t ready to tell his former adjutant that he was still working for the government, attempting to discover the identity of the traitor within their ranks. ‘Not much we can do until we’re called back to arms.’ 
 
    ‘Even so.’ 
 
    ‘What are you two complaining about?’ Deborah Murray asked, sailing into the room and waving Vaughan back to his seat when he made to stand. Deborah had taken it upon herself to see them both married off to women whom she deemed suitable. So far, they had resisted all her efforts, and the house party that coincided with the race was the last opportunity she would have for a while to achieve her objective. 
 
    This year Troy had compelling reasons to ensure that his officers would be in attendance. One of them was a turncoat, and he had been charged with discovering the traitor’s identity before more damage could be done in the current delicate political climate. Troy ground his jaw in suppressed anger and frustration. Thus far, all his efforts to trap the man had failed and he was now unsure what other stratagems there were left to employ. Rumour had it that Evan Gilliard was the guilty party. Troy hadn’t had much time for the man and didn’t approve of some aspects of his behaviour, but he also found it a little too convenient that the rumours had only begun circulating after his death. 
 
    Presumably they had been started by the true culprit. 
 
    ‘Vaughan and I were attempting to come up with ways to avoid the bevy of beauties you have no doubt lined up for our inspection,’ Troy told her. 
 
    ‘Oh, that.’ Deborah flapped a hand. ‘You never show any interest, no matter whom I invite, so I don’t see what you have to complain about. You have become adept at avoiding them all. You spend all your time talking about horses and generally do precisely as you please. I am starting to despair of ever seeing either of you settled.’ 
 
    ‘But you have not given up, one assumes,’ Troy said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    ‘I shall never give up,’ Deborah replied indignantly. ‘I am your big sister, Troy Erskine—and in case you have forgotten, you are a duke with a responsibility to ensure the continuation of the family line.’ 
 
    Troy laughed and shook his head. ‘If I do ever forget, I can depend upon you to remind me.’ 
 
    ‘You can indeed. And the same applies to you, Adrian. Your family has expectations too.’ 
 
    Vaughan’s expression closed down. ‘Hardly,’ he said. ‘They have given up on me, one imagines. I sincerely hope so, anyway.’ 
 
    She blew air through her lips and appeared to be fighting a smile. Troy thought he sometimes noticed passing regret in Deb’s expression when Troy’s adjutant gently teased her, as he frequently did. But Deb had married Murray; a perfectly decent if unexciting chap, and oh so suitable. Suitability mattered to Deb more than anything else. ‘Why you are so stubborn, the pair of you, is a mystery,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Unlike this disobliging oaf,’ Vaughan said, grinning as he pointed a finger at Troy, ‘I am not my father’s heir, so I have no expectations resting on my shoulders and can do as I please.’ 
 
    ‘Gloating doesn’t become you,’ Troy said, scowling. 
 
    ‘Who have you got lined up for us this year?’ Vaughan asked, stretching up his arms and lacing his fingers behind his head. ‘Carriages have been arriving all day, so I assume there are a dozen single females at the very least.’ 
 
    ‘Of course there are. I have gone to considerable trouble to find the prettiest and most obliging girls with impeccable pedigrees, much thanks I get for it.’ 
 
    ‘You make them sound like horses,’ Troy complained. 
 
    ‘You would take considerably more interest in them if they were.’ 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly,’ Vaughan replied on behalf of them both. 
 
    ‘Stop being difficult. You know as well as I do that these things are important, and I depend upon you to be polite to them all.’ 
 
    ‘Careful.’ A slight note of warning had entered Troy’s tone. ‘I am happy for you to have your annual fun, Deb, but don’t accuse me of being impolite to your guests, because I won’t stand for it.’ 
 
    ‘Impolite is too harsh, I suppose,’ Deborah replied, ‘but you do go out of your way to avoid them, Troy. You cannot deny it.’ 
 
    ‘I have told you more often than I can recall that I will find my own wife in my own time,’ he said with exaggerated patience. ‘I indulge you with this party and you take advantage because you know my friends will be drawn by the prospect of the race. That’s all fine and good, but don’t press me too hard.’ 
 
    Deborah used the sound of yet more wheels on gravel as an excuse to look out of the window. ‘Ah, that’s Rachel’s carriage,’ she said. ‘I shall go and greet her in person. It is too long since I last saw her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised Mrs Woodley came,’ Vaughan said, after Deborah had left the room. ‘She was distraught, inconsolable when her husband lost his life.’ 
 
    ‘She and Deb are close friends. I presume that’s what persuaded her to turn out.’ 
 
    Troy stood up and strolled to the window, watching as a maid garbed in black left the carriage behind her mistress and was whisked away by Glanville to the servants’ entrance. Troy really didn’t understand why his sister felt it so necessary to stand on ceremony. The girl had just travelled a long distance in the company of her mistress, and the world wouldn’t stop turning if she was permitted to enter the castle through the front door. It was one of the many areas in which he and Deb would never agree. Deb was such a stickler for maintaining appearances.  
 
    The girl glanced towards Troy’s library window as she followed Glanville to the side of the castle. Troy inhaled sharply, thinking her delicate features, even viewed from a distance and partly obscured by the brim of her bonnet, were a thing of quite exquisite beauty. The girl paused and Troy was convinced that she had seen him, even though he stood to one side of the window, out of her direct line of sight. Glanville turned to say something to her and she carried on walking. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ he said to both Vaughan and his wolfhound, Shadow, who was dozing in front of the fire. ‘Let’s go for a ride before we’re obliged to do the pretty.’ 
 
    Shadow barked and wagged his tail. Vaughan laughed. 
 
    ‘You really are feeling doomed, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Troy didn’t respond, wondering about his unsettled frame of mind, unable to understand it. At thirty, he’d been fending off the unwanted attentions of females for over a decade. But his sixth sense told him that this year things would be different. He tried to shake off his unease, attributing it to his preoccupation with the traitor and his duty to uncover his identity. 
 
    As he mounted his spirited black stallion, Omega, whom he was confident would win this year’s race, his thoughts turned to the pretty maid he’d caught a glimpse of. He’d never seen her before, he was sure of at least that much. Hers was not the sort of face a man would easily forget, despite the fact that she was a servant and unlike others of his class, he didn’t take advantage of his domestic help. He hadn’t seen this particular woman at close quarters, but he was convinced that their paths were destined to cross, and when they did the normal rules of conduct wouldn’t apply. 
 
    He spurred Omega into a gallop as soon as they cleared the stable yard, wondering if he was losing his senses. 
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    Brione followed Glanville through a series of corridors in which they encountered a large number of servants rushing about their duties; footmen carrying valises, maids toting ewers of hot water. One or two paused to stare open-mouthed at Brione, but at a glower from Glanville they quickly reapplied themselves to their work. In offering to act as Rachel’s maid, Brione hadn’t stopped to consider that she would be exposing herself to the servants in the castle, most of whom would likely report anything untoward directly to the duke. Not that she intended to behave in a manner that would draw attention to herself, and hopefully the servants would be too busy to ply her with questions. Besides, it was already obvious to her that Glanville ran a tight ship, unlikely to allow much time for gossip or idle hands. 
 
    ‘This is the kitchen,’ Glanville said unnecessarily, leading Brione into a steaming hot room bustling with activity. Several large pots bubbled away on a range, producing tempting aromas. A few heads turned to look at her but no one stopped what they were doing. ‘I will introduce you to the people whom you will need to know when they are less busy. This is the senior servants’ dining parlour,’ he added, indicating a long refectory table visible through the open door to another room. ‘We dine early, before they eat above stairs, so that will be in about two hours’ time. I will have someone show you to your room and to the chamber that Mrs Woodley occupies. You will doubtless be wanting to unpack your mistress’s clothing before it gets creased.’ 
 
    Brione confirmed that she would and followed the footman who was summoned to show her to her sleeping quarters. 
 
    ‘Been here before?’ the young man asked, taking the valise containing Brione’s possessions. ‘I’m Joseph, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Joseph. Brione Carvell.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pleasure, miss.’ 
 
    ‘No, I haven’t been here before. I am new to Mrs Woodley’s service. How long have you worked here?’ Brione asked as she followed Joseph through a bewildering array of passages that led to a winding staircase. ‘We appear to be going round in circles,’ she remarked. 
 
    ‘It’s all turrets in this castle, miss.’ 
 
    ‘Well yes, I suppose it would be.’ 
 
    ‘This is the north turret, which houses all the servants’ quarters. It’s the smallest and has the least appealing views. Not that we get much time to stand about admiring anything; old Glanville makes sure of that. The duke’s library is on the ground floor of the south turret. Now that is something to behold.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine,’ Brione replied, panting from a climb that hadn’t made Joseph out of breath. Presumably one became accustomed to the steep and uneven steps. 
 
    They reached a door which Joseph opened, leading onto a wide corridor. 
 
    ‘These are the main guest rooms,’ Joseph told her, indicating a series of doors. Windows on the other side of the corridor gave out onto the keep that Rachel had warned her about and Brione gasped at the sight of it. 
 
    ‘Nice, ain’t it? The duke has an army of gardeners keeping it just so, and they’ve been especially busy this week in the run-up to the party.’ 
 
    ‘So I see.’ Brione paused to admire the view. Climbing plants in full bloom clung to the walls, relieving the stone of its greyness with a riot of colour. There were alcoves with seats, and a tinkling fountain took centre stage. ‘It’s delightful.’  
 
    ‘I’ve been here for four years now,’ Joseph said in answer to Brione’s earlier question as they started walking again. 
 
    ‘Is the duke a good master?’ 
 
    ‘The best. He’s fair-minded and even-tempered, for the most part. But it’s his sister, Lady Murray, who runs the house. She uses the race every year in the vain hope of getting the duke to agree to marry one of the females she invites. He hasn’t taken to any of them yet, but we all live in hope. Mr Glanville runs a book, but we’ve learned not to place wagers because he always cleans up—what with the duke being disinclined to marry, that is.’ He paused outside a door as another footman emerged from the room, having just delivered Rachel’s trunk. ‘This is Mrs Woodley’s room.’ 
 
    Brione peeped into a very pretty chamber with a far-reaching view over rolling green hills that stretched out under warm spring sunshine to a distant line on the horizon that could have been the sea. Rachel’s trunk had been placed on a stand at the end of the bed. 
 
    ‘It’s charming.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be able to find it easily enough,’ Joseph assured her, closing the door and leading the way back to the servants’ staircase hidden behind a panel a short distance away. ‘Just come down one flight and turn right.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to remember that,’ Brione smiled. 
 
    ‘You’ll soon work out the lie of the land.’ They climbed one more flight in the servants’ turret. ‘This is the female floor,’ he said, nodding towards a closed door. ‘It’s more than my position’s worth to venture in there, but you’re the second on the right. Will you be all right from here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I will be.’ She took the valise that Joseph had carried up for her. ‘Thank you for the guided tour.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure,’ he said, grinning at her. ‘Anything else you need, I’m the man to ask.’ 
 
    Joseph looked as if he would like to linger, but Brione didn’t want to become too friendly with anyone on either side of the green baize door. She was here for a reason that excluded making friends, so she thanked him again and pushed her way through the doorway that Joseph was forbidden to cross. She found her cell-like room easily enough, relieved to have it to herself. It hadn’t previously occurred to her that she might be required to share, but presumably her status as a lady’s maid had some advantages, despite the fact that the space allocated to her was miniscule. There was a single bed pushed against the wall with a tiny window high above it, a small cupboard, a table and nothing else. There was barely room for Brione to turn in a circle. 
 
    But it would suffice. 
 
    She unpacked quickly, putting away the few items of clothing she’d brought with her. She hid her precious journal containing a record of her painstaking research at the back of a drawer beneath her stockings and slipped her book of French poetry beneath her pillow. She disapproved of most things French, but made an exception in the case of Louise Labé, whose unconventional lifestyle and sonnets inspired her. 
 
    Brione removed her pelisse and bonnet. A glance in the mirror assured her that her hair had remained anchored in place. She rearranged the white lace cap, winced at the sight of her ugly gown and then retraced her steps. She found Rachel’s room with only one wrong turn, and set to work shaking out Rachel’s many gowns—far too many for one week, surely? —hanging them in the commodious wardrobe. She had almost finished when Rachel joined her. 
 
    ‘Have they given you anything to drink?’ Rachel asked. ‘You must be parched after the long journey. I should have—’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense!’ Brione had been too nervous to think about her dry throat or empty belly. ‘I will survive.’ She grinned. ‘It will be dinner time in the senior servants’ hall in less than an hour, so don’t concern yourself on my account. I’ve only seen a glimpse of the organisation below stairs but I’m full of admiration. The house runs like clockwork under the gimlet eye of that rather terrifying butler.’ 
 
    ‘I wish you’d let me have you here as my companion,’ Rachel said, flopping down in a chair. 
 
    ‘And I wish you had not tried to force my hand earlier, which I know now is what you had been planning.’ Brione sat beside Rachel and shook her head. ‘I know you mean well, but I prefer to make myself useful and repay your kindness in some small way. Besides, I don’t think your friend likes me very much.’ 
 
    ‘Deborah is actually a lovely person. She just has…well—’ 
 
    ‘Pretentions?’ 
 
    They both laughed. ‘I never knew her mother but I gather she was extremely self-aware, and her standards have no doubt been passed down to her daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Servants were required to know their place.’ Brione flashed a wry smile. ‘Her daughter has indeed followed in her footsteps, at least in that regard. However, I shall not criticise your friend. I am sure she is charming.’ And of no interest to me. 
 
    ‘There won’t be very much for you to do while you are here,’ Rachel said. ‘Will you not be bored?’ 
 
    ‘A lady’s maid’s work is never done.’ 
 
    Rachel flapped a hand. ‘I shall not have you pressing my gowns and mending my petticoats, if that is what you mean to imply. My clothing is in perfect order so your time will mostly be your own.’ 
 
    ‘And I shall take advantage of that to explore this wonderful area on foot.’ Brione briefly considered how much more she would be able to see from the back of a horse. She adored riding and was a proficient equestrian, but as a servant that was one passion she would be unable to indulge. Besides, she was not here to sightsee.  
 
    ‘I hope you are not afraid of climbing hills, in that case.’ 
 
    ‘Not in the least.’ Brione jumped to her feet. ‘Now, what do you intend to wear this evening?’ 
 
    ‘The figured silk, I think.’ 
 
    ‘A very good choice. I shall lay it out and then endeavour to find my way back to the kitchens and bring up some hot water.’ 
 
    ‘My dear, I feel so dreadfully guilty, making you work.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t. I am very happy to oblige.’ 
 
    Brione managed to find her way back downstairs and was shown to a small room where several large cauldrons were kept at boiling point, precisely so that the guests could be supplied with all the hot water they required. Brione filled a large jug, cursing beneath her breath when a few drops fell on her wrist and scalded her, and then carried her heavy cargo back up the stairs. She soon realised that it had been unwise to fill the jug to the brim since a little water slopped out with each step she took. 
 
    ‘If nothing else, I shall be as fit as a fiddle at this rate,’ she muttered, puffing as she climbed the narrow staircase. ‘Here we are,’ she said as she returned to Rachel’s room and decanted the water into a basin. 
 
    She helped Rachel into her gown and tidied her hair for her. 
 
    ‘Thank you, my dear. You do my hair far better than Annie manages.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always had a way with hair.’ 
 
    ‘Your own is lovely, so it’s easy to understand why.’ Rachel frowned. ‘I hate to see you hiding it away.’ 
 
    ‘I am not looking for attention.’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not.’ Rachel kissed Brione’s cheek. ‘Until later, my dear.’ 
 
    ‘I shall be here.’ 
 
    With Rachel perfectly turned out, Brione made her way downstairs again and joined the other senior servants in their dining hall a few moments after the appointed time. Glanville frowned at her tardiness, then bowed his head and said grace. Introductions were made as everyone took a seat, Glanville majestically at the head of the table, but Brione forgot everybody’s names almost as soon as she was told them. With over thirty people present, it was no wonder. She did, however, remember Alfred Kensley’s name when he wandered into the room dressed in full evening attire and addressed a question to Glanville, who stood rigidly to attention to answer it. 
 
    Kensley was, Brione knew, the duke’s right hand man and one of the people whom she was interested in knowing more about. He was a handsome man in his late thirties, and all the females in the room seemed keen to make an impression upon him when he tarried, settling a disturbingly probing look upon Brione. There was an air about him that was infectiously good humoured. Unlike Glanville, Kensley didn’t appear to be particularly self-aware and seemed well-inclined towards one and all. 
 
    As soon as dinner was over, Brione slipped out through a side door unnoticed. She would have liked to walk in the keep but servants, she had been told, couldn’t be seen there at this time of day. Both the drawing room and dining room had French doors that led directly onto that tranquil oasis, but she would be in trouble if she had the temerity to intrude upon the gentry at play. 
 
    Instead, without bothering to fetch a bonnet, she wandered through the old portcullis gate and took a path at random. It meandered through a meadow filled with wildflowers in bloom, their blowsy heads swaying in a light breeze. She saw lambs in an adjoining field, their bleats rising up in harmony to compete with the birdsong that rang out in the otherwise serene early evening. 
 
    She wondered if the duke knew just how fortunate he was to live in such an idyllic location, but quickly dismissed thoughts of the horrid man from her mind. It was too nice an evening to be miserable. For the first time in as long as she could recall, she had gone for more than an hour without thinking about Evan, lamenting his loss and railing against the injustice of the unfounded accusations that dogged his memory. 
 
    ‘I will start looking for answers tomorrow,’ she said, throwing back her head and speaking aloud. 
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    Alfred Kensley found reasons to tarry as the senior servants ate their dinner. He studied Mrs Woodley’s maid, as the duke had instructed him to. He could see at once why the chit had attracted his master’s attention, to say nothing of just about every man seated around the table, some of whom virtually had their jaws hanging open. Even with her hair viciously constrained beneath an unflattering cap, the shapeless gown that concealed her figure and her disinclination to talk to anyone, it was obvious to Kensley that she was one of life’s exceptional beauties. 
 
    When she couldn’t avoid speaking, her voice was low, well-modulated and cultured. Kensley chuckled to himself. Hell if he knew how the duke did it—he claimed only to have caught a brief glimpse of the romp through his library window—but he had asked Kensley to watch her—and to watch her because he was convinced she was no ordinary servant. Kensley immediately knew that he was right to suspect her. Someone had just asked her if she was acquainted with a person and she had asked to whom they referred. Servants didn’t use words like whom and she had unwittingly given herself away. 
 
    The duke was required to be constantly on his guard. There were still pockets of French renegades hidden in England, determined to damage the fabric of British society from within and weaken its position on the world stage now that Napoleon was on the march again. Gaining access to the Duke of Alford’s secrets would be a coup and great propaganda triumph. Sending a beautiful woman in the guise of a servant would be a sneaky way to go about it. Unfortunately for the Frenchies, who had clearly not done their homework, Alford never bedded servants, so there would be no tantalising pillow talk to be had. 
 
    Kensley watched Miss Carvell as dinner ended and the servants went back to their duties. Several of the men attempted to engage the beguiling young woman in private conversation, but she was having none of it, even before Glanville curtly reminded them that they had duties to attend to. She muttered an excuse, slipped through a side door and took herself outside. Kensley followed at a safe distance and watched her wandering through a meadow, apparently talking to herself. He considered joining her but decided against it. Until he had a better idea of why she was here and whom she worked for, it would be better to let her think that her presence had gone undetected. 
 
    When she turned back towards the castle, Kensley crouched down in a concealed spot as she passed within feet of him. He was obliged to withhold a sharp intake of breath when he looked up and observed that a long spiral curl the colour of treacle that reached almost to her waist had escaped from beneath her hideous cap. 
 
    He stood up again as soon as she had disappeared from view, wondering who she could possibly be, how she had come to Mrs Woodley’s notice and what business she had here. Still pondering, Kensley returned to the drawing room and joined the rest of the guests. When the meal finally came to an end, he slipped into the library and was followed a short time later by the duke. 
 
    ‘How was your dinner?’ Kensley asked, grinning. 
 
    ‘Tedious.’ The duke rolled his eyes. ‘If I hear one more breathless exclamation about the delights of this castle, I swear I shall not be responsible for my actions.’ 
 
    Kensley laughed. ‘The remedy is within your grasp. Marry one of ’em and have done with it, then the others will leave you alone.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite the solution I had in mind.’ The duke turned to the sideboard and poured brandy for them both. ‘What did you make of Mrs Woodley’s maid?’ 
 
    ‘A vision,’ Kensley replied, raising his glass by way of a salute. ‘And no more a maid than I’m a Dutch uncle.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘She’s educated. Speaks in a refined manner when she speaks at all and keeps herself distant. Can’t decide how she came to dupe Mrs Woodley though. Perhaps she’s the impoverished widow of a man who gave his life for his country.’ Kensley shrugged a meaty shoulder. ‘Anything’s possible the way the world is now.’  
 
    ‘My sister mentioned that Mrs Woodley introduced her as a new companion, which would fit with your theory, but the girl insisted that she was a lady’s maid this week, whatever she meant by that.’ 
 
    ‘If she was here as a companion, why come dressed as a maid?’ Kensley scratched his head. ‘The ladies must have agreed beforehand that Miss Carvell—that’s her name—would be discharging the duties of a maid, so why mention to your sister that she was actually her companion? Does she have a trunk full of clothes with her?’ 
 
    ‘No idea,’ the duke replied, ‘but it’s worrying. See if you can get into her room and have a look around.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. What am I looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Anything that doesn’t fit with a maid’s lifestyle. Anything that will shed light on her identity. I might be worrying needlessly, but I haven’t lost sight of the fact that my enemies come in all shapes and forms.’ 
 
    ‘As enemies go, you won’t find anything objectionable about her form,’ Kensley said with a chuckle. At a glower from the duke, he downed his drink and put his glass aside. ‘All right, all right. I’ll see what I can find in her room. I’m going.’ 
 
    ‘So too am I, I suppose,’ the duke replied. ‘I shall be missed if I don’t return to the drawing room, and I really don’t want to fall out with my sister on the first night. Let me know what you discover.’ 
 
    ‘You may depend upon it.’ 
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    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Brione returned to her tiny attic room, brushed out her hair and tied it back with a ribbon. She massaged her temple with the tips of her fingers, relieving the pressure that was not just a product of her severe hairstyle. She was living under a different sort of pressure by attempting to be something she was not, wondering how long it would be before someone realised the truth. Joseph had sent her odd looks and obviously already harboured doubts. 
 
    She settled down to read her poems for an hour, but for once their brilliance failed to soothe her. She threw the book aside with a sigh of frustration and kneeled on the bed to peer out the small window. She was rewarded with a view of the stable block roof and could just make out the form of a man striding towards the castle, looking as though he had arrived late to the party. He paused to glance up at the imposing walls and Brione sensed his hesitation. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t want to be here,’ she muttered, pressing her nose against the glass. She was intrigued by the man for reasons that escaped her, even though there wasn’t the slightest hope of making out his features from her high vantage point or guessing at his identity. Glanville appeared, they exchanged a few words, the butler conducted the new arrival into the castle and there was nothing left for her to see. She wondered if he was one of the men she suspected of creating doubts about Evan’s loyalty, which only served to increase her frustration and remind her of the hopelessness of the task she had set for herself. But what alternative did she have? 
 
    She could either attempt to prove Evan’s dedication to the crown or live the rest of her life being unfairly discriminated against, judged and found guilty without the benefit of a trial, and then ostracised. She cared little for her own sake, but she knew how much Evan’s reputation had meant to him and refused to allow it to be sullied, his heroic death trivialised, without at least making some attempt to fight back. 
 
    Sighing, she braided her hair and tucked every wisp beneath her cap. It was time to return to Rachel’s room, and she didn’t want her hair to create unnecessary attention. She made her way down the first flight of stairs and turned into the wide corridor that housed the main guest rooms. Her attention was drawn to the keep, now filled with elegantly attired people enjoying a postprandial stroll in the gardens, the sound of their cultured voices making her feel like an outsider—lonely and virtually friendless. Reminding herself that situation would endure unless she found some answers offered her fresh resolve. 
 
    Brione watched as the setting sun dipped below the horizon, its coppery hues giving way to dusty pinks and purples. She breathed deeply, transfixed by the distant skyline silhouetted against a velvety sky, thinking that she had never known such beauty, such complete and absolute peace. She forgot her myriad problems and was absorbed by the moment. Music drifted up to her from the open drawing room doors and the sound of laughter carried on the light breeze. 
 
    She was probably not supposed to be standing here, watching her betters at play, but she was anxious to identify as many of her adversaries as possible—not that she had the first idea how to go about it, since she had never actually laid eyes on any of them. 
 
    The duke was easily recognisable. He stood a little taller than the other male guests, wore an air of casual authority and appeared to be constantly surrounded by females. She couldn’t tell if their attentions were welcome or if he was indifferent to their hanging on his every word. It irritated Brione when she was obliged to concede that he struck an imposing figure. 
 
    Imposting would be a more accurate description, she thought with a disdainful sniff. But men in his privileged position could do and say anything they pleased and everyone believed them because they wanted to be included in his inner circle. To be one of the chosen elite. Evan, in comparison—her brave, highly principled, fiercely patriotic Evan—was not high born and had therefore been dispensable. He was a useful person to take the fall for the traitorous activities of whoever had betrayed his country in order to line his own pockets. That person had either gambled on the wrong side winning or had been desperate to save an ancient and penniless family from social and financial ruin. 
 
    Desperation was a possibility Brione hadn’t yet considered, she accepted, brightening as the idea took hold. If she could discover which of the duke’s fellow officers was in dun territory, she might have a better idea who the traitor was. Perhaps it was the duke himself. She continued to watch him, his thick black hair touching his shoulders and lifting in the breeze, discouraged when she was obliged to concede that it was unlikely. If he had betrayed England, he hadn’t done it for monetary considerations. Everything she had seen at his castle had been of the highest quality. But it must cost a small fortune to maintain the place and it would be a constant drain on his resources, and she hadn’t heard any mention of recent renovations being carried out. 
 
    There were other reasons why men turned against their countries, of course. Perhaps there would be some sort of evidence in the duke’s library—if not of treachery, then at least of his political leanings. She didn’t suppose that a duke would have any desire to see the order of things altered, but there was a lot of opposition to the Regent and his eventual assumption of the throne. Many saw him as an ignorant and gluttonous spendthrift; a man who would give entirely the wrong impression to the rest of the world if he was allowed to take his rightful place when the time came. A man who in his capacity as Regent had already turned England into a laughingstock. 
 
    Now that did give her something to work with! 
 
    She noticed the latecomer talking in a relaxed fashion with another gentleman. She couldn’t see their faces clearly, but when the duke joined them and they laughed at something he said to them she sensed that she was looking at the three men who most interested her. The men who were the reason for her presence in this castle. 
 
    Encouraged, she was about to move away when she sensed she was being watched. She glanced down and saw the duke now standing alone directly below her, looking upwards. His dark eyes focused on her as their gazes clashed and a slight frown creased his brow—but not, she sensed, because she wasn’t supposed to be watching the activity. 
 
    Brione was momentarily frozen in place, unsure why she seemed incapable of looking away. Her stomach lurched and her lips felt dry. The man’s enigmatic charm, she was irritated to discover, held potency even from a distance. After what seemed like minutes but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, a lady inevitably claimed his attention. The duke inclined his head in her direction, moved away with the woman on his arm and Brione’s senses were restored to her. 
 
    ‘That’s the duke.’ 
 
    Brione almost jumped out of her skin when a voice spoke in her ear. She turned to face Joseph, her heart palpitating. ‘I assumed as much. He’s hard to overlook.’ 
 
    ‘What the devil are you doing there?’ 
 
    ‘Oh heck,’ Joseph said, rolling his eyes. ‘It’s old misery guts. We’re for it now.’ 
 
    ‘Just pointing out who’s who to Miss Carvell,’ Joseph said. 
 
    ‘You know very well that you’re not supposed to loiter here gawping at your betters. I am surprised at you, Joseph. If you do not have enough duties, I can easily find you more. And as for you Miss Carvell…’ 
 
    Brione opened her mouth to protest but Joseph silenced her with a look. ‘We’ll be getting on then,’ he said, not very deferentially, and the butler scowled. 
 
    ‘You didn’t have to do that for my sake. I was the one to blame,’ Brione said as they walked away. 
 
    ‘Nah, don’t worry about it. He wouldn’t dare to scold you.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why you should have let me own up. You will never get the senior footman’s position if you keep defying him.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t get it anyway. I can’t be bothered to kowtow to the old fool.’ Joseph grinned. ‘Anyway, I’d best be getting on.’ 
 
    Her confidence undermined by the incident, Brione made her way to Rachel’s room, in urgent need of solitude to think about what had just occurred. The fire had been lit in Rachel’s absence, even though the night was warm. Brione though it an unnecessary expense. She would have preferred to throw the windows open, invite the cool evening air into the chamber and look up to count the stars. Instead she closed the curtains. She had seen how hard the servants worked, and if Glanville had ordered fires to be lit, she wouldn’t negate their efforts and risk getting them into trouble. 
 
    Her solitude did not last long. Brione barely had time to make sense of her jumbled emotions and shake out Rachel’s night attire before her friend returned to her room. 
 
    ‘Brione,’ she said, smiling. ‘I didn’t expect you to wait up for me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what ladies’ maids do. Besides, it is not so very late.’ 
 
    ‘The party will carry on for quite a few more hours, but I had had enough.’ 
 
    ‘You regret coming?’ Brione asked. 
 
    ‘No, not regret precisely.’ 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    Brione helped Rachel out of her gown, slipped her nightgown on over her chemise and then had Rachel sit at the dressing table, where she unpinned her hair and brushed it through. ‘I suppose I find society’s mores superficial after losing…’ 
 
    ‘I understand completely,’ Brione replied, touching Rachel’s shoulder. ‘But life goes on, my dear. In time you might even think about remarrying.’ 
 
    Tears flooded Rachel’s eyes. ‘Never!’ she said fiercely. 
 
    ‘There, now I have upset you, which was not my intention.’ 
 
    ‘You are only saying what I discovered for myself downstairs. I am still fairly young and known to be wealthy, which means that a number of single gentlemen assumed I would be grateful for their attentions. Naturally, I cannot abide my own company and need a strong, capable man to shoulder responsibilities that I cannot be expected to understand.’ 
 
    ‘That must have been odious for you.’ Brione braided Rachel’s hair and tied it off with a ribbon. 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t be ungrateful. As a guest, a certain degree of social intercourse is expected of me. I knew that when I accepted Deborah’s invitation.’ 
 
    ‘You have every reason in the world to feel put upon.’ Brione shuddered. ‘It’s like a cattle market down there.’ 
 
    Rachel looked amused. ‘I cannot possibly imagine what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘I am equally sure that you can.’ Brione grinned at Rachel’s look of faux surprise. ‘I watched the duke being relentlessly pursued earlier from the corridor window.’ 
 
    ‘The ladies here are not especially subtle; I agree with you there. I felt rather sorry for him, but he dealt with them charmingly, without giving any reason I could discern to imply that he had a favourite.’ 
 
    ‘Which won’t deter them,’ Brione replied. ‘They will be encouraged by their mothers to show themselves off to their best advantage. The duke will be well aware why they were invited. If he has no interest in matrimony, he should not have permitted your friend to issue the invitations. It seems…well, a waste of everyone’s time.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but then the duke is proving to be remarkably resistant to the idea of matrimony. He is not getting any younger, doesn’t have any brothers to ensure the continuation of the title and so ought to remember his duty. I know his stubbornness plays on Deborah’s mind.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, I agree with you. He is a horrible person who doesn’t realise how fortunate he is.’ 
 
    Rachel laughed as she slipped between the sheets. ‘That is not what I meant at all. In fact, I rather like him. He is intelligent and charming and can be compassionate. I encountered a gardener with only one hand the last time I was here. I wondered about that, thinking his handicap would prevent him from carrying out his duties efficiently. But it seems he was a foot soldier in the duke’s regiment. His grace knew that the man would never find employment after his hand was amputated, given that able-bodied men are struggling to find work, so he took him on himself.’ 
 
    ‘That does at least sound thoughtful,’ Brione conceded. But it was not enough for her to change her opinion of the man. One act of kindness did not a patriot make. 
 
    ‘How did you occupy your evening?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I went for a lovely stroll in a meadow full of wildflowers, then sat upstairs and read for a while.’ 
 
    ‘You ought to sit in here. I am sure it’s much more comfortable.’ 
 
    Brione smiled. ‘Don’t worry about me. I have slept in worse places. But if you have everything you need, I shall retire now.’ 
 
    ‘I do, thank you, my dear.’ 
 
    Brione leaned over and kissed Rachel’s cheek. ‘In that case, I shall see you in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Not too early. Take some time for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I shall do that. Good night.’ 
 
    The sound of music and the voices coming from below was quieter now. Brione glanced down and saw that the keep was lit with a dozen sconces. She could hear the tinkle of the water bubbling in the central fountain. There were fewer people outside and the duke was nowhere to be seen. Brione was annoyed with herself for noticing his absence, and didn’t tarry this time. Instead she made her way back to her room, smiling at one or two of the other maids whom she passed along the way, but not stopping to speak to any of them. 
 
    She entered her room, threw off her cap, and then stopped in her tracks, inhaling suspiciously. Someone had been in her room. There was a faint aroma of tobacco and a man’s cologne. Her book, which she had left open on her bed, was now sitting on the small table beside it. Brione’s heart thumped as she searched the drawer where she had hidden the precious journal that contained her thoughts and ideas about the identity of the traitor—a document that was made up from the odd comment that Evan had let slip. It was highly private and possibly libelous, and its discovery would represent the ultimate intrusion upon her privacy. She only released the breath she’d held in when she found it undisturbed. 
 
    Her knees unsteady, she sat on the edge of the uncomfortable bed before they gave way entirely, thinking the matter through in a slightly calmer state of mind. Perhaps she had placed the book on the table herself and forgotten doing so. She’d been distracted at the time, watching the latecomer’s arrival. If someone did suspect her motives, they hadn’t made a very good job of their search, she consoled herself, since her journal was not that well hidden. Perhaps it had been found and carefully replaced in an attempt to make her think she wasn’t suspected of being here under false pretences. 
 
    But why would anyone be suspicious of her, even if they weren’t convinced of her status as a maid? A lot of women from the middle classes had seen their circumstances reduced after the war deprived them of their providers. Perhaps she should invent a similar history to avoid suspicion—not that it would be a complete invention. 
 
    Brione prepared herself for bed and slid between the thin sheets, wondering if her suspicions could be explained away by one of the maids being assigned to keep the servants’ quarters tidy. If so, she could have moved the book. 
 
    But since when did maids smoke pipes and wear men’s cologne? 
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    Troy played his part, dutifully entertaining the ladies his sister had invited for his inspection. Several were pretty, one or two were vaguely amusing, but none held his attention. After the atrocities he had seen on the battlefield and which continued to plague his dreams, young girls who lacked the ability to string two intelligible sentences together and who had nothing more taxing on their minds than the latest fashions seemed somehow trivial. Troy knew he was being unreasonable. He had to marry at some stage, Deb was right about that, and he had a duty to select a lady of impeccable lineage. 
 
    Unfortunately, all the candidates beneath his roof this evening bored him rigid. He escorted Philippa Frazer into dinner because he had to escort someone, and she was the sister of his fellow officer, Sir Gregory Frazer. But Philippa had nothing to say to him that required his undivided attention, and he found his mind wandering for reasons he couldn’t explain in the direction of Mrs Woodley’s maid. 
 
    He glanced down the table at Rachel Woodley. She was elegant and literate, wealthy and attractive, but still mourning the loss of her husband. He hoped Miss Carvell, whoever she might be, was not exploiting her grief in order to enhance her own circumstances. 
 
    Thoughts of the maid who was not a maid lingered as he strolled in the keep after dinner, dogged at every turn by one female after another with questions that civility obliged him to answer. Sensing a presence, he glanced up at one point and saw the maid in question looking directly down at him. Troy felt a frisson of awareness streak through him as he held her gaze for a few long seconds, aware that this could be some sort of defining moment. Even from a distance he could make out the girl’s eyes widening, as though she was equally confused. She was challenging him, he realised, and he wanted to tell her that he was more than ready to rise to any challenge she threw his way. 
 
    Who are you? 
 
    Someone touched his arm, he instinctively turned to see who it was and when he looked up again, the maid had disappeared. 
 
    He sat through several indifferent performances on the piano and was relieved when he noticed a few of his guests choosing to retire unfashionably early. He had done more than his duty for one night, he decided, and took himself off to his library in the company of Sir Gregory Frazer, Adrian Vaughan and Robert Craig. Greg had escorted his mother and sister to the party. Robert had arrived late, alone and distracted. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen,’ Troy said. ‘Welcome to my sanctuary.’ He poured brandy and handed round the glasses. ‘Why the delay, Rob?’ 
 
    ‘Worried about being cornered by one of the females on the prowl, no doubt,’ Greg said, laughing. 
 
    ‘No need to concern myself about that. They’ve all got their hearts set on our hero here,’ Rob replied, saluting Troy with his glass. 
 
    ‘Ha!’ Troy took a healthy sip of his brandy. ‘The usual rules apply, gentlemen. This is the one room in the house where we will not be speaking about marital aspirations.’ 
 
    ‘Amen to that,’ Greg replied with feeling, raising his glass. 
 
    ‘So what did keep you, Rob?’ Troy asked, adopting a relaxed pose that was anything but relaxed. How could it be when one of these men could be even indirectly responsible for Napoleon’s escape? ‘A female towards whom you don’t harbour marital intentions, one assumes.’ Rob was very popular with the fairer sex. 
 
    ‘Nothing nearly so exciting, I regret to say. I was delayed at Whitehall.’ Rob’s expression turned sombre. ‘The damned Frenchman is on the march again, as you know, and our paymasters are getting a tad anxious.’ 
 
    ‘And they have no idea what to do about it, one assumes,’ Troy said, yawning. ‘They must be well aware that the country has no stomach for yet another scrap.’ 
 
    ‘Why the devil we gave the blighter so much leeway on Elba is beyond me,’ Vaughan said, scowling. ‘Sovereignty over the island and allowing him to retain the title of Emperor was never going to put such an ambitious man in his place.’ 
 
    ‘You think he looked upon his exile as a temporary setback?’ Troy asked. 
 
    Greg flexed a brow. ‘Well, in his situation, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘His pride was damaged, I don’t disagree with you there.’ Troy crossed one foot over his opposite thigh. ‘What do the great minds in the corridors of power have to say on the matter?’ 
 
    Rob threw back his head and grunted. ‘That depends on who you ask.’ 
 
    ‘Napoleon created a small navy and army in his first few months on Elba,’ Greg pointed out, ‘which ought to have told us something, but we were all so anxious for peace that we ignored the signs. He then developed the iron mines and constructed new roads, creating jobs and prosperity and making himself popular with the locals into the bargain. He also found the time to issue decrees on modern agricultural methods and overhaul the island’s legal and educational systems. The power that made it possible for him to improve the lot of the common man was bound to turn him into a demigod on Elba.’ 
 
    ‘You think his escape might have been masterminded by people on our side who had their own reasons for wanting him to create renewed economic upheaval?’ Troy asked, watching his friends closely as he posed such a vital question. 
 
    ‘I don’t think our spymasters have dismissed the possibility, and it would be unwise for us to do so either. Those who gambled upon Napoleon’s victory and invested all they had in that outcome won’t take defeat lying down,’ Rob said. 
 
    ‘Likely not,’ Greg agreed, yawning. ‘But I’m done in and far too tired to come up with a solution this evening.’ He stood. ‘It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen. See you in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘I’m for my bed too,’ Rob said. ‘Night, Troy.’ 
 
    Troy stayed where he was, watching his comrades, his brothers in arms, fellow spies and lifelong friends leave the room together, chatting amicably. The thought that one of them could have tipped off Napoleon’s inner circle about his proposed removal from Elba to a remote island in the Atlantic where he would be far less influential made him feel physically unwell. Napoleon getting wind of his forthcoming banishment was generally supposed to be the reason why he had fled when he did. That and news of the death of his beloved Josephine. 
 
    There had been rumblings of discontent about his activities on Elba within the corridors of power, and plans had been set in motion to move him further out of harm’s way, but only a select few people had known about them. Troy, Greg and Rob had been among their number. Troy hadn’t betrayed his country and hated the thought that Greg or Rob might have done so. That left their spymasters in Whitehall. Information leaked out of that place faster than rainwater used to seep through the old roofs of this castle before Troy had them repaired. 
 
    ‘Interesting woman,’ Kensley said, strolling into the room and interrupting Troy’s meandering thoughts. 
 
    ‘Who is?’ 
 
    ‘Miss Carvell. Her bedtime reading of choice is French poetry.’ 
 
    Troy abruptly sat forward, startling the slumbering Shadow when his feet hit the floor with a resounding thump. ‘Is it, by God?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. Louise Labé.’ 
 
    Troy flexed a brow, both worried and impressed by her choice. ‘Anything else of interest?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that enough to confirm your suspicions?’ 
 
    ‘Suspicions about what? Mrs Woodley has an educated maid, who might also be her companion in other circumstances.’ Troy was hugely disappointed to have the suspicions he’d been denying to himself confirmed. ‘Companions are ordinarily poor relations with a duty to be erudite.’ 
 
    ‘You’re defending her?’ 
 
    Troy toyed with the stem of his glass. Was that what he was doing? ‘I’m playing devil’s advocate,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Come on, guv’nor.’ Kensley plonked himself down in the chair across from Troy and stroked Shadow’s belly with the toe of his boot. ‘We both know she’s here for reasons that have nothing to do with dressing Mrs Woodley’s hair.’ 
 
    Troy thought of the way their gazes had clashed earlier, and the odd feeling that had rippled through him. He thought too of the effort it had taken him to avert his gaze, even when someone claimed his attention, and was obliged to concede the point with a nod. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ he said, leaning forward again. ‘Let’s assume she is here to spy on us.’ He paused. ‘On me most likely, so let’s make it easier for her. I am taking the gentlemen fishing in the morning and I believe my sister has a shopping expedition planned for the ladies. I assume that Miss Carvell will not accompany Mrs Woodley if she has alternative plans. It will certainly ally our suspicions if she does go with her mistress.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll create the impression that she has free access to this room?’ 
 
    ‘That’s my intention.’ Troy firmed his jaw. ‘If she is here for nefarious purposes then we need to discover what they are.’ 
 
    It would also give him the opportunity to make the lady’s acquaintance for himself, he thought. He knew that she had to be a lady. A lady who favoured French poetry and possessed the ability to beguile him, despite their not having been introduced and despite not even having seen her at close quarters. 
 
    ‘Ye gods,’ he muttered, wondering if he was finally going mad. 
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    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Brione’s mattress was lumpy, and the bed was too narrow for a comfortable night’s sleep—especially compared to the luxury she was accustomed to. Added to the swirling contradictions that made up her thoughts and her doubts about the task she had perhaps rashly set for herself, it made for a largely sleepless night. 
 
    She arose early to another fine day in prospect, and having washed in the cold water that had been set out in the corridor for all the maids to use she dressed quickly, avoiding looking at her reflection. The drab grey gown she had donned drained all the colour from her complexion, but she had not come here to worry about her appearance. Wincing as she tugged her hair into an ugly braid that she hid beneath her cap, she made her way downstairs, remembering at the last minute to use the servants’ stairs.  
 
    Going down the steep, uneven steps was more hazardous than climbing them, she already knew. She almost slipped twice and saved herself from a twisted ankle or ungainly tumble by grasping the rough rope that had been fastened to iron rings hewn into the wall at irregular intervals. 
 
    Her plans to slip outside for a quiet ramble were thwarted when she entered the kitchens and found a scene of orderly chaos. Everyone seemed to be rushing from pillar to post—more servants than she had envisaged any one person needing. But then again castles, she supposed, required even more upkeep than large estates. In any event, all the people she passed appeared to have clear ideas of what they were supposed to be doing and she felt a little guilty. Surplus to requirements. 
 
    A fraud. 
 
    Brione stood back, wondering if she would be expected to offer her services, aware that she would be more of a hindrance than a help. She would never admit it, but she hadn’t even the first idea how to make a cup of tea. Glanville cast her a bland look when he saw her, just as he seemed to see everything in his domain, but otherwise ignored her. Everyone else seemed too busy to spare her more than a passing glance. 
 
    ‘Breakfast is ready in the senior servants’ hall,’ Joseph told her as he rushed past her carrying a jug of coffee. ‘We eat when we can and take advantage of the fact that them above stairs won’t be stirring for a while yet. Well the ladies won’t, and the gents help themselves from the breakfast parlour. I have to go and stand duty up there now.’ He glanced over his shoulder at Glanville, who was scowling at him. ‘Best get along before old misery guts has something to say on the matter. I’m already in his bad books after last night and he’s not above docking a shilling from the wages of anyone he thinks ain’t pulling their weight.’ Joseph dropped his voice and winked at her. ‘If you ask me, I think he pockets the difference himself and knows that none of us would dare to squeal on him. Anyway, hope to see you later.’ 
 
    Brione returned the sentiment and wandered into the senior servants’ hall. No one sat down as they had at dinner. They made do with grabbing food as they continued with their duties. Brione hadn’t realised quite how much work a party of this nature generated, and felt appreciation for those who made it run like clockwork. She nibbled at a slice of toast and made do with a glass of milk to wash it down. Small beer didn’t appeal to her and there was nothing else on offer. Tea and coffee would be too expensive, she knew, to waste on servants, even though they probably did more to earn it than their masters ever would. 
 
    She managed to slip outside and wandered around the kitchen gardens, enjoying a respite from the frantic activity and the opportunity for a little fresh air. As a servant, she couldn’t walk in the formal gardens, nor could she wander too far in case her absence was noticed and remarked upon. 
 
    She gasped when she noticed an isolated paddock in which a magnificent black stallion pranced, tossing his head and sending his thick mane tumbling over his shoulders. Why had he been turned out alone? Presumably because it wouldn’t be safe to let him anywhere near the mares. He was the duke’s personal mount, she imagined, and the horse that she had heard talk of below stairs, upon whose back all the servants confidently expected the duke to win the annual race. 
 
    Pausing to admire the animal, Brione could quite see why. His majestic head, superb conformation and the manner in which he carried himself with elegant disregard for anything or anyone spoke of true class. He trotted along the fence line, drawn to it by her presence. 
 
    ‘Why do you allow any man to tame you?’ she asked. 
 
    The horse snorted at her, turned away at a canter and twisted his hindquarters into a massive buck. Brione laughed, filled with an irrational desire to ride the animal, despite the fact that he was clearly irascible and she would likely be thrown.  
 
    ‘No one likes a show-off,’ she admonished. 
 
    Brione moved away and wandered in the castle grounds for half an hour, during which time she managed to approach the outside of the south turret by keeping close to the castle walls. She found a path that was obviously used by the gardeners, enabling them to carry out their duties without being seen from the principal rooms. She let out a little cry of surprise when she reached what had to be the duke’s library; the room that most interested her. She touched the exterior walls. They were thick and felt cool and smooth after centuries of withstanding whatever the elements threw at them. Smooth in most places, but there were indentations that were out of place when compared to the rest of the weathered stone. 
 
    Brione glanced up, gulping as she absorbed the visual reality of the daunting task she had set herself. The place appeared impregnable, even though she would have access from the inside. Before reminding herself that she could do anything she set her mind to, a window was thrown open immediately above her head and she heard a deep voice issuing curt orders; something about fishing poles. Even if she had not been aware that the duke was arranging a fishing expedition that morning, and leaving aside the fact that she had never heard his voice, she would still have known that it was him speaking. His deep, velvety tone resonated with a combination of authority and an earthy vibrancy that made her shiver with the awakening of awareness. 
 
    ‘This is madness,’ she muttered, feeling discouraged as she flattened herself against the wall, her heart palpitating when the duke leaned out the window, almost as though he had sensed her presence and intended to ask her what business she had loitering outside his room. 
 
    She mentally berated herself. There was absolutely no way that he could have seen her, and he would not as long as she remained flattened against the cold wall. Then she glanced up and gasped. From below she caught a clear sight of his strong jaw and the dark stubble covering his chin. She could see the bottom of the scar she had heard about curling beneath that jaw and recognised an impressive strength of his will. His thick hair lifted in the breeze as he let out a long breath. She sensed his preoccupation and felt drawn to him in incomprehensible ways that both excited and infuriated her. 
 
    Brione had loved her husband deeply, had not recovered from the devastation of his loss and likely never would. She felt disloyal and completely out of charity with the duke for distracting her and causing her to forget momentarily her reason for being here. He was a handsome man who wore his authority like a second skin and she was obliged to embrace the disquieting possibility of his being untouchable. It would be best to give up and admit defeat. 
 
    Then she reminded herself that the man above her head, giving orders left and right and living in the lap of luxury, was still just that—a man like any other. Although, of course, that wasn’t strictly true. But he might only be living high on the hog because he had used Evan as a scapegoat whilst blatantly lining his own pockets by selling English secrets to the French. With such sobering thoughts running through her mind, Brione’s senses were restored to her and she felt more like herself again. 
 
    When she heard the window close, she moved away and cautiously retraced her steps. Back inside the castle, she made her way up to Rachel’s room and found her sitting up in bed. 
 
    ‘Did you ring for me?’ she asked, pulling back the curtains. ‘Sorry, I slipped out for a walk. It’s such a lovely day that I couldn’t resist.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t dream of ringing for you, my dear. You might be playing the part of a servant, but I know you are not one and refuse to treat you as such.’ 
 
    ‘It will look odd below stairs if you don’t. Brione sat on the edge of Rachel’s bed. ‘Did you sleep well?’ 
 
    ‘I did actually.’ 
 
    Brione smiled, aware that she and Rachel had both suffered from insomnia following the deaths of their husbands. ‘Then I am glad. The country air must be beneficial. Perhaps you should consider selling up in London and settling somewhere less busy. Unless, of course, you intend to embrace society again. Perhaps this gathering has refreshed your appetite for its delights.’ 
 
    Rachel flapped a hand. ‘Hardly. But I might very well sell up. I have been considering doing so for a while now, and coming here to this rural haven might just be the impetus I need to do something about it.’ 
 
    ‘Are you joining Lady Murray’s shopping expedition today?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose I should. Shall you come with me?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but no. I don’t think any of the other ladies are taking their maids. It will require too many carriages. Don’t worry about me. I shall find plenty to occupy me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t take any risks, darling,’ Rachel said, covering Brione’s hand. ‘I couldn’t bear it if I lost you too.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think infiltrators caught behind castle walls are put to the sword anymore,’ Brione replied, laughing off Rachel’s concern and pretending to be more self-assured than she actually felt. ‘Anyway, all the gentlemen are spending the day attempting to catch harmless fish. Don’t worry about me, I promise not to do anything that will embarrass you.’ Her brief exposure to the duke’s strength and character had affected her self-confidence. The desire to clear Evan’s name had helped assuage her grief and given her a purpose, but Alford’s ability to make her doubt herself annoyed her almost as much as the man himself agitated her passions. Suspecting and actively disliking him had given her a focus. He was someone to blame, and being beneath his roof ought to have strengthened her resolve in that regard. Instead, her sub-conscious wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt.  
 
    ‘How can you think I am worried for my own sake?’ Rachel squeezed Brione’s hand. ‘It’s more a case of knowing how impetuous you can be, how badly you want to prove to the world that Evan was a man of principle and a true patriot. Don’t let your suspicions blind you to the facts, darling. I know that Evan was loyal, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that the duke is the traitor. You are not acquainted with him. If you were, if you had agreed to come as my companion and I had been able to introduce you, I think you may have formed a different view.’ 
 
    ‘I promise not to jump to conclusions,’ Brione said, hugging her friend. ‘But now, if you are planning to get up, I shall go and fetch your breakfast and some hot water.’ 
 
    Resigning herself to two trips up and down the treacherous stairs, Brione went off to do precisely that. 
 
    An hour later, Rachel was turned out in a smart walking gown, her hair impeccably coiffured, and Brione waved her off. The gentlemen had left on their fishing trip a good hour before and the castle seemed unnaturally quiet, although the guest wing bustled with activity as servants took the opportunity to sweep and clean and relay fires. 
 
    Brione went downstairs and poked her head around the drawing room door. The room was enormous and very tastefully furnished, with exquisite ornaments and priceless works of art adorning the walls. Four maids were cleaning and polishing while a footman laid the fire. No one took any notice of her. The situation was the same in the formal dining room, and in all the other ground floor rooms that she glanced into. Mercifully, there was no sign of Glanville, who appeared to have eyes and ears everywhere. 
 
    Brione wandered casually towards the duke’s library, aware from her earlier external sortie of its exact location. From the inside it seemed even more extensive, occupying the entirety of the southern turret and a considerable amount of wall space on either side, she assumed, given there were no other doors leading into that part of the castle. 
 
    ‘What are you hiding in there?’ she muttered. 
 
    One or two servants bustled past, pausing to give her odd looks that reminded her that it would be unwise to linger indefinitely. Her presence would soon be noticed, and would eventually be remarked upon. If the duke realised that anyone had entered his private domain, questions would be asked and the finger of suspicion pointed her way. The desire to avoid that embarrassing possibility galvanised her into action. She moved closer to the door, pressing her ear against it in the hope that she would be able to hear if anyone was inside. The only sound to reach her was that of the servants spread over the rest of this floor going about their duties. No sound at all reached her from behind those strong oak double doors. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    Never suddenly seemed like an attractive option, but Brione didn’t lack courage and was not about to turn back from the opportunity she had created for herself. If there was the slightest possibility of finding any evidence, she would take the risk. She took a deep breath and turned the handle with an unsteady hand, thinking that if she was discovered she could pretend to be looking for a book for Rachel. It was a paltry excuse, but she knew that Rachel would support her story. Only then, to avoid causing Rachel further embarrassment, would she give up on her desperate search for the truth. 
 
    Slowly she pushed the door open, to be confronted by an empty sitting room with tall windows that gave out onto the keep. She quickly closed the door behind her and leaned against it, breathing hard. When her heart returned to a more natural rate, she took a moment to assess her surroundings. The library was on two levels. She suspected that this large room was a place where the duke came to be alone—or to plot the downfall of dispensable junior officers. That very real possibility created fresh anger and gave her the courage to continue with her reckless quest. 
 
    She glanced at the wide opening reached by a dozen steps that led into the library section of the duke’s private domain. She walked up those steps, breathless with anticipation, and found herself in a haven created to satisfy the most dedicated of bibliophiles, with books reaching from floor to ceiling on three sides. There was a large desk and a bewildering number of drawers that probably contained his private papers. Brione felt a little overwhelmed, unsure where to look first, or even what she hoped to find. This room faced the other way, she realised, and the window in the bookless wall was likely the one she had hidden beneath that morning. 
 
    ‘Now, where to start?’ she asked herself, swirling in a circle and adjuring herself to make a plan. It would be far too easy to get side-tracked by all those tempting books, but she knew that she couldn’t linger indefinitely. Someone was bound to come in at some point, if only to clean. Commodious though the two rooms were, they provided few hiding places large enough to conceal a full grown woman. ‘The drawers in his desk,’ she added decisively. ‘Anything sensitive he would keep close at hand.’ 
 
    Thus resolved, she started a methodical search. None of the drawers were locked, as presumably they would be if they contained secret documents or anything to lend a clue as to the duke’s true political leanings. Even so, she searched them all methodically, attempting to put everything back exactly as she had found it. 
 
    ‘Does the man throw nothing away?’ she demanded as she sorted quickly through estate reports dating back a decade, plans for the creation of his lake and other dull documents written in a neat spidery hand that was difficult to decipher. 
 
    ‘Bother!’ she exclaimed after an hour of fruitless searching. She stood upright and swiped the back of her hand across her forehead, feeling hot and discouraged. ‘Another half-hour and then I shall have to think of another way to expose his treachery,’ she muttered, bending to her task with renewed determination and impatiently pushing aside a long strand of hair that had escaped from her cap. She would make sure to put it back in place before she left this room but had no time to bother about it now. 
 
    ‘Find what you are looking for?’ 
 
    Brione’s heart leapt into her mouth. Bent over when the voice intruded, she banged her head on an open drawer as she stood up too quickly at the sound of the same authoritative tone she had heard earlier that morning.  
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    ‘She’s just left the kitchens and taken herself off for a wander,’ Kensley told Troy. ‘Saw her by the paddock admiring your horse.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    Troy opened his library window, wondering where the mystery woman planned to go. Her options were limited since a servant couldn’t be seen strolling about the formal grounds. He gave Kensley instructions regarding the morning’s fishing trip and then peered through the arrow loop that looked down on the gardeners’ path. Useful things, arrow slits, Troy had good reason to know. Strangers to castles didn’t stop to consider that they made excellent observation points without there being the slightest possibility of the viewer being seen. 
 
    The maid wandered into view, sticking close to the wall, clearly thinking that she was invisible. Then she muttered something to herself, touched the walls and flattened herself against them when Troy went on the offensive and leaned out the window, embracing the fresh morning air. She didn’t move but Troy realised he could hear her breathing and sense her fear and determination. She was leaning perilously close to his secret entrance but even if she noticed the slight difference in the structure of the stone, he felt assured that she would never find her way inside. 
 
    Eventually, he withdrew his head from the open window and watched through the arrow slit as she scampered back the way she had come, glancing up at his window occasionally, her mouth moving as though talking to herself. 
 
    ‘She’s got to you, ain’t she?’ Kensley remarked. 
 
    ‘I’m certainly keen to know who she is and why she’s here,’ Troy replied. ‘And I have a feeling that all will be revealed later today.’ Troy fell to momentary contemplation, but no answers presented themselves. ‘Right, come along then. I suppose we’d better get this fishing business under way.’ 
 
    Troy met with the rest of his guests and they made their way to the lake, an expansive area of water that had once formed a part of the original moat. Troy had ordered the area to be excavated and had the streams and surface water that had once served the moat diverted to fill his lake. He had introduced trout and other species of fish and the lake now abounded with an abundance of game, as well as aquatic birds and all manner of pond life. Troy was inordinately proud of this haven of tranquillity and would have enjoyed whiling the day away with his friends under ordinary circumstances. But today the circumstances were far from ordinary. 
 
    He had a potential spy to catch. 
 
    He and Kensley slipped away after an hour, Shadow living up to his name by sticking close to Troy’s heels. Their departure went unnoticed by the rest of the party, some of whom seemed less than enthusiastic about the sport and had already dozed off. 
 
    They entered the castle through the concealed door outside his library. The one that the maid, for all her inquisitiveness, had failed to notice when standing virtually next to it earlier that morning. It led directly into his private sitting room; a useful escape from and means of entry into the castle in circumstances such as today’s, when he wanted to move about unobserved. 
 
    Kensley nodded towards the library, from which the muttering of a lone female voice emanated. She would be able to see the main door from where she was, and perhaps conceal herself behind the curtains, but since they hadn’t entered by traditional means, she would have no idea they were there. 
 
    Anger radiated through Troy as he saw her rifling through his desk drawers, so instead of watching her and attempting to decide what she hoped to find, he made his presence clear. 
 
    ‘Find what you are looking for?’ he asked in an acerbic tone, planting his fists on his hips as he watched her reaction. 
 
    She leapt up like the guilty intruder that she was and bashed the back of her head hard against an open drawer. She let out a most unladylike oath that amused Troy, despite his anger, and rubbed the affected area. She was clearly disoriented and scared half out of her wits. Troy’s blistering anger dissipated faster than the mist that habitually hovered over his lake in the early mornings when she knocked her cap askew and a long, thick curl in a most unusual shade of treacle blonde threaded with gold tumbled down, falling almost to her waist. Troy shared a glance with Kensley, who shrugged, looking amused by Troy’s reaction. 
 
    ‘You’re hurt,’ Troy said. He took her by the arm, marched her from his library and into his sitting room, where he forced her into a chair. Shadow went straight up to her, which Troy found interesting. His dog was an excellent judge of character and not naturally friendly. Far from growling, he pushed his shaggy head beneath the woman’s hand. Troy watched, curious to see how she would respond. Most women of his acquaintance found Shadow’s size off-putting. Troy couldn’t explain why, but he wasn’t entirely surprised when this one didn’t follow their example. She appeared to forget her precarious position, her painful head and everything else. Her lovely face came alight with pleasure at the sight of Shadow and she gave his ears a thorough scratching. 
 
    Eventually Troy called Shadow off and the dog fell obediently to his belly at the woman’s feet. 
 
    ‘Have the goodness to tell me your name and what you thought you were doing in my private rooms,’ Troy said curtly. 
 
    ‘I…that is, I am…’ She cleared her throat and glanced at Kensley, who gave her no help at all. ‘I am Miss Carvell, Mrs Woodley’s maid,’ she eventually said, elevating her chin, ‘and I was looking for something to read.’ 
 
    Troy fixed her with a fearsome glower at complete variance to his reaction to her delicate and susceptible beauty. This woman wasn’t a spy, or a thief, or an inventive aspirant for his hand. She was urgently in need of his help and protection. He couldn’t be sure how he knew that—somehow he just did. Her voice, as Kensley had warned him to expect, was cultured and melodic. She trembled with a combination of anxiety and, judging from the fact that her highly unusual moss green eyes had darkened to the colour of laurel after a rainstorm, anger too. Why she felt the need to be angry with him when he was the aggrieved party, Troy had yet to determine. 
 
    ‘In my desk?’ he asked. ‘Has French poetry lost its appeal?’ 
 
    ‘You!’ she cried accusingly, half rising from her chair and then sinking straight back into it again. Troy was concerned about the knock to her head. It seemed she was still suffering from its effects. ‘It was you who searched my room.’ 
 
    ‘It is my room, Miss Carvell—or whoever you are. You are merely occupying it for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Yes…well—’ She lowered her head and had the grace to look a little abashed, but the anger he had noticed swirling in her remarkable eyes endured. She obviously felt entitled to be angry with him, although Troy was convinced that they had never been introduced before. Hers was a face that would be impossible to forget. 
 
    ‘You have still not told me who you are,’ Troy said, sinking into the chair across from her. ‘I am unaccustomed to asking anything twice.’ 
 
    ‘I dare say you are,’ she replied, lifting her head and tossing it defiantly. The gesture caused her cap to fall away and more of her hair tumbled down, framing her face and falling over her shoulders in a tangle of disorderly curls. Troy cleared his throat and looked away, determined not to be influenced by her physical attributes. 
 
    Most people quaked in their boots when Troy spoke to them so authoritatively, but this delectable female with her wild and vibrant beauty appeared impervious to his ire. Curling lashes cast long shadows over high cheekbones and those wide eyes shooting daggers of disapproval in his direction filled him with an irrational desire to make her smile. A flare of irritation caused her lush mouth to compress, and she continued to breathe erratically. His lip curled with answering irritation when he reacted to that beautifully sculpted, generously proportioned mouth and found himself wondering how it would feel to kiss those full, tempting lips. 
 
    Damn it, this wouldn’t do! 
 
    ‘Your name,’ he said curtly. ‘Your real name, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Gilliard,’ she said, hesitantly at first and then, lifting her chin with dignity and determination, she met and held his gaze with an expression of icy contempt. ‘Brione Gilliard.’ 
 
    Troy and Kensley exchanged an astounded look. 
 
    ‘You are Evan Gilliard’s widow?’ Troy asked. 
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    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Brione found the duke even more formidable at close quarters, and would easily be intimidated by his air of effortless consequence if she allowed it to affect her. She felt overwhelmed by his unyielding presence and acutely embarrassed to have been caught rifling through his papers. 
 
    How had they got into the room without her gaining any advance warning? Castles, she supposed, had a plethora of secret passageways. Brione found distraction from her own humiliation as she watched the sharp exchange of glances between the duke and Kensley when she gave them her real name. They appeared surprised rather than worried to find her in their midst, but that didn’t mean they were innocent, did it? 
 
    It was difficult to know when seated across from such a vital, disarming and powerful adversary, a man who could no doubt crush her like an irritating fly if he looked upon her as a danger. But at that precise moment his midnight blue eyes had softened with apparent sympathy as he evaluated her. The scar that ran down the side of his face only served to add to his roguish good looks. Brione found herself gripped by the desire to run her fingers down its length, which infuriated her. She tossed her head, determined not to be taken in by his pretence at commiseration, or overwhelmed by his intoxicating presence. Her path had crossed with that of handsome men often enough and there was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary about this one. 
 
    Except the duke was a thousand times removed from anyone she had met before. An indefinable something flowed between them as he continued to watch her, sharpening her awareness of him, as an adversary and as a man. A kernel of sensation, something unfamiliar and primitive, stirred deep within her core as their gazes duelled. His dark eyes probed as deep as a verbal question whilst he took the measure of her and she couldn’t find the strength to look away. 
 
    ‘You are supposed to be fishing,’ she said, cursing the banality of the statement she’d made in a desperate effort to dissipate the tension created by her fertile imagination. More astounded still that her thoughts had taken a sensual detour, quite without her permission. She hadn’t glanced twice at any man since Evan’s death, and it felt disloyal to be doing so now; even if she was aware that her admiration for the duke’s formidable person would at best be a one-sided affair. Any answering awareness she thought she discerned in his expression must either be the product of her own ridiculous imagination or guilt for the part he had played in Evan’s fall from grace. 
 
    Such reflections brought her to her senses and dispelled her inappropriate thoughts. She was herself again—or would be very soon. 
 
    ‘I am sorry about your husband,’ the duke said softly. ‘He was a good man.’ 
 
    Tears sprang to Brione’s eyes but she refused to let them fall just as stubbornly as she fought against being taken in by the duke’s apparently genuine words of sympathy. ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘He was.’ 
 
    ‘Which begs the obvious question—what are you doing in my house, dressed as a maid?’ 
 
    ‘How did you get back into this room?’ she asked at the same time. 
 
    ‘There is more than one entrance.’ He smiled at her, his anger apparently exhausted, and Brione immediately wished that he had remained hostile. She wanted to hold on to her own anger and her thirst for revenge. It was her crutch. It gave her life purpose, a reason to get out of bed in the mornings and fight for justice for Evan. The duke had no business treating her to a sinfully enticing smile that left her in danger of forgetting her own name. ‘I will ask you again. Why are you posing as a maid and what did you hope to find in here? If you tell me what it is, then perhaps I will be able to help you to find it, Mrs Gilliard.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ she demanded. Her fit of pique elicited a grunt of laughter from Mr Kensley, who thus far hadn’t spoken. 
 
    ‘I am generally an agreeable person.’ 
 
    ‘Evan thought so, that much I will grant you.’ The duke raised a brow at her combative tone but didn’t interrupt her flow. Mr Kensley turned a guffaw into a cough. Presumably few people spoke with such blatant disrespect to his aristocratic master, but then no one, Brione suspected, ever had greater cause to doubt his integrity. ‘My husband was a trusting man by nature. Too trusting, it transpired. He was unaware how things would turn out for him.’ Her anger had returned and she fixed the duke with a blistering glower. ‘But I know that he was guilty of nothing more than loyalty.’ She fixed the duke with a look of unbridled reproach, daring him to defy her words. 
 
    ‘You clearly hold me responsible for your husband’s death,’ he replied in a tone so soft and full of regret that Brione was obliged to lean forward in order to hear the words. ‘Which makes two of us.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap, the wind snatched from her sails. This had to be a ruse to gain her trust and deflect suspicion away from him, Brione realised, refusing to be mollified by pretended expressions of regret. It would take more than those dark eyes gazing at her with an intensity that created a taut atmosphere of shared sensibility to hoodwink her. Brione was well aware of his little game and was not about to play by his rules. She was no green miss in danger of melting when he favoured her with his momentary attention. Oh no! She was immune to his charm. 
 
    She absolutely was! 
 
    ‘Then that is one subject upon which we are in complete agreement,’ she said, tossing her head to dispel the atmosphere of heady anticipation he had effortlessly created and which she couldn’t completely ignore, hard though she tried. What was it that he wanted her to anticipate, she wondered? Not that it really signified, since he had met his match and she would not be fobbed off with excuses or anything other than a complete explanation for Evan’s downfall. 
 
    ‘Mrs Gilliard,’ the duke replied, having taken a long breath as though striving for patience, ‘as you must have been told, your husband was killed during the Six Days’ Campaign, shortly before Napoleon was beaten. He acted with extreme bravery, as did many others who perished during that campaign. I was in command of his regiment.’ He instinctively touched his scar. ‘If you blame me for surviving when so many better men than I will ever be did not,’ he added sotto voce, ‘then that is another area upon which we are in agreement.’ 
 
    Brione was a little taken aback by the sincerity in his tone. By the distant, pained expression in those dark eyes that made her suppose he must be reliving the torment of those terrible times in his mind. But, she reminded herself, this could all be a clever ploy to invoke her sympathy. The man was a master manipulator and she would be wise to reserve judgement when it came to the level of his sincerity. 
 
    ‘That is not what I meant to imply,’ she replied more acerbically than had been her intention, thinking she must look a dreadful sight in her shapeless grey gown and with her hair tangled over her shoulders and tumbling down her back. Then she berated herself for caring about her appearance. Hadn’t she already decided that she didn’t want to impress this man? Instead she wanted him to let his guard down, to be guided by his conscience—always assuming that he possessed one—and admit to what he had done once he’d witnessed the level of distress he had caused. She shook her head at her naiveté, reminding herself that if he was a traitor, he was far too powerful for her to be able to prove it and far too wily to condemn himself… 
 
    If? Did she now doubt his loyalties, or lack thereof? Was she being taken in by his smouldering gaze and persuasive charm, despite her efforts to remain immune? 
 
    ‘You have the advantage of me, Mrs Gilliard,’ the duke said softly. ‘I am at a loss to understand what brought you to my house, and more to the point why you felt the need to disguise yourself as a maid. I have asked you twice for an explanation. Please don’t make me force one from you.’ 
 
    Now he was making her angry. Anger was good. As long as she was angry, there was no room in her heart for any other feeling. ‘Are you pretending that you don’t know what is being said about Evan?’ She shared a furious glance between the two men, who in turn looked blankly at one another, and then back at her. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ the duke said softly. 
 
    Was his mystification genuine or was he seeking to learn how much she knew? Without knowing quite why, she decided to trust him with the truth. ‘The moment I returned to England to settle Evan’s affairs, I became aware of the finger-pointing, the cuts…’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Kensley asked. 
 
    ‘That is the question I asked myself then and the question I am asking you now. I continue to look for answers.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ the duke said. ‘You mentioned returning to England. Did you follow the drum? I do not recollect having the pleasure of making your acquaintance during the conflict.’ 
 
    ‘I did not. I was in Austria for the majority of the time, caring for my mother. After my father’s death, she remarried to an Austrian. After she died, Evan said it would be safer for me to remain where I was. He predicted that Napoleon’s days were numbered and planned to come and collect me when it was safe.’ She closed her eyes and swallowed down her emotions. ‘Instead, a despatch arrived informing me of his death.’ 
 
    ‘I am very sorry,’ the duke said, sounding sincere, but Brione already knew that he was adept at doling out sympathy and remained to be convinced. ‘Your husband was a hero and a personal friend of mine. He also spoke of his good fortune in having secured your affections.’ The duke paused. ‘Now that I have met you for myself, I can quite understand why he felt that way.’ 
 
    Brione looked away from him and didn’t acknowledge the hollow compliment. 
 
    ‘Why do you imagine people were cutting you?’ Kensley asked. 
 
    ‘I have not imagined it.’ Brione sat a little straighter. ‘It happened and continues to do so, and I want to know why. I have been away from England for some years, and I did nothing overseas to earn a reputation. So I wrote to one of the officers in Evan’s regiment with whom he was friendly.  His reply indicated that there had been rumours going through the regiment about someone feeding information to the French and that feelings were understandably running high as a consequence. He didn’t actually say that Evan was suspected of being the traitor, but the implication was there.’ 
 
    The duke and Kensley exchanged another of their speaking glances. Guilty consciences or genuine concern? It was difficult for Brione to be sure. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ the duke said softly. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me you weren’t aware of the rumours, your grace,’ she said. ‘I know that Evan helped you with more than just your soldierly duties.’ 
 
    The duke stood and paced the room, absently rubbing his chin as he considered her words. His expression had turned thunderous and she was a little afraid of him when he seemed so remote, so elegant and yet so dangerous, but she refused to beg his pardon or take back her words. 
 
    ‘Are you going to deny it?’ she asked, standing also and facing him with a determination born of injustice. 
 
    He regarded her for a protracted moment, his probing expression giving nothing away about the nature of his thoughts. Then he took her forearm in a gentle hold and turned her back to her chair. 
 
    ‘Sit down.’ 
 
    It wasn’t a request, and she didn’t have the strength of will to defy him over something so insignificant. With an indignant huff, she lowered herself into her chair and fixed him with a venomous look. 
 
    ‘You must have loved him very much,’ he said softly. 
 
    ‘My feelings are neither here nor there. What signifies is Evan’s reputation, and that is vitally important. I will not have his memory unfairly sullied when he served his country with distinction and gave up his life in its defence.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you come to me and ask for my help to clear his name?’ 
 
    Brione fixed the duke with a defiant look and said nothing. 
 
    ‘Ah, of course. You assume that I or one of my close circle is the traitor, and that we used Evan’s death as a convenient way to shift the blame?’ 
 
    ‘Well, didn’t you?’ 
 
    His expression turned mildly reproachful. ‘So you came here, saw how well I live and decided that you must have got it right.’ 
 
    ‘This castle must cost a fortune to maintain,’ she added, sounding defensive. 
 
    ‘You still haven’t explained how you came to be acting the part of a maid,’ the duke reminded her in a tone of exaggerated patience. 
 
    She wanted to tell him to mind his own wretched business, but if she did that then he would only appeal to Rachel for answers. If she could invoke his sympathy, there was an outside chance that he would keep her identity to himself and her one remaining friend would not be called upon to account for her part in this deception. Even so, genuinely shocked by her revelations and suspicions though the duke appeared to be, she was a long way from trusting him, or absolving him from blame. 
 
    ‘Rachel is the only friend who stood by me. She and I became close because both of our husbands were in the same regiment. She was an acquaintance of my mother’s and came to stay with us in Austria for a while. When I returned to England she wrote and asked when she could expect to see me in London. I replied telling her that she would not, and explained why. I expected her to believe the rumours about Evan that someone had ensured were circulating and cut me as well, but I underestimated her loyalty. She told me that if I did not go to stay with her then she would come to Cambridge and forcibly make me show my face in public. Innocent people, she insisted, did not hide themselves away without making themselves look guilty.’ 
 
    ‘A loyal friend indeed,’ Kensley said, apparently impressed. 
 
    ‘Oh yes. We talked for hours about people we had known in the regiment. Well, she knew many more than I did but even so, we were unable to decide who would want to besmirch Evan’s name, or why. She encouraged me to approach you, your grace, but I…well, I wasn’t sure whom to trust.’ 
 
    ‘And you still are not,’ the duke said softly. 
 
    ‘Put yourself in my position,’ she replied, refusing to be mollified or to let her guard down in the face of his persuasive manner. 
 
    ‘You came here looking for answers.’ He glanced through the archway to his desk. ‘What did you expect to find?’ 
 
    She lifted one shoulder. ‘I have absolutely no idea. Rachel received Lady Murray’s invitation to this party, which I persuaded her to accept. Just because I was turning into a recluse, there was no occasion for her to do so as well. Her maid fell ill, so…’ She spread her hands. ‘It seemed as if providence had intervened and I was supposed to come. I knew that you were Evan’s commanding officer and that some of the other senior men from the regiment are your close friends and social equals, so they were likely to be here as well.’ 
 
    ‘Even supposing that I am a traitor,’ the duke replied, seeming perfectly comfortable with the accusation, ‘why would I be foolish enough to keep anything incriminating in writing, where anyone with an inquisitive nature might find it?’ He fixed her with a mildly condemning look to emphasise his point. 
 
    ‘There are factions, I have learned, who consider the Prince Regent to be an unsuitable heir apparent. They think he lacks the intelligence to keep the country prosperous and that his weak leadership would allow Napoleon to win the war. When they saw the way the wind blew and that the coalition was gaining the upper hand, they did what they could to aid the Frenchman’s cause and keep their fortunes secure.’ 
 
    A muscle in the duke’s jaw flexed and hardened. ‘And you think I might be one such man?’ he asked. 
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    Troy wondered how this woman could at one moment invoke his sympathy and the next drive him to such extremes of anger. He seldom lost his temper, but anyone daring even to suggest he was a traitor to his country was guaranteed to achieve that ambition. But observing Brione Gilliard, with her fragile beauty and those fiery eyes shooting accusatory daggers in his direction in her determination to protect her husband’s memory and reputation, stirred up a maelstrom of very different feelings deep within his core. He watched her, with her luscious hair tumbling in disarray all over the place and felt an overwhelming urge to reach forward and run a strand through his fingers. 
 
    He had far more serious matters to consider, yet all he seemed capable of thinking about was the colour of her hair; one minute reminding him of dark treacle drizzling over plum tart and the next, when the sun streamed through the window, threaded with gold. 
 
    And red. And russet. 
 
    Trying to decide what colour dominated could drive a man demented. Her green eyes sparkled with defiance as she met his gaze and considered his question. What had his question been? Troy could scarce recall. 
 
    ‘I couldn’t afford to ignore the possibility,’ she said, lifting her chin in a haughty fashion. ‘Evan looked up to you and admired your leadership. He would have done anything you asked of him without question.’ 
 
    She looked furious when a single tear leaked from the corner of her eye and trickled down her smooth cheek. Troy somehow resisted the urge to stop it in its tracks with his forefinger and console her in the fashion that sprang instinctively to mind. The depth of his desire to provide that consolation both surprised and concerned him. Mrs Gilliard was here to find answers, not ward off unwanted advances from a man she didn’t trust. 
 
    ‘Be that as it may,’ he said in a clipped tone, pinching the bridge of his nose in frustration. ‘You have my assurance that I am a patriot and did not betray my country. Nor did I ask Evan or anyone else beneath my command to do so.’ He fixed her with a look of stark sincerity. ‘You have my word on the matter.’ 
 
    There. He had told her the truth. He absorbed the silent tension of the charged atmosphere as he awaited her response. He already knew enough of her frankness to suspect that she would have no scruples in telling him if she disbelieved his word of honour as a gentleman. If she took that course, there would be nothing he could do to help her. He would not take her into his confidence and would disregard the damage to her late husband’s reputation. 
 
    ‘Thank you, your grace. I accept your word.’ She swallowed when, after what seemed like an eternity of brittle silence that Troy had not the slightest intention of breaking, she finally spoke. ‘I am clearly mistaken, and I apologise.’ 
 
    ‘No apologies are necessary for anything other than the fact that you did not come to me with your concerns before now,’ Troy replied, releasing the breath he was unaware he’d been holding. ‘Kensley and I are aware that there was a traitor in our midst, but we had no idea that the offender had deliberately blackened your loyal husband’s name in an effort to protect his own skin.’ 
 
    ‘Cowardly in the extreme,’ Kensley said, scowling. 
 
    ‘Then we are in agreement,’ Mrs Gilliard said, ‘but how we go about exposing the offender’s identity is less obvious, especially since I am unaware of the precise nature of the secrets that were supposedly leaked.’ 
 
    ‘Sensitive particulars relating to the peace terms the coalition was prepared to offer Napoleon if he laid down his arms. We assumed he would do so, in which case the battle that claimed your husband’s life would not have been necessary, but unfortunately the powers that be failed to take the emperor’s pride into account. He couldn’t countenance the possibility of surrender and thought that the coalition’s position was weak because they were willing to offer such generous terms. He mistook their desire to save lives and return economic stability to Europe for a disinclination on England’s part to defend herself.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ She ruminated upon that revelation and then glanced up at Troy through huge, reflective eyes that were in danger of making Troy drown in their depths. Damn it, he did not need the distraction! ‘How many people would have been privy to those peace terms and in a position to pass them down the line? Presumably someone short of money who had placed his all on a French victory.’ 
 
    ‘One assumes so. As to who knew, very few on the ground. Myself and my trusted inner circle, including Kensley here.’ 
 
    ‘It weren’t me what squealed, honest!’ Kensley said in an affected tone, making them all smile and lightening the mood. ‘If it was, I wouldn’t still be running around, picking up after this one,’ he added, jerking a thumb towards Troy in his usual disrespectful manner. ‘Instead I’d be a man of means, ordering others about and living the high life.’ 
 
    ‘That would immediately make you a suspect,’ Mrs Gilliard pointed out, but she smiled as she spoke. 
 
    ‘Ah, I see what you mean. Crafty devil that I am, perhaps I’m biding my time before spending all that lovely French gold.’ 
 
    ‘You knew that I wasn’t really a maid when you saw me below stairs yesterday, didn’t you?’ Mrs Gilliard asked. 
 
    ‘I had my suspicions. You looked out of place, didn’t seem to have much idea about your duties, and your manner was far too refined.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. Well, since we are on the subject, your grace, you should be aware that the servants’ stairs are far too steep and uneven. It’s a disgrace! I am very surprised that no one has yet broken a limb on them, or worse.’ 
 
    Troy’s lips twitched. ‘Thank you for letting me know.’ 
 
    Her expression sobered and it was almost as though she regretted letting her guard down. Troy tried not to feel aggrieved because it was Kensley, with his easy-going manner and ready smile who had encouraged her to react instinctively. ‘Since you have admitted to being aware that there is a traitor in your camp, your grace,’ she said, ‘I confess to being surprised that you have done nothing about it.’ 
 
    Troy chose not to take offence at the criticism, but he saw Kensley raise a brow when he failed to chide her for her impertinence. Few people other than Kensley got away with speaking their minds to Troy. ‘The traitor could be concealed within the corridors of Whitehall,’ he pointed out. ‘That, after all, is where all the planning takes place, and although few people are privy to the final decisions made it is not impossible for those with determination and a financial incentive to find out what has been agreed and what offers are being made.’ 
 
    ‘And how would that intelligence be passed onto the French?’ 
 
    Mrs Gilliard leaned her elbow on her knee and the side of her face on her fisted hand as she posed her question, causing her hair to fall forward, partially concealing her profile. And what a delightful profile it was, Troy conceded, drinking in the sight of her and feeling himself reacting to her in a manner that none of his sister’s guests had managed to elicit. 
 
    Frown lines formed on her delicate brow and a slight flush touched her beautifully defined cheekbones as her eyes widened and her lush mouth parted, her lips shiny and moist. Troy found it increasingly difficult to tear his gaze away from her. Her small nose and delicate chin were perfectly symmetrical, as was everything else about her. He wondered how well situated Gilliard had left her, and if she knew anything about the more secret side of his life. Perhaps some creative cove had deliberately started the rumours about Gilliard’s loyalties in the hope of impressing her by as quickly making them disappear. 
 
    She was a unique woman, and well worth the effort. Troy would need to find a tactful way to ask if she had repelled any man’s persistent attentions since becoming a widow and if the rumours about Gilliard had started before or after she had done so. 
 
    ‘French agents abounded here in England, and likely still do,’ Troy replied, watching her when Shadow stirred and she instinctively bent to rub his belly. ‘But a humble foot soldier home on furlough could as easily have passed the information on.’ He spread his hands. ‘There are dozens of ways.’ 
 
    ‘And an enlisted man would be less likely to arouse suspicion,’ Kensley added. 
 
    Mrs Gilliard closed her eyes and threw back her head, sighing with discontent. ‘Then attempting to unmask the guilty party will be a hopeless endeavour.’  
 
    ‘Not necessarily,’ Troy replied, smiling at her. ‘As a matter of fact, I have been charged by the foreign secretary with doing precisely that.’ 
 
    She blinked at him. ‘You have? They don’t think it’s Evan?’ 
 
    ‘His name has not once been mentioned in my hearing, which makes me think that either someone is out to make mischief for you, or more likely the guilty party knows the net is closing and is desperate to divert suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Her eyes sparkled and a smile drenched in warmth illuminated her perfect features. ‘So Whitehall doesn’t think that Evan…’ 
 
    ‘I was frankly shocked when you spoke of it,’ Troy assured her. ‘But Kensley and I are of the opinion that the traitor could well be at this party.’ He set his jaw. ‘We have been discussing ways to draw him out.’ 
 
    ‘A member of your inner circle.’ Sympathy replaced the momentary relief that had suffused her features. ‘That will be very difficult for you.’ 
 
    ‘Save your pity for the perpetrator when I discover his identity,’ Troy replied, his expression turning to granite. 
 
    ‘It will be someone with debts, perhaps large gambling debts,’ Mrs Gilliard mused. ‘Evan told me that a lot of men gambled irresponsibly before going into battle. I suppose one cannot altogether condemn them for that. They knew their chances of returning were slim, so their reckless pursuit of pleasure is understandable.’ 
 
    ‘That or a person with a large family to support.’ 
 
    ‘Sisters or daughters to marry off,’ Mrs Gilliard suggested. ‘Perhaps you are being asked to consider marrying the daughter of a traitor, your grace?’ 
 
    Troy grunted. ‘I am not planning to marry anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I assume that Sir Gregory Frazer and Captain Craig are on your list of suspects,’ Mrs Gilliard said. ‘I mention their names only because Evan often spoke them in the same breath as he mentioned your own.’ 
 
    ‘They are two of my closest friends and I trust them both absolutely, but yes…’ Troy paused to let out a frustrated sigh. ‘They were both in a position to pass on sensitive information.’ 
 
    ‘So it has to be one of them,’ Mrs Gilliard said, tapping her fingers against her knee. 
 
    ‘It’s possible,’ Troy conceded. ‘Has either of them been to see you to pay their respects?’ 
 
    ‘No. I haven’t seen anyone from the regiment or from government circles. It felt as though no one could bear to be anywhere near me. But it has to be someone who served with Evan and who has decided to deflect blame away from himself by smearing my husband’s reputation. I cannot think of any other reason why they would have chosen him.’ 
 
    Troy glanced at Kensley. Silent communication took place between them and Kensley nodded, implying that Troy should tell her the truth. 
 
    ‘Would you care for some tea, Mrs Gilliard? It’s neglectful of me not to have asked before now.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Tea would be lovely. I’ve missed it.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t serve tea below stairs,’ Kensley said in response to Troy’s blank look. ‘It is far too costly for the servants’ consumption.’ 
 
    ‘See to it, Kensley, and bring it up yourself. I don’t want anyone to see Mrs Gilliard until we have decided what to do about her situation.’ 
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    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Brione watched Kensley leave the room, smiling in spite of herself when he turned at the last minute and winked at her. His relationship with the duke fascinated her. She knew he had acted as his grace’s batman during the conflict, but he also appeared to be a confidant and friend, trusted by the great man himself and unafraid to speak his mind. It was obvious that the duke depended upon him absolutely, confided in him and probably acted upon his advice. 
 
    She wondered what his history could be. Was he a junior member of the aristocracy, forced by circumstances to forge his own path? The matter was inconsequential and Brione knew that her mind had dwelt upon it in a subconscious attempt to ignore the fact that she was now completely alone with the disturbingly poised duke, but for a slumbering dog who was lying on its back on a hearthrug with all four feet in the air, too busy snoring to pay either of them any attention. 
 
    She had not come to his house with the intention of admiring the Duke of Alford and wondered how she could have been so easily persuaded to change her opinion of him. She had spent the time since Evan’s death blaming him for her husband’s disgrace; convinced that he had to be involved with the traitor and instrumental in besmirching Evan’s reputation. She was disgusted with herself for being so easily taken in by his charm, and furious when inappropriate feelings swamped her reason as he regarded her with an air of such concentrated speculation. 
 
    Brione would give a great deal to know what thoughts occupied his mind, hating herself for wishing that she could present a more sophisticated picture than that of a dishevelled maid. Appropriate attire would bolster her confidence and provide her with a useful disguise to hide behind. She was a bundle of nerves and conflicting emotions and doubted her own judgement, changing her mind about his true motives every two minutes. He, on the other hand, appeared to be perfectly relaxed here in his private domain; a large space that felt as though the walls had shrunk inwards and extracted most of the air from the atmosphere.  
 
    She turned away from the duke, conscious of his languorous, heavy-lidded gaze resting upon her. She couldn’t stand the scrutiny, so she stood up and paced the length of the room, muttering to herself as she pushed her tangled hair away from her face, flipping it over her shoulder. She felt ill-prepared, inadequate; no match for the commanding intellect that had effortlessly produced hero worship in the men beneath his command. Evan had never tired of singing the duke’s praises and commending his astute military brain—much good it had done her brave, doomed husband. He’d had so much to live for but had instead died a valiant death in the defence of his country. And now, someone had the temerity to besmirch his memory. 
 
    Fresh anger coursed through Brione as she reminded herself why she had come to this wretched castle. She adjured herself not to let her guard down, swirling round to glower at the duke when his deep voice interrupted her meandering thoughts. 
 
    ‘Do I make you nervous?’ 
 
    The amusement in his tone further infuriated Brione. ‘I am glad you find the situation diverting,’ she replied haughtily. 
 
    Her reaction made him laugh. ‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘I don’t find anything remotely amusing about this traitor, or the problems he has caused for you.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you smiling?’ 
 
    ‘I was admiring your courage.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ 
 
    She tossed her head, furious with herself for feeling mollified, and was again obliged to throw a long tress over her shoulder. She heard the duke clear his throat and when she turned to look at him, he was again watching her in a provocative manner. A slight frown creased his brow; almost as though he felt bemused and unsure of himself. She chased that notion away, convinced that the Duke of Alford had never known a moment’s uncertainty in his life. 
 
    ‘You should learn to accept a compliment,’ he said with a soft chuckle. 
 
    ‘I am not here to be admired,’ she replied, glancing down at her shabby gown. 
 
    ‘You are accustomed to admiration and take it in your stride, one assumes.’ 
 
    She wasn’t sure what he meant by that comment but sensed his sincerity. The fight drained out of her and she resumed her seat. ‘I don’t know about being courageous. I have hidden myself away for fear of having fingers pointed at me ever since I heard of Evan’s death and the rumours about his loyalty,’ she said with a rueful shrug. ‘I came here with no particular plans to get to the truth and managed to get caught snooping through your private papers at my first attempt to unearth evidence that may not even exist.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t,’ he said, his voice hardening. ‘Certainly not amongst my papers, at least.’ 
 
    She shook her head, aware that she had insulted him by reiterating the possibility but refrained from apologising for a second time. No one had apologised to her for the injustices she had been required to withstand. 
 
    ‘It was a mistake,’ she contented herself with saying. ‘I should not have come or attempted to do anything about the rumours. They will die down of their own accord.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but they are unjust and you won’t know a moment’s peace if you allow them to go uncontested,’ he replied, resuming his own chair and fixing her with a slow and somnolent smile that caused her to shiver with answering awareness. God in heaven, how did he manage to stir her dormant passions with a simple smile? She was still grieving—and anyway she had no interest in affairs of the heart. ‘You are as honourable as the man you married.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ She swallowed. ‘I think.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome.’ His glamorous smile lit up his rugged features and stole her breath away. ‘You really don’t make a very convincing maid,’ he added, chuckling. 
 
    ‘No one other than Rachel was supposed to see me.’ Brione threw back her head and closed her eyes. ‘You say you were tasked with uncovering the identity of the traitor. How do you plan to go about it? Can I help in any way?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, yes.’ 
 
    The door opened and Kensley rejoined them bearing a tea tray. He put it down and Shadow sat up and sniffed the air, doubtless smelling the fresh scones that were also on the tray. At the duke’s request, Brione poured for them all, placing a slice of the lemon provided in his saucer when he asked for it in place of milk. She sipped her own tea and accepted a scone, half of which she fed to the salivating dog. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ she said, putting her empty cup aside and giving the duke her full attention. 
 
    ‘It seems to me,’ the duke replied, absently stroking the line of his facial scar as he articulated his thoughts, ‘that you are the catalyst.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Brione widened her eyes and shared a glance between the two gentlemen. ‘Whatever do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I suspect his grace means that if one of the former soldiers here at this party is responsible for the rumours about your husband, as we all suppose, he will be shocked out of his apathy were he to learn of your presence.’ 
 
    ‘But I am not present.’ She spread her hands and glanced down at her drab maid’s gown. 
 
    ‘Ah, but if you were to arrive as yourself a day late…’ the duke suggested, grinning mischievously. At that moment, Brione saw him not as a powerful duke but as the young boy he had once been, playing tricks, getting into scrapes and evading punishment by deploying his charm. 
 
    ‘But I haven’t been invited, nor do I have any clothes with me if you intend to somehow alter that situation.’ 
 
    ‘I can square it with my sister so that it looks like your friend Mrs Woodley invited you to join her here and you can pretend that your arrival was delayed for some reason.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a preposterous idea,’ Brione said, flapping a dismissive hand. 
 
    ‘Do you have a better one?’ the duke asked, leaning forward and fixing her with a challenging look. 
 
    ‘Not immediately, but I am sure I will come up with something more feasible.’ 
 
    ‘Several of those who might be the guilty party were deliberately invited here,’ Kensley added in a softly persuasive tone. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Brione asked, unwilling to admit that she felt frustrated to be excluded from the drawing room and was therefore unfamiliar with the names of all the guests. 
 
    ‘Adrian Vaughan was my adjutant. You mentioned the others yourself. Sir Gregory Frazer and Robert Craig were both officers known to your husband.’ 
 
    ‘I know of them by name, but we have never been introduced.’ 
 
    ‘Then they are in for a treat,’ the duke replied softly. 
 
    Brione ignored the compliment. ‘Was Mr Vaughan responsible for your correspondence?’ 
 
    ‘Amongst other things, but he was never a party to anything of a secretive nature, I can assure you of that much.’ 
 
    ‘As far as you are aware.’ Brione drummed her fingers on her knee. ‘I don’t recall Evan mentioning his name, but I definitely think he is worthy of further investigation. What are his circumstances?’ 
 
    ‘He is the youngest of Viscount Vaughan’s three sons,’ the duke replied. ‘I have known Vaughan for years. Adrian was a few years below me at Eton. Vaughan asked me to take him under my wing when he joined the regiment, and he actually became a proficient adjutant.’ 
 
    ‘Which means he cannot possibly have traitorous leanings,’ Brione replied, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. 
 
    The duke smiled at her. ‘He never gave me any reason to question his loyalty, if that is what you mean to imply.’ He paused to send her a look of amused forbearance. ‘However, I agree with Kensley.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey, that’s a first,’ Kensley replied, making Brione smile. 
 
    The duke rolled his eyes but otherwise ignored the interruption. ‘We need to know more about Vaughan’s living arrangements since he left the army.’ 
 
    ‘He was devastated when his friend Nathan Fletcher was killed in the same battle as your husband,’ Kensley said. ‘He was never quite the same after that. You think you become accustomed to the futility of death but when it strikes close to home it’s often a different story. One cannot always remain detached. Sorry,’ he added, presumably in response to Brione’s pained expression. 
 
    ‘I recall Mr Fletcher’s name,’ she said. ‘Evan described him as an exceptionally tall gentleman with fiery red hair and an engaging personality. Evan used to joke with him about his hair being a beacon that would draw enemy fire.’ She sighed. ‘Many a true word, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘I can tell you that Vaughan is unmarried,’ the duke said, offering her an intimately sympathetic smile that she reacted to all the way down to her toes, ‘but whether he has returned to live with his brother’s family or is forging his own path, I cannot say. I am unaware if he has private funds, which is a question Kensley and I had been considering before…’ The duke smiled and spread his hands. ‘Before help came our way from an unexpected quarter.’ 
 
    ‘Did you invite your former comrades in the hope of proving that one of them is the traitor?’ Brione asked, ‘or do they always grace your drawing room?’ 
 
    ‘A little of both. My sister is always in need of unattached gentlemen to make up the numbers and she knew that the prospect of the race would assure their attendance.’ 
 
    ‘But we were as clueless as you are when it comes to deciding how to go about drawing the traitor out,’ Kensley added cheerfully. ‘Now that you’re here though, we should have more success.’ 
 
    ‘Happy to oblige,’ Brione said, biting her lip to prevent herself from laughing aloud at the thought of such an authoritative figure as the duke falling back on the wiles of a female. Then she caught herself, recalling that she had yet to be totally convinced of his innocence. This could all be an elaborate ruse to win her trust. ‘But as I say, I have no clothes with me to fit the occasion.' 
 
    ‘Have the ladies returned from their excursion yet?’ the duke asked, glancing at Kensley. 
 
    ‘Yep, a few minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘See if you can find Mrs Woodley and ask her to join us without anyone else catching on. Perhaps she will have an idea how to resolve that difficulty. Ladies, in my experience, are nothing if not inventive when it comes to their wardrobes.’ 
 
    ‘I shall see what I can do.’ Kensley stood. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Gilliard.’ 
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    Kensley went about his task in a speculative frame of mind. His employer and friend was relentlessly pursued by females of all persuasions, many of them single-minded in their determination, but he seemed impervious to their charms. Kensley recognised all his moods and realised almost immediately that he had been taken with Mrs Gilliard from the moment he caught her rifling through his private papers, despite the fact that she was dressed as a maid and that he resented her intrusion. 
 
    Kensley wasn’t entirely surprised, but he hoped that Troy’s fixation would be of a temporary nature, otherwise the boot would for once be on the other foot and the duke would be the one who would be disappointed. Anyone with eyes in their head could see that the lady was still desperately in love with her dead husband and not yet ready to return fully to the land of the living. Perhaps she never would be. He had seen more than one devoted female give up the rest of her life to the memory of a departed loved one. He hoped that the delicious Brione Gilliard would not prove to be quite that dedicated. It would be such a waste, especially since there were vital aspects of Gilliard’s life that she knew absolutely nothing about. Part of Kensley felt she deserved to know the full story, but he couldn’t be quite that cruel. 
 
    If anyone enlightened her, it would have to be Troy. 
 
    The ladies had just finished luncheon, the doors to the keep had been thrown open and some of them had wandered outside to enjoy the early afternoon sunshine. As luck would have it, Mrs Woodley proved to be one of their number, and Kensley found her standing temporarily alone. He took advantage of a situation that enabled him to approach her without drawing attention to himself. When she failed to acknowledge him, he cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘Oh, Mr Kensley, good afternoon,’ she said, looking distracted. ‘Forgive me. I was wool-gathering and did not see you there for a moment.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Woodley.’ He inclined his head, thinking not for the first time what a handsome woman she was. But Kensley would keep his opinion on that subject to himself. ‘I hope I am not intruding upon your solitary reverie.’ 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it. How can I be of service?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s convenient, the duke would appreciate a moment of your time.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, what have I done to offend him?’ she asked with a careless little laugh. 
 
    ‘Nothing, to the best of my knowledge, but he is in need of your help.’ 
 
    ‘Then by all means.’ She smiled and turned towards the drawing room, intending to quit the keep by that means. 
 
    ‘If you have no objection?’ Kensley took her elbow and led her through an archway and down the steps into the garden. Anyone who happened to notice them would simply think that they were taking a stroll. As soon as they reached the bottom of the steps, he released her arm and walked at her side, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    ‘This is intriguing.’ Mrs Woodley smiled at Kensley as he guided her around the side of the south turret in order to enter the duke’s library by a circuitous route that would avoid casual interest from those in the house. ‘I shall try not to think that you are ashamed to be seen with me.’ 
 
    ‘Quite the reverse, I assure you,’ he said softly, ‘but I know my place.’ 
 
    She laughed. ‘How very reassuring, but excuse me if I don’t believe you. I happen to know that the duke would be lost without your help and advice. Anyway, may I ask why the duke is so keen to see me? I feel persuaded that you must know.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Gilliard.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I thought as much.’ Mrs Woodley sighed. ‘Oh dear. Has she been found out? I did warn her…’  
 
    Kensley smiled. ‘She made the most unconvincing maid. I wasn’t taken in by her for a moment and I’m afraid that I warned the duke about her presence below stairs.’ 
 
    ‘I tried to tell her that she would never pull it off but she was having none of it.’ Mrs Woodley looked concerned. ‘I hope she has not thrown unfounded accusations at the duke. As I say, I tried to warn her. Does the duke want us both to leave?’ 
 
    Kensley laughed. ‘Quite the reverse, actually. Please don’t concern yourself. The duke finds your friend challenging. He is so used to people—females especially—agreeing with everything he says. Mrs Gilliard makes a refreshing change.’ 
 
    ‘Brione despises flummery and is, if anything, a little too outspoken.’ It was Mrs Woodley’s turn to chuckle. ‘Anyway, I am relieved to hear that the duke is not offended by her manner—or by my deception in bringing her here.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Gilliard seems absolutely desolated by her husband’s death and the rumours that now abound.’ 
 
    ‘Most assuredly. She was determined to hide herself away, even though such behaviour is at variance with her forthright character.’ 
 
    ‘Were you acquainted with Gilliard?’ 
 
    ‘I knew him slightly,’ she replied evasively. 
 
    ‘Tell me to mind my own business, but I get the impression that you didn’t much care for him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he was handsome and charming and apparently devoted to Brione, and I don’t for one moment think he was disloyal to the crown.’ 
 
    ‘But…?’ Kensley prompted when Mrs Woodley paused. 
 
    ‘Can I depend upon your discretion? Sorry,’ she added, flapping a hand. ‘I don’t doubt for a moment that I can. It’s just that Brione is so very dear to me, and…anyway, I heard rumours about Evan’s behaviour overseas from various members of the regiment. I have no idea if there was any truth in them, but even if I thought they were justified I would never have repeated what I heard to Brione. She was besotted with her handsome husband and wouldn’t hear a word said against him while he was alive, so I doubt whether she would countenance any criticism of his memory. Besides, what would be the point?’ Mrs Woodley spread both her hands in a supplicating gesture. ‘Especially given all the rumours of a very different nature that now abound. At least he left Brione well provided for. She won’t have any financial worries, and in time she will find love again, even though she insists otherwise.’ Mrs Woodley tutted. ‘It will be a criminal waste if she does not.’ 
 
    ‘Gilliard inherited a tidy sum upon his father’s death, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘He did. His father was a member of the upper middle classes who made a small fortune importing silk from India. Brione’s husband was not a gambling man. At least I cannot level that accusation against him, so I’m sure that the rumours about his accumulation of wealth from quarters other than his inheritance were quite simply moonshine.’ She glanced up at Kensley, her lovely face troubled. ‘I have been rather indiscreet, I think, speaking to a relative stranger so openly about such a sensitive subject.’ 
 
    ‘I am very glad you felt you could confide in me. Rest assured that what you have said won’t go any further than the duke. I’m afraid my first loyalty is to him, but he doesn’t listen to rumours or indulge in witch hunts.’ 
 
    ‘How reassuring.’ She inclined her head in gratitude. ‘Anyway, what is it that the duke wants to talk to me about?’ 
 
    ‘He will tell you what he has in mind. Here we are.’ He opened the door to the library and ushered Mrs Woodley through it ahead of him. 
 
    ‘Ah, Mrs Woodley.’ The duke rose to his feet with effortless grace and smiled. ‘Thank you for coming.’ 
 
    ‘It was hardly a request, but in any event I was happy to oblige and more than a little curious—until Mr Kensley explained that Brione was here.’ She turned and smiled at Mrs Gilliard. ‘What have you been up to?’ she asked, sitting beside her friend and taking her hand. ‘I assume you were caught.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if gentlemen aren’t where they are supposed to be, I don’t see how I can be held accountable,’ Mrs Gilliard replied waspishly. 
 
    Troy laughed. ‘Somehow I assumed I would be blamed.’ 
 
    Kensley watched her, thinking she looked flustered, and wondered what Troy had said to her while they had been alone. Did she still suspect him of being the traitor, or did she feel an instinctive attraction towards Kensley’s complex master? Kensley wasn’t well enough acquainted with her to be sure, but was content to watch the situation unfold to see what developed. And of course, he could check with Mrs Woodley if matters called for a comparison of opinions. That would most definitely be no hardship. 
 
    ‘Fishing is overrated and deadly dull,’ Troy said, more relaxed than Kensley had seen him for months. ‘I apologise if my disinterest in the sport spoiled your plans, Mrs Gilliard.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose I should apologise for invading your privacy,’ she said, not terribly graciously, but Troy inclined his head, accepting the apology as though it had been heartfelt. 
 
    Mrs Woodley shook her head as she followed the exchange and a smile graced her lovely features. ‘Shall you be sending us both home in disgrace?’ she asked Troy. 
 
    ‘Quite the contrary, I assure you. I was just now explaining to Mrs Gilliard that I have been charged by my political masters with unmasking the traitor’s identity, which is why I have invited those most likely to be guilty to this party. However, I confess to being at a loss to know how to get them to admit to their misdeeds. But now…’ His gaze lingered upon Mrs Gilliard as his words trailed off. 
 
    ‘He wants me to stay as a guest, in the hope that my identity—my being here amongst them—will unnerve the culprit. I think it a ridiculous idea.’ 
 
    Troy elevated one brow in a challenging manner. ‘More ridiculous that searching through my papers?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose…’ She studied her folded hands as her words trailed off. 
 
    ‘I think it’s an inspired suggestion,’ Mrs Woodley said, smiling at the duke and then turning that same smile upon Mrs Gilliard. ‘Why do you imagine I brought so much clothing with me? You remarked upon it, I seem to recall, but I knew before we left London that you wouldn’t pass muster as a maid for long.’ 
 
    ‘Even so,’ Mrs Gilliard gaped at her friend, ‘you could not possibly have anticipated this outcome.’ 
 
    ‘I like to be prepared for all eventualities,’ Mrs Woodley replied breezily. ‘We are a similar size, so I can easily supply you with the necessary wardrobe.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense! No one will believe—' 
 
    ‘Are you afraid, Mrs Gilliard?’ the duke asked in a mocking tone. 
 
    ‘Absolutely not!’ She tossed her head, sending hair cascading down her back in a rippling tangle of curls. The duke seemed transfixed by the sight. 
 
    ‘Prove it!’ 
 
    ‘Very well then, your grace. Lay your plans,’ she replied, responding to his challenge. ‘I am yours to command.’ 
 
    ‘What a charming prospect,’ he replied playfully. 
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    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Brione was surprised by the speed at which the duke got things done. Two hours after agreeing to her change of status from maid to unexpected guest she was seated in a curricle driven by Kensley, dressed in a smart walking gown with matching hat in autumnal shades which she was absolutely sure Rachel had never worn. 
 
    The duke’s sister had been advised of her impending arrival. Brione had no idea what she had been told or how annoyed Lady Murray would be by the disruption. Rachel insisted that her friend wouldn’t turn a hair, that she was accustomed to accommodating her brother’s sometimes odd requests without demur. Even so, she worried about the nature of her reception. But still, she reasoned, as the curricle bowled along, being looked upon as an inconvenience would be a small price to pay if the duke’s ruse was successful in drawing out the actual traitor and clearing Evan’s name. 
 
    ‘Stop worrying,’ Kensley said, keeping his focus on his team as he guided them round a rut in the road. He clearly sensed her nervousness. ‘Lady Murray knows that her brother undertakes secret work for the government and won’t turn a hair at being asked to welcome another guest. You look unrecognisable and no one will realise that you were posing as your friend’s maid.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Murray certainly will not. She didn’t spare me a second glance when I arrived as a maid. Sorry,’ Brione added belatedly, ‘I did not mean to criticise the duke’s sister. All I will say is that she seems rather self-aware.’ 
 
    ‘She is more so than Alford, but that’s just her way. She adores the duke and worries about his clandestine activities, but her bark is considerably worse than her bite.’ 
 
    ‘I shall have to take your word for it.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, as to her ignoring your arrival when you were a maid, acknowledging you would have been beneath her, but being invisible has its uses.’ Kensley chuckled. ‘Take it from one who knows.’ 
 
    ‘How long have you served the duke?’ she asked, wanting to talk about anything that would take her mind off the forthcoming confrontation with Evan’s comrades, nervous now that opportunity had unexpectedly arisen. Nervous about what she might discover, but not for her own safety. She had always felt there were aspects of Evan’s past that he’d chosen not to share with her. Not for one moment did she think he was disloyal to the crown, but there was something inherently secretive about what exactly he did in his service to the realm. She suspected that one of the gentlemen here would be able to enlighten her in that regard. 
 
    She had been curious about his reserve for all her married life but was now unsure if she actually wanted answers. 
 
    ‘Since he was a young lad. I was a frequent visitor here.’ 
 
    ‘A relation of the duke’s?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good lord no. Nothing nearly so grand, I’m afraid. My father and the previous duke were close friends. My father was an earl’s son, which meant that they moved in the same social circles. He was a younger son with a large family and little money to support it, I might add. Enough blunt was scraped up to send my brothers and me to Eton. Such things are important.’ 
 
    ‘A gentleman is not a true gentleman if he doesn’t attend one of the leading bastions of learning,’ Brione said, smiling. 
 
     ‘Quite so. Anyway, Troy was a bit lost and lonely, we hit it off and I became a sort of mentor, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘He must have found his position daunting, to say nothing of feeling lonely and isolated. I am glad he had you to turn to.’ 
 
    ‘Aye well, all these years on and we’re still rubbing along together like an old married couple.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you are a familiar sight below stairs, despite dining at the duke’s table.’ 
 
    ‘Not ordinarily. This week, Troy wanted me to listen to the talk between the men who serve our suspects. You’d be surprised what odds and ends can be picked up by that means. Not all retainers know the meaning of discretion.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well actually, I don’t. Not really. The traitor is a wily individual. He must be to have survived for so long. One assumes that he would be too cautious to take his valet into his confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Aye well, you’re likely right about that,’ Kensley replied, sighing. ‘The only anomaly I picked up on was you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Brione smiled. ‘When the duke marries, what will happen to you then?’ 
 
    ‘I dare say he’ll still have uses for me.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you will marry one day, too,’ Brione suggested, thinking of the prolonged looks he had bestowed upon Rachel earlier and the answering interest she thought she’d detected in her friend’s behaviour. Rachel claimed to have been happily married and to have no interest in repeating the experience, but Brione wasn’t deceived. She knew there had been discord in Rachel’s union, but she had never voiced her dissatisfaction when Woodley had been alive and Brione knew she wouldn’t denigrate his memory by doing so now. 
 
    Perhaps her awakening interest in Kensley would encourage her to face up to her demons. Brione would be happy to listen if the time came. 
 
    ‘I doubt there’s a woman who would put up with me,’ Kensley replied, turning his team onto the castle’s long driveway. 
 
    Brione chuckled and shook a finger at him. ‘Now you are just fishing for compliments.’ 
 
    Kensley threw back his head and laughed. ‘I am already sufficiently acquainted with your character to be aware that if that was the case I would be in for a long wait.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think this will work?’ she asked nervously as they drove though the archway that had once housed the portcullis. ‘I feel like a complete fraud. Besides, I don’t suppose the traitor will lose his nerve and admit all simply because I walk into the duke’s drawing room.’ 
 
    ‘You were a fraud as a maid,’ Kensley replied, as he drew his team to a halt at the entrance, ‘but no one could doubt that you are a lady. And as to the guilty party showing himself in his true colours, don’t worry about that. Troy will have people watching their every move.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Kensley. That is most reassuring,’ she said, lifting her chin as a footman assisted her from the conveyance, feeling concerned by her sudden fit of nerves. She vaguely recognised the man from below stairs, but thankfully there was no answering recognition in his expression.  
 
    ‘The rest of Mrs Gilliard’s luggage is coming separately,’ Kensley said, when a second footman looked bemused to find only a small valise in the conveyance’s trunk.  
 
    Rachel stood at the top of the steps alongside Lady Murray and gave Brione an affectionate hug when she reached her position. ‘I am so glad that you could finally come,’ she said, loud enough for anyone standing close by to hear. ‘I was worried that your business affairs would detain you for longer. But here you are now, and we shall have a lovely time of it. May I introduce my friend, Deborah Murray.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Murray.’ Brione offered her gloved hand which Lady Murray accepted as she subjected Brione’s person to a discreet scrutiny. ‘Thank you so very much for inviting me to your home.’ 
 
    ‘Any friend of Rachel’s is always welcome,’ Lady Murray replied with curt politeness. ‘Gladys will show you to your room.’ She indicated a hovering maid. ‘Please come down when you are ready. Tea will be served momentarily.’ 
 
    ‘You are very kind.’ 
 
    ‘Please to come this way, ma’am,’ Gladys requested. ‘I am told your maid is not with you, and so I shall be looking after you. You as well, Mrs Woodley, given that your maid took sick and had to be sent home.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. I hope whatever she caught isn’t contagious,’ Rachel said, clearly struggling to suppress a smile. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Gladys,’ Brione said at the same time. ‘I will try not to make too much extra work for you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no trouble at all, madam.’ 
 
    There was no sign of the duke, and Kensley had disappeared too, but Rachel accompanied Brione upstairs and they dismissed Gladys as soon as she pointed out Brione’s chamber. The closet had been filled with a dozen different gowns and accompanying accessories. 
 
    ‘Will you have anything left to wear yourself, Rachel?’ Brione asked, glancing at the array. 
 
    ‘Heavens, yes. Don’t worry about me.’ Rachel sat on the edge of the bed. ‘Now, tell me all about your time alone with the duke,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘Isn’t he compelling?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Brione, I have no personal interest in the duke,’ she replied, crossing her fingers behind her back because she was no longer sure if that was the case. She didn’t want to have a personal interest in him, but her heart appeared to be at variance with her brain on that particular subject. ‘I am still not completely convinced that he isn’t the traitor.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense! I never shared your view that he was, and now that I know him a little better, I am absolutely sure of his loyalty.’ 
 
    ‘If traitors were that easy to identify, they wouldn’t stay in business for long. I imagine they are selected for their ability to be convincing. If a young and handsome duke did decide that the enemy was likely to prevail, he might think it beneficial to back that enemy’s cause. After all, look around you. He has more than most to lose. And if he did change sides, his influence and authority would prevent suspicion from focusing upon him, simply because people are scared of him.’  
 
    Rachel laughed. ‘You sound as though you are trying to convince yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I do, don’t I?’ Brione sighed. ‘I don’t really suspect him, not anymore. But still, it pays to keep an open mind.’  
 
    ‘He wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble to persuade you into this ploy if he was the guilty party.’ 
 
    ‘Most likely not. He could simply have ensured that I met with an accident.’ Brione twisted her lips. ‘Either that or he could have dismissed me as an irrelevance when he caught me snooping in his library. I fully expected you to be blamed by association and for us both to be sent packing. There again, he might have invited me to join the party so that he can have someone spread rumours here about Evan’s loyalties. I honestly don’t think he would sink quite that low, so I ought to stop being so suspicious, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly you ought.’ Rachel stood. ‘If you are ready, we should go down and show our faces at tea. The single ladies will despise you when they see how lovely you are, but you should be accustomed to engendering that sort of reaction by now.’ 
 
    ‘What nonsense you talk, Rachel.’ Brione removed her bonnet and patted a few errant curls into place. ‘I shall not bother to change, unless you think I might let the side down. Thank you for the loan of this lovely gown, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Keep it. The colours compliment your hair. I knew they wouldn’t be right for me the moment I tried it on, but it had been commissioned by then, so it was too late to do anything about it.’ 
 
    Brione shook her head. ‘You spoil me.’ 
 
    ‘It is beyond time someone did.’ 
 
    The ladies left the room together and entered an already crowded drawing room, filled mostly with ladies taking tea and conversing in muted tones. There was also a smattering of gentlemen brave or desperate enough to show their faces. The gathering appeared to contain a number of young ladies keen to improve their circumstances through matrimony; all with their sights firmly set on the duke, no doubt. They looked so very young to Brione’s jaundiced eye. She glanced at an especially pretty little thing who had just brayed with laughter and wondered what possible attributes she possessed that would attract the attention of an intelligent and sophisticated man like the duke. Youth, a pretty face and the ability to give him a dozen children, she supposed, feeling rather sorry for the man who had so many expectations riding on his admittedly broad shoulders. 
 
    Brione took a moment to admire the room. It was enormous, with equally large fireplaces at each end, and she could see that the furnishings and decorations had been expensively yet tastefully selected. She had never thought of castles being comfortable places, but whoever arranged the interior of this particular room had achieved that ambition. 
 
    Well-upholstered chairs and sofas were scattered about, breaking up the cavernous room and making it seem more intimate. There was a grand pianoforte at one end and a galleried landing ran around three sides of the room. She glanced up and noticed Kensley standing in the shadows on that landing, watching. Always watching. He sent her a wink and she felt reassured as she transferred her gaze to the domed ceiling, decorated with interesting frescos that she would like to examine more closely when she had a moment. 
 
    All heads turned when Rachel and Brione’s presence was noticed and most conversations stalled. Lady Murray stepped forward. 
 
    ‘May I introduce you all to Mrs Evan Gilliard, a late arrival and a most welcome addition to our gathering.’ 
 
    Lady Murray took charge of Brione and walked her around the room, telling her the individual names of the other guests, making it appear as though she was delighted to have Brione amongst their number. But Brione sensed a well-concealed resentment in her hostess, a formality that was not evident when she conversed with Rachel, and knew that she was there under sufferance. But this was the duke’s house, and although Lady Murray and her husband were permanent residents at the castle, it was obvious to Brione that the duke was master of his domain. Brione had exchanged a few words with Murray, who seemed perfectly affable but rather dull. He appeared to be heavily involved with the preparations for the race and did not, she understood, have an estate of his own. 
 
    None of the gentlemen in the room were suspects, so they were of little interest to Brione. The unmarried ladies eyed her with a combination of curiosity and narrow-eyed resentment. Since Brione had done nothing to offend them, she was unable to account for their hostility and dismissed it as an irrelevance. The mores of polite society were a mystery to her, and she was perfectly content for matters to remain that way. If she had inadvertently given offence in some way, then so be it. 
 
    When the introductions were complete and Brione had been supplied with tea, she became separated from Rachel. A Mr Inglewood took the opportunity to engage her in conversation and she found herself trapped in a corner as he told her an elongated story about a shooting party he had recently attended. Since Brione despised the thought of killing any living creature and found nothing diverting about a beater having accidently been shot through the foot, he could not have chosen a subject less likely to impress her, if that had been his intention. 
 
    She cast her gaze around for signs of rescue and knew instinctively, without actually seeing him, that the duke had entered the room. The single ladies all perked up, which in itself was a giveaway, but there was also a change in the atmosphere. It seemed a fanciful notion, but it was undeniable that the duke brought with him an air of consequence that effortlessly dominated the room, as well as the thoughts and actions of those within it. Several people tried to attract his attention. He was polite but didn’t allow any of them to detain him as he searched the room with his gaze until it alighted upon her, trapped in the corner by the tenacious Mr Inglewood. 
 
    ‘Ah, your grace. There you are.’ The young woman with the pretty face and the braying laugh was more forward than the rest and attached herself to him, batting her lashes like a myopic owl. ‘We wondered what had become of you.’ 
 
    ‘Here you find me, Miss Frazer. I trust you enjoyed your excursion.’ 
 
    ‘How thoughtful of you to be so concerned. We had a quite delightful time. I declare the district to be perfectly delightful.’ 
 
    Brione, who overheard every word, somehow managed not to laugh. She caught the duke’s eye over the desperate girl’s head and was obliged to quickly look away before she lost all control, wondering if the duke would tell the silly chit that he was delighted to hear it. She felt rather sorry for the poor man and wondered if he had only permitted himself to be put through such torture in order to uncover the identity of the traitor, as he had led her to suppose, or if he really was on the prowl for a suitable wife. And for all her silliness, the girl who had attached herself to his side met that criteria. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, Miss Frazer,’ she heard the duke say with minimum civility. ‘Mrs Gilliard,’ he added, sweeping in front of Inglewood as though he wasn’t there. ‘How very pleasant to see you again. Welcome to my house.’ 
 
    ‘You are very kind, your grace,’ she replied, dipping a curtsey, conscious of almost every eye in the room watching them with varying degrees of interest. Miss Frazer’s eyes shot daggers of disapproval, and Brione sensed that she was about to pout. Sulking, she wanted to tell the girl, would do her cause no good whatsoever. She would be better advised to look her best, ignore the duke completely, speak intelligently on some matter or other if she could possibly manage it and wait for him to notice her. ‘Are you all right?’ he added, taking her aside. ‘I barely recognised you.’ 
 
    ‘Was that intended as a compliment?’ she asked waspishly. 
 
    ‘My manners must be at fault if you are in any doubt about the matter.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she replied, aware that it was she who had forgotten her manners and that he was too gentlemanly to make the point. ‘This has all happened too quickly and I have not had time to make the necessary adjustments. I think I preferred being a maid,’ she added, inclining her head in Inglewood’s direction. ‘You must excuse me, but I am from the middle classes and unaccustomed to the conversations that are de rigueur in your world.’ 
 
    ‘That, I can assure you, is nothing to apologise for. In fact, I rather envy you. Inglewood is the richest man in the room, which allows him to be as boring as he pleases and everyone makes allowances for his eccentricity. You can be sure that most of the matrons will have him in their sights for their daughters.’ 
 
    ‘But he’s twice their ages!’ 
 
    The duke merely shrugged. ‘But well connected and…’ 
 
    ‘Rich,’ they said together, laughing. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Miss Frazer likes me very much. She can’t seem to stop glowering. Is she Sir Gregory’s sister?’ 
 
    ‘She is.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if Sir Gregory is half as self-aware as that young madam then I definitely suspect him. The silk in Miss Frazer’s gown is the very finest quality and cost a great deal more than most of the other ensembles in this room.’ Brione clasped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh dear, there I go again, displaying my lack of breeding by talking about something as vulgar as money in your drawing room. I do apologise.’ 
 
    ‘There is absolutely no need. You can be sure it’s the subject occupying the majority of the thoughts of those supposedly better bred than you are,’ the duke replied, a cynical edge to his voice. ‘I assume you learned about silk from your husband’s father’s business.’ 
 
    ‘My own father, as a matter of fact. He was in the industry as well, although not as successful as Evan’s father. That is how I first met Evan.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you still here?’ she asked, sending him a mischievous smile. ‘I have just admitted to you that I am the daughter of a moderately successful silk merchant. I appreciate that you have a traitor to catch but even so, standards must be maintained.’ 
 
    ‘Stop tormenting me, minx! You are worth a dozen of every woman in this room.’ 
 
    ‘There is no need for false praise,’ she replied, her expression sobering. ‘Let’s concentrate upon the reasons for my being here and overlook my momentary lapse.’ 
 
    ‘I enjoy your lapses. I like it when you allow yourself to be yourself. I have more than enough of people putting on airs and pretending to be something they are not in the hope of impressing me.’  
 
    ‘You will not have to worry about that sort of thing in your dealings with me,’ she replied, thinking it important to make that point clear. ‘Where are our suspects?’ 
 
    ‘Either still fishing, hiding away in the billiards room, schooling their horses in preparation for the race or sleeping off last night’s excesses. Not many of the gentlemen show themselves at this time of day. I rarely make the effort myself.’ 
 
    ‘I can quite understand why,’ she replied, casting an eye over his bevy of admirers, most of whom looked glum because he’d failed to acknowledge a single one of them individually, other than Miss Frazer, who had forced herself upon him. Instead he had kept his attention focused on Brione. ‘It must be hard for you.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘I have a feeling that you will soon discover the same thing for yourself. You have been spared the Inglewoods of this world only because you have remained reclusive since your husband’s death. But be warned, your period of official mourning has come to an end, word of your beauty—’ 
 
    ‘More to the point, my wealth.’ 
 
    ‘And that,’ he agreed with a smile, ‘will spread, and you will be considered fair game.’ 
 
    ‘You make me sound like a deer.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘Just don’t allow this lot to deter you from our purpose.’ 
 
    ‘Should I be concerned for my safety?’ she asked, not feeling anything other than warm and breathless in the duke’s company. 
 
    ‘Not for a moment. If I am not watching over you, Kensley will be. You will never be alone. Besides, I doubt whether our suspects will…well, suspect you. They will be too busy admiring what they see.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but enough of the compliments if you don’t mind. They are both distracting and unnecessary. I am not here to be admired; merely to clear my husband’s name.’ 
 
    ‘I have not forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘When I start asking questions about their association with Evan, they might feel some concern,’ she said after a reflective pause. 
 
    ‘That is only natural. But it would appear odd if you did not ask, and we hope that your doing so will make the culprit panic and do something rash. But he will not get close enough to threaten you in any way.’ Out of the sight of the others, he briefly squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t worry. I will not take any risks with your safety.’ 
 
    ‘I am capable of taking care of myself and I am not afraid. I merely wanted to know what to expect.’ 
 
    ‘If you are not afraid then you are very foolish, and I don’t believe for one minute that you are. I haven’t known you for long, but I have already reached the conclusion that you are one of the most intelligent females of my acquaintance.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ She paused. ‘I think. Women are not supposed to be intelligent, are they? It makes gentlemen feel inadequate.’ 
 
    ‘Not this gentleman. And if you had to listen to all the drivel that I have to put up with…’ He waved a hand in the general direction of his admirers and didn’t complete the thought. ‘Anyway, you are also brave and determined, if a little headstrong and impulsive.’ 
 
    ‘How very discourteous of you to assess my character so well after such a slight acquaintance. Allow me a little mystique, your grace.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘By all means, be as mysterious as you please.’ 
 
    ‘You accuse me of being headstrong and impulsive, yet you led your regiment from the front, Evan told me.’ Brione had doubted it and repeatedly told herself it must be untrue. Having met the duke, she had already amended her opinion in that regard.’ That, I believe, is unusual for a man of your stature.’ 
 
    ‘And the only way to ensure complete loyalty in one’s troops. I never asked any of them to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Evan said.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t act on impulse, but on sound military intelligence and strategy. I assessed all the possible scenarios before risking the lives of the men beneath my command.’ He glanced away from her, his expression remote. ‘Not always successfully, as you have good reason to know. I am surprised you are willing to talk to me.’ 
 
    ‘If anyone is to blame for Evan’s death then it’s that horrible little Frenchman, not you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for saying so, but it will take a long time for my conscience to feel clear and for the recollections to fade. Perhaps neither will ever happen.’ His eyes clouded with pain. ‘Anyway, as I say, I don’t ordinarily step into this room at this time of day. I came to ensure that you weren’t being eaten alive, but I can see that I don’t need to concern myself. You are more than capable of deflecting the spite of a few jealous and very silly girls.’ 
 
    ‘Jealous?’ She raised both brows in a gesture of genuine surprise. ‘Why ever should they be jealous of me?’ 
 
    The duke smiled and shook his head. ‘For a clever person you are sometimes rather dense, which is to your credit. However, you must excuse me. I look forward to seeing you at dinner.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, go by all means. I dare say that glorious stallion I met this morning is anxious to blow off some steam.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get anywhere near Omega without being bitten?’ he asked, looking surprised. ‘He does not possess a calm temperament.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t allow me to actually touch him, but he did snort at me. Does that count?’ 
 
    The duke laughed as he walked away. ‘It’s more than he does for me,’ he said. 
 
    Brione watched him go, feeling a little breathless and confused by his conflicting statements. She withstood the glowers now openly sent her way by the younger set. Several put their heads together to gossip, casting her assessing looks as they did so. It seemed that she had unwittingly collected a few enemies on her first afternoon, and it was all the duke’s fault for making it seem as though he favoured her! Ye gods, social intercourse was far more complex than she had realised. 
 
    She wandered around the room, avoiding the gentlemen and ignoring the curious glances sent her way by the matrons, and perched on a chair beside Rachel’s. Her friend, at least, was pleased to see her and looked up with a smile, breaking off her conversation with another lady, who excused herself. 
 
    ‘You have well and truly set the cat amongst the pigeons,’ Rachel said, grinning and then glancing at the still gossiping young women. 
 
    ‘Not intentionally. I am too old for all this nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I quite agree. Five and twenty is positively ancient.’ 
 
    ‘You and I both know why the duke made a point of singling me out.’ 
 
    ‘Well anyway, my dear, I think that will do for now.’ Rachel put her empty cup aside. ‘If you have had enough enjoyment then I suggest we go up, rest and then ready ourselves for this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly,’ Brione said, smiling as she linked her arm through Rachel’s and they left the room side by side. 
 
    As they ascended the stairs, Brione wondered what the gossipmongers in that elegant drawing room would be saying about her. Then she told herself that she really didn’t care what anyone thought of her. 
 
    With the possible exception of one person. 
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    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Troy had only just returned to his library when Kensley joined him. 
 
    ‘The ladies have gone up to their rooms,’ he said, flopping down into a chair. ‘They will be safe enough for now.’ 
 
    ‘I hope this works,’ Troy replied, leaning back in his own chair and letting out a frustrated sigh. ‘Not sure I like the idea of Mrs Gilliard putting herself at risk while we sit back doing nothing.’ 
 
    Kensley chuckled. ‘And her idea of coming here and breaking into your library was a better one?’ 
 
    Troy rolled his eyes. ‘There is that. Still, it shows a level of determination that one cannot help but admire.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all you admire about her?’ Kensley asked irreverently. 
 
    ‘Don’t be any more of an ass than usual, if you can possibly avoid it,’ Troy replied impatiently. ‘The lady is still grieving the loss of her husband.’ 
 
    ‘And that will stop the barracudas from making inappropriate advances?’ Kensley eyed Troy with open cynicism. ‘She’s not only beautiful but wealthy too. You know as well as I do that she will be inundated with attention.’ 
 
    Troy scowled at a picture on the opposite wall as though he bore it a grudge. ‘I dare say she’s accustomed to fending off unwanted advances.’ 
 
    Troy sounded more assured than he actually felt. Despite having been married, there was a refreshing naiveté about Mrs Gilliard that both fascinated and worried him. Females in possession of her vibrant beauty were accustomed to being admired, knew their own worth and exuded self-confidence. Mrs Gilliard seemed blind to her appearance. Even when dressed as a maid and making no effort to impress she…well, impressed. 
 
    ‘Anyway, she’s the best chance we have at getting to the truth. I’m being put under pressure by our lords and masters to ferret out the bad apple, and I don’t like failing. To be frank, she’s manna from heaven. I’m loth to admit that you and I didn’t have much of an idea how to tempt the traitor into revealing his hand before she came along. But now, with all the suspects under the same roof with Mrs Gilliard, we will never have a better opportunity. And at least here at the castle we can keep Mrs Gilliard in our sights and step in if anyone tries to threaten her.’ 
 
    ‘They’re more likely to ravish her,’ Kensley said, chuckling. 
 
    ‘The devil they are!’  
 
    ‘You’re worrying unnecessarily. We won’t allow any harm to come to Mrs Gilliard—unless she takes a liking to one of our suspects, that is,’ he added, watching Troy closely for a reaction, but this time Troy was ready for his mischief, kept his features impassive and failed to oblige him. ‘I’ve seen you far cooler in much more dangerous situations. What’s changed, I wonder.’ 
 
    Troy grunted. ‘A woman taking all the chances. It don’t seem right.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to do with the attractive attributes of the lady in question, one assumes.’ 
 
    ‘One assumes too much,’ Troy retorted, throwing Kensley’s words back at him and earning an amused chuckle for his trouble. 
 
    ‘Look, Troy, use that legendary brain of yours, if it hasn’t turned to mulch since returning to England and being obliged to endure all the drivel spouted by females keen to impress you with their…well, drivel. Brione Gilliard is determined to clear her husband’s memory of all suspicion, and that determination drives her. She loved the scoundrel; heaven alone knows why, but there you have it, and she will find no peace until she gets some answers.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Let’s hope she doesn’t figure out what we already know about her paragon of virtue, in that case.’ 
 
    ‘Aside from that, you and I both know that her being here will be enough to spook the guilty party, hopefully into indiscretion. But what if he holds his nerve? It’s a distinct possibility since the blighter’s a cool customer. He’s had to be to have survived all this time.’ 
 
    ‘There will be other opportunities if she fails. We both know that there will be more fighting. We haven’t seen the last of Napoleon, so whoever the annoying little man had recruited to pass on our secrets, his services will again be in demand. If our man has gambled his all on a French victory, then he’ll have to step up to the mark. And since we have now whittled down the number of suspects, we will be better prepared.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope so.’ 
 
    ‘We could, if necessary, put out some false information, I suppose,’ Troy mused. ‘I’ll suggest it to Liverpool if this doesn’t work.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Woodley has heard whispers about Gilliard’s chequered past,’ Kensley said, taking their conversation on a detour as he stood to pour whisky for them both. 
 
    ‘Has she indeed?’ Troy accepted his glass and raised a brow in amusement. ‘Told you that, did she? I wasn’t aware that you were so well acquainted with the lady that she would talk of such personal matters.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know me,’ Kensley replied cheerfully. ‘People like me because I’m a highly likeable chap, and they take me into their confidence far too easily.’ 
 
    Troy chuckled. ‘I’m perfectly sure that they do. Bear in mind that although Gilliard was a wealthy man, he had a lot of additional expenses that his wife knew nothing about. If he wanted to continue in that vein, the financial burden would have been considerable.’ 
 
    ‘You think he might have been the traitor,’ Kensley said slowly, ‘despite the assurances you gave his widow to the contrary.’ Kensley looked concerned as he rubbed his jaw. ‘We discussed the possibility before but you seemed unconvinced at the time. The leak of secrets did stop at about the time Gilliard met his maker, there’s no getting around that, and taken in conjunction with his additional expenses…’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if his widow would be so convinced of his innocence if she was in possession of all the facts.’ Troy kicked moodily at the corner of a rug. ‘Damn! I hope it wasn’t him in some respects. It would be convenient to blame him, but I’m damned if I’ll do so without proof. That is, after all, just what she believes the real traitor has done. Anyway, do we know what’s happened to his Portuguese interests since his death? How are they being financed?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. Not sure if I can find out either, not with the way things stand.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. It was just a thought.’ 
 
    A tap at the door preceded Troy’s sister bustling through it. He sighed, having expected both the visit and a demand for an explanation. 
 
    ‘Who is this Mrs Gilliard?’ she demanded. ‘Everyone is talking about her and I have to pretend to know her, even though I have never set eyes on her before. I hope you have not fixed your…’ 
 
    Troy cut off her words with an impatient dash of one arm. ‘She’s the widow of one of the officers beneath my command, which is all you need to tell people,’ he replied, draining the last of his whisky in one swallow. ‘I have a specific reason for wanting her here which has nothing to do with my matrimonial aspirations.’ He paused. ‘Or lack thereof,’ he added sotto voce. 
 
    ‘She has spoiled everything,’ Deborah said. ‘She is far too attractive for her own good and leaves the rest of us ladies in the shade. But still, my friend Rachel Woodley is devoted to her and so I suppose I will have to tolerate her.’ 
 
    ‘How has she spoiled things?’ 
 
    ‘Your singling her out earlier has upset everyone.’ 
 
    Troy drew in a sharp breath, striving for patience. ‘I am sorry if I have failed to dance to your tune, Deb.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, when do you ever, wretch of a brother?’ 
 
    They both laughed, easing the tension. 
 
    ‘Rest assured that my interest in Mrs Gilliard does not run in the direction that you appear to believe.’ Troy failed to add that she had attracted his attention in ways that none of the silly misses occupying his drawing room were ever likely to manage, but that was his cross to bear in solitude. She was also still in love with a ghost. A ghost who could possibly be a traitor to his country. A man who was definitely not the paragon that she appeared to think, but it would be cruel to disillusion her in that regard. Her memories were precious to her and Troy wouldn’t snatch them away. 
 
    ‘I should hope not. Her father, I gather, was a silk merchant.’ 
 
    ‘You have something against silk?’ Troy asked innocently. 
 
    ‘You know very well what I mean, Troy Erskine. I am sure Mrs Gilliard is perfectly amiable, and one cannot help but have sympathy for her circumstances. Even so, her background precludes a permanent connection to this family. I know standards are more relaxed nowadays but even so, there are limits. It isn’t as if you need her fortune.’ Deb paused and flexed a brow in casual enquiry. ‘Is it? I know this place costs a fortune to run and your coffers are not bottomless.’ 
 
    Troy glowered at her and Deborah wisely stopped speaking. ‘We have had this discussion before and it has become tedious. I have other things on my mind than matrimony, but I have not forgotten my obligations in that regard either. I hope that will satisfy you, Deb, and that I can depend upon you to show Mrs Gilliard every courtesy. Where you lead, others will follow. I don’t want her to be ostracised by the rest of the ladies.’ 
 
    ‘I have already told you that you can. In spite of everything, I rather like the storm that her appearance has created. I dare say that the moment the rest of the gentlemen set eyes on her she will be inundated with attentions. Anyway, I hope I am never impolite to our guests.’ 
 
    ‘You are not, but I need you to project the image of being delighted with Mrs Gilliard. I have a good reason for asking,’ Troy added when Deb opened her mouth, presumably to request an explanation. ‘And I wouldn’t suggest it otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, very well, but when this is all over and the woman has left the castle, I hope you will satisfy my curiosity and tell me what this is all about. I have heard a whisper or two about her late husband.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of whisper?’ Kensley had been following the discussion without making any contribution to the siblings’ mild disagreement. He sent Deb a startled look and broke his silence. 
 
    ‘Oh, you know, the usual. That he was handsome and reckless and died a hero’s death. Such a terrible waste. A very wealthy man. As I say, one cannot help feeling sorry for his widow. Rachel tells me this is the first time that she has shown her face in society, even though she has been out of mourning for some months. Why she chose to come in the first place as Rachel’s maid is another matter, but I suppose it’s all to do with your mysterious work for the government, and that you wouldn’t tell me even if I bothered to ask.’ 
 
    ‘Which you will find a way to do anyway,’ Troy said with a smile. His sister, his only sibling, was the greatest possible fun when she wasn’t trying to marry him off to some mindless ninny or other. He kissed her brow and turned her towards the door. ‘But you know that I cannot tell you. Now go and get changed. Time’s getting on.’ 
 
    ‘Your Mrs Gilliard has spoiled my numbers so I hope you will be dining at table this evening, Alfie, rather than gallivanting around in my brother’s service, as you so often do,’ she said, glancing at Kensley. 
 
    ‘How can I refuse such a delightful invitation?’ he asked, smiling to take the sting out of the rebuke. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t mind me. Sorry. No offence meant. You are always a welcome addition to any table.’ 
 
    ‘You make me sound like the main course.’ 
 
    ‘I have heard some of the ladies talk of you in such terms,’ Deb said, laughing as she left the room. 
 
    ‘Come on then,’ Troy said, standing. ‘I suppose we had better change as well and report for duty.’ 
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    Gladys proved to be a very proficient lady’s maid, cheerful and obliging, even though she told Brione that ordinarily she was employed at the castle as an upstairs maid. 
 
    ‘You are wasted in that capacity,’ Brione told her. 
 
    ‘It’s kind of you to say so, ma’am,’ Gladys replied as her nimble fingers twisted Brione’s hair into a flattering style. ‘Unfortunately, there’s not much call for ladies’ maids here at the castle. Lady Murray has her own, and until the duke marries there are no other ladies here for me to serve. That’s why I’m enjoying this opportunity so much. Even when he does marry—the duke that is,’ Gladys added, pouting, ‘I dare say that his duchess will bring her own maid with her.’ 
 
    ‘You never know.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t suppose he will select anyone who isn’t already surrounded by servants whom she is accustomed to. Ladies are that particular about their hair and don’t like changes. I used to work for a lady in a big house close by, but she died and they had no further need for my services. I was lucky to get a position here.’ 
 
    ‘Is the duke a good master?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t see anything of him. It’s Lady Murray who runs the place, and she is firm but fair.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    Brione glanced in the mirror as Gladys continued to work wonders with her hair, piling it behind her head and securing it in place with a small plume that accompanied the apricot silk evening gown with a silver-spangled overskirt and low cut bodice that she had elected to wear. Gladys left long spiral curls dancing around Brione’s face, falling to her bare shoulders. 
 
    It was a long time since Brione had dressed to impress. Not that she intended to do so now. There was no one in this castle—definitely not a disturbingly poised duke with a dark penetrating gaze that made her feel as though he could see into her soul—whom she wished to attract. Looking her best was important because it gave her the confidence to undertake the daunting task that she had set for herself. 
 
    Yes, that was definitely the only thing that mattered to her. Even so, thoughts of the duke had caused her pulse to race a little faster. She waited until it returned to a more regular rate and then felt guilty for allowing her passions to be stirred by anything other than memories of her late husband. A husband with whom she had not spent nearly enough time before the devastation of war had taken him from her forever. 
 
    ‘There we are, ma’am.’ Gladys stood back, comb in hand, admiring her handiwork. ‘Is that to your satisfaction?’ 
 
    ‘It exceeds my expectations, Gladys. Thank you. You are a miracle worker.’ 
 
    The girl flushed at the praise. Brione wasn’t sure if their paths had crossed below stairs during her brief sojourn as a maid but was pleased to see no recognition in the girl’s eyes. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s easy enough with hair as thick as yours, ma’am.’ 
 
    Brione stood and examined herself in the long glass, turning sideways to ensure that the fall of her borrowed gown didn’t let her down. She was gratified to observe that the silk clung to her form, showing off her figure without being too revealing. 
 
    ‘You had best take a shawl, ma’am,’ Gladys said, picking up the garment that matched the gown. ‘I dare say you will want to stroll in the keep after dinner and it can still be chilly at this time of year.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. I shall.’ Brione draped the shawl over her arms. 
 
    ‘Mrs Woodley is ready. I did her first. She said to kindly call for her when I had finished.’ 
 
    ‘Then that is what I shall do. Thank you for your help, Gladys.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a pleasure, ma’am,’ Gladys said, bobbing a curtsey and opening the door for Brione. 
 
    ‘Well, I must say,’ Rachel said, glancing up and smiling at Brione when she entered her room. ‘I think it safe to assume that no one will recognise you as my former maid.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for the loan of the gown. I am sure it is one of your best and I could have made do with something far less glamorous.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense! I am ashamed to say that I have more clothes than I know what to do with and I am happy to see you wearing a few of them. I shall try not to be offended because they look a great deal better on you than they do on me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure about that, but I am grateful nonetheless.’ She sighed. ‘I shall have to see this thing through now, and an expensive gown works wonders for my self-esteem.’ 
 
    ‘Are you having second thoughts? If so, tell me at once. We can make an excuse and leave immediately.’ 
 
    ‘The fact of the matter is that I have been totally focused on getting to the truth,’ Brione said pensively, ‘but now that I have the opportunity, what shall I do if I don’t like what I learn?’ 
 
    ‘Dearest, surely you are not questioning Evan’s loyalty?’ Rachel asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘No, of course not, but there was something on his mind that he wouldn’t share with me, I am absolutely sure of it. And now I shall never have the opportunity to ask him what it might have been.’ Brione sighed. ‘Take no notice of me! I am probably seeing shadows where none exist. It’s the anticipation getting to me, I dare say. The moment we join the rest of the guests I shall be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, let us do so.’ 
 
    The ladies made their way down the stairs and heard voices raised in cultured conversation coming from the open doors to the drawing room. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ Rachel asked, squeezing Brione’s arm. 
 
    Brione took a deep, fortifying breath. ‘As much as I ever will be.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. You will be a sensation.’ Rachel chuckled. ‘And give all those silly gooses making cow eyes at the duke a run for their money.’ 
 
    ‘Rachel!’ 
 
    Laughing, Brione felt the tension drain out of her as they entered the drawing room. Lady Murray glided up to them before they had been noticed by anyone else. 
 
    ‘I shall introduce Mrs Gilliard to those she has not already met, Rachel.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Deb.’ Rachel squeezed Brione’s arm once again. ‘I shall see you again in a few minutes, if the gentlemen allow me to get anywhere near you.’ 
 
    Brione shook her head at Rachel, then smiled at her hostess, surprised by her friendly overtures. The lady of the house had not been pleased to have Brione foisted upon her and had made her displeasure apparent up until now in small ways. But if she was willing to offer an olive branch, Brione was more than ready to grasp it. 
 
    ‘I apologise once again for being such a nuisance,’ Brione said as Lady Murray led her towards a group of gentlemen standing at the side of the room, all of whom paused their conversation to watch them approach. 
 
    ‘Your presence is guaranteed to enhance our little gathering,’ Lady Murray replied, smiling. 
 
    Brione didn’t seek clarification on that point and instead glanced around, amused by Lady Murray’s idea of a little gathering. There had to be forty people in the room. She sensed the same degree of resentment emanating from many of the young ladies as she had experienced earlier, and from their chaperones too. She pretended not to notice but did glance up when she felt a heavy gaze focused upon her from across the room. The duke stood in the middle of a bevy of females, but he was watching her rather than listening to whatever they were saying to him. He smiled the slow, somnolent smile that played havoc with her equilibrium as he momentarily held her gaze. She inclined her head in acknowledgement before returning her attention to Lady Murray as they reached the quartet of gentlemen at the side of the room. 
 
    Presentations were made and the gentlemen all seemed gratifyingly keen to make her acquaintance. Sir Gregory Frazer proved to be the only one of them to interest her, and she allowed him to draw her into private conversation. 
 
    ‘I was a comrade of your late husband’s, Mrs Gilliard,’ he told her. ‘His was a great loss. A finer man and soldier I never knew.’ 
 
    Brione felt tears swamp her eyes but refused to let them fall. She must become accustomed to such acclaim, even if she was unsure whether Sir Gregory was being sincere. She thanked him, taking stock of the man himself as she did so. He was short, far shorter than the duke, and in danger of developing a paunch. His manner was pleasant, his looks unremarkable. She was aware that he had conducted his sister and mother to this gathering but was unsure if the man himself was married. She realised now that she ought to have asked the duke for more particulars about the suspects’ personal circumstances—but had she done so, her conversation might have seemed less spontaneous. Besides, it would be interesting to see how each of them projected himself. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Sir Gregory,’ she said in a composed tone. ‘Evan mentioned your name on more than one occasion, so I am especially pleased to make your acquaintance. I depend upon you to tell me everything you know about him that I do not.’ 
 
    ‘The pleasure, dear madam, is entirely mine.’ He beamed at her in a gracious manner. ‘But as to revealing Gilliard’s secrets…’ He shook his head, smiling benevolently. ‘You cannot ask a gentleman to betray a friend and comrade in arms.’ 
 
    ‘Now you have definitely aroused my curiosity.’ 
 
    ‘I am jesting, ma’am. To the best of my knowledge, Gilliard had no dark secrets. Besides, if I knew about them, they would no longer be secret.’ 
 
    ‘Very true.’ Brione was unsure what to make of the man. He was either pleasantly inoffensive or the best actor who had ever crossed her path. She reminded herself that the traitor had to possess the ability to appear…well, inoffensive and above suspicion, otherwise he would have been caught long since. She vowed not to let her guard down. ‘I believe I made your sister’s acquaintance earlier. A charming girl.’ 
 
    ‘The silliest chit that ever lived,’ he replied cheerfully, putting his empty glass aside and taking two from a footman’s tray as he passed them, handing one to Brione. They were full of champagne, but it was not the bubbles that made her sneeze. It was the footman, Joseph, sending her curious looks as though he knew her from somewhere, which obviously he did. Botheration! Hopefully, if he placed her, he would keep his suspicions to himself. ‘But then, young gels nowadays are so very liberated. The mater is run ragged trying to keep up with her.’ 
 
    ‘You are being too strict, I am absolutely sure of it,’ Brione replied, but having seen the manner in which Miss Frazer had so brazenly attempted to monopolise the duke that afternoon, she wasn’t sure of any such thing. ‘Young girls require some freedom. Do you reside in this county?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. I have a small estate in Wiltshire. The ladies are for spending the season in London but I’m not so sure I like that idea.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Frazer is probably keen to enjoy her share of society.’ 
 
    Sir Gregory rolled his eyes. ‘An expensive way to have fun,’ he said, clearly regretting the words as soon as they left his lips. He was attempting to impress her and would hardly achieve that ambition if he came across as being parsimonious. 
 
    Others joined them and Brione got her first glimpse of Robert Craig. He was a more attractive man, with kind eyes, a sweep of thick fair hair and a ready smile. Dinner was announced at that moment and Brione noticed Sir Gregory frown when Captain Craig offered her his arm. She smiled at Sir Gregory as she accepted the captain’s escort. She noticed the duke offer his arm to one of his admirers; not Miss Frazer, who looked very disappointed. 
 
    Brione was delighted to see Rachel making her way to table on Mr Kensley’s arm. They were laughing about something, and Brione knew that her friend would enjoy herself this evening. She was glad for her sake and hoped that the attentions of an attractive gentleman would bring Rachel out of herself. It was beyond time that she moved on with her life. Rachel would return that sentiment in respect of Brione, but their circumstances were very different. Brione could not, would not know any peace until she cleared Evan’s name. 
 
    ‘I am very sorry that I didn’t have the pleasure of making your acquaintance while we were overseas fighting that impertinent Frenchman,’ Captain Craig said, having helped Brione to settle herself and then taken the chair at her side. ‘He spoke of you often. I gather you were in Europe at the time.’ 
 
    ‘I was in Austria caring for my ailing mother. I had hoped to follow the drum once her time came, but Evan said it would be too dangerous. I failed to see why and we quarrelled about the matter. It was almost as though he was ashamed of me.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly!’ 
 
    Brione picked up her soup spoon and smiled at her amiable dinner companion. ‘It wasn’t as though I would be on the frontline. I pointed that out to Evan but he was overprotective and wouldn’t hear of it.’ She sighed. ‘Now I shall never disagree with him over anything ever again.’ 
 
    Captain Craig looked uncomfortable, as though she had said something that he wanted to disagree with but was prevented from doing so by good manners. ‘He was one of many excellent men who made the ultimate sacrifice in that wretched campaign,’ he contented himself with saying. ‘Our regiment was more fortunate than most. We had a colonel who possessed a sharp military brain and knew what he was doing.’ He glanced down the table at the duke with almost puppy-like adoration. ‘Others did not and experienced far greater losses as a consequence. Not that that will be any comfort to you, but still…’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ She smiled at him, sensing his unease. ‘But we will not talk about such gloomy affairs on such a fine evening. Tell me, Captain, are you a frequent visitor to this castle?’ 
 
    ‘I have been invited several times. The duke likes to see the faces of some of his former officers and we can none of us resist the lure of the race.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, men and horses.’ She smiled. ‘Shall you compete?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, but I doubt whether my mount will best that fine stallion of the duke’s.’ He paused to sip at his wine. Joseph stood on the other side of the room, awaiting instructions from Glanville to remove the soup plates. He kept looking at Brione, obviously trying to decide where he knew her from, and Brione found his attention unsettling. ‘One forms a camaraderie with one’s men in battle situations. It is a great leveller, but then I don’t suppose you need me to tell you that. Oh dear, I apologise. We have strayed onto the subject of the war again. Hardly a suitable topic of conversation to engage a lady in, especially one who is still mourning her loss.’ 
 
    Brione smiled. ‘It’s inevitable, I suppose, given the circumstances. Tell me, Captain, are you here only for the sport or did you come with the intention of finding yourself a wife?’ she asked with a mischievous smile. ‘I ask because it seems to be the sole intention of all the unmarried ladies I have spoken with to snare themselves an affluent husband. I am sure you know that and it would be a brave gentleman who accepted Lady Murray’s invitation unless he was prepared for exposure to their machinations.’ 
 
    Captain Craig laughed in an easy, relaxed manner. ‘I rather suspect that they are all here in the hope of tempting his grace,’ he said in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘The rest of us are invisible. Really, if I didn’t admire him quite so much, I would be obliged to resent him. The wretched man has it all. Looks, wealth and an exalted position in society. Frankly, I am surprised that he has evaded the matchmakers for as long as he has.’ 
 
    ‘You do yourself a disservice, Captain,’ she said. ‘I am sure you have a very great deal to offer a lady.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a proposal, Mrs Gilliard?’ he asked with a whimsical smile. 
 
    ‘Good heavens, no! I don’t have the least intention of taking the plunge again myself. In my situation as a widow though, I have no objection to interfering in the matrimonial affairs of others.’ 
 
    ‘Alas, I am a younger son without prospects, forced to work for a living, so I must somehow resist the charms of the ladies at this gathering.’ 
 
    ‘How shocking!’ Brione enjoyed his irreverent company and found herself laughing with increasing frequency. She ignored the heavy weight of the duke’s frowns when his gaze rested upon her from his position at the head of the table. She hadn’t directly looked at him once since taking up her place halfway down, but noticed in the periphery of her vision just how little attention he bestowed upon the ladies on either side of him and how much of it he focused upon her. ‘I myself come from the middle classes, so I don’t suppose I have any right to be shocked really,’ she added. ‘In fact, I rather wonder what I am doing amongst such august company.’ 
 
    ‘Enhancing it,’ Captain Craig replied gallantly. 
 
    ‘You are too kind.’ 
 
    The meal continued without her dinner partner again referring to the war, or to Brione’s circumstances. He admitted to being short of blunt, appeared to enjoy her company and wasn’t disturbed to find her there. Neither had Sir Gregory been, which was discouraging. She had only briefly been introduced to the third man who interested her. Adrian Vaughan, the duke’s adjutant, had been seated across from her and a little further down the table. She had sensed him frequently looking her way as well. He seemed interested in her, although he also appeared to be unruffled by her presence. She would make a point of crossing his path later to see what he had to say for himself. 
 
    As things stood, she had discovered that Captain Craig’s financial position required him to work for a living, and that Sir Gregory, who had attempted to flirt with her, was anxious to know her better. Neither one of them had done anything to arouse her suspicions. How to draw them out? An idea had occurred to her, but she would need to discuss it with the duke before she put it into play. 
 
    She stood with the rest of the ladies when the meal came to an end and thanked Captain Craig for his company when he helped her with her chair. She returned to the drawing room in a reflective frame of mind, feeling disheartened yet still determined. 
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    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Troy resumed his chair when the last of the ladies left the dining room. He wondered if Mrs Gilliard would glance over her shoulder at him, but she did not. Much as she hadn’t spared him more than a passing glance for the entire evening. She had played her part well, which is more than Troy could say for himself. He hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off her, wondering what Craig could have found to say to keep her so comprehensively entertained. 
 
    The gentlemen lost no time gathering around Troy’s position, the port decanter was soon circulating and the conversation naturally turned to the forthcoming race. 
 
    ‘Surprised to see Mrs Gilliard here,’ Frazer remarked when that subject had finally been exhausted. ‘Pleased mind, but surprised. I tried to call at her home and offer my condolences when I returned to England but she wasn’t receiving.’ 
 
    ‘We all know what you called for,’ some wit remarked, eliciting a barrage of risqué comments and muted laughter. ‘Not that I blame you for that. She’s exquisite. That Gilliard was a sly dog.’ 
 
    Those who had been acquainted with Gilliard voiced their agreement. 
 
    ‘What on earth persuaded her to come?’ Frazer persisted. ‘She don’t seem to have any time for you, Alford, which must have given the old pride a bit of a denting.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a friend of Mrs Woodley’s, who persuaded her out of her shell,’ Troy replied indolently. 
 
    ‘What did you make of her, Craig?’ Vaughan asked. ‘You took her in and managed to make her smile.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting lady. Still in deep mourning for Gilliard though. Brave of her to show her face, given the circumstances.’ 
 
    Several heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Troy said little, but he found himself grinding his jaw as compliments flowed regarding Brione Gilliard. Not that Troy could fault them precisely, and nothing they said crossed any boundaries. The general consensus appeared to be that she was bearing her loss bravely and that she was a welcome addition to the party. Troy was obliged to agree. He had been broadsided when she appeared in the drawing room, looking elegant and composed in an exquisite gown, her hair impeccably coiffured. Every other woman had paled into insignificance. The sight of her had stolen his breath away and it had taken every last vestige of his rapidly diminishing self-control not to cross the room and join her. 
 
    Instead he had been obliged to endure the mindless chatter of the females and their mothers who surrounded him, taking every opportunity to promote the multitudinous accomplishments of their various charges. Troy barely heard them. Instead he was forced to watch first Frazer and then Craig fussing over Brione. Even though he knew why she was returning their attentions, he still felt the grip of jealousy closing its hold over his heart. 
 
    Perdition, it simply wouldn’t do! 
 
    Troy stretched out the interlude with the port to its lengthiest extreme and then reluctantly suggested returning to the drawing room, where he knew that he would again come under siege. Fortunately, Deb had suggested music. Several of the younger set were keen to demonstrate their skills, which proved sketchy at best. He had seen Mrs Gilliard eyeing his pianoforte with hungry eyes earlier. He wondered if she would take her turn at the instrument, suspecting that if she chose to do so, she would put the other performances to shame. But she remained seated at the back of the room with Mrs Woodley and showed no intention of displaying her prowess. 
 
    Troy slipped through the open doors into the keep, where several couples were taking the evening air. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, or to be waylaid by any of his more determined pursuers. He wouldn’t put it past them to follow him, so he stood to one side in an alcove, content with his own company. Anyone stepping outside would have to pass his position and he sensed that Mrs Gilliard would be amongst their number. He had noticed several of her admirers hovering behind her position, eager to pounce. None of those loitering were on their list of suspects, and he knew from personal experience how trying unwanted and persistent attentions could become. Eventually she would tire of the company and slip outside in search of solitude, much as he himself had just done. 
 
    His patience was rewarded when ten minutes later he heard the rustle of silk, a melodic female voice that he recognised muttering too softly for Troy to make out the words, and she came into view. She gasped when Shadow, banned from the dining room, bounded up to her. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said, bending to tug his ears. ‘What are you doing out here?’ 
 
    ‘Join me,’ Troy said, stepping out from his hiding place. 
 
    Mrs Gilliard stopped in her tracks and placed a hand over her heart. ‘Ye gods, the dog startled me enough, and now you have frightened me half out of my wits! Do you always creep up on people like that?’ she demanded. ‘I suppose I should have realised that if Shadow was here, you wouldn’t be far away.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ He offered her his arm. 
 
    ‘I did not come outside to look for you, if that is what you suppose,’ she told him, placing her hand on his arm anyway. ‘It’s just that one can only tolerate so much musical asphyxiation.’  
 
    Troy chuckled as he turned away from the drawing room with the dog at his heels, onto a hidden pathway that would take them beyond the castle walls and allow them some privacy. ‘You play yourself?’ 
 
    ‘It is one of my greatest pleasures.’ 
 
    ‘I thought as much.’ 
 
    She glanced up at him. ‘How could you possibly know?’ 
 
    ‘It was the way that you looked at the piano earlier, as though you couldn’t wait to try it.’ 
 
    She conceded the point with a wry smile. ‘I would like to, but alone. I am not a performing seal and I have no desire to attract anyone with my talent—or lack thereof.’ 
 
    Troy wasn’t sure what to say. Being lost for words or not in control of any situation was an unusual occurrence for him. ‘I hope you will play for me some time,’ he said, feeling disadvantaged for reasons he was also unfamiliar with. 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘I noticed you speaking with two of our suspects. Did you discover anything of interest?’ 
 
    ‘Sir Gregory and his mother want you to marry his sister,’ she replied with an impish smile. ‘And the girl herself is ridiculously sure she will succeed in securing your affections.’ 
 
    ‘Good heavens!’ His brows disappeared beneath his hairline. ‘He told you that? How very indiscreet.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say so in as many words, but the implication was there. Anyway, Miss Frazer could hardly make her intentions plainer. I would be a sorry excuse for a sleuth if I had not noticed the signs for myself, just as you must have done. I wonder if the idea is your friend’s and that he has encouraged the girl to have expectations, or if she made up her own mind.’ Mrs Gilliard tilted her head and regarded him in a mischievous manner. ‘I have heard it said that you are handsome and desirable. Speaking for myself, I think it very unwise to desire a duke.’ 
 
    Troy laughed. ‘Do you indeed? Be careful, Mrs Gilliard, or I might interpret that statement as a challenge.’ 
 
    She looked flustered, and a little surprised to have made what could be construed as a flirtatious statement. ‘Anyway,’ she said, flapping her free hand, ‘with regard to Miss Frazer, I suspect she made up her own mind. She seems to be a very focused and determined young woman who knows what she wants. But there again, Sir Gregory is reluctant to take her to London next season, so she probably worries about not having an opportunity to show herself off to potential husbands.’ 
 
    Troy snorted. ‘Very likely.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Gregory remarked on the cost of London in high season.’ 
 
    ‘How very gauche of him.’ Troy stole frequent glances at his lovely companion’s profile, amused by her sudden desire to converse. He didn’t think she would ordinarily be given to mindless chatter and wondered if she was doing so now out of a sense of achievement, or because she was nervous at finding herself alone with him. 
 
    ‘That is what I thought but refrained from pointing out. As to Captain Craig, I liked him rather better.’ 
 
    ‘I really hope he is the traitor, in that case.’ 
 
    She stopped walking and stared up at him through wide eyes glistening with a combination of genuine surprise and curiosity. ‘Neither of them said anything to incriminate themselves, but then I didn’t suppose it would be that easy. Captain Craig did mention that he’s a younger son and must work to keep the wolf from the door.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, he has managed to buy himself a very spirited and well-bred horse to compete against Omega.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He said he was looking forward to the race.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful. He might set his sights upon you to resolve his problems.’ 
 
    ‘I hope I didn’t give him any reason to suppose that his advances would be welcomed. Oh!’ She blinked when Troy stopped walking at the banks of his lake. ‘How did we get to this spot?’ 
 
    He didn’t want to tell her that it had been a deliberate ploy on his part. He was unsure himself why he had brought her to such a romantic place. All he knew was that he craved a few minutes of her exclusive company, and that he wasn’t prepared to think beyond that point. ‘Do you like it?’ 
 
    She laughed when Shadow splashed in the shallows and emerged shaking water from his shaggy head, having failed to capture whatever aquatic fowl had caught his attention. It was almost full dark and rays of moonlight lit up the surface of the gently rippling water with a silver glow. In the distance the trees were silhouetted against a velvety sky spangled with a thousand stars that appeared to be putting on a show solely for their benefit. It was a situation designed for romance, and yet Troy couldn’t—wouldn’t—exploit it. Instead he watched transfixed as Mrs Gilliard threw her head back and took in the astral display, her pleasure apparent in her radiant expression. 
 
    ‘It’s magical,’ she breathed. ‘So very peaceful. If I lived here, this would be my favourite spot and I would come here every day.’ She paused and breathed deeply, apparently at peace with herself. Troy suspected that inner peace had been in short supply for this enchantress over recent years and was glad to see her slowly conquering her demons. ‘I suppose you can identify all the constellations.’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them,’ he replied, still watching his companion rather than the night sky. ‘I can teach you if you like.’ 
 
    ‘There is nothing you can teach me that I have any interest in learning,’ she said with an arch look. ‘I have an aversion to playing with fire.’ 
 
    Troy turned laughter into a cough and decided against telling her that he’d wager half his fortune on being able to greatly enhance her education in ways that had nothing to do with astronomy. She was a compelling mixture of experience and naiveté, self-confidence and vulnerability. A beautiful woman who thought she was nothing out of the ordinary. An exceptional woman who had been unaware of her husband’s true character, who mourned a ghost and would never rest easy until she had proved his allegiance to king and country. 
 
    Oh, my sweet, beware what you wish for! 
 
    Troy feared that her eyes would be opened if she continued with her quest, and was gripped with a fierce determination to protect her from the pain that the coming revelations would cause her. 
 
    But he did not have the right to shield her.  
 
    ‘We are so close to the castle and all those people, but the sound of music and voices barely penetrates the thick walls.’ She turned her head to smile at him, a captivating gesture that sent Troy’s mind on a sensual detour and momentarily robbed him of the ability to breathe. 
 
    ‘It was built in the Eleventh Century. Harold and William were squabbling over the crown, just as monarchs through the centuries always seem to be at odds about something or other. Anyway, noblemen learned to take measures to protect themselves from unprovoked and sometimes provoked attacks. They built strongholds that would endure sieges and make it easier to repel uninvited guests. Half of the original castle is in ruins now, and I sometimes wonder about the wisdom of maintaining the rest of it.’ Troy lifted one shoulder. ‘It is most definitely a labour of love.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you do it?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but I suspect it’s more a case of stubbornness on my part.’ He gave a self-deprecating shrug. ‘I don’t want to go down in history as the man who admitted defeat and let the ancestral home fall into complete ruin.’  
 
    ‘I can understand that. It must be cold and draughty here in the winter, but it has a certain rustic charm.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Troy chuckled at the backhanded compliment. 
 
    ‘How long has it been in your family?’ 
 
    ‘Six generations. My great-great-great—well, you get the picture—purchased it from a cash-strapped baron. Not sure he realised quite what he had taken on, or what a millstone he would be leaving future generations, but there you have it.’ 
 
    The musicians that Deb had hired to entertain the company had taken over from the indifferent performances on the pianoforte. 
 
    ‘Dance with me,’ Troy said on a whim. 
 
    ‘Here? No, absolutely not! Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
 
    Ignoring her protests, Troy pulled her into his arms. He could sense a desire to behave impetuously waging war with her reserve. Impetuosity won the day and her feet followed his as he waltzed with her by the banks of the lake. 
 
    ‘We will fall in the water,’ she laughed, and he felt the tension leave her body as she gave herself over to the pleasure of the moment. 
 
    ‘I will never let you fall,’ he said softly, his lips brushing the shell of her ear and causing her to shiver. 
 
    ‘Do you realise just how disgustingly self-assured you sound?’ 
 
    Troy threw back his head and laughed. ‘If I did not, I feel persuaded that you would remind me.’ 
 
    She huffed out an impatient breath but he could sense her attempting not to smile. ‘Someone has to.’ 
 
    He twirled her into a turn, but her heel caught in a tuft of grass and she stumbled against him. Her torso collided with his and he heard the breath leave her body in an extravagant whoosh. He held her a little tighter as their feet stopped moving and time stood still. She looked up at him, the moonlight causing her eyes to smoulder with a combination of luminescence and surprise. She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue and he could feel her heart pounding. Her soft curves felt sublime beneath hands that urgently needed to explore further. Perdition, she was slowly killing him! 
 
    ‘Careful,’ he cautioned, somehow finding the strength to release her before he lost all sense of reason. 
 
    Shadow bounded up to them, thinking it was a game, and his presence eased the tension. 
 
    ‘If they are dancing inside, you should return. You will be missed.’ 
 
    ‘Damn the dancing! I prefer being here with you.’ 
 
    ‘Which is all well and good,’ she replied, clearly struggling to find her composure, ‘but it will not help us to identify the traitor.’ 
 
    ‘Always so focused,’ Troy said softly, cupping the side of her face in his hand and fighting the desire to kiss her. 
 
    She pulled away from him and turned her back, arms folded across her waist. He gently touched her shoulder. Her shawl had fallen across her arms and his fingers made contact with her bare flesh. It felt warm and pliant to the touch. She shuddered and swirled to face him. 
 
    ‘Stop flirting with me!’ she hissed. ‘That is not why I am here. If you want someone who will react to your overtures, you will find plenty of willing victims in your drawing room.’ 
 
    Her voice sounded strangled, conflicted, and the force of her objections startled him. He had been severely tempted to flirt and would likely have taken things further had she not found the strength to pull away. He wasn’t being fair to her. Or to himself. He ran a hand through his hair as he tried to decide how to make things right between them. The accidental feel of her body pressed against his when she stumbled had produced the inevitable reaction on his part, which she couldn’t have failed to notice. No wonder she felt so disgusted. She was still in love with Gilliard, and he was making a nuisance of himself. 
 
    ‘My apologies. It wasn’t my intention.’ 
 
    She turned to face him again, seeming more in control of herself. ‘I know.’ She gave a careless little laugh. ‘You can’t seem to help yourself, can you? Just make sure you don’t get carried away by Miss Frazer’s charms and waltz with her in the moonlight. She will rush to order her wedding clothes if you do.’ 
 
    ‘I can assure you that I would not have brought Miss Frazer to this spot. She wouldn’t appreciate it.’ 
 
    There was a bench in the lee of the castle wall, and Mrs Gilliard sat herself on it, staring out over the moonlit water. Shadow flopped down at her feet and she tugged at his ears. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking about?’ he asked, seating himself beside her and taking the precaution of ensuring that a respectable distance separated them. He couldn’t trust himself to behave if he came into accidental contact with any part of her, such was the spell that she appeared capable of weaving over him. Troy was at a loss to understand it. She wasn’t the first attractive widow with whom he had been acquainted, and none of her predecessors had possessed the ability to make him forget his own name. But none of them, he realised, would have rejected his advances. Perhaps that explained Brione Gilliard’s secret appeal. 
 
    She really wasn’t interested in him as a man. 
 
    With that realisation, Troy’s competitive nature came to the fore, keen to amend that situation. He had sensed her reluctant response when he’d held her in his arms and knew that she could be persuaded. But Troy’s pride hadn’t taken that sound a thrashing, nor was he desperate enough to indulge in ungentlemanly conduct. When she offered herself to him it would be because she wanted to, not because he had coerced her. 
 
    When? 
 
    He hadn’t reached a conscious decision to take matters quite that far. Had he? 
 
    ‘I am thinking about our suspects,’ she said. She had paused for so long that he had almost forgotten asking the question. She continued to stare at the water and fuss over Shadow, and didn’t seem inclined to look at him. ‘I don’t know what I expected to discover by speaking with them. Even if my sixth sense left me doubting the integrity of one of them, it wouldn’t get us any further forward.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly not, but if the guilty party is here, he is more likely to let something slip in your presence than in mine. He won’t suspect for a moment that you…well, suspect him and might decide to boast about his circumstances in an effort to impress you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, neither Sir Gregory nor Captain Craig spoke of expectations. I haven’t conversed with Lieutenant Vaughan yet, but I don’t expect to do any better with him than with the other two.’ She turned to finally give Troy her full attention. ‘We need to offer some bait. Lure the culprit out of his indolence.’ 
 
    Troy frowned. ‘What do you have in mind?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘They have both spoken to me about Evan, as one would expect, expressing their regret at his demise. I assume Vaughan will follow their example.’ She absently plucked her lower lip between the forefinger and thumb of her right hand as she articulated her thoughts. ‘Suppose I drop something idle into the conversation? I could suggest that Evan had spoken with me about each of them. That he had something playing on his mind which directly concerned them.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t have spoken to you about anything contentious regarding the regiment, and my former officers here will know it,’ Troy said in a tone that forbade expanding upon her suggestion. He shook his head decisively for good measure. ‘Excuse me, but I don’t think you saw a great deal of your husband during the course of your marriage, and there was insufficient time for him to confide much of anything in you.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever makes you say that?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘You were married for less than three years and Gilliard was a serving soldier for all of that time, as was I. He told me he had married you in a small ceremony here in England but declined my suggestion that you take lodgings close to the regiment’s quarters, as many of my other officers’ wives had done. He made some excuse about your mother’s illness taking up the majority of your attention, and not wanting to expose you to danger. I knew that wasn’t the complete truth.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    ‘What I say,’ Troy replied smoothly, cursing the slip of the tongue. ‘The ladies were kept well away from the fighting. There was no danger. He was being overprotective, one supposes, for which I cannot blame him.’ 
 
    She sighed, appearing to accept that explanation. ‘It’s true that we saw little of one another. You kept him too occupied,’ she added. 
 
    ‘My apologies,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘But yes, you are right, our time together was limited. I suppose in some respects we didn’t really know one another. We never had the opportunity to live any sort of normal married life.’ She drummed her fingers against her knee. ‘Even so, there must be something I can say to the suspects that will make them think I am more aware of their actions than I actually am.’ She bounced on the seat, her eyes alight with enthusiasm, presumably because another crazy possibility that would likely get her killed had occurred to her. ‘I could suggest that Evan had discovered a very significant secret about a particular member of the regiment. He only mentioned the matter in oblique terms and had intended to do something about it after the battle that killed him. I have been attempting to make sense of what he said ever since his death, simply because it was so vital to him and was the last thing on his mind before he gave his life for his country.’ 
 
    ‘Brione, I really don’t think…’ Troy shook his head and impatiently pushed aside the lock of hair that the gesture dislodged. He had instinctively uttered her name and was glad when she didn’t raise any objections about his informality. ‘It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘He mentioned a Frenchman’s name to me that has slipped my mind,’ she added, ignoring Troy’s interruption. ‘I am sure it will come back to me and I intend to pass it on to you in the hope that you will understand what it means.’ She folded her hands in her lap and beamed at Troy. ‘I will find no peace until I receive an explanation, which is the truth.’ 
 
    Troy shook his head more emphatically this time. ‘This is not your fight. Showing yourself here is one thing since you are not in real danger. Being deliberately provocative is entirely another.’ 
 
    She tossed her head and muttered something unintelligible. ‘You cannot force me to do your bidding, your grace.’ 
 
    ‘Troy,’ he replied, softly squeezing her hand and then removing his own before temptation got the better of him. ‘My friends call me Troy.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t signify what I call you,’ she replied. ‘It is clear to me that you intend to tell me what to do, so I think it only fair to warn you that I am not one of your soldiers and don’t take orders well.’ 
 
    Troy chuckled at her affronted expression. ‘The traitor is a wily customer, out to protect his own neck. He wouldn’t have lasted as long as he has if he wasn’t awake on all suits. And no matter how attracted to you he is bound to be, he won’t hesitate to remove any threat to his liberty.’ Troy fixed her with a look of steely determination. ‘I cannot allow you to do anything foolhardy.’ 
 
    ‘You cannot allow it?’ she cried. 
 
    ‘It’s simply too dangerous. I will find another way.’ 
 
    ‘How has that been for you so far?’ she asked with a sweet smile. 
 
    ‘Brione!’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, I have nothing to fear. Not with a big, bold duke to protect my weak and feeble self from harm,’ she said, fluttering her lashes at him and making him smile in spite of himself. 
 
    ‘Enough, baggage!’ He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Shadow, who was slumbering, came instantly alert, tail wagging and ready to follow them. ‘We had best return to the fray or we will be missed…’ 
 
    ‘And tongues will wag,’ she added mischievously. ‘We’d better not go back together or I will not have to worry about the traitor doing me physical harm. Miss Frazer will do his work for him.’ 
 
    Troy chuckled. ‘We will speak again tomorrow with Kensley and see if we can come up with a scheme to draw the traitor out that won’t put you in danger.’ Now was not the time to tell her that he still had lingering doubts about Gilliard in that respect. 
 
    ‘I will try to speak with Lieutenant Vaughan before then.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, but in the meantime, if you don’t do as you are told and refrain from acting impulsively, it is me whom you will have to fear, not the Miss Frazers of this world,’ he said, leading her back to the keep and fading into the shadows with his dog at his side until she’d had enough time to re-enter the drawing room. 
 
    ‘Good night.’ She turned to smile at him for a brief moment and then disappeared from view. 
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    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Rachel had encouraged Brione to step outside when she claimed a need for fresh air. The real cause of her discontent probably had more to do with a combination of the poorly executed music assaulting their ears and the frequent speculative glances bestowed upon her by the gentlemen sauntering behind their chairs. Rachel knew that her friend would not be persuaded to take her place at the instrument. Her modesty was the first aspect of Brione’s character that had made Rachel want to get to know her better. They quickly established that they had much in common, not least the desire to laugh at the absurdities of the pretentious social elite. 
 
    Brione and Rachel were firmly and comfortably established within the ranks of the wealthy middle classes and were perfectly content with their situations. Brione occasionally remarked that she felt relieved not to have been born into an aristocratic family. 
 
    ‘So many complicated rules,’ she had complained to Rachel earlier that day. ‘God forbid that I should use the wrong fork or accidentally address a person to whom I have not been introduced. Only imagine! The world would never recover.’ 
 
    ‘It must be exhausting for the upper classes to decide who is worthy of their attention,’ Rachel agreed, smiling. ‘At least we can converse with whomsoever we please without fear of letting the side down. There is a lot to be said for enjoying the freedom to be ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘What right does anyone have to decide that they are better than someone else simply due to an accident of birth?’ Brione frowned. ‘Surely it is what one does, how compassionate one instinctively feels towards the plight of the less fortunate, that defines a person’s true worth. I mean, a duke is born a duke. He has no choice in the matter. He hasn’t done anything to make himself better than the rest of us, and yet persons of that rank automatically assume they are superior to us lesser mortals, even if they turn out to be drunken despots with pockets to let.’ 
 
    Rachel smiled. ‘Alford is not high in the instep,’ she said. ‘You must concede at least that much.’ 
 
    ‘I am barely acquainted with him,’ Brione replied, apparently reluctant to be mollified, ‘but I suppose he didn’t have me thrown out for snooping through his papers, which is a point in his favour.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is,’ Rachel said, smiling. She was very curious to know what Brione really thought of the duke as a man but knew better than to press her on the point. ‘At least he fought for his king and country, leading by example, when he need not have taken the risk. That must be another point in his favour.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose so. Everyone says that he acted with little thought for his own safety or welfare. But even if he had stayed in a tent and issued orders through a third party, never exposing himself to danger, they would still say that he was a remarkable leader, simply to curry favour. That is the sort of attitude I cannot abide.’ 
 
    Rachel sat alone after Brione excused herself to stroll outside, mulling over the manner in which the duke had responded to Brione. She recognised instant attraction when she saw it and wondered if anything would come of it. She was probably being fanciful, mistaking admiration for a more abiding interest simply because she so very desperately wanted it to be the case. 
 
    Brione had been badly treated by a man whom she continued to idolise—even though he was dead. If Rachel possessed the requisite courage, if she was a true friend, she would reveal a few home truths about Evan’s real character. She fully intended to do so after their time here came to an end and the traitor’s identity had been exposed. 
 
    One hurdle at a time. 
 
    Rachel applauded politely when the final performance came to a merciful conclusion. Miss Frazer had been the pianist and her expression turned thunderous when she looked about the room and realised that the duke had not been there to appreciate it. Rachel chuckled, wondering what or who had tempted him to abscond. 
 
    ‘May I?’ Mr Kensley indicated Brione’s vacated chair. 
 
    ‘Please do.’ 
 
    ‘Frazer is going to have a tantrum on his hands if he doesn’t find the backbone to exert his authority and nip that little madam’s behaviour in the bud,’ her new companion remarked. 
 
    ‘Then it is his own fault, or her mother’s, for encouraging the girl to harbour unrealistic expectations,’ Rachel replied crisply. ‘There are other gentlemen here who would suit her better, if only she lowered her sights. Wealthy gentlemen with lesser titles who could offer her a place in society, if that is what she so badly craves. But she will certainly deter them if she continues to show a predisposition for sulking.’ 
 
    The musicians in the gallery struck up a waltz and Kensley petitioned Rachel’s hand. 
 
    ‘I suppose one of the good things about owning a castle with so much space is that a makeshift ballroom is always readily available,’ Rachel replied, accepting Kensley’s invitation and allowing him to swing her into his arms. He danced well, and her feet followed effortlessly where his led. ‘I cannot recall when I last enjoyed the pleasure of dancing. I have almost forgotten how.’ 
 
    Rachel stopped talking abruptly. It wasn’t like her to gabble, but there was something about Alfred Kensley that made her incautious. She liked him, was attracted to him as a man despite being a few years his senior and waited for guilt to consume her as she made that admission to herself. It failed to materialise. Perhaps she had finally come to terms with the devastating loss of her beloved husband and could accept that life went on. It had taken the attentions of the attractive and self-assured gentleman currently whisking her around the floor to make her realise it. 
 
    The dance came to an end. Kensley raised her hand to his lips and held her gaze as he kissed the back of it. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said softly. ‘You may not have danced for a while, but you have lost none of your skill.’ He smiled at her. ‘You look warm. Shall we take a turn in the keep together?’ 
 
    He proffered his arm and Rachel placed her hand on it without hesitation, determined to project an air of detached sophistication. ‘By all means.’ 
 
    There was no sign of Brione or the duke among the promenading couples, Rachel noticed. 
 
    ‘There are dozens of different places to hide away in this castle if one requires to conduct a private conversation,’ Mr Kensley said with a knowing smile. ‘Places that regular guests will never find. Besides, Troy will have felt the need to escape from…well, you know.’ He nodded towards Miss Frazer, who had stepped out into the keep and was sweeping the wide space with her gaze. 
 
    ‘I dare say.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about your friend. Troy will remember his manners.’ Mr Kensley allowed a pause. ‘Probably,’ he added, making them both smile. 
 
    ‘How very reassuring.’ 
 
    ‘What are your plans?’ Kensley asked her. ‘Do you intend to remain in London indefinitely? Does the city please you?’ 
 
    ‘I had always assumed that I would stay there. It has been my home since I was a child. I enjoy being in close proximity to the theatres and museums. But as a matter of fact, I was discussing the possibility of selling up and moving to the country just the other day with Brione. London is becoming increasingly crowded and lawless. Besides, society—or as much of it as I am permitted to partake in—has lost its appeal.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I think I might settle somewhere with half a dozen cats and spend my days embroidering samplers.’ 
 
    Mr Kensley chuckled. ‘That would be a criminal waste.’ 
 
    ‘What of you? Are you really so dedicated to the duke’s service that you will never leave this place?’ 
 
    ‘I might.’ He fixed her with a probing look and she felt the muscles in his forearm tighten perceptibly. ‘Given the right incentive.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    Rachel’s cheeks warmed and she wasn’t sure how to respond. His message couldn’t have been clearer, but everything was happening too fast and she suddenly felt afraid. Despite being drawn in by his charm, she was barely acquainted with the man. Could his and the duke’s dual offensive be a combined effect to deflect suspicion from their activities? Rachel didn’t think that the duke was a traitor, but she knew that Brione had not entirely dismissed the possibility. Rachel’s thoughts returned to their earlier conversation regarding the status-conscious aristocracy, of which Mr Kensley was a very junior member and the duke a leading figure. It served to reinforce the unlikelihood of a permanent connection between herself and Alfred Kensley, and the impossibility of Brione ever becoming a duchess. 
 
    It was all too much. She shook her head, feeling conflicted and confused. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Concern etched Mr Kensley’s features. ‘You have turned quite pale. Would you like to sit down?’ 
 
    ‘No. I am quite well, but my thoughts, sometimes they…’  
 
    She spread her hands, unsure what she had meant to say. Mr Kensley smiled in a manner that suggested understanding. Having come through the war himself, he very likely did. Everything had changed; unimaginable sacrifices had been made and it seemed unreasonable to enjoy oneself in such circumstances. 
 
    They strolled on in companionable silence for a few minutes, acknowledging those they passed without pausing to converse with anyone. Rachel noticed Sir Gregory stomping about alone, looking in various alcoves. 
 
    ‘What the devil does he think he’s doing?’ Mr Kensley muttered. 
 
    ‘Looking for Brione, I should imagine.’ 
 
    ‘And he hopes to find her hiding in alcoves?’ 
 
    ‘I hope she realises that in actively encouraging him to converse with her, she might have also inadvertently engendered certain expectations.’ 
 
    Mr Kensley chuckled. ‘I have a feeling that your friend is perfectly capable of disabusing him of any improper notions. She is very outspoken; quite refreshingly so. But if she cannot keep him at arm’s length, Troy will do the job for her.’ 
 
    Rachel took her turn to chuckle. ‘I would strongly advise against such proprietary behaviour on your friend’s part. Brione can fight her own battles and won’t thank the duke for taking up the cudgels on her behalf.’ 
 
    ‘Troy was most reluctant to let her play any part in this business, you know. He feels it’s ungentlemanly. I was the one who convinced him it was necessary, but he will not take kindly to her being troubled by unwanted attentions.’ 
 
    ‘She is sending out signals that she has re-entered society just by being here, so she would be bound to attract attention whether she wishes to or not. Brione is the only one who will have failed to realise it. She is more modest than she has any right to be. Anyway, if anyone is to blame, it is me. She asked to come here as my maid with the specific intention of clearing Evan’s name and I’m afraid I allowed her to talk me into agreeing with her scheme, even though I knew it would be futile.’ 
 
    ‘I dare say she can be persuasive. Besides, she is your friend, and naturally you want to help her.’ 
 
    ‘She was hiding herself away, which only served to increase the strength of the rumours about Evan, and therefore about her. She is a very beautiful woman and also exceedingly wealthy. It wouldn’t take much of a stretch for the gossipmongers to decide that the wealth in question had to have been accumulated by dishonest means. The ladies in particular will be jealous and resentful, as we have already observed. But really, if they troubled to look at her father’s background, they would know that he had left her exceedingly well provided for. She found herself in a far better position than most of the aristocracy enjoy when they inherit, one imagines. One hears tales of great estates brought to the brink of ruin by taxation and gambling debts.’ Rachel sighed. ‘But the majority of that select group would still turn their backs on her. Her father’s money was made through trade,’ Rachel pointed out, uttering the last two words in a shocked theatrical whisper that made Mr Kensley laugh aloud. 
 
    ‘Heaven forbid!’ 
 
    ‘Precisely my point, but Sir Gregory is either sufficiently besotted or so strapped for cash that he is willing to graciously overlook her humble origins.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you suppose that he is…’ Mr Kensley raised a hand and pointed. ‘There is your friend.’ 
 
    Rachel turned in time to see Brione returning to the drawing room alone, ignoring the efforts of everyone she passed to detain her. Rachel’s glance returned to the shadows from whence she had emerged. A smile touched her lips when a few moments later the duke emerged from the exact same place. She glanced up at Mr Kensley, who merely shrugged. 
 
    ‘Shall we return to the drawing room?’ he asked. 
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    Brione felt her cheeks burn as she made her way back to the drawing room, wondering what had possessed her to agree to waltz with a duke in the moonlight. She had clearly lost her mind. There could be no other explanation. 
 
    And yet the experience had been sublime beyond her wildest expectations. She had been deeply and exclusively in love with Evan, and yet he had never possessed the ability to make passion lance through her veins with a simple smile. Nor had dancing with her husband caused her senses to reel and a feeling of wild abandonment to overtake reason, making her forget what was important to her. Making her forget everything except the intimacy of the moment. 
 
    The duke, she told herself, was a disreputable rogue who had no business tempting her into…well, whatever it was he was trying to tempt her into. She was here to clear Evan’s name, not indulge in sensual distractions. She tilted her chin, ignoring a greeting that was called to her. She thought it was Sir Gregory who raised a hand but she didn’t look in his direction, not trusting herself to talk to anyone until she had her emotions under proper control. 
 
    The dancing was still underway, but Brione avoided it. She had not the slightest intention of taking to the floor and wondered about slipping up to her room. No one would miss her. Then she reminded herself that she was not here to put her own comforts first, or to enjoy herself with elegant rogues. She had a traitor’s identity to reveal, and she still hadn’t spoken with Lieutenant Vaughan. She noticed him at the side of the room. He was leaning against a wall as he watched the dance progress but didn’t seem interested in taking to the floor himself. 
 
    Brione casually wandered in his direction and was rewarded when he called her name. 
 
    ‘Oh, Lieutenant Vaughan,’ she said, blinking up at him. ‘Forgive me, I did not see you there.’ 
 
    The lieutenant smiled at her and she was unsure if he believed her lie. He was a young man and not unattractive, with a fresh face, piercing blue eyes and a strong jaw. She had noticed earlier that some of the ladies had him in their sights but he didn’t show any particular reciprocal interest. ‘We did not have an opportunity to converse earlier when we were first introduced,’ he said. ‘I hope we can rectify that situation now.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so too.’ They strolled the length of the room, side by side. ‘I gather you were acquainted with my husband.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. A brave man and a sad loss to the regiment. You have my condolences.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Many good men needlessly lost their lives and for what? I am told that Napoleon has still not learned his lesson.’ 
 
    She watched Lieutenant Vaughan as she spoke and thought she noticed the smallest alteration in his expression when she mentioned Napoleon in such disparaging terms. But that, she supposed, could have been for any number of reasons. Perhaps his thoughts were with his dead comrades or the atrocities he had witnessed during combat. Then again, his reaction could be attributable to reasons that were closer to home. It wouldn’t do to jump to conclusions but at the same time, he was the first of her suspects who had shown any reaction at all, and she took it as an encouraging sign. 
 
    ‘There is the distinct possibility of further fighting,’ he agreed, ‘but that is not a subject that I would prefer to dwell upon in your charming company.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it isn’t suitable, given our surroundings,’ Brione replied. ‘Forgive me, but it is hard for me to make the adjustments after everything…’ She looked up at him with feigned helplessness. Brione despised witless females and had no real idea how to appear helpless, but needs must. ‘I still miss Evan so very much, you see. I am only here because my friend Mrs Woodley made me promise to join her. It doesn’t feel right to carry on as though nothing has changed, when in fact nothing will ever be quite the same ever again.’ 
 
    ‘I understand better than you could possibly know,’ he said softly. 
 
    ‘Shall you return to the fray if there is another call to arms?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, undoubtedly. I can’t let the duke go into battle without his adjutant. We understand one another well and he would be lost without me.’ He smiled. ‘I’m sorry. That sounded rather arrogant, but it’s true for all that. He depends upon me to keep him organised.’ 
 
    ‘Do you not have family commitments of your own?’ 
 
    ‘Alas, no. I am the youngest of three boys, so I suppose one could say that I am expendable.’ 
 
    ‘What a very pragmatic view. Are you on good terms with your family?’ 
 
    ‘I see them occasionally. Neither of my brothers purchased commissions, so we have little in common. I find it hard to discuss their mundane lives after…’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure how we came to be discussing such glum matters.’ He turned a charming smile upon Brione that didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘Tell me, Mrs Gilliard, what are your plans for the future?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot settle to anything until…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ She finally had his complete attention and decided to follow her instincts. The duke did not get to tell her how to behave. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not sure.’ She shook her head and didn’t have to fake her distracted expression. ‘It’s something that Evan said to me just before that fatal battle. Something that was playing on his mind.’ 
 
    ‘Did he tell you what it was?’ 
 
    Brione glanced up at the lieutenant, convinced that his voice had developed a sharp edge. ‘Something to do with rumours about the integrity of the regiment. It didn’t make a lot of sense. He said it would be safer if I didn’t know too much but that he was absolutely convinced about the identity of something or someone called Conrad.’ 
 
    ‘Did he indeed?’ Vaughan looked away briefly, but when he returned his attention to her there was nothing in his expression that gave away the nature of his thoughts. ‘I wonder what he could have meant by that.’ 
 
    Brione spread her hands. ‘I am at a loss to know, which is partly why I agreed to come here. I thought perhaps the duke might be able to shed some light on the matter. He was, after all, the regiment’s colonel.’ 
 
    ‘Have you asked him?’ 
 
    ‘No, I am not sure how to go about it. We are barely acquainted and he seems so preoccupied. So aloof and unapproachable.’ Brione crossed the fingers of one hand, thinking he had been anything but unapproachable when he had waltzed with her on the banks of his lake. ‘Anyway, I don’t know much more than that and Evan didn’t have a chance to clarify. There are some notes of his somewhere. They might tell me more.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have them with you?’ he asked, with what sounded like feigned casualness. ‘I could present them to the duke, if you like.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t bring them. I haven’t even found the courage to look at them yet. They could be nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Has it occurred to you that your husband’s preoccupation might be nothing to do with military matters?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Whatever else could it have been?’ she asked, glancing up at him and feeling her stomach lurch. Whatever Vaughan was about to reveal, she sensed that she would prefer not to hear it. 
 
    ‘You are not aware?’ 
 
    ‘Aware of what?’ She stopped walking and looked up at him, wary yet determined to know. The elusive something that Evan had held back from her continued to play on her mind, and she sensed that Lieutenant Vaughan was about to enlighten her. ‘Is there something I should know?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘It isn’t for me to say.’ 
 
    ‘If you are worried about betraying a confidence then I would remind you that Evan is dead. It is reasonable to suppose that your obligation in that regard died with him; especially since you have alluded to the matter when you need not have done so.’ 
 
    ‘I apologise.’ He appeared conflicted and sincere in his apology. ‘It was not my intention to upset you.’ 
 
    ‘You upset me more by speaking in riddles,’ she replied impatiently. ‘Nothing you could have to say about my husband can be worse than the possibilities that have run through my mind these past months.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Vaughan took her arm and led her into a quiet corner. ‘I naturally assumed that you must already know, or at least suspect, otherwise I would not have mentioned the matter.’ When she continued to look mystified, he had the goodness to enlighten her. ‘Your husband already had an established family in Portugal when he married you,’ he said. 
 
    ‘No!’ Brione’s mouth fell open as his words penetrated her addled brain and her legs almost buckled beneath her. ‘That cannot possibly be. You have got it all wrong. You must have been misinformed. We were legally married.’ 
 
    ‘I have no doubt about that.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he had a common law wife somewhere?’ She shook her head. ‘Impossible.’ 
 
    And yet it made sense on so many levels. It explained why Evan had refused to allow her anywhere near the fighting and didn’t come to see her nearly as often as she had hoped he would. It explained his preoccupation; his disinclination for the intimate side of their marriage, resulting in Brione’s inability to produce the child she so very much wanted. That would require Evan’s participation, but he seldom shared her bed. She had sympathised with him when he said that the sights he’d seen on the battlefield had left him incapable. Now she had to wonder. 
 
    ‘Are there children?’ she asked in a distracted voice. 
 
    ‘I believe so.’ Lieutenant Vaughan smiled sympathetically. ‘Come, let me find you a chair. You have had a terrible shock. I honestly thought you would be aware, otherwise nothing on this earth would have persuaded me to reveal the truth.’ 
 
    Brione absently shook her head. ‘I am grateful to you for telling me,’ she said, not questioning the validity of his revelation. She wondered who else had known and why no one had had the courage to tell her. And more to the point, why Evan had married her if his heart belonged to another. What a blind fool she had been! The signs had been there and she had chosen to ignore them. 
 
    She had to get out of here. The need for solitude in which to contemplate and lick her wounds had never been more pressing. 
 
    ‘Excuse me please, Mr Vaughan,’ she said, rushing from the room. 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    By the time Brione reached her room, still reeling from Mr Vaughan’s shocking revelation, gut-wrenching anguish twisted and tore at her insides. She held herself together, somehow responding to Gladys’s chatter while the girl helped her to undress and prepare for bed. Brione dismissed her with muttered words of thanks the moment she had completed her duties, relieved to be alone. She sat beside the fire in her flimsy robe, thought about everything Mr Vaughan had told her, feeling foolish and betrayed, and allowed the tears to stream unchecked down her face. 
 
    It seemed, she decided, choking on a fresh bout of sobs, that she had been an almighty fool and far too trusting, mistaking Evan’s charm for reciprocal love. She knew that the majority of marriages were rarely based on love, but recalled telling Evan that theirs would be the exception that proved the rule. She had been so besotted, so determined to be the ideal wife who catered to her husband’s every whim, that she hadn’t really noticed his lukewarm response at the time. 
 
    ‘And yet I always knew that he wasn’t giving his entire self to me,’ she muttered, staring at the flames flickering up the chimney, feeling hollow inside. ‘I just didn’t want to face the fact and assumed that his distraction was attributable to the war.’ 
 
    Brione was unsure how long she sat there talking aloud to herself, a sense of deep betrayal ripping through her, before a tap at the door preceded Rachel letting herself into the room. 
 
    ‘There you are, my dear. I wondered what had happened to you when I couldn’t find…’ Rachel’s words trailed off when she looked at Brione, her eyes puffy and red-rimmed from crying. She gave a gasp of alarm. ‘Good heavens, whatever is the matter?’ 
 
    That was all it took. Brione’s tears had slowed to a trickle but Rachel’s concern opened the floodgates. Rachel sat beside her, pulled her into her arms and Brione sobbed her heart out on her shoulder. 
 
    ‘I have soaked your lovely gown,’ she said, hiccupping as the tears finally dried up, leaving her feeling as empty as her aching heart. 
 
    ‘It will dry. I am more concerned about you. What happened? Did some gentleman overstep the bounds?’ 
 
    Brione blew out an impatient breath. ‘I wish it was something that trivial.’ 
 
    ‘I saw you talking to Lieutenant Vaughan. Did he—’ 
 
    ‘Were you aware about Evan?’ 
 
    ‘What about him, my dear?’  
 
    The evasiveness in Rachel’s tone caused Brione to focus her complete attention upon her friend. ‘Did you know about his secret life?’ she asked, watching her closely as she formulated a response that took a long time coming. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Rachel eventually admitted. ‘Or at least, I had heard rumours.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t tell me!’ Brione jumped to her feet, feeling furious and doubly betrayed. ‘You are supposed to be my friend. How could you not have told me that he was a bigamist at worse, a deceitful, double-dealing, dishonest…arghh!’ 
 
    ‘I warred with my conscience, please believe me,’ Rachel said, touching Brione’s arm. Brione looked at her hand and Rachel withdrew it with a soft sigh. ‘I would have told you if I had known earlier in our friendship, but I only heard about it just before his death. And you were so devastated, so devoted to his memory that it would have felt cruel to disillusion you.’ Rachel took Brione’s hand and gave it a squeeze. This time Brione permitted the gesture. ‘I am so sorry, my dear. Perhaps I was being cowardly but—’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re probably right.’ Emotionally and physically drained, Brione flopped back down into her chair with a heavy sigh. ‘It was not your secret to tell, and anyway, I wouldn’t have been ready to hear it. What a blind fool I have been!’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, my love. I swear, if Evan was not already dead, I would strangle him with my bare hands for treating you so badly.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s just the thing. I was so pathetically grateful for any time he could spare me from his duties that I didn’t feel ill-treated. Anyway, who else is aware? Am I the only one who didn’t know? Did she follow the drum with their children? Is that why Evan was so determined to keep me away from the front line?’ 
 
    Rachel held up a hand to stem the flow of questions. ‘Yes, he did keep her close. As to who else knew, I really couldn’t say. Most people, one imagines. I am so sorry, my dear. I am sure Evan loved you in his own way.’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure of any such thing,’ Brione replied assertively. ‘I wonder why he didn’t marry the girl, if he loved her so much.’ 
 
    ‘Religious differences, one imagines. Most Portuguese are devout Catholics.’ 
 
    Brione gave a cynical little laugh, feeling dangerously close to hysteria. ‘Not so devout that their fathers preclude them from entering into physical liaisons with men who are not their husbands, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘I am glad you know,’ Rachel said. ‘I just wish I could have found the courage to tell you myself. I suppose I was worried that you wouldn’t believe me and that it would cost me our friendship. I don’t know. How does one tell a dear friend that the man she adored was behaving dishonourably?’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever see his…his, whatever I should describe her as? Is she pretty? What does she look like? How many children are there?’ 
 
    ‘Two, I think. Don’t torture yourself with such questions,’ Rachel replied, squeezing Brione’s shoulder. ‘It serves no purpose.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not. But still, I wonder now about the true state of Evan’s father’s business. I always thought he encouraged Evan to pursue me, but perhaps that was because he had a yen to combine the two enterprises—his and Papa’s. Well, he got his wish and at least I get to inherit the lot. I don’t know what provision Evan made for his family and how they now manage, but that is not my concern.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly it is not.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t have a clue,’ Brione said after a short pause. ‘Well, in such cases, they do say that the wife is always the last one to know. I expect everyone has been laughing at me behind my back. Either that or sympathising with me. I am not sure which prospect horrifies me more. Does the duke know? Do all the men who are here and served with Evan? Is that why I have been receiving so many speculative looks?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine the looks were born of incomprehension. None of them could understand why Even could possibly favour someone else over you.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! About the duke, does he know?’ 
 
    ‘I expect he does,’ Rachel said softly. 
 
    ‘Then my humiliation is complete.’ Brione slumped in her chair, feeling foolish and utterly defeated. ‘I came here, all but shouting my love for a man who did not return my affections, determined to prove that he was no traitor.’ She glanced up at Rachel. ‘I am no longer so sure if that is the case.’ She tried to swallow the lump in her throat. ‘How can I be when I clearly didn’t know the man himself half as well as I thought I did? He was certainly a traitor to me. To our marriage. If he could fool me then I’m sure he could deceive others.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t blame yourself, my love.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I do not! Believe me, I know where the blame lies.’ Brione ground her jaw, anguish conducting full scale warfare with her growing anger. ‘He had a second family to support, and he didn’t use our joint funds for that purpose, at least as far as I am aware, so the money had to come from somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘You are overwrought, which is hardly surprising, and you are not thinking coherently. Evan was many things, most of which I won’t offend your ears by putting a name to, but it doesn’t follow that he wasn’t a fierce patriot.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t really like him, did you, Rachel? I thought I detected a slight reserve on your part whenever your paths crossed.’ 
 
    ‘He was a little too handsome and sure of himself for my taste. He felt duty-bound to charm every woman in a room the moment he walked into it.’ She smiled. ‘I would like to take the credit for seeing right through him, but even I didn’t suspect him of being quite as devious as he actually was. Anyway, try to sleep. Everything will seem better in the morning. Things always do.’ 
 
    Brione shook her head, but exhaustion overcame her and she allowed Rachel to help her into bed, as though she was a small child worried about having nightmares. Ha! No dream could be worse than the reality she had been required to face. She settled back against the pillows, convinced that she wouldn’t sleep a wink, and thanked Rachel as she quietly left the room. 
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    Troy noticed Brione slip away, at which point the evening lost its sparkle. He forced himself to endure another half-hour of mindless conversation, evading the less than subtle tactics employed by some of the more determined females, Miss Frazer at their forefront, to lure him into the dancing. 
 
    ‘Problem?’ Kensley asked, joining Troy in his library moments after he retreated to his private domain. 
 
    ‘You can have too much of a good thing.’ 
 
    Kensley laughed as he accepted the glass of whisky that Troy handed to him. ‘Mrs Gilliard doesn’t lose any time, I’ll give her that. She’s already managed to corner all three of our suspects. I assume you devised a way to discuss her findings with her.’ 
 
    Troy snorted. ‘She seemed to think that if she smiled at Frazer or Craig then one of them would succumb to her charms and reveal something astounding. The woman is a danger to herself, and I don’t have the first idea how to rein her in.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be an ass,’ Troy said moodily. ‘She is now hatching some hare-brained scheme that involves implying knowledge that she doesn’t actually possess.’ 
 
    ‘She wants to suggest that she knows something, or possesses some sort of evidence?’ Kensley hitched a brow, looking impressed. ‘That just might get results.’ 
 
    ‘It’s more likely to get her killed,’ Troy groused. ‘I’ve forbidden it, of course.’ 
 
    ‘And you think she will obey your every command, do you?’ A slow smile spread across Kensley’s face as he shook his head. ‘You have underestimated her determination, in that case. Your Mrs Gilliard has a mind of her own and pressing personal reasons for wanting to draw the traitor out.’ 
 
    ‘That is what worries me. She is so set on her purpose that she doesn’t realise how ruthless the individual in question must be.’ 
 
    ‘Well, by all means try and talk her out of it in the morning,’ Kensley replied, ‘but I don’t hold out much hope of your succeeding. The lady is a law unto herself and sets little stock by her own safety.’ 
 
    ‘That is something else that worries me.’  
 
    ‘Sleep on it.’ Kensley drained his glass and slapped Troy’s shoulder. ‘I dare say a solution will occur to you. But bear in mind you will need to employ coercion, rather than dishing out orders that she’ll ignore.’ 
 
    Troy retired with Kensley’s words ringing in his ears. Brione didn’t appear to be the most patient of people and would no doubt do something rash, despite his warnings, in the hope of making something happen. Hal could sense her steely resolve. He tossed and turned, surprised by the degree of his determination to keep her safe from her own impulsiveness. She was set upon delving into a dark world, the workings of which she’d not experienced before. Troy frequently lost his way in that world, even though it was known to him, given that he had acted for the government’s spymasters since the very start of the conflict with Napoleon. 
 
    Troy recalled their dance in the moonlight and her instinctive reaction to him. He was sure that she felt the gravitational pull every bit as much as he did. But they were both fighting against it. He couldn’t compete with a ghost. She still wasn’t completely sure that Troy himself wasn’t the traitor, and Troy felt the same way about Gilliard. Any man who could lead two women on in the blatant manner that Gilliard had managed to achieve didn’t deserve the benefit of the doubt. And there was the added concern that the leak of secrets had died at the same time as Gilliard. 
 
    Troy felt great sympathy for Brione’s plight, but he knew she would resent his sympathy. Actions spoke louder than words, but the actions that he’d been unable to resist taking when he had her alone by the lake had not been appropriate. Even so, Troy wasn’t made of stone and groaned as he relived the feel of her lithe body beneath his hands as he held her too close, dancing with every nerve ending in his body on fire and a heady onslaught of desire flooding his bloodstream. 
 
    ‘Damn it, why did she have to come here?’ he asked the canopy. 
 
    Troy woke early from a restless sleep, still frustrated. He broke his fast before the sun rose and had dictated letters to his secretary and dealt with outstanding estate matters before the rest of the gentlemen stirred. When someone tapped at the door, he assumed it was Kensley and bade him enter. 
 
    But it wasn’t his right hand man. Troy half rose from the chair behind his desk, hiding his surprise with difficulty when Brione marched into the room with the light of battle glistening in her remarkable eyes. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked ungraciously. 
 
    ‘Did you know?’ she demanded at the same time. 
 
    He looked at her in confusion, seeing the shadows beneath her eyes, her deathly pallor and unkempt appearance. She had clearly slept as badly as him and dressed quickly, without the services of a maid, sparing no thought for the figure she presented. Dishevelled and distracted, she still looked like perfection. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ he asked softly, rounding his desk, leading her to a chair and forcing her into it. Shadow lifted his head from his prone position in front of the fire and flapped his tail. It was a disturbing measure of her distress that she barely seemed to notice the hound and made no effort to touch him. Shadow sighed and returned to his slumbers. ‘Who has dared to overset you?’ 
 
    ‘Just tell me if you were aware of Evan’s other family,’ she said, turning her head away from him, sounding weary and close to tears. 
 
    ‘Who told you?’ 
 
    ‘Do you always answer questions with more questions?’ she asked, an edge to her voice. 
 
    Troy crouched in front of her and took one of her hands in his. She tried to snatch it away but he held on firmly and rubbed circles on her palm with the pad of his thumb. ‘Yes, I knew,’ he said softly. 
 
    ‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ A tear trickled from the corner of one eye and she brushed it aside impatiently, looking wounded and betrayed. ‘You let me come here, make a complete fool of myself, and all the time you and your comrades were laughing behind my back, thinking Evan a fine fellow for deceiving me.’ Violent energy smouldered in her bitter gaze. ‘I would have hoped for better from you,’ she added, so softly that Troy barely caught the words. He didn’t need to hear her reprimand to feel as though he had let her down somehow, even though it had not been his secret to tell. 
 
    ‘I can assure you that no one has been laughing, least of all me. Gilliard was a blind fool and didn’t deserve you.’ He could see that she was fighting to hold back tears. Anger and disillusionment held them at bay. Judging by her red eyes, she had spent the night crying for a lost cause. A man who had not been worthy of her. Now her despair had given way to blind fury. 
 
    She inhaled deeply and let her breath out again in a slow, controlled manner, clearly attempting to master her emotions. ‘You still could have told me. You were his commanding officer, which makes you responsible.’ 
 
    ‘If I had known in advance that you planned to come here, then perhaps that is what I would have done, once I had gauged your reaction to your husband’s death. But, in fairness, I have known you but a few days, and met you under circumstances that were a long way from ordinary. You took me by surprise, and when—’ 
 
    ‘And when you realised that I continued to mourn a dishonest man who had never loved me, you couldn’t find it in yourself to put me straight on the matter.’ She sent him a resigned look that tore at his heartstrings. ‘My husband is not the only one to have let me down, your grace.’ 
 
    ‘Last night you called me Troy.’ 
 
    ‘Last night I thought I could trust you,’ she shot back at him. 
 
    ‘Ouch!’ 
 
    She snatched her hand back and folded her arms across her torso. ‘Rachel was also aware, and kept it from me, but at least she did so in an effort to protect my feelings.’ She eyed him with disdain. ‘What is your excuse, your grace?’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, you would not believe me if I told you.’ And she would not, Troy knew. She would never accept that he was mindful of her finer feelings too and that he saw no reason to tell her about a situation that couldn’t be altered. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. 
 
    ‘Tell me about Evan’s other family,’ she said with a weary sigh. ‘I gather they followed the drum so I assume you were acquainted with her.’ Brione paused. ‘And his children.’ She closed her eyes for an expressive moment and Troy sensed that it was the existence of her husband’s children that hurt her the most. 
 
    ‘I saw her once or twice, but she was not invited to regimental social gatherings.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! I assume she is beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘Why torture yourself with such questions?’ Troy asked, reclaiming her hand and gently sliding his fingers down the length of hers. ‘You are the lady whom he married. Not that he deserved you.’ 
 
    ‘But I am not the one that he loved, it seems.’ 
 
    ‘Her name is Ana deSouza. As you will be aware, Gilliard did some undercover work for the government in Spain and Portugal.’ 
 
    ‘He canvassed those areas for his father before the war broke out, finding markets for their silk, and spoke both languages fluently, which is probably what brought him to the attention of the government’s spymasters. He enjoyed his clandestine activities far more than he enjoyed selling silk. That much he did tell me. One assumes he met the love of his life on one such assignment.’ 
 
    ‘Ana worked for us as well,’ Troy told her, finding the conversation excruciatingly embarrassing but understanding her need for an explanation. ‘I was not a party to their individual assignments, since they occurred before war broke out.’ 
 
    ‘That long?’ Brione breathed. ‘He has been leading a double life for all that time. Well, that seems plausible, given that she has two children.’ 
 
    ‘One assumes they were required to work together on occasion, perhaps posing as man and wife.’ 
 
    Brione flashed a cynical smile. ‘How very convenient.’  
 
    ‘When Gilliard told me he planned to marry, I just assumed—’ 
 
    ‘That he would marry his heart’s desire.’ Brione snatched her hand from his and paced the length of the room, her earlier pathos giving way to a very obvious fulminating anger. ‘Rachel thinks that religious differences would have made that impossible. One assumes that Ana would not renounce her Catholicism and Evan would never have changed his own beliefs.’ She paused and glanced over her shoulder at Troy, her expression one of mild surprise. ‘He could be very dogmatic. I hadn’t thought about or accepted that before now. He was always in the right, but he never lost his temper if I disagreed with him and always managed to change my mind with reasoned argument. Isn’t it odd how we overlook the faults in the ones we love?’ 
 
    ‘I am so very sorry that you are having to face—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you dare feel sorry for me!’ Her eyes blazed with renewed anger. ‘I don’t want your sympathy. I want answers.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could give you them.’ 
 
    ‘Where is Ana now?’ 
 
    Troy lifted a shoulder. ‘In Portugal, one assumes, with her children.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder how she has explained away the children, given that she is such a devout Catholic and presumably possesses a family who will disapprove of intimacy outside of marriage.’ She frowned. ‘I hope the children are not suffering as a consequence. It is not as though they are to blame for the circumstances of their birth.’ 
 
    ‘That you think of their plight at such a time is typical of your compassion.’ 
 
    Brione shrugged off the compliment. ‘Does she still work for our government?’ 
 
    ‘Probably. It’s not possible to resign from the Foreign Department.’ Troy rolled his eyes. ‘Take it from one who knows.’ 
 
    ‘If there is need for a spy in her part of the world, she will be called upon, one assumes. And if she cannot afford to feed her children, she will have to take the risk.’ 
 
    ‘You sound sorry for her.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I am in a way. We were both taken in by an unconscionable rogue without a moral bone in his body.’ She let out a long sigh. ‘And I suspect we are now both aware of it. I assume she knew of my existence and accepted it. I wonder if she continued to follow the drum because she still loved Evan or because it was useful cover for her clandestine work. I don’t suppose I shall ever know the answer to that particular question.’ 
 
    Troy nodded, aware that in intense situations, a person under strain often focused on inconsequential details. ‘Why do you think Gilliard married you?’ 
 
    He was aware of the sensitive nature of the question, but equally aware that she wanted to discuss the matter pragmatically and needed an outlet for her anger. He was happy to be of service in that regard. The sooner she stopped thinking of the man as a saint, the sooner her shattered heart and disillusioned mind would mend. He wondered how long it would take a person to recover from such a deep deception, and if it was even possible to do so. Never having been in love himself, he had no experience to fall back on. 
 
    A lot of men in uniform took up with women abroad; some even married them in clandestine yet sometimes genuine ceremonies. When facing near certain death, a man could be excused for thinking about pleasures of the flesh. Some went through such ceremonies despite already having wives waiting at home. Gilliard was the only one whom Troy had known to marry in England and continue to openly support a family in war-torn Europe. It had been the talk of the regiment. 
 
    He watched Brione as she considered her response to his question, unsurprised when she didn’t take exception to it. 
 
    ‘His father pushed him to pursue me, I think. I was my father’s heir and Gilliard dreamed of their two silk merchandising businesses combining. Evan wasn’t enthusiastic about the business and I know his father tried to persuade him not to purchase a commission. I suppose, though, that if Evan was already answerable to our government, it made sense for him to take up arms. It gave him a legitimate reason to be in dangerous territories and do whatever it is that government agents are paid to do.’ 
 
    ‘You do yourself a disservice by implying that Gilliard married you as a means to an end. He would be a blind fool to look away.’ 
 
    ‘And yet that is precisely what he did.’ 
 
    ‘Then he was definitely a fool,’ Troy said. 
 
    She rewarded him with the suggestion of a smile. It lacked warmth and highlighted the misery in her eyes, but at least she had smiled. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think for a single moment that Evan could be the traitor,’ she said, confliction in her tone. ‘Whatever else he may have been—and I am sure I don’t know it all by any means—I always thought him fiercely loyal to king and country.’ She spread her hands in supplication. ‘Now I no longer know what to think.’ 
 
    ‘You need time to come to terms with what you have learned.’ 
 
    ‘Time is the last thing that I need. I have no desire to dwell upon my gullibility. What I need is to get to the truth. Being betrayed is one thing, but if I was taken in by a disloyal man then I will never trust my judgement again. Papa wanted me to marry Evan, it is true, and he lived long enough to see us united, but I would not have married him unless I had loved him and believed that he returned my regard, not even to please Papa.’ 
 
    Troy somehow resisted the desire to pull her into his arms and comfort her in the manner that sprang spontaneously to mind. She was fragile, unsure of herself, and it would be a grave error of judgement to take advantage of her at such a time. 
 
    Or indeed at any time.  
 
    ‘If Gilliard is the traitor then he fooled me as well, since I never seriously suspected him.’ 
 
    ‘You told me when I arrived here that you were convinced it was not him.’ She turned to glower at him, using him as an outlet for her anger. ‘I suppose you were patronising me; telling me what you thought I wanted to hear.’ 
 
    ‘I was trying to dissuade you from involving yourself in a dangerous mission, and still cannot bring myself to apologise for attempting to keep you out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose you were. It’s all right for Evan’s mistress to risk her neck, but I am presumably far too delicate to involve myself in such a tawdry business.’ 
 
    Troy gave a gentle laugh. ‘Self-pity does not become you.’ 
 
    Instead of exploding with anger, as he half expected that she would, she let out a long breath, her shoulders sagged and she sent him a rueful smile with a little more warmth behind it. ‘No, I suppose it doesn’t, but I still think I am entitled to feel just a little wronged and exploited.’ She paused. ‘How did Evan support his family? I will have my accountant check, but as far as I am aware, no regular payments left his account when he was still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why you think he could be the traitor?’ 
 
    She conceded the point with a brisk nod. ‘Since learning the truth about him, the possibility has crossed my mind.’ 
 
    ‘In which case we are never likely to find out.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he and Ana were working for both sides. If so, she will be living well.’ Brione paced up and down as she articulated her thoughts. ‘If I’m right, and her first pregnancy caused her family to disown her, she would have been forced to make her own way. Can we find out where she is now and how she lives?’ 
 
    ‘I can speak with my contacts at Whitehall, but they will only tell me what they want me to know.’ 
 
    ‘But you are a duke. They have to be frank with you, surely?’ 
 
    Troy chuckled. ‘You underestimate their covert natures, but I will see what I can do.’ 
 
    ‘How could I not have known?’ she muttered, still pacing up and down, watched impassively by Shadow, who had yet to move from his place in front of the fire. 
 
    ‘You still haven’t told me who enlightened you.’ 
 
    ‘Lieutenant Vaughan,’ she said, scowling. 
 
    ‘Damn it!’ Troy thumped his fist against the surface of his desk. ‘He should have known better.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t blame him. If you had told me yourself then he would not have been able to take me by surprise.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder why he felt compelled to—’ 
 
    ‘I might have mentioned to him that Evan knew the identity of Conrad,’ she said in a casual aside. 
 
    Troy’s eyes bulged. ‘You did what?’ 
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Brione blanched at the ferocity of Troy’s forbidding expression. It was not wise, she belatedly realised, to defy such a powerful and authoritative man, even though she wouldn’t tolerate a trimming. Not from him or any other man. 
 
    ‘What the devil have you done?’ he asked in a monitory tone. ‘I specifically told you not to say anything controversial.’ 
 
    His arrogant assumption that he could tell her how to behave overcame Brione’s momentary disappointment at having…well, disappointed him. Her desire to impress him concerned her. It stirred up dangerous feelings that she struggled to identify, unsure if they were a welcome distraction or an unnecessary intrusion. Brione, who always knew her own mind, had never been less sure of herself. Even so, she was damned if she would allow this calculating sophisticate standing before her in a stance that conveyed power, strength and an absolute need to be obeyed to dictate her behaviour. 
 
    ‘I do not answer to you, your grace,’ she replied, tossing her head defiantly. 
 
    ‘Have you any idea what you have done?’ A muscle in his jaw flexed and hardened. 
 
    She planted her fisted hands on her hips. ‘I don’t have the slightest doubt that you will enlighten me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Brione!’ 
 
    He shook his head, temporarily lost for words, and the anger appeared to drain out of him. He touched her shoulder and briefly cupped her chin in his hand, fixing her with a prolonged look before turning away. Her own temper cooled the moment his fingers made contact with her overheated skin. This library was far too warm, she thought, which would account for the heat that travelled through her bloodstream and sent an unfamiliar kernel of sensation streaking through her.  
 
    ‘Perhaps I was a little impulsive,’ she conceded. 
 
    He turned to face her again, greeting her concession with the suggestion of a mocking smile. ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t flirt with me. It isn’t helpful.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you hear the word Conrad?’ he asked. The swirling anger in his eyes had first been replaced with a flirtatious look and now a softness that reflected anxiety. 
 
    ‘I overheard Evan mention it several times in a conversation he had during a rare visit to my mother and me in Austria. A message had come from the regiment.’ 
 
    ‘Can you recall who delivered that message?’ Troy asked sharply. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Sorry. I only caught a glimpse of a tall man in a red coat that clashed with his hair.’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher!’ Troy breathed, scowling. 
 
    ‘Evan said the message was from you and that he had to return to his duties.’ 
 
    ‘I sent no such message,’ Troy replied, rubbing his chin and frowning as he contemplated her revelation. 
 
    ‘Evan wasn’t himself after the messenger left. He seemed very preoccupied. I said I had overheard the mention of Conrad, asked why it was important and he got very angry. Accused me of eavesdropping on his private conversation, which I did not. They were speaking in the library with the door open. I heard snippets as I walked past, and the anxiety in Evan’s voice worried me.’ She looked up as the elegant lines of Troy’s face compressed with anxiety. ‘Evan, for all his neglect, was never anything other than charming and attentive when we were together, and he had never raised his voice to me before.’ She sent him a wary look. ‘Conrad is something to do with the traitor, isn’t it? Evan was involved.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily.’ 
 
    Brione was aware of her resolve crumbling in the light of a possibility that she knew Troy was downplaying for her sake. Lost in thought, she let out a startled little gasp when Troy muttered something unintelligible and pulled her to him. His arms closed around her and he kissed the top of her head in a chaste yet oddly sensual manner. Her body collided with the solidity of his chest. She felt reassured by his strength and made no effort to extricate herself from a situation that she hadn’t anticipated. Feeling safe, the tears came, soaking his shirt as she rested the side of her face against his shoulder and gave vent to her emotions. 
 
    ‘Hush,’ he said softly. ‘It will be all right.’ 
 
    Troy smoothed her back with sweeps of his hands as though she was a small child. But she could feel his reaction and knew that he didn’t think of her as such. She was a full grown woman grappling with revelations about the man she had married and thought she had known. 
 
    ‘Was Evan the traitor?’ she asked in a tremulous voice. 
 
    ‘Probably not,’ Troy replied. ‘Conrad was a code name that we used for the bad apple, and Evan knew it. But he wouldn’t have risked talking about it in a room with the door open, even to Fletcher. As far as we are aware, the traitor worked alone.’ 
 
    She nodded against his chest. The gesture loosened a strand of her hair, which she had put up herself in haste and hadn’t secured properly. It tumbled down to her waist in a corkscrew curl. Troy picked it up and ran it through his fingers, twirling it round and round until his knuckles touched her scalp. She gasped at the simple contact and looked up at him through eyes swamped with tears and clouded with curiosity. Her hands had somehow worked their way around his neck and she sighed with capitulation when he lowered his head and kissed her. 
 
    His lips had barely covered hers before the door opened and Brione heard Kensley’s mumbled apology. Sighing, Troy released her and told Kensley to enter. 
 
    ‘Sure I’m not intruding?’ he asked, winking at Brione. 
 
    ‘Brione was just now telling me what she knows about Conrad.’ 
 
    ‘Right, I saw that was what she was telling you,’ Kensley replied, grinning at Brione’s embarrassment as she hastily took a seat, red-faced and wondering how on earth she had finished up in Troy’s arms, on the brink of being kissed by him. Feeling partially aggrieved because Kensley’s ill-timed—or perhaps well-timed—entrance had prevented that kiss from being anything more than a fleeting touch. Now she would never know how it would have felt, since her senses had been restored to her and she wouldn’t allow another situation of that nature to develop. She had Troy’s measure now and would be on her guard. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Troy shook his head at his friend and smiled at Brione. ‘She rather foolishly mentioned to Vaughan that she knew about Conrad.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see,’ Kensley said, his jubilant expression giving way to one of abject concern. ‘How did he respond?’ 
 
    ‘By telling her about Ana,’ Troy said, scowling. 
 
    ‘You knew as well, I suppose,’ Brione said, glowering at Kensley. ‘It seems I was the only person who did not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Kensley said. ‘You didn’t deserve such shoddy treatment.’ 
 
    Brione shrugged, her feelings of ill-usage reasserting themselves. 
 
    ‘Brione just asked me if I thought Gilliard could have been the traitor.’ Troy went on to explain about the envoy who had tracked Evan down in Austria and whom Evan had said had been sent by Troy. ‘From her description, it has to have been Fletcher, who is now dead.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t necessarily mean what you think it does,’ Kensley said. ‘Gilliard did covert work for the government as well.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t his missions have come from you?’ Brione asked, addressing the question to Troy. 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. There were several of us, and we were trusted with assignments of varying importance. It was thought best for us not to know what others were up to. That way, in the event of capture, we couldn’t tell the enemy what we didn’t know. As to your husband,’ Troy continued, ‘I had been told that he was involved in something dating back to his efforts before he purchased his commission—’ 
 
    ‘When he was busy scouring Portugal for markets for his father’s silk, and finding himself a common law wife?’ Brione suggested in a sweetly sarcastic tone. 
 
    ‘It’s possible that he had been asked by Whitehall to instigate his own enquiries to track the traitor down,’ Kensley added. ‘Troy and I would have been suspects. No one trusted anybody, and the right hand very often didn’t know what the left was doing.’ 
 
    ‘I find it interesting that Vaughan responded to mention of Conrad by telling Brione about her husband’s other life,’ Troy said, leaning his backside against the edge of his desk and looking very worried. 
 
    ‘Do you think he’s the guilty party?’ Brione asked. 
 
    ‘It’s looking that way, or would but for the fact that he wasn’t a party to all the secrets that were leaked.’ 
 
    ‘He was your adjutant,’ Brione replied, ‘and you trusted him. Surely he would have access to everything.’ 
 
    ‘The most sensitive matters were not committed to paper.’ 
 
    ‘Vaughan was very close friends with Nathan Fletcher, the man who called on your husband,’ Kensley pointed out. ‘They were always together, but Fletcher perished in the same battle that took your husband. Vaughan hasn’t been the same since, but then I suppose few of us have. You can’t watch your comrades being struck down and carry on as though nothing had happened. If one of those comrades happens to be a good friend, it makes matters ten times harder.’ 
 
    ‘Would Fletcher have been in possession of the requisite information?’ Brione asked. 
 
    Troy conceded the point with a nod. ‘Possibly, but he would not have told Vaughan,’ he said, sharing a questioning glance with Kensley. 
 
    ‘If Fletcher is dead, we will never know. Nor are we any closer to clearing Evan’s name. I shall write to my attorney today and ask him if Evan provided for Ana and her children during his lifetime and if any arrangements have been put in place to continue providing for them after his death. If so, it will be helpful to know if the funds came from a legitimate source since it will lessen the likelihood of Evan being the guilty party. Despite the manner in which he deceived me, I really don’t want to live with that particular shame.’ 
 
    ‘You have nothing to be ashamed about,’ Kensley told her. 
 
    ‘Even so…’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry you’ve been put in the position of wondering,’ Troy said with a softly intimate smile. ‘Write your letter and I will arrange for it to be hand-delivered today.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ She paused for a reflective moment. ‘Actually, I am getting over the shock and am glad to finally know why I never really felt as if Evan was fully committed to our marriage. How could he have been if his feelings were already engaged elsewhere?’ She stared off into the distance, ruthlessly suppressing the self-pity that threatened to engulf her. ‘Helping you to uncover the traitor’s identity will give me a purpose.’ She smiled at each of them. ‘What would you suggest that I do next, gentlemen?’ 
 
    ‘A very good question.’ Troy exchanged a look with Kensley and then sighed. ‘But will you at least be guided by me this time and not do anything reckless?’ 
 
    ‘Me? Reckless?’ She adopted an innocently speculative expression. ‘I am sure I have no idea what you mean.’ 
 
    Kensley threw back his head and roared with laughter. ‘You’ve met your match this time, Troy,’ he said. 
 
    Troy rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t I know it.’ His expression sobered as he took a seat beside Brione. ‘Since you have mentioned Conrad to Vaughan, I suppose you had better do the same with the other two and gauge their reactions. My sister is depending upon the weather to remain fine today and has arranged outdoor activities. Bowls, archery, that sort of thing. It will give you the ideal opportunity to cross paths with both men and strike up conversations. Either Kensley or I will be watching you the entire time so you will be perfectly safe.’ 
 
    ‘How reassuring.’ She leaned down to give Shadow’s ears a soft tug, and then stood up. ‘But now, if you will excuse me, I promised Rachel that we would walk in the grounds together this morning. I believe there is a very pretty lake that I can show her,’ she added, with a provocative smile for Troy. 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ he said, fixing her with an intent look as he opened the door for her. ‘And do not under any circumstances allow yourself to be caught alone with any of our suspects.’   
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    Troy closed the door on Brione’s retreating back and then turned to face Kensley, as ready as he would ever be to endure the inevitable. 
 
    ‘Well, well,’ Kensley said, grinning like a lunatic. ‘How the mighty have fallen.’ 
 
    ‘I was comforting the lady. She was distressed.’ 
 
    A mocking smile lit up Kensley’s features. ‘Of course you were.’ 
 
    ‘You have an over-active imagination.’ 
 
    ‘I know what I saw, and can guess what would have happened if I hadn’t interrupted you. Not that I blame you for that. She is truly exquisite. You should have allowed me to withdraw gracefully.’ 
 
    ‘I forgot myself, just for a moment, but knew I could depend upon you to keep me honest.’ Troy fell into his chair, leaned back and lifted his booted feet onto the surface of his desk. ‘She is the most infuriating female I have ever encountered,’ he said, throwing back his head and closing his eyes. ‘She is independent, disobedient, reckless, more challenging than she has any right to be, insubordinate…’ 
 
    ‘She isn’t one of your soldiers.’ 
 
    ‘So she took pleasure in reminding me.’ Troy chuckled. ‘There would likely have been a rebellion in the ranks had she enlisted, and she would have been its ringleader. She doesn’t understand the meaning of obedience.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m glad in a way that Vaughan told her about Ana.’ Kensley grinned. ‘If nothing else, it gave you a justifiable reason to offer her a shoulder to cry on.’ Troy fixed his friend with a glower than only served to widen his smile. ‘Perhaps now she will see Gilliard in his true colours and stop pining for a dead man who was anything other than the paragon she’s made him into in her mind.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Troy nodded decisively. ‘She has now gone from defending Gilliard and insisting that he would never betray his country to wondering if he’s the guilty party. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly a possibility,’ Kensley conceded. ‘But we have always known that, given his devotion to Ana and his financial responsibilities in that regard. That’s why the rumours started. Your Mrs Gilliard was the only person who didn’t know about his double life.’ 
 
    ‘We will have a better idea when we get a response from Brione’s attorney regarding the distribution of funds both before and after Gilliard’s death, which is why I offered to have her note delivered today.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, this is all to do with unearthing the traitor’s identity then.’ Kensley flashed another irreverent grin. ‘Nothing to do with your desire to be of service to a particular lady so that she will see you in a heroic light.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be an idiot!’ 
 
    Kensley continued to grin. ‘It’s beyond time that you found a female worthy of you.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa!’ Troy held up both hands, pushing the palms towards Kensley in a defensive gesture. ‘You’re reading too much into what you think you saw. It’s one thing admiring her courage, but entirely another to think along the lines that you clearly are.’ 
 
    Kensley looked mildly affronted. ‘Can’t I make an observation without having his head bitten off?’ 
 
    ‘Only if you stop grinning like a lunatic,’ Troy replied briskly, keen to change the subject. He wasn’t ready to examine his feelings for Brione quite yet. She had occupied a growing space in his thoughts since breezing into his life, but his priority was to uncover the identity of the traitor. Beyond that point, he wasn’t prepared to contemplate, deterred originally by a combination of caution and Brione’s clinging devotion to her dead husband. She wouldn’t be able to turn off her feelings just because she had learned the truth. 
 
    Since dancing with her in the moonlight and then holding her here in his library Troy was forced to concede that he desired her with a passion that made clarity of thought near impossible. But he wasn’t about to make that admission. Not to Kensley, and definitely not to Brione. 
 
    ‘If Gilliard isn’t the traitor, whom do you most suspect?’ Kensley’s voice distracted Troy from a very pleasant reverie, and it took an extreme effort of will on his part to return his thoughts to the subject under discussion. 
 
    ‘Frazer told Brione that he would prefer to avoid the expense of a London season, which implies a lack of funds.’ 
 
    ‘Or a distaste for society.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, it was an odd thing to admit. Craig apparently made a passing reference to having to work for a living too.’ 
 
    ‘So does Vaughan. Whoever our traitor is, always assuming it wasn’t Gilliard, he isn’t stupid enough to flaunt the French gold he’s been paid. He probably had it stockpiled somewhere safe in anticipation of Napoleon’s victory, and intended to use it to launch a new life for himself as a gentleman of leisure in France when the time came. Since that didn’t happen, he’s having to readjust and he will have to be very careful. We know that the French are regrouping and they won’t let the man off their hook, so he has to remain in this country, awaiting further orders. If he reneges, he will be of no further use to them and he will either lose his life or the French will expose him.’ 
 
    ‘So it would appear.’ Troy stretched his arms above his head and yawned. ‘Anyway, we have stirred the pot and I have a feeling that this matter will be resolved within the next few days. Keep your wits about you. Keep Brione and your Mrs Woodley in your sights when they walk out later. I don’t imagine anything will happen to them here in the grounds, but I am not prepared to take any chances.’ 
 
    ‘Your wish is my command, your grace.’ 
 
    Troy laughed at Kensley’s formality and shooed him out of his library. ‘Go and find someone else to annoy! We will talk again later.’ 
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    Brione returned to her room in a state of conflict. Her thoughts were no longer dwelling upon Evan’s dishonesty but upon a certain duke’s compelling technique. She wondered what would have happened had Kensley not interrupted them at such a vital point. Wishing that he had not. 
 
    Glad that he had. 
 
    ‘Mr Kensley’s arrival was fortuitous,’ she muttered aloud, wondering in that case why she felt cheated and dissatisfied—and more to the point, why she had been such a compliant victim. Despite everything, she was still in love with her dead husband, needed time to assess the level of his duplicity and understand the reason for it. If she could just speak with Ana…but, of course, that was impossible. Ana would resent her and was hardly likely to tell her the truth, even if their paths did happen to cross. 
 
    She found Gladys in her room, tidying her things and stoking the fire. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are, madam. You should have rung for me when you were ready to get up.’ She eyed Brione’s hastily donned attire and dishevelled hair without making any comment. ‘Have you had your breakfast?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but I am not hungry. I have a letter to write and then I shall be going for a walk. I shall need your help to change and make myself look more presentable.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, ma’am. The green check would probably be comfortable in this weather.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. That will do perfectly. It won’t take me above a few minutes to write my letter.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll run and fetch some hot water then.’ 
 
    Brione watched Gladys go, her thoughts still dwelling upon the interlude in the library. She recalled the intensity of Troy’s gaze focused on her face and the intimate touch of his knuckles against her scalp as he wound a strand of escaped hair around his finger in an oddly sensual gesture that had caused her insides to roil and ignited her passions.  
 
    Dear God, she was a hopeless case! She had only just discovered that the man she had adored and anticipated growing old with had been a cheat and possibly a traitor to his country. Rather than hiding away and licking her wounds in solitude, she felt fresh determination to unmask the traitor streaking through her, yet found herself distracted from that purpose by her desire for a gentleman whom it would be unwise for her to think about in any capacity other than that of Evan’s commanding officer. If Evan did prove to be the guilty party—a possibility that she had previously refused to seriously contemplate out of a misguided sense of loyalty—then her reputation would be tarnished by association and she would deserve to be ostracised. 
 
    Dressed respectably a half-hour later, she handed her sealed letter to Gladys. 
 
    ‘Be so kind as to have this passed to the duke. He will know what it is about.’ 
 
    If Gladys’s curiosity was piqued, she was too well trained to let it show and made do with bobbing a curtsey as she opened the door for Brione. 
 
    ‘Have a lovely stroll, ma’am.’ 
 
    Brione made her way to Rachel’s room, where she found her friend dressed and ready to venture outside. 
 
    ‘It’s a lovely morning for a walk,’ Brione said as she leaned over to kiss Rachel’s cheek. 
 
    ‘How do you feel today, my dear, now that you have had time to digest the news?’ 
 
    ‘Resigned, foolish, far too trusting…all of these things. But I also feel vindicated in some respects.’ Brione frowned as she articulated her feelings, surprised that her heart felt relatively unscathed and the only lasting damage was likely to be to her pride. Was she really that shallow? ‘I always felt to blame for the fact that I couldn’t seem to claim Evan’s complete attention. Now that I know the truth, I feel a great sense of relief not to have been a failure as a wife.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit! I am so very glad.’ 
 
    The two of them linked arms and left the room together, wandering outside into the keep to be greeted by a warm day with a light breeze and fluffy clouds scudding across a cerulean sky. A large marmalade cat watched them with disinterest from a perch on the first floor walkway that surrounded the keep. Brione wondered how many more unseen eyes might be watching their progress from behind the many windows. She was certain that Troy would have sent either Mr Kensley or a trusted manservant to keep them in sight. She already knew him well enough to accept that he was impossibly protective. Brione found that trait both annoying and oddly comforting. It was a long time since anyone had given serious thought to her wellbeing. 
 
    ‘Where would you like to walk to?’ Rachel asked. There was no one else about, certainly no ladies as the hour was still unfashionably early, and Brione enjoyed the luxury of having the place temporarily to themselves. 
 
    ‘There is something I want to show you.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ 
 
    They strolled along at a leisurely pace, retracing the steps that Brione had taken with the duke the previous evening. It looked very different in daylight, but she found the concealed start to the worn path she and the duke had followed with comparative ease. Rachel asked no questions about Brione’s knowledge of its existence but gasped with delight when they emerged close to the lake at almost exactly the same spot where she had danced with Troy the night before. In her imagination she could still feel his strong arms holding her, sense his breath peppering her face and his dark gaze smouldering with awareness as it locked with her own. 
 
    Brione felt hot and cold all over, but sensing Rachel watching her with open curiosity she took a deep breath and managed to bring her oscillating emotions under control. 
 
    ‘Quite delightful!’ Rachel exclaimed, watching the water softly rippling, dappled by shafts of sunlight. ‘And so serene.’ Rachel seated herself, smiling when the marmalade cat slunk into view, watching the aquatic fowl with evil intent. 
 
    ‘They are far too clever to let you catch them,’ Brione told the cat, stroking its back, hoping to be rewarded with a purr. But the cat was aloof, as cats so often could be, and stalked away with its rigid tail swishing in irritation. ‘Well, that put me in my place,’ she added, smiling as she watched the retreating feline before seating herself beside Rachel, trying to put from her mind the fact that it was the same bench that she and Troy had shared. 
 
    ‘What do you intend to do now?’ Rachel asked, after a prolonged period of quiet in which they both enjoyed the view. 
 
    ‘Why, help to uncover the identity of the traitor, naturally.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    Brione held up a hand to prevent Rachel’s protest. ‘It’s all right. Now that I understand Evan’s character better, I accept that I didn’t know nearly as much about the ideals of the man I married as I thought I did, and I am quite prepared for whatever discoveries the investigation throws up.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t it be better to let sleeping traitors lie?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not for me.’ Brione shook her head decisively. ‘I have to know, and if it was Evan then I shall learn to live with the disgrace—which seems a little unfair given that I was nothing more than a means to an end.’ She sighed. ‘Even so…’ 
 
    ‘Whatever do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious? Evan married me because his father wanted him to. He couldn’t tell him that his heart belonged to a Portuguese Catholic. The old gentleman would not have approved. He was quite unwell and frail at the time of our marriage and a setback of that nature might well have been the end of him. Evan was very attached to his father, despite their many disagreements, and would not have taken that risk.’ 
 
    ‘It was easier for him to do as his father wanted.’ 
 
    Brione gave a small nod and accompanied it with a wry smile. ‘Very likely. And I didn’t exactly discourage his advances, fool that I was.’ Brione threw her head back and sighed. ‘Well, I have learned my lesson and will not be taken in by handsome rogues with silver tongues ever again.’ 
 
    ‘Not all men are that devious.’ 
 
    Brione sighed. ‘All the ones that I have met appear to be.’ 
 
    ‘Give yourself time, my love.’ Rachel patted Brione’s hand. ‘You have yet to come to terms with what you have learned about Evan.’ 
 
    ‘True enough. Anyway, hopefully things will soon become clearer.’ 
 
    She told Rachel about Conrad and Troy’s reluctant approval of her dropping the name into conversation with the other two suspects. 
 
    ‘I don’t like the idea of you being in danger,’ Rachel said, frowning. ‘The duke shouldn’t have asked it of you.’ 
 
    ‘The duke had no choice in the matter. He knows that if he doesn’t support me then I shall simply go ahead on my own.’ Brione sat a little taller, determined not to be discouraged from her task. ‘I think he realises this is the best opportunity he has to make a breakthrough. Whitehall have tasked him with uncovering the identity of the spy, and since the man was attached to his regiment, I suppose he feels a stain on his own reputation, which will not be eradicated until we discover the man’s name.’ 
 
    ‘I know you feel justified, but you will be putting yourself in danger.’ 
 
    ‘I shall be perfectly safe, don’t worry. The traitor is a canny individual, who has gone undetected for several years, which implies a confidence in his own abilities. He doesn’t take risks, and he won’t attack a guest of the duke’s in his own home. Anyway, either the duke himself or your Mr Kensley will be keeping watch over me.’ 
 
    ‘He is not mine.’ But Brione was amused to see Rachel’s cheeks turn pink. ‘We are barely acquainted.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I shall not embarrass you by pressing the point. All I will say is that I like him, I thoroughly approve of his good taste in singling you out, and give you my permission to get as well acquainted with him as you please.’ 
 
    ‘Brione!’ 
 
    Brione smiled. ‘Well, there have to be some advantages to widowhood, don’t there? Anyway, if you are rested, I believe we can walk around the lake and return by a more orthodox route.’ 
 
    ‘By all means.’ 
 
    The ladies followed a well-worn path, arm in arm, talking about inconsequential matters and taking pleasure in the unexpectedly fine weather. Brione noticed Joseph, the friendly footman, making his way back to the castle in a gig, and raised a hand in greeting, only realising when it was too late that she should not have done so. Joseph gave her a long look, returned the gesture and then drove on. 
 
    ‘He was kind to me when I was acting as your maid,’ Brione explained, ‘and protected me from the wrath of a bullying butler, for which he got himself into trouble. Anyway, hopefully he hasn’t recognised me and simply imagines that I possess a friendly disposition.’ 
 
    They had almost reached the main entrance to the castle when they were startled by a horse being ridden at speed coming up behind them. Its rider slowed to a trot and then a walk, and Lieutenant Vaughan raised his hat to them. 
 
    ‘Ladies,’ he said, before riding on. 
 
    ‘Where has he been at such an early hour?’ Brione mused, her suspicions aroused. 
 
    ‘Business in the village, I expect,’ Rachel said. ‘Either that or he was putting his horse through its paces prior to the race. Don’t let it worry you.’ 
 
    But it did worry Brione, and it stayed on her mind for the rest of the morning. 
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Rachel returned to her room in a contemplative frame of mind. She was angry with the duke for allowing Brione to put herself in the path of danger in such a cavalier fashion, but knew that it would have been a waste of her breath to try and convince her not to do it. She wouldn’t dare to take the duke to task either. He was too robust and self-assured to take advice from her—but Mr Kensley was another matter. 
 
    Rachel sat in front of the glass, took off her bonnet, tidied her hair and critically examined her reflection. She had a genuine reason to go in search of Mr Kensley, hoping that he would ally her concerns. But then again, in view of their intimate interlude the previous evening, would it seem as though she had invented a reason to seek him out, cheapening herself in his eyes? Was it true? Was that why she was contemplating going to look for him? 
 
    Rachel sat a little straighter, worried that might actually be closer to the truth. She was attracted to Mr Kensley; there was no denying it. A number of men had attempted to impress her since she cast off her widow’s weeds, but Mr Kensley was the first one whose interest she returned. He was witty and irreverent, and she sensed a quick and incisive brain lurking beneath that indolent façade. More to the point, she had enjoyed his company the previous evening enormously. 
 
    ‘No!’ she told her reflection, thinking again of the dangers her impetuous friend might find herself facing. ‘I am not doing this for my own sake.’ 
 
    Thus reassured, she made her way back downstairs and asked a footman if he knew where she could find Mr Kensley. She was directed to the estate office, located in a dim corridor in the east wing, and almost collided with the gentleman she had gone in the hope of finding as he strode towards her, engrossed in the sheaf of papers he was studying. 
 
    ‘Hey, watch where you’re going,’ he said, as his shoulder brushed against Rachel’s. Then he looked up, realised who he had almost knocked from her feet and his entire demeanour changed. ‘I do apologise, Mrs Woodley,’ he said, putting out a hand to steady her. ‘I didn’t realise it was you. Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the least.’ 
 
    ‘It is ordinarily just estate workers who occupy this part of the castle, which is no excuse at all for my bad manners.’ 
 
    ‘I actually came in the hope of finding you. They told me you would be here.’ She glanced at the papers in his hand. ‘But I can see that you are busy.’ 
 
    ‘Never too busy for you.’ 
 
    He took her elbow and guided her back into the main wing of the castle, ushering her into a room Rachel hadn’t stepped foot in before. She looked around with interest, delighted by her surroundings. This room had been designed with a lady in mind. There was an escritoire beneath the window, furnishings with floral covers arranged around the fireplace, and several shelves filled with novels. Pretty watercolours adorned the walls, which Rachel suspected had been painted by someone who had once lived in this castle. A particularly good likeness of a marmalade cat put her in mind of the one she and Brione had seen earlier. Perhaps this fine fellow was one of his ancestors. 
 
    ‘The duke’s mother’s work. This was her private sitting room,’ Mr Kensley told her, watching her as she examined the pictures. ‘Nothing’s been changed since she died. I think Troy is keeping it for his eventual duchess’s use.’ 
 
    He motioned to one of the chairs in front of the empty fireplace and she sat herself down, anxiously pleating her fingers in her lap. The room wasn’t small but Mr Kensley effortlessly dominated it with his imposing physique. His ease made her feel disadvantaged. She sensed that Mr Kensley enjoyed her company but knew for a fact that he was fiercely and devotedly loyal to the duke, so likely to take any criticism of his behaviour as a personal affront. 
 
    She had avoided looking at him but was obliged to do so when he perched on the edge of the chair directly opposite hers, glanced at her clenched fingers and smiled. The smile in question was drenched in warmth, his gaze heavy-lidded and seductive as he subjected her person to a slow appraisal. Rachel felt trapped by the appreciation in his gaze and couldn’t have looked away if her life had depended upon it. Her thoughts wandered in an entirely inappropriate direction and she had trouble recalling what it was that she had wanted to speak to him about. 
 
    ‘How can I be of assistance?’ he asked, leaning back in his chair and releasing her from the intoxicating grip of his smile. He was relaxed and in command of himself, whereas she was a bundle of nervous uncertainty. 
 
    ‘I have been walking with Brione,’ she said, clearing her throat. 
 
    ‘Ah yes, I saw her a little earlier. She mentioned that the two of you intended to explore the grounds. I hope you enjoyed your excursion.’ 
 
    ‘Very much. She took me to the lake by a path that isn’t obvious unless one knows where to look for it.’ 
 
    Mr Kensley chuckled. ‘Did she indeed? She did mention something…I wonder how she knew about it.’ 
 
    Rachel wasn’t about to get distracted by discussions of that nature. She cleared her throat again, sat rigidly upright and forced herself to stop lacing her fingers. ‘Brione told me of her decision to talk to the suspects about Conrad,’ she said, meeting and holding his gaze more easily now that the suggestion of seduction had left his eyes. ‘I am worried. She can be impulsive and…well, it’s too dangerous for her.’ 
 
    ‘You know your friend too well to imagine that anything anyone says will prevent her from doing what she wishes,’ Mr Kensley replied after a thoughtful pause. 
 
    ‘After all she learned about Evan last night, she isn’t thinking coherently.’ Rachel shook her head. ‘She needs a purpose, a distraction. I can quite see that, but since I persuaded her to come here, I will feel responsible if anything untoward happens to her.’ 
 
    ‘From what I hear, she was determined to come and took no persuading.’ 
 
    ‘Even so.’ She glanced up at him, unsure how to articulate her fears in the face of his calm and reasoned response. 'Don’t you even care?’ she demanded hotly, jumping to her feet because she felt trapped by the power he effortlessly wielded over her. ‘Well, I suppose you don’t. Your precious duke is under pressure to reveal the identity of the traitor, and a woman whose husband is not only a suspect but also dead is dispensable.’ 
 
    His expression darkened and she knew she had overstepped the mark. Rachel barely recognised herself. She was ordinarily the epitome of calm and never lost her temper. She ought to apologise but couldn’t find the words. There was just something about Mr Kensley that made her behave with the same impetuosity that she criticised in Brione. Which made it his fault, and he deserved to be the outlet for her frazzled emotions. 
 
    When he remained silent, her temper rapidly cooled and she realised that she had insulted his integrity. She turned her back on him, hugged her arms across her stomach and walked towards the window, wondering how to extricate herself from this embarrassing situation with her dignity intact. 
 
    He resolved the problem by stalking up behind her on near silent feet, startling her when he placed his large, warm hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. He still looked uncompromisingly grim but the lilting cadence of his voice when he spoke implied that he was not angry with her. 
 
    ‘I will not insult your intelligence by telling you that you are overwrought.’ A brief smile broke through his granite expression. ‘So instead let me put your mind at rest. Your friend, when she joins in with Deb’s entertainments this afternoon, will be constantly watched, either by Troy or by me. No harm will come to her. On that score you have my personal assurance.’ He stood back, still with his hands resting on her shoulders, and smiled at her. ‘There, will that suffice?’ 
 
    ‘I know that you mean what you say, and I trust you to keep your word.’ Rachel let out a long breath in an exaggerated whoosh. ‘But even so, the traitor will know where she lives. He might not put himself at risk by attacking her here but he could get to her…oh bother!’ She impatiently swiped at a tear as it trickled down her cheek, unaware that she had been feeling quite that distraught. Mr Kensley, it seemed, was capable of stirring up her emotions with just a word, a touch or a smile. ‘It’s just that she has been through so much, and I worry that she will feel overwhelmed. Especially so soon after finding out about Evan’s despicable behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘Hush!’ He slid an arm around her waist and Rachel felt relief the moment she rested her face against his shoulder, reassured by the calm competence that defined him. She had felt herself at the mercy of a whole raft of conflicting emotions generated by such close proximity to the man who had recently filled her thoughts and senses. ‘Have a little faith in our ability.’ 
 
    ‘Even though the spy has been operating for years under the aegis of the duke’s regiment without detection. Sorry,’ she added belatedly, wondering why she seemed so determined to insult him. ‘I understand how difficult it must be to find such a person, which makes me wonder about your faith in one female’s ability to succeed where two such formidable men as you and the duke have failed.’ 
 
    ‘The spy would never do anything to give himself away in our presence,’ Mr Kensley replied, tightening the arm that held her against him. Rachel thought that she probably ought to move away from him but couldn’t find the strength. It felt sublime to have someone to lean on for a change. Someone she trusted to share her concerns with. The circumstances were unusual enough to make it justifiable. 
 
    ‘Probably not,’ she muttered, her voice muffled by the fabric of his coat. 
 
    ‘Even the most cautious of men tend to let their guard down in the presence of a beautiful woman.’ He tightened his arm once again, as though demonstrating a point. But it was Brione they were discussing, she reminded herself, not her, and when it came to physical looks Rachel couldn’t hold a candle to her friend. That was partly what concerned her, but she couldn’t find the words to articulate those fears. ‘Besides, your friend is fiercely determined and has personal reasons for wanting to find answers. Would you prefer that she went ahead without us watching over her?’ 
 
    ‘I would prefer for her not to do anything at all, but I suppose I can understand her desire to try and either clear Evan’s name or discover the complete truth about his character.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there you are then.’ 
 
    ‘The problem is, if it does transpire that he’s the traitor,’ Rachel said, finally pulling away from Mr Kensley, ‘she will feel equally guilty. She is not responsible for Evan’s behaviour, but the world will not see it that way. She will retreat into her shell and become a complete recluse, which would be such a tragedy.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’ Mr Kensley watched her but didn’t attempt to touch her again. ‘I have a feeling that Troy will have something to say on that subject.’ 
 
    Rachel flexed a brow. ‘Really?’ 
 
    He couldn’t have said anything more guaranteed to kindle her interest and quell her inappropriate attraction towards Mr Kensley. Not that it was inappropriate precisely, she reasoned, since they were both unattached and free to develop whatever friendships they chose. But it was the wrong time and the wrong circumstances. Were there ever right ones?  
 
    ‘Really,’ he confirmed, smiling. ‘And if you want to help protect your friend—’ 
 
    ‘Anything, Mr Kensley,’ she replied without hesitation. 
 
    ‘It’s Alfie.’ 
 
    ‘Alfie then. What do you need me to do?’ 
 
    ‘Now there’s a question,’ he replied with a salacious little laugh. 
 
    ‘Oh, do behave!’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I am trying but your provocative remarks are a constant challenge.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot be held responsible for the manner in which you interpret my suggestions,’ she said indignantly. 
 
    ‘I disagree.’ Alfie took a deep breath and smiled at her. ‘However, I was about to suggest that you bear me company this afternoon. Two pairs of eyes are better than one.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to spend the afternoon on your arm, giving everyone the wrong idea?’ Or perhaps the right one. 
 
    His responding throaty chuckle rumbled with carnal implications. ‘I thought you wanted to help.’ 
 
    ‘I would be more help if I stayed with Brione.’ 
 
    ‘The suspects will not let anything slip in front of you both. Witnesses are an inconvenience, especially when a man is attempting to make himself appealing to a lady.’ His irises darkened. ‘Take it from one who knows.’ 
 
    She fixed him with a narrow-eyed look of suspicion. ‘You have all the answers.’ 
 
    ‘I do my humble best.’ 
 
    Rachel shook her head as she fought against a smile, enjoying herself more than she had any right to under the circumstances. ‘There is absolutely nothing humble about you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He executed an elegant bow and she gave up the unequal struggle to hold her laughter at bay. ‘You pay the nicest compliments.’ 
 
    ‘It was not intended as a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take whatever I can get.’ 
 
    Rachel knew he was no longer referring to compliments but pretended not to understand him. ‘I shall see you later,’ she said, turning towards the door. ‘Much against my better judgement. Oh, by the way, I almost forgot to mention that when Brione and I were returning from our walk this morning, we encountered Lieutenant Vaughan riding back, presumably from the village. He seemed surprised to see us and barely acknowledged us before riding on.’ 
 
    ‘That is interesting, but probably doesn’t mean anything. He might have just been keeping his horse fit, ready for the race.’ He opened the door with one hand and used the other to raise her own hand to his lips and kiss the back of it. ‘I look forward to our engagement this afternoon,’ he said. 
 
    ‘It is not an engagement.’ She felt it important to make that point, aware that she wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all herself. ‘However, I shall be there.’ 
 
    She walked away without looking back but sensed him watching her until she turned a corner and disappeared from his view. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The weather remained fine for the afternoon’s outdoor activities. Brione changed into a pretty muslin walking gown in a bright yellow, trimmed with blue ribbon, complete with matching bonnet and parasol. 
 
    ‘You look a picture, ma’am,’ Gladys said, having helped Brione to change for the second time that day. She would be required to do so again before dinner. It was so long since Brione had mixed in society that she had forgotten about the exhausting number of changes that were considered necessary. She smiled at the thought of the tongues that would wag if a lady appeared in the same gown on consecutive occasions.  
 
    Brione descended the stairs and heard the sound of voices coming from the keep, where Lady Murray’s entertainments were already being enjoyed by her guests. The vestibule was deserted but for the looming figure of the duke, who stepped forward when he saw her, Shadow at his heels as always. Brione wondered if he had been waiting for her and took a deep breath as she approached him, reminding herself of the inadvisability of allowing herself to read too much into his attentions. Troy had a vested interest in the outcome of her campaign—reputations were at stake. 
 
    Appreciation flitted across his expression as he took in her ensemble and his lips curved into an admiring smile. 
 
    ‘I feel persuaded that even the most disciplined of spies will let his guard down and boast about his expectations in order to impress you,’ he said softly, regarding her over the hand that he continued to hold close to his lips, his heavy lidded gaze dark and intense. 
 
    She smiled, flustered by the compliment, which she sensed had been genuine rather than designed to reassure. ‘Let’s hope you are right about that,’ she said, reclaiming her gloved hand and bending to make a fuss of Shadow. 
 
    ‘Your friend Mrs Woodley is trying her hand at archery in the company of Mr Kensley.’ Troy nodded towards the area on the opposite side of the keep where targets had been set up. ‘As you can see, Frazer is there as well, and he is alone.’ 
 
    ‘What is Rachel doing with Mr Kensley? Oh.’ Brione smiled as the answer to her own question belatedly occurred to her. 
 
    ‘Don’t be concerned for your safety. Kensley will remember his duty or he will have me to answer to.’ 
 
    ‘I am not afraid of Sir Gregory.’ 
 
    ‘That is what I expected you to say.’ He grasped her upper arm and sent her a stern look. ‘Never let your guard down. The most unassuming of characters is often the deadliest. This traitor has survived for a long time simply because he blends in and because he is unscrupulous. If he even suspects that you doubt his loyalty, he will show no mercy.’ 
 
    ‘I am not completely without guile,’ she replied, thinking that Troy was being overcautious. ‘Now, pray excuse me. I have work to do.’ 
 
    Brione sauntered across the keep with her parasol tipped over her shoulder at a jaunty angle. She was aware that she was attracting more attention than had been her intention, but merely smiled and nodded at people who addressed her as she made her way slowly towards the archery. 
 
    ‘There you are,’ Rachel said, looking lovely in lilac muslin and very at home on Mr Kensley’s arm. ‘We wondered what had become of you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, here you find me. What did I miss?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Kensley was attempting to show me how to shoot an arrow. It is not nearly as easy as it looks. Any invaders would be perfectly safe from my attempts to repel them.’ 
 
    ‘I have never tried it myself.’ 
 
    ‘Then allow me to instruct you,’ Sir Gregory said, coming up behind her. She hadn’t realised that he had been standing close enough to overhear her conversation with Rachel, which reminded her not to underestimate him, or to speak out of turn. 
 
    ‘Oh, Sir Gregory, good afternoon. I did not see you there. Thank you. If you are sure you won’t mind my ineptitude, then by all means.’ Brione smiled at Rachel and turned to give Sir Gregory her full attention. ‘It looks an awfully long way,’ she said, squinting at what seemed like a very small target. ‘But I dare say you have done this many times before and find it easy.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I have some idea…’ He preened at the compliment, and she could see his skin turning pink beneath his whiskers. 
 
    ‘Actually, I am glad for this moment with you alone. I was thinking of our conversation yesterday about Evan.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ He appeared wary as he picked up a bow and selected an arrow, examined the fletching and appeared satisfied with it. ‘In what respect?’ 
 
    ‘Show me how to fire an arrow and I will tell you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite straightforward. Stand here beside me, Mrs Gilliard, with your feet a little apart and sideways on to the target.’ 
 
    ‘Like this?’ Brione asked. 
 
    ‘Precisely so.’ He handed her the bow. ‘Keep a relaxed grip on the handle, then place the arrow on the bow, thus.’ He stood behind her and put his arms on either side of her as he adjusted her stance and grip. She somehow refrained from depositing an elbow in his bulbous stomach, aware that he was using the sport to take liberties. ‘Then simply draw the bow back, aim and fire.’ 
 
    Brione did so and the arrow fell dismally short of the target. ‘Oh, dear. It’s much harder than it looks. Show me how it ought to be done, Sir Gregory.’ 
 
    She surrendered the bow to him and stood back. 
 
    ‘You didn’t say what it was that you wanted to ask me,’ he said, settling into a confident shooting stance, clearly intending to impress her. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Brione replied, lowering her voice, ‘I was hoping you could clarify something for me.’ 
 
    ‘Anything to help ease your distress, dear lady,’ he said, rocking back on his heels before taking up his stance once again and drawing back the bow. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s just something that I heard Evan remark upon not long before his death. I am sure it’s nothing but it’s been playing on my mind.’ 
 
    ‘A military matter perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘That is what I wondered. I heard him mention a name several times, you see, and it seemed to be really important to him. As though he was on the trail of some great discovery. It sounded like the name of a battle, perhaps.’ She paused, aware that his eyes were focused on the target but his attention was on what she had to say. ‘Was there a battle called Conrad?’ 
 
    He fired the arrow into a tuft of grass just beyond his feet, earning howls of derision from several men who had witnessed his spectacular failure. 
 
    ‘Keep your mind on the job in hand, Frazer,’ one suggested. 
 
    ‘Way to impress a lady,’ said another. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Sir Gregory,’ Brione said sweetly. ‘I didn’t mean to distract you.’ She held out her hand for the bow. ‘Let me try again.’ 
 
    Brione gasped when arms again surrounded her, but she knew without looking over her shoulder that they didn’t belong to Sir Gregory. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, when the duke guided her hands and pressed his body against her back. 
 
    ‘Helping you to fire an arrow, obviously.’ He was standing scandalously close, far closer than Sir Gregory had, as though stamping some sort of claim. They had gained quite an audience. She heard amused muttering amongst the men and several of the ladies gasped. ‘Now stop being difficult, concentrate on the target and think of someone whom you actively dislike.’ 
 
    ‘That I can certainly do,’ she assured him, casting him a caustic sideways look. 
 
    ‘Do you need any more help?’ he asked in a seductive purr, his breath tickling the shell of her ear. 
 
    ‘You have already done more than enough,’ she replied, feeling the weight of his body pressing against hers, making her yearn for the unattainable. The wretch was deliberately trying to distract her. 
 
    And succeeding. 
 
    Why he would choose to do so quite so publicly was a mystery to her. She heard Lady Murray say something disparaging in a loud voice behind her. She swallowed down her excitement when Troy ground his pelvis against her backside and she felt the full and impressive extent of his desire. 
 
    ‘You do not distract me that easily, your grace,’ she said, attempting to play him at his own game, which was probably unwise. 
 
    ‘Are you ready to take your shot?’ 
 
    ‘I am more than ready. I have already decided whose image I shall attempt to destroy.’ 
 
    ‘Dare I ask?’ 
 
    She smiled sweetly. ‘You can certainly ask.’ 
 
    He emitted a throaty chuckle and stepped back. She immediately felt the loss of his strength, but he had ignited her competitive spirit and clearly expected her not to land her shot anywhere near the target. Brione concentrated hard and let the arrow fly. A smattering of applause erupted when it hit the bullseye. 
 
    ‘I did it!’ she cried, jumping up and down and clapping her hands. 
 
    ‘So you did,’ Troy replied, smiling at her. 
 
    ‘Now you know better than to challenge me, I have no further use for you,’ Brione said, so softly that only Troy could hear her. ‘Go away. I was busy questioning Sir Gregory before you distracted me.’ 
 
    ‘You asked your question and got your response. The damned impudent cove was taking liberties.’ 
 
    She arched a brow. ‘And you were not?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but you can trust me to behave myself.’ He paused, sending her a provocative smile. 'Probably.’ 
 
    ‘How in heaven’s name have I managed all these years without your protection?’ 
 
    ‘That is a question I frequently ask myself.’ They strolled side by side away from the archery, leaving Sir Gregory standing in their wake, staring after them. Shadow was no longer with Troy and Brione wondered what had become of him. 
 
    ‘I can see Captain Craig over there bowling.’ 
 
    ‘Your grace!’ Miss Frazer led a bevy of young females who scurried up to his side. ‘We must claim you for paille-maille. We none of us have the first idea how to hold the mallet and need someone to show us how it ought to be done.’ 
 
    ‘That will never do,’ Brione replied, with a mischievous smile. ‘I can see that your assistance is urgently required in order to prevent a disagreement, your grace, and so you can be sure that I shall excuse you.’ 
 
    Miss Frazer blinked, looking confused. ‘You will?’ 
 
    ‘It will be my pleasure, Miss Frazer.’ 
 
    ‘You will pay for this later,’ Troy whispered in her ear as he walked away. 
 
    Brione laughed as she strolled in the other direction. Troy was perfectly capable of fending off the attentions of a few harmless girls and deserved to have them thrust upon him after the way he had behaved with the archery. She reached the bowling just as Captain Craig finished his game. 
 
    ‘Ah, Mrs Gilliard. How well you look.’ 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Captain. Did you win?’ 
 
    ‘Alas no.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind, isn’t it supposed to be the taking part that counts?’ 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it!’ 
 
    They both smiled as he led her to the shaded area beneath the first floor walkway, where refreshments were laid out. ‘Would you like a glass of lemonade?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please.’ 
 
    Captain Craig snapped his fingers and a footman materialised to provide their drinks. It was Joseph, but this time Brione was prepared for him. He gave her a long look, but she had already turned her face away before he reached them. They sat for ten minutes, conversing about mundane matters. She found Captain Craig’s company undemanding, despite her doubts about his patriotism. She also sensed his interest in her, but could not return it. He was charming and courteous, but he didn’t make her heart miss a beat or her insides overheat in the manner that the duke so easily could. In the manner that he had done a few minutes ago, simply by standing too close and showing her how to fire a bow. 
 
    She dropped Conrad into the conversation but if it meant anything to Captain Craig, then he was better at disguising his reaction than Sir Gregory had been. Before she could prolong that particular conversation, he was called upon to join a game and excused himself. 
 
    Brione was not left alone for long enough to decide what to do with herself next before she was joined by Lieutenant Vaughan. She noticed Mr Kensley sauntering around the keep with Rachel and knew he must be watching out for her, which she found reassuring. She liked Captain Craig but had very different feelings regarding her new companion. They talked of nothing in particular for a minute or two, but Brione sensed the man had sought her out for a reason. 
 
    ‘I must apologise again for mentioning Ana deSouza to you yesterday,’ he said after a pause, confirming Brione’s suspicion. 
 
    ‘You are forgiven,’ Brione replied, not looking at him. 
 
    ‘It was a clumsy mistake. In my own defence, it didn’t occur to me that you knew nothing about her existence.’ 
 
    Brione arched a brow. ‘You imagine that Evan discussed her with me, or that I was so desperate for a husband that I would have married him had I known?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot imagine you ever being desperate for admiration.’ 
 
    ‘I was surprised and upset by the revelation, I won’t deny it, but I have had an opportunity to become accustomed to the knowledge and am glad to have been made aware. It explains a great deal of things that have worried me for a long time, so you have nothing to apologise for.’ She paused to reflect. ‘Is she very lovely?’ 
 
    ‘Not as lovely as you.’ 
 
    ‘That is the only answer you could possibly give to an unfair question,’ Brione replied with an apologetic smile, ‘but doesn’t tell me much about my rival for Evan’s affections. Well, she was no rival. She clearly owned his heart, but I think it only natural that I should wonder what is so remarkable about her.’ 
 
    ‘War is a destructive business, in more ways than one.’ He stared off into the distance, his expression remote. ‘As soldiers, we see the sun rise every day but never know if we will still be alive to see it set again. It makes a person reckless for pleasure, I suppose, and the customary code of conduct is often ignored.’ 
 
    ‘Eat, drink and be merry…’ 
 
    Lieutenant Vaughan smiled absently. ‘Something of that nature. Soldiers do not always behave well before, during or after battle. That, I am afraid to say, is the way of war.’ 
 
    ‘Evan mentioned you to me once or twice,’ Brione said. ‘He spoke of a close friend of yours, a gentleman by the name of…Faulkner, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher.’ Lieutenant Vaughan’s expression closed down. 
 
    ‘Did he come home?’ 
 
    ‘No. He did not.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am very sorry. He clearly meant a lot to you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. He did. We grew up together. Younger sons, unimportant, largely ignored and left to follow traditional careers in the law, the church or the army. Bonds like that mean something.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘He died in the same conflict that claimed your husband’s life.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Brione allowed a short pause. ‘Anyway, as to men’s conduct during wartime, I am sure what you say is perfectly true, except for the fact that Evan must have met Ana before war broke out, given that she bore him two children.’ Brione waited for jealousy to grip her but it failed to materialise, which surprised her. It seemed that pride had already overcome the gut-wrenching pain she had lived with since Evan’s death. That must be the case, otherwise she wouldn’t have tolerated Troy’s earlier behaviour, much less fought against enjoying it. Not that she had fought very hard but then, why should she? Evan certainly hadn’t deprived himself of far less innocent pleasures. ‘He should have followed his heart and married her. He did us both a disservice.’ 
 
    ‘Ana is in England, you know,’ he said into the ensuing silence. 
 
    ‘No, I did not know. Well, how could I? I have been aware of her existence for less than a day.’ Brione took a moment to assess this latest intelligence, wondering why Lieutenant Vaughan had bothered to enlighten her. ‘What is she doing here, and more to the point, how do you know her whereabouts?’ 
 
    ‘There is only so much I can say. We have interests in common in London.’ 
 
    ‘In Whitehall?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ The captain paused. ‘Ana hopes to meet you. She told me as much not long after Evan died.’ 
 
    ‘Then she should write to me,’ Brione replied, uncomfortable with the direction their conversation had taken.  
 
    ‘I cannot say why she hasn’t done so. Her time isn’t always her own and anyway, excuse me, but she would have been grieving too.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for the reminder,’ Brione said in a caustic tone. 
 
    ‘I saw her quite recently in London, as a matter of fact.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was there as well, staying with Mrs Woodley, so if she has written to me and sent the letter to my home in Cambridge then it has not yet reached me.’ Brione paused. ‘Why she would wish to see me is a mystery. It seems rather arrogant of her to suppose that I would receive her, given the circumstances. Does she really imagine that we will drink a cosy cup of tea together and reminisce about Evan?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Gilliard. Again I have upset you. This is really none of my business. All I can tell you is that Ana and I are friends. I did not know when I came here that I would have the pleasure of making your acquaintance and I hope that I can now look upon you as a friend also.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, although I doubt our paths will cross again,’ Brione replied in a distracted tone. She stood, feeling a strong urge to distance herself from Lieutenant Vaughan, with his probing looks and uncomfortable topics of conversation. Even so, her curiosity regarding Ana was well and truly piqued, and if she did hear from her, she would most certainly arrange a meeting. 
 
    ‘Did you ask the duke about Conrad?’ he asked, standing also. 
 
    ‘I have not had an opportunity. We are not well acquainted.’ 
 
    ‘I saw him with you just now, at the archery.’ 
 
    ‘I had forgotten all about it, given what you told me about Ana. That has been the only subject on my mind, as I am sure you can easily imagine.’ 
 
    ‘A word to the wise, Mrs Gilliard. Be wary of the duke.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Brione blinked, not having to feign surprise. ‘He was your commanding officer, you his trusted adjutant. You were comrades in arms. I cannot think what there is to be wary of.’ 
 
    ‘The duke is an excellent man and a superb commanding officer, but he also has a reputation when it comes to the fairer sex.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Lieutenant, but I am not cut from the same cloth as my husband.’ Brione tipped her parasol over her shoulder, feeling insulted. ‘And even if I was, frankly it is none of your concern. Good day to you.’ 
 
    She left him standing where he was. Fuming at his behaviour, convinced that he was manipulating her in some fashion, Brione didn’t trust herself to remain in the keep and indulge in social discourse. She returned to the house, but only got as far as the entrance vestibule before again running into the duke. 
 
    ‘I need to speak with you,’ he said, grasping her hand and tugging her in the direction of his library. 
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    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    There was only so much provocation a man could take, Troy had decided by the time he’d escaped the clutches of the grimly determined Miss Frazer and her friends and returned his attention to Brione. When he was finally free to do so, he found her laughing with Craig, comfortable in his company and letting her guard down in a manner that she never seemed to accomplish with Troy. He felt a swelling of jealous rage. The indolent cove was flirting with her and she was flirting right back. Didn’t she realise that she was playing straight into his conniving hands? 
 
    How could she! 
 
    Perhaps Troy’s judgement had been affected by her beauty and vulnerability. Watching her now, it seemed evident that she wasn’t nearly so upset about the revelations regarding Gilliard’s secret life as he had supposed. 
 
    ‘I understand that you have private reasons for wanting Mrs Gilliard here.’ Deb had glided up to Troy’s side without his noticing her approach and spoke in a furious whisper, ‘but almost rutting with her in public simply will not do. I will not tolerate it!’ 
 
    ‘You will not tolerate it?’ Troy turned to his sister and fixed her with an imperious look so severe that Deb took an involuntary step backwards. She had not chosen an opportune moment to attempt to manipulate him. 
 
    ‘What I mean to say is, I don’t care what you get up to with the woman in private, but don’t flaunt your relationship in front of my guests. It lowers the tone.’ 
 
    ‘I shall pretend you didn’t say that,’ Troy replied through tightly pursed lips. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Troy. I didn’t mean to sound like a crosspatch. It’s just that there are so many suitable females here for you to look over and yet you seem fixated on a widow who hails from the middle classes.’ Deb shuddered. ‘I cannot begin to imagine what Papa would have made of that.’ 
 
    Troy could, and knew that his reaction wouldn’t have been one of disapproval, but he remained silent on that particular point. 
 
    ‘You assume that because I show a lady some attention, it naturally follows that my thoughts have turned to matrimony.’ 
 
    ‘I certainly hope that they have. It is beyond time you remembered your duty, as long as Mrs Gilliard is not your intended.’ 
 
    Troy shook his head, surprised that he was still…well, surprised by his sister’s fiercely protective attitude towards the family’s standing in the eyes of society. He knew it would be pointless to continue with this conversation. He would only say something that he would later regret, and for all her pretentions Deb was a good sort who ran the castle and his domestic affairs with an efficiency that would make the strictest of major-generals sit up and take notice. 
 
    ‘Do you really want to have this discussion here and now?’ Troy asked, fixing her with a look of stony rebuke. 
 
    ‘No,’ Deb replied, sighing. ‘You will do just as you please, no matter what I say. You always do.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me.’ 
 
    Troy marched away, his mood further soured by the confrontation, and stood out of sight beneath the keep’s overhang. No one would find him here unless they were specifically looking, and he could watch over Brione, just as he had promised to do, and try to give her the benefit of the doubt. She was probably attempting to win Craig’s trust in the hope that he would let something vital slip, just as they had agreed that she should. 
 
    But it didn’t mean that he had to like it. He felt increasingly disturbed by the power she seemed capable of wielding over him; by her ability to affect him quite so profoundly with little more than a provocative look or a careless word. 
 
    A certain smile. 
 
    She was bestowing more smiles than enough on Vaughan, who had taken Craig’s place at her side, Troy thought, his scowl intensifying. His officers were taking it in turns to try Troy’s patience, which was almost exhausted by the time she turned towards the house. Troy stepped into the hall by a door that would get him there ahead of her, grabbed her arm and frogmarched her towards his library. 
 
    ‘Let go of me!’ she protested. ‘What is wrong with you? You’re behaving like a bully and hurting my arm.’ 
 
    Troy realised that he very probably was, so firm a grasp had he taken on it. He opened the door and released her when she walked through it. Despite her furious expression, it felt as though she had brought sunshine into the room with her. Shadow, who had been shut in to prevent him from being shot by a badly aimed arrow or a stray bowl, jumped to his feet and wagged his tail. Troy watched her fussing over the dog, her lovely profile coming alight with pleasure as feelings that were unfamiliar to him— jealousy, possessiveness, self-doubt—swirled through his bloodstream. 
 
    ‘Have the goodness to explain why you are in such a taking,’ she said imperiously, straightening up from scratching Shadow’s belly and turning to face him with accusation gleaming in her remarkable eyes. 
 
    ‘You were flirting,’ he said, thinking how pathetically lame that excuse for his behaviour sounded. ‘Those men are not children. They are battle-hardened soldiers accustomed to taking what they want, and you are sending out entirely the wrong signals.’ 
 
    ‘I was not flirting. I was executing the plan that we agreed between us.’ She fisted her hands on her slim hips, angry and defiant. ‘And even if I was flirting, what business is it of yours?’ 
 
     She was still standing just inside the door and something stronger than his own will took control of Troy’s actions. He took a step towards her and she took a counter step backwards, coming up hard against the door. 
 
    ‘Stop being so territorial, your grace. You do not intimidate me.’ But her voice lacked conviction and her irises darkened with the dawning of awareness as he kept her pinned to the door by placing his braced arms against it on either side of her head, leaving no space separating them. Her face coloured and her breath came in shorter and shorter gasps. But it was her eyes that continued to give her away, widening and probing as deep as a verbal question that Troy had no intention of ignoring. He had a point to prove. 
 
    He lowered his head until his lips almost brushed against hers. ‘I am making your behaviour my business,’ he said in an earthy drawl, ‘and if you continue to disobey, then you will have to answer to me.’ 
 
    She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, drawing an involuntary groan from him. ‘Has anyone ever told you that you are impossibly dictatorial?’ 
 
    ‘Frequently. And you are exasperating, disobedient, far too impulsive and breathtakingly beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘You like to have your way,’ she said, her voice playfully castigating. 
 
    ‘Always.’ He breathed the word against her lips and she shuddered. ‘Are you ready for your punishment?’ 
 
    She swallowed but seemed incapable of speaking. Troy ignored the rational side of his brain that urged him to draw back while he still could, warning him that he was playing with fire. But he was in no mood today for rational strategy. Sometimes instincts trumped common sense. He had wanted this monstrously disrespectful female since he had first discovered her rummaging about in his personal space, posing as a dishevelled maid. 
 
    He had lain awake, too frustrated to sleep, as thoughts of her compelling eyes plagued his mind, sending it on a sensual detour. And now here she was, testing him with her pithy retorts that made the desire to retaliate impossible for him to resist. 
 
    Enough was enough! 
 
    Troy removed one hand from the door, watching her the entire time. He gently cupped her chin with his fingers and closed the small distance between their mouths, covering her lips with his own with a firm assuredness born of experience. She muttered something incomprehensible, tried to twist her mouth away for a moment or two, but her resistance didn’t last beyond a heartbeat and Troy gloried when a small groan escaped their fused lips and she returned his kiss with passion. 
 
    This was insanity. It was wrong on so many levels, he told himself as he deepened the kiss, but it also felt so completely right that he was powerless to stop himself. He parted her lips with the tip of his tongue and explored the contours of her mouth like a man with a point to prove. She responded by wrapping her arms around his neck as their tongues tangled in an exotic dance that required no music. 
 
    Their bodies collided and Troy was dimly aware of her curling her fingers in his hair. He was more acutely aware of his growing desire, the deep oneness he felt for this wild, vibrant and gloriously diverse female who both tempted and infuriated him on so many levels. He had quite simply never met anyone to compare to her and wanted her with every fibre of his being. 
 
    How he found the strength to break the kiss before compulsion overcame common sense and he took matters beyond the point of no return he could not afterwards have said. Her mere presence plagued his senses and almost caused him to forget his own name. Mrs Brione Gilliard had a very great deal of chaos to answer for. 
 
    ‘What was that for?’ she asked, blinking up at him in a dazed fashion as she ran a finger with infinite gentleness down his scarred cheek. ‘I thought you were angry with me.’ 
 
    ‘I was angry with myself and took it out on you, which is unpardonable.’ 
 
    She seemed satisfied with that explanation, inadequate though it must have sounded, and smiled as she moved into the room, taking a seat beside the fire. Troy decided to sit across from her. That way there was a vague possibility that he would manage to keep his hands to himself. 
 
    ‘These are unique times,’ she said, glancing down to adjust the fall of her skirts. She snatched off her gloves and then her bonnet, which had been knocked askew during their kiss. ‘You are angry because I am speaking with the suspected traitors and you feel less in control as a consequence. You also feel culpable because the traitor was a member of your regiment—but really, I cannot see how that can be your fault.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘You understand me too well.’ 
 
    ‘You might be a duke, but you are also a man like any other.’ 
 
    ‘I shall remember that when I next feel the need to get above myself.’ 
 
    A teasing smile touched her lips. ‘That I very much doubt. You are far too accustomed to dishing out orders and having them obeyed without question. That is also why you are so angry with me—but as I have told you before, I am not one of your soldiers. I also have a brain in my head, which means that I am perfectly capable of thinking for myself and adapting to situations as they arise.’ She sent him a challenging look that required Troy to fist his hands to prevent himself from reaching across, tumbling her onto his lap and reminding her what he was capable of when roused. ‘Anyway, I had best tell you what I found out, which is precious little, I’m afraid. Sir Gregory showed a reaction to Conrad.’ She chuckled. ‘It is what caused him almost to fire an arrow into his own foot.’ 
 
    Troy grinned. ‘That or your distracting presence. Frazer is aware of the codename but probably wonders how you came to know it, which would account for his poor aim, one imagines.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see him thriving as a spy myself,’ she said pensively. ‘He doesn’t seem very intelligent. Rather better at obeying your orders than thinking on his feet. I have heard the manner in which his mother and sister speak to him. They both run rings around him and he is incapable of curbing their behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘I tend to agree with you, but we cannot exonerate him on the grounds of being slow-witted or dominated by the females in his family.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ She pouted. ‘How discouraging. Captain Craig seemed unaffected by the mention of the name. I really don’t think he’s the guilty party. If he is then he is the best actor never to have trodden the boards. Besides, I like him.’ 
 
    ‘Then it is definitely him!’ 
 
    Brione smiled and waved the suggestion aside. ‘Not that my liking a person should sway your judgement.’ Her smile faded quickly. ‘I liked, more than liked Evan, but I obviously judged him completely wrongly.’ 
 
    ‘You were speaking with Vaughan again for a long time,’ Troy said briskly, thinking it better not to dwell upon her feelings for her late husband. She needed to come to terms with his deception in her own time and without his interference. ‘What did he have to say for himself?’ 
 
    ‘Now him, I do suspect.’ Brione sat forward. ‘One of the first subjects he raised was Ana deSouza.’ 
 
    ‘How very insensitive of him.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but I didn’t really mind. Naturally, I am curious about her. He told me that she is currently in London.’ 
 
    Troy’s lifted brows reflected his suspicions. ‘Is she? I was not aware, but then there is no reason why I should be.’ 
 
    ‘I asked him what had brought her to England. He implied that he couldn’t say very much, other than that they had interests in common. I suggested those interests were based in Whitehall and he didn’t deny it.’ She paused to send Troy a speculative look from beneath lowered lashes. ‘He also said that Ana wants to meet me.’ 
 
    Troy scowled. ‘How the devil does he know that?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently they are friends.’ 
 
    ‘If it is true, I don’t think it a very good idea. What purpose would it serve?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose she intends to cause me physical harm. Besides, I’m curious about her. I really do want to know why Evan was so fixated upon her.’ 
 
    ‘In your situation, I would probably feel the same way,’ he conceded. ‘But have you paused to consider that Gilliard may have been the traitor and that they were in it together?’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes. ‘Goodness, the possibility hadn’t occurred to me.’ 
 
    He chuckled at her fit of pique. ‘Sarcasm does not become you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I disagree. I find sarcasm a very satisfying means of communication, especially since the majority of people whom I direct it at haven’t the wits to realise that I am being facetious.’ 
 
    ‘Minx!’ Troy eased himself into a more comfortable position, enjoying his verbal exchange with Brione enormously. ‘What shall you do if you hear from Ana?’ 
 
    ‘I shall meet her. Naturally, I am intrigued.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, I can understand your desire for answers, but please, don’t meet her alone.’ 
 
    ‘Do stop being so protective.’ Brione waved his concerns impatiently aside. ‘Anyway, if she does write to me, I shall receive her either in my house, which has a full complement of servants, or in a public place. There, will that satisfy you?’ 
 
    ‘Not nearly, but it will have to suffice. Where you are concerned, I can’t seem to help being protective.’ Troy took a deep breath as he struggled to contemplate the events of the afternoon with his customary single-minded clarity. It was a difficult ambition to achieve with such a challenging distraction seated across from him, but since her safety was becoming increasingly important to him he made a concerted effort. ‘However, with regard to your suspicions about my adjutant, unless he runs off or does something out of character, then we are no further forward.’ 
 
    ‘I could drop a mild suggestion into conversation about the papers Evan left behind. I have been too distraught to go through them but the business of Conrad is playing on my mind and I am sure he mentioned something about committing his suspicions to paper.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘No?’ Her eyes blazed with renewed anger. ‘What do you mean no? I shall say whatever I please. I have a vested interest in getting to the bottom of this business.’ 
 
    ‘Not if it costs you your life,’ he replied, his own anger ignited by her stubborn determination to have her own way. ‘The traitor is ruthless. He would not have gone undetected for so long if he was not. He backed the wrong side by choosing to spy for Napoleon, so now he has an added interest in covering his tracks. He will not allow even a suspicion of his guilt to become public, you must see that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but that doesn’t help me with my problems.’ 
 
    ‘I had hoped that knowing about Ana would make you less concerned about Gilliard’s reputation.’ 
 
    ‘It is not just his reputation that suffers. I am being ostracised all the time that rumours continue to abound. Feelings are running very high, as well you know, and even a whisper of disloyalty is enough to see a person cut. Not that I care about society; I am not sufficiently well born to be included within its ranks anyway, but I do take exception to walking down the street and having fingers pointed at me.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you have had to endure?’ he asked, his anger evaporating as quickly as it had arrived. Ordinarily, Troy knew his own mind and seldom lost his temper. Only this gloriously diverse creature seemed capable of engendering such swift changes in his mood. 
 
    ‘Yes, to a degree. Whoever blackened Evan’s name did a very thorough job of it, and I have borne the brunt.’ She leaned her elbow on the arm of her chair and absently plucked at her lower lip; a distracting gesture that stirred Troy’s passions in the time-honoured fashion. 
 
    ‘It has to be someone who understands the workings of the gossip machine.’ She lifted a shoulder in a delicate shrug which did nothing to dispel the lingering anger that swirled in the depths of her eyes. ‘One word in the right ear, as you must realise, and by the end of the night all of society is aware that the unfortunate person being unjustly accused is not to be trusted, and his name will be dropped from every matron’s guest list.’ 
 
    ‘Very true,’ Troy conceded. ‘Frazer doesn’t go to town but both Craig and Vaughan are popular with hostesses, being eligible gentlemen.’ 
 
    ‘You speak from experience, one assumes.’ 
 
    Troy offered up a wry smile. ‘One of the disadvantages of rank.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, I assume you understand my need to meet Ana and also to reveal the identity of the traitor.’ 
 
    ‘I have always understood that need,’ he responded, with a softly intimate smile. 
 
    ‘Lieutenant Vaughan warned me off you,’ she said after a short pause. 
 
    ‘The devil he did!’ Troy grunted. ‘Damned impertinence.’ 
 
    Brione laughed. ‘He obviously knows you well.’ 
 
    ‘Not as well as he thinks he does.’ Troy quelled his annoyance and returned her smile. ‘What precisely did he warn you to be on your guard against?’ 
 
    Her cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink. ‘I think you answered your own question when we first entered this room.’ She looked down at her fingers, laced in her lap. ‘Mind you, I wasn’t exactly the epitome of decorum myself—but that was only because you took me by surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did. The fault is entirely mine.’ 
 
    ‘No it isn’t.’ She flashed another of her enticing smiles. ‘But thank you for being so gallant.’ 
 
    ‘This time yesterday you were still deeply in love with your husband’s memory, with no thoughts of turning elsewhere for solace. Now that you know what he was hiding from you, it’s natural that you will want to assuage your damaged pride. That, I think, is why I was so worried when I saw you with Craig. I wondered if you would be tempted—’ 
 
    ‘You tempt me,’ she said, still staring at her fingers, but Troy could sense that she had surprised herself by making the admission, ‘and I wish that you did not. It’s confusing. I am not ordinarily so free with my affections.’ 
 
    ‘Which is why I should not have allowed jealousy to get the better of me to the extent that I felt the need to prove a point.’ 
 
    She finally lifted her head and looked directly at him, unable to hide her shock. ‘Jealousy?’ 
 
    ‘It is not an attractive trait, as I am rapidly discovering for the first time.’ 
 
    She blinked up at him, examining his features as though searching them for signs of a lie. Appearing satisfied by the rich ardency of his expression, she seemed to garner a modicum of satisfaction from it. ‘I felt momentarily jealous too, when Lieutenant Vaughan first told me about Ana, but it lasted for less time, far less than I had imagined would be the case. It was soon replaced by anger, then I felt foolish for being duped, and now I almost feel liberated. It’s as though…I don’t know, it’s hard to explain.’ She spread her hands, struggling to articulate her feelings. ‘I cannot mourn what never existed, so it seems acceptable not to continue grieving for a man whom I didn’t really know and who deliberately set out to deceive me.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am glad that something worthwhile has come out of this whole sorry affair,’ Troy replied softly. ‘And just so that you are aware, I think Gilliard was an idiot.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘You are entirely welcome,’ he replied, matching her sombre expression. 
 
    ‘What now?’ she asked after a momentary pause. 
 
    ‘About the suspects?’ 
 
    She set him a mischievous little grin. ‘What else?’ 
 
    He shook his head, provoked by her manner almost beyond endurance. ‘I would advise against tempting me, my sweet,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You may not enjoy the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what I was doing?’ she asked innocently. 
 
    Troy, knowing when he was beaten, wisely said nothing more on that particular subject. ‘Just continue to mix with the guests,’ he said instead, ‘and I will keep a careful watch over Vaughan and Craig.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know that Lieutenant Vaughan went out on horseback early this morning? Rachel and I saw him returning when we ourselves were coming back from our walk. He didn’t seem especially pleased to see us and barely paused to offer a greeting.’ 
 
    ‘There could be a perfectly innocent explanation, but I will instigate enquiries.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ Brione stood and collected her scattered possessions, ready to leave him again. He didn’t want her to go, but also knew it would be unwise to detain her. She might be capable of behaving herself but he was unsure if the same could be said for him, for which he held Brione entirely responsible. She had no business being quite such an enigma, such a mixture of experience and naiveté; mischief and stubborn determination. ‘I shall go up now and see you later at dinner.’ 
 
    ‘I look forward to it.’ 
 
    She fondled Shadow’s ears and then straightened up again, deliberately appearing to avoid his eye. Troy would have given a great deal to know what thoughts were occupying her mind, since he didn’t entirely trust her to do as he asked. He took her hand, turned it over and placed his lips on the inside of her wrist, watching her reaction as he did so. Her cheeks coloured and her own lips parted temptingly in momentary surprise. He saw a combination of confusion and expectation in her eyes, which brought him to his senses. 
 
    ‘Go!’ he said, opening the door and all but pushing her through it. 
 
    He closed it behind her and leaned against it, conscious of her light, floral fragrance lingering in the air. ‘Ye gods,’ he muttered aloud, reaching for the whisky decanter. ‘What the devil have I got myself into?’ 
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    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Brione made her way back to her room, feeling flustered after her confrontation, assignation, liaison—she was unsure what name to give the interlude with Troy. What he had been attempting to prove with his forceful and dogmatic possessiveness was even less clear to her. She recalled the fervent gleam in his eye, so intense that she had almost been afraid of the power of his passionate, persuasive ways. Not that much persuasion had been necessary, but that was not the point. 
 
    It was wrong—and furthermore it was not what she wanted. She might feel cheated and humiliated by Evan’s duplicity, but that did not make her a powerful aristocrat’s plaything. She ought to have made that clear to him, instead of falling into his arms like a wilting violet. Ye gods, had she really groaned when he broke the kiss? She wanted to bang her head against the wall in mortification. 
 
    The flippant comments that she ought to have voiced at the time in an effort to defuse the situation and make light of things now sprang spontaneously to mind. It was easy, she was fast discovering, to think of pithy retorts when she wasn’t in the same room as the infuriatingly elegant duke. It was quite another to voice them when he loomed over her—dark, predatory and oh so very dangerously attractive—filling her with feelings of giddy anticipation, tempting her to revenge herself on Evan from beyond the grave. 
 
    Shaking her head, Brione glanced down into the keep as she walked along the upper corridor and noticed that it was now devoid of guests. All bar Lieutenant Vaughan, who leaned one shoulder against a wall and looked directly up at her position, almost as though he had been waiting to see her. He raised a hand in salute but she pretended not to notice and carried on walking. 
 
    A small army of servants was efficiently clearing away all signs of the afternoon’s activities, whilst others were doubtless toiling away below stairs, preparing another grand banquet. She must have been with Troy for longer than she realised. Had the lieutenant followed her into the house and seen Troy drag her into his lair? She felt an unsettling chill run down her spine at the possibility. It seemed sinister and perhaps over-dramatic to suppose that he had turned the tables and was now spying on her. 
 
    She entered her room and flopped down in a chair. 
 
    ‘What just happened between us?’ she asked aloud. 
 
    Part of her had welcomed the delicious distraction supplied by the disturbingly poised master of this house. If that had been Troy’s intention—to distract her from her determination to expose the traitor—then he had succeeded better than he could have realised. His deep, probing looks, to say nothing of his equally probing kisses, had caused all other thoughts to flee from her head. He genuinely liked her. That much was evident, since she was perfectly sure that he didn’t make a habit of kissing his female guests or showing so much concern for their wellbeing. But to admit to jealousy? It hardly seemed feasible.  
 
    She leaned the side of her face on her cupped hand as she considered the possibility, shaking her head after a second or two in decisive rejection of it. She had almost fallen for the potency of his charm and it simply wouldn’t serve to be drawn in by him and have her heart broken. 
 
    Again. 
 
    A heart that he could very easily own, had she not already had her fingers so comprehensively burned. Evan had totally deceived her and she would not make the same mistake twice. 
 
    Even so, she thought, smiling mischievously, he was toying with her and there was nothing to stop her from retaliating. She was certainly overdue a little harmless fun and would rise to the challenge, but for the fact that she was incapable of playing those sorts of games. Besides, she wasn’t foolish enough to imagine that she would be the one in control. Few men and even fewer women, she imagined, ever got the better of the imposing Duke of Alford.  
 
    Brione groaned when she recalled telling Troy that he fascinated her. Why the devil had she let her guard down? He must be accustomed to having females of all persuasions falling at his feet—easy conquests, barely worth the effort. Gentlemen enjoyed the thrill of the chase, did they not? She had seen evidence of his magnetic pull during her few days here and had no intention of adding her name to the list of his devotees. 
 
    Shaking her head, she attempted to consider more pressing matters—like exposing the traitor’s identity and deciding what to do about Ana if she really did make contact. Not that there was much to decide in the latter case. She would meet her rival for Evan’s affections and attempt to extract answers from her. 
 
    Ana had known about Brione, so it followed that she would also know why Evan had married her. Was it for financial reasons? She had assumed his father’s business was thriving but hadn’t bothered to ask, so she had no way of being sure. She did know that she had been left comfortably situated, at least insofar as finances went, but the origin of those finances was now open to question. 
 
    God forbid that her fortune was even partly founded on disloyalty to the crown! She gasped and held a hand to her mouth, terrified that it might well have been. Evan had shown little interest in his father’s business but had taken to soldiering like a natural. And spying before that. When she asked, he was vague about the silk trade, saying that managers were handling the company’s day to day business. That was something Brione would have to look into. She had been putting off deciding what to do about her inheritance, thinking that selling up would be akin to throwing away Evan’s birthright. But it was obvious to her now that he’d had no real passion for it, hadn’t deserved it, and it would likely flounder without a strong hand at the helm. 
 
    Brione had learned enough about the trade during her younger years at her father’s side, and knew she was capable of running the business herself. It would give her a purpose, but she doubted whether the workers or buyers would take a female seriously and she would be robbed blind—if that was not happening already. She had been far too lax, too trusting, she could quite see that now. Wallowing in self-pity instead of attending to what was important might well have cost her dearly, but all that was about to change. 
 
    Someone tapped at the door and Brione, assuming it must be Rachel, bade her enter. But it was not Rachel. Brione stood, surprised to be confronted by Lady Murray. 
 
    ‘I came to see if you have everything you need,’ she said stiffly. 
 
    ‘Thank you. That is very kind but quite unnecessary.’ Brione greeted her visitor politely, spreading her hands. ‘As you can see, I have been made perfectly comfortable.’ 
 
    That explanation didn’t appear to satisfy Lady Murray, and she showed no immediate signs of quitting the room. ‘May I also enquire how the business you came her to conduct with my brother is proceeding?’ 
 
    Brione felt her cheeks warm, thinking that Lady Murray would be horrified if she knew the full details of the business that had occupied them earlier. Perhaps she suspected the attraction and had come here to warn Brione off. Not that any warning was necessary. Brione was well aware of her place in the pecking order, had no lasting interest in the duke, and resented this woman’s intrusion into her private affairs. 
 
    ‘That, ma’am, is a question that you would be best advised to address to the duke. I am not at liberty to discuss it.’ 
 
    ‘Surely it cannot be that sensitive,’ she replied with a strained smile, clearly unaccustomed to having any request of hers declined, especially by a person whom she considered to be an inferior. 
 
    ‘Please do not ask me to betray a confidence, Lady Murray,’ Brione said with an arch smile. 
 
    ‘Shall you be staying with us for the entire week?’ 
 
    ‘That rather depends upon my reason for being here,’ she replied, thinking two could play at being evasive. 
 
    Lady Murray stuck her nose in the air and sniffed indignantly, her anger not to have received a direct answer to a question she had no right to ask apparent. If the gesture was intended to make Brione express gratitude for the temporary roof over her head and the chance to mix with such exalted company then Lady Murray had miscalculated. Brione had endured more than enough put-downs of late and was not about to tolerate another from this pompous woman. 
 
    ‘I should be interested to know what business you have with my brother that requires him to pay you such extravagant attention in public,’ she said haughtily. 
 
    ‘Once again, ma’am, I must refer you to the duke for answers. But let me assure you that you have left me in no doubt that I am here under sufferance, that you look upon me as a social inferior and an inconvenience. It is not my intention to create difficulties, so I shall leave the moment my work here is complete.’ She offered the astonished Lady Murray, who was clearly not used to being on the receiving end of plain speaking, a brittle smile. ‘I hope that answer offers you some satisfaction.’ 
 
    Lady Murray’s expression softened, which didn’t surprise Brione. Bullies tended to back down when confronted. ‘You are a friend of Rachel’s and so, I hope, a friend of mine.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but I doubt very much whether our paths will cross again once I have left here, and you will not lose any sleep when the connection is severed.’ 
 
    Brione was aware that she had been impolite and that she had shocked her hostess. It couldn’t be helped. Lady Murray had come to her room with the specific purpose of putting Brione in her place, so she justified her behaviour by reminding herself that she had not been the one to set the tone for this conversation. She waited to see what her visitor would do next and was astonished when instead of reminding Brione of her place, Lady Murray let out a long sigh and sat in the chair that Brione had just vacated. Brione sat across from her, sensing a loneliness and fragility about the woman that she probably seldom displayed. 
 
    ‘Whatever must you think of me?’ Lady Murray eventually asked. 
 
    Brione blinked. ‘I think you have taken it upon yourself to protect your brother’s interests, which is laudable.’ Brione leaned forward. ‘He is rich, handsome and very well connected, and I dare say you are kept fully occupied acting as his gatekeeper. But let’s be clear, I am well aware of my roots and know what people are saying about me, never doubt it. Most of it is untrue or vastly exaggerated, but on one point you have my absolute assurance.’ Brione paused for effect. ‘I have no ambitions above my station.’ 
 
    ‘I have never seen Troy half so smitten before,’ she said, as though Brione hadn’t spoken. ‘He accuses me of interfering, but nothing could be further from the truth. I want his happiness above everything, as well as the continuation of the Alford line. A legitimate heir. I promised my father on his deathbed that I would make sure Troy remembered his duty.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure he knows what is expected of him.’ 
 
    ‘I am ten years Troy’s senior. Our parents were both dead by the time Troy reached sixteen. He was far too young to accede to the duchy, but he did so with the focused determination that he inherited from our father. I had recently married, but I didn’t feel I could leave him completely alone with all this responsibility. At least I could run his home and take care of his domestic arrangements.’ 
 
    ‘For which I don’t doubt that he is grateful.’ Brione was both fascinated and wary about Lady Murray’s sudden determination to be her friend. She had tried to intimidate Brione without success. Was she now attempting another ploy to distance her from Troy? Brione didn’t know her well enough to be sure. 
 
    ‘My parents were desperate for another son. In these uncertain times they felt that one was not enough, but alas my mother died in childbirth and my father succumbed to a fever not a year later.’ 
 
    ‘And you were left as the duke’s only close family member. It must have been a lonely time for you both. Especially him.’ 
 
    ‘It was, but I did my best to help him through it. Then he insisted upon purchasing a commission and I despaired. I honestly didn’t imagine that he would come through that wretched conflict unscathed.’ 
 
    ‘But he did, and now you are anxious to see him married. I can quite understand that. But, excuse me, has it occurred to you that after all he has seen and endured on the field of battle, the rather silly young ladies you have invited for him to look over may seem a little trivial?’ 
 
    Brione expected another explosion but instead Lady Murray gave a resigned nod. ‘Not sophisticated enough, I expect you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. I am not well acquainted with the duke, but he creates the impression of being a gentleman who very much knows his own mind. He will not be browbeaten into making a choice against his instincts and you would be better advised to leave him to make that choice free from pressure. He is aware what is expected of him, I have no doubt. Knowing as much as I do about male stubbornness, he’s more likely to do what you want if you don’t make it quite so obvious that you want it.’ 
 
    Lady Murray laughed. ‘You are blessed with great good sense.’ 
 
    ‘It is easier to give wise advice when one’s own feelings and future are not involved.’ 
 
    ‘I can quite see now why Rachel speaks so highly of you, and I am sorry that we got off on the wrong foot. Please feel free to stay as long as you wish.’ She flapped a hand. ‘Not that you need my permission. This is Troy’s house. I shall not interfere again—but if, in the fullness of time, you can explain to me why you are here, it will satisfy my curiosity.’ 
 
    ‘You can be sure that I shall do so.’ 
 
    ‘Until later then.’ Lady Murray paused in the doorway. ‘I hope we can keep this conversation between ourselves and that you will not tell Troy about it. He gets cross when he thinks I have been meddling.’ 
 
    ‘Tell him we have been discussing his marital aspirations, or lack thereof?’ Brione widened her eyes and laughed. ‘Hardly!’ 
 
    Brione had barely had a moment to consider the implications behind Lady Murray’s visit before Gladys joined her, bringing with her hot water and the latest gossip from below stairs. She asked which gown Brione intended to wear that evening and laid it out. The next hour was spent in preparations and idle chatter with the obliging maid. 
 
    Suitably garbed in a fetching gown of figured silver silk, she went to collect Rachel and they made their way down together. 
 
    ‘How did it go this afternoon? Well, my dear, I saw how it went with the archery,’ Rachel said, chuckling. ‘The duke took his instruction duties very seriously. Everyone was talking about it, pretending to be scandalised, but you can be sure that there wasn’t a woman in the place who wouldn’t have changed places with you if they were given the opportunity. He really is delicious. Almost too good to be true. You are very lucky.’ 
 
    ‘Oh lud, I wish they were not—talking that is. I don’t know what came over him and I told him as much later. I am sure it had nothing to do with an attachment towards me and everything to do with his ploy to draw out the traitor, but he seldom bothers to tell me what he’s planning. Anyway, it prompted a visit to my room just now from your friend, Lady Murray.’ Brione grinned, even though she didn’t find the situation remotely amusing. ‘She seems to think that I led the duke astray with my wiles.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Brione, I am so sorry!’ Rachel clapped a hand over her mouth to prevent herself from laughing aloud as they reached the stairs and began walking down them. ‘I know you are not that way inclined. If anyone is leading anyone astray, it most certainly is not you. The duke is a very wicked man who has unjustly visited trouble upon you that will have an adverse effect upon your reputation.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right.’ Brione rolled her eyes. ‘My reputation is already irreparably damaged, thanks to the rumours about Evan’s activities. And as far as Lady Murray is concerned, when she realised that I wouldn’t be bullied, she backed down and we actually had quite a pleasant conversation.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am glad. She takes her familial responsibilities perhaps a little too seriously and hasn’t had an easy time of it, but she can be her own worst enemy at times. The duke is very much his own man and he exasperates her.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she knows now that she has nothing to fear from me. As to the other business, we haven’t made any headway as yet.’ 
 
    ‘How frustrating.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. Anyway, I trust you enjoyed the afternoon in the company of your Mr Kensley.’ 
 
    Rachel’s response was lost in the cacophony of noise as they reached the drawing room. Brione became aware of everyone looking her way, or so it felt, and her cheeks bloomed under the strain of the unwanted attention. Miss Frazer glowered at her maliciously, her brother looked angry and Captain Craig looked resigned. 
 
    ‘Go away!’ she said when Rachel was claimed by one of the ladies and Troy drifted to her side. ‘Can’t you see what you have done?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ He gave her a look of innocent surprise as he handed her a glass of champagne. ‘I don’t have the pleasure of understanding you.’ 
 
    ‘You understand me very well,’ she replied with asperity, ‘but I have no intention of embarrassing myself by telling you what you already know.’ 
 
    Troy chuckled and offered her his arm when dinner was announced. ‘I can’t!’ She shook her head emphatically, drawing astonished looks from those who witnessed the situation. ‘It will only make matters ten times worse. Besides, I promised…’ 
 
    ‘Promised who?’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    ‘You cannot decline my offer. It would be very impolite.’ 
 
    ‘If you were aware of that then it was very ill-mannered of you to add to my embarrassment.’ 
 
    ‘Have pity on a desperate man.’ 
 
    She eyed him dispassionately, attempting to keep the laughter out of her voice. ‘There is absolutely nothing desperate about you, and it is beyond time that someone brought you down to size.’ 
 
    ‘Heartless female!’ 
 
    ‘Better to be considered heartless or ill-mannered than a lightskirt,’ she replied, reluctantly placing her hand on his sleeve when she realised that most conversations had stopped and just about everyone in the room was watching them with rapt fascination. It seemed that no woman had ever taken the powerful Duke of Alford publicly to task, and Brione extracted some satisfaction from that small victory. 
 
    Troy led the procession into the dining room. ‘Who has dared to suggest that you are free with your favours?’ he asked. 
 
    Brione let out a long sigh. ‘It doesn’t signify. At least I am no longer being talked about as the wife of a traitor. I suppose that is a small improvement.’ 
 
    ‘I am damned with faint praise,’ he said, chuckling as he held the chair for her at his right hand. She seated herself and settled her skirts to her satisfaction. Troy waited for the last of the ladies to take her chair and then sat down himself. 
 
    ‘You don’t deserve any praise at all,’ she replied with asperity. ‘In fact, I imagine you make a habit out of creating gossip through your behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘I enjoy your society, and if that creates gossip then I cannot bring myself to apologise.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how to behave when you pay me compliments,’ she replied, sensing the sincerity behind his words and deciding to be equally transparent. ‘We would be better advised to continue disagreeing with one another. Then I will feel more comfortable and know precisely how to counter your outrageous remarks.’ 
 
    ‘Is it so long since anyone paid you a genuine compliment that it flusters you?’ he asked, looking rather taken aback by the possibility. 
 
    ‘You mistake me for Miss Frazer. I neither seek compliments nor place much stock by them. They certainly don’t fluster me.’ 
 
    ‘I could never mistake you for Miss Frazer,’ Troy assured her. 
 
    Brione waved the hand holding her wine glass in his direction. ‘There you go again, saying things that I find it difficult to fault you for.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am at least doing something right.’ 
 
    He fixed her with a disarmingly infectious smile and Brione couldn’t help reciprocating. Since she would be here beside him for the next two hours or more, she might as well enjoy herself. He couldn’t misbehave or lead her into temptation when seated at the head of his dining table and with most of his guests watching them and following their conversation with varying degrees of interest. Most seemed idly amused while several looked affronted, Miss Frazer in particular. Lady Murray’s expression was ambivalent. Lieutenant Vaughan sent them frequent glances that made Brione feel increasingly uncomfortable. 
 
    Aware that private conversation would be impossible, Brione was saved from raising the embarrassing subject of their earlier sojourn in his library and attempting to justify her momentary lapse. On balance, she decided that was probably just as well. She imagined that any other experienced widow would have taken Troy’s momentary interest in her stride, either boldly suggesting that they take matters to their natural conclusion or laughing the interlude off as harmless amusement. He was not to know and she had no intention of telling him that her experience in such matters was woefully inadequate and that she had absolutely no idea how she was supposed to behave. 
 
    Troy changed the subject to her native Cambridge and asked intelligent questions about her inherited silk business; the same questions that she had asked herself earlier that day and which ought to have occurred to her long before then. 
 
    ‘Do you intend to sell?’ he asked when she had spoken with passion on the subject for several minutes. 
 
    ‘I haven’t yet decided. I did wonder about running it myself.’ 
 
    ‘I would advise against it.’ He held up a hand to ward off her indignant protest. ‘Not because you lack the ability but because the men you deal with, buyers and workers alike, will think that you do and will attempt to swindle you.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she conceded with a wry smile. 
 
    ‘Anyway, if you do decide to sell, let me know. I have contacts who might be interested.’ 
 
    She looked at him askance. ‘That is a very generous offer, but you do not need to involve yourself in my affairs.’ 
 
    ‘I know that I don’t need to.’ He lowered his voice. ‘But has it occurred to you that I might like to?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, it hadn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I think it unfortunate that life has made you wary of genuine offers, kindly meant.’ He sighed. ‘But then I imagine a beautiful woman such as yourself has received more than her share of disingenuous overtures, which explains the caution.’ 
 
    ‘The same could be said of you, one imagines. Every invitation to dine with neighbours or friends must be carefully considered for fear of it being…’ She glanced down the table at the various unmarried ladies, all of whom he must be aware had been invited for him to admire. ‘Well, a trap of some sort. No wonder you took yourself off to the Peninsula. You preferred to take your chances against Boney rather than the matchmaking mamas.’ 
 
    ‘Quite so.’ 
 
    They both smiled, and the rest of the meal passed quickly to the accompaniment of light conversation and gentle teasing. Brione enjoyed herself once she overcame her initial reticence but knew when the ladies withdrew that she had exhausted any further right to his exclusive company. She told herself that was just as well and took an early opportunity to retire. 
 
    She spent a restless night trying to decide how best to tempt Lieutenant Vaughan into revealing his hand. There was a concealed air of menace and dissatisfaction about him that had convinced her he must be the traitor. 
 
    Her opportunity came the following morning. The good weather had given way to a brisk wind and cloudy skies which kept most people indoors. Brione had wandered as far as the lake on a solitary ramble but encountered the lieutenant on her return. She expected him to lift his hat and continue on his own walk but instead he turned back and asked permission to accompany her. 
 
    ‘We shall have rain,’ he said, throwing back his head and sniffing the air. 
 
    ‘So it would appear.’ 
 
    She felt uncomfortable being alone with him, away from the confines of the keep, and wondered if he had deliberately set out to intercept her. His next words made her decide that he had. 
 
    ‘You had ample opportunity last night to inform the duke about Gilliard’s suspicions,’ he said in a languid tone that didn’t completely disguise his anxiety. 
 
    ‘At a dinner table, when anyone might have overheard us?’ She arched a brow at him. ‘It was neither the time nor the place.’ 
 
    ‘And you were enjoying one another’s company too much to give more than a passing thought to such unsavoury matters, which I think is wise. You would be best advised to forget the entire business. Nothing will bring Gilliard or any of the other good men who sacrificed their lives back, so it seems futile to concern yourself about some obscure reference that probably means nothing.’ 
 
    And which you are taking far too seriously. ‘You are very likely right about that,’ she said absently. 
 
    He knew she suspected him, Brione realised, and wanted to know if Troy did too. He was giving her an opportunity to back away, but she didn’t delude herself into thinking she would be safe if she accepted. Her jittering nerves added to her anxiety and she quickened her pace, keen to regain the relative safety of the keep. Common sense told her there was nothing he could do to harm her here on the duke’s land. Even so, she had no desire to prolong their conversation. 
 
    Troy had been most insistent about her not being alone with any of the suspects, Vaughan in particular. She thought he had been allowing his annoyingly overprotective imagination to run away with him at the time. Now she was no longer quite so sure. 
 
    Brione had almost made up her mind to let the matter rest. The gossip about Evan would die down, he no longer deserved her protection and she didn’t much care what people thought about her in the meantime. Perhaps Evan had been involved with Vaughan, which would account for Vaughan’s tenacity. Perhaps Vaughan had started the rumours about Evan after his death in order to deflect suspicion away from himself. She wouldn’t put it past him. 
 
    Standing aside and letting him get away with it would be the safest thing to do, but the rebellious part of Brione’s nature wouldn’t allow it. Some things were worth taking a stand for. This was no longer about Evan’s reputation; it was about her own self-respect. She couldn’t look at herself in the mirror if she allowed Vaughan to escape unpunished for a crime that had cost good men their lives. 
 
    ‘I shall return home, I have decided,’ she said as they neared the castle walls, ‘and look through Evan’s papers. I am absolutely sure I shall find the reference to Conrad that he alluded to somewhere amongst them.’ 
 
    If her comment caused him concern, he was too suave to allow it to show. ‘You have not already been through his things?’ he asked in a casual tone. 
 
    ‘No. I have been too upset. But now, I think, the time has come. If I find anything relevant then I shall take it to the duke. As things stand, he will likely dismiss my concerns as female hysteria.’ 
 
    Brione was very pleased with her ploy. Troy had forbidden her from telling Vaughan that she already had the required evidence in her possession. Although she didn’t accept orders from him, she hadn’t actually gone as far a defying his wishes. She had instead fudged the issue and now felt fairly sure that someone would break into her house while she was still here in Lincolnshire. She would tell Troy. He could set a trap for that person and the situation would be resolved. 
 
    It was a clever ruse that she would have thought of sooner had Troy not distracted her with his salacious smiles and drugging kisses, she decided. She parted from Lieutenant Vaughan in the keep and returned to her room to contemplate the ramifications of what she had just put in motion. 
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    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Troy was kept busy all day with final preparations for the race, and more importantly making sure that Omega was in peak form. He stood with his trainer, watching the stallion’s impressive gait as he circled the paddock on a long lunge rope, fighting the restriction by bucking and twisting his hind quarters, desperate to let off steam. 
 
    ‘He thinks the rope is beneath his dignity,’ the trainer remarked, struggling to retain control. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow,’ Troy told the stallion, stroking his muzzle when the training session came to an end. ‘Save your energy until tomorrow and then we will show the world what you can do.’ 
 
    Troy ordinarily looked forward to the annual event his grandfather had started, but this year his mind was on other matters. He returned to the house with just enough time to change for dinner. Kensley, whom he had charged with keeping Brione in his sights, reassured him that she hadn’t got herself into any mischief. 
 
    ‘Other than speaking with Vaughan for a few minutes on her walk this morning,’ he qualified. ‘Apart from that she’s stayed with the other ladies and hasn’t gone looking for trouble.’ 
 
    Troy grunted, unsure if he believed it. Mischief and the rebellious female who occupied so many of his thoughts were on first name terms. ‘Right,’ he replied absently. 
 
    Troy told himself that he felt reassured, but his sixth sense—an instinct that had brought him through the conflict with Napoleon more or less unscathed—was telling him otherwise. Something untoward was going to happen, but he was fully involved with the race and couldn’t offer Brione his personal protection. He snorted at the thought of her meekly accepting it even if he could. He would find a way to have a quiet word with her during the course of the evening. He couldn’t take her in again, much as he would have liked to, without creating even more speculation. Annoying though Deb could sometimes be, he wouldn’t repay her efforts by flouting convention and giving the wrong impression. 
 
    Or perhaps the right one. 
 
    Troy stopped in his tracks, almost knocking his valet from his feet when he backed into him, astonished when the thought of marriage to Brione Gilliard didn’t bring him out in a cold sweat. The type of sweat he was obliged to endure whenever he considered any of his sister’s choices. Even so, Brione had issues to resolve, he reminded himself; she had the machinations of a disloyal husband to come to terms with. And even if she had not, Troy suspected that she might not have accepted his proposal anyway. 
 
    ‘Good heavens!’ he said to his reflection. 
 
    ‘Something amiss, your grace?’ his valet asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing of consequence.’ 
 
    Given the direction his thoughts had taken, Troy knew that he couldn’t break with convention and take her into dinner two nights in succession. It would be tantamount to a declaration, but if no announcement ensued, society’s gossips would assume that Troy had publicly taken her as his mistress, thereby destroying the remnants of her reputation. 
 
    Troy sighed. The privileges that came with his position were sometimes a heavy burden to bear. 
 
    He noticed her the moment he walked into the drawing room, in conversation with another lady and with Frazer loitering close by, damn his impertinence! Troy was late and dinner was announced as soon as he arrived. He offered his arm to the first silly chit he encountered and endured two hours of mindless chatter that bored him rigid. It was his penance, and he held Brione entirely responsible for it. She had been taken in by Frazer and was seated at the far end of the table, making it impossible for him to overhear their conversation. 
 
    He would find an opportunity to speak with her after dinner, he decided, but when that time came, he was again disappointed. The persistent drizzle made strolling in the keep inadvisable and Deb’s suggestion of noisy parlour games precluded private conversation. 
 
    It was impossible for Troy to snatch more than an occasional glance at Brione, who appeared to be avoiding him. Had he offended her with that kiss? It seemed unlikely, since her instinctive reaction to it couldn’t have been feigned. It had been inappropriate, he conceded, given her circumstances. Even so, he was a man, damn it, and sometimes his instincts got the better of him. 
 
    The games came to an end and Troy lost sight of Brione. He cursed beneath his breath, thinking that she had taken herself off to her bed, only to find his senses assailed by her light fragrance as she glided up to his side. 
 
    ‘I assume your thoughts are all for the race tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Indeed, I have heard the gentlemen speak of little else since I arrived here. Excitement is at fever pitch.’ 
 
    ‘You are quite wrong, at least insofar as the nature of my thoughts is concerned,’ he replied, smiling at her. 
 
    ‘I hear that wagering is rife and that you and your stallion are favourites.’ 
 
    ‘My neighbour, Charles Bryce, is a close rival, but there are a lot of other good riders and horses competing against us. We shall not have it all our own way. The course will be muddy and the hurdles this year seem higher than ever.’ 
 
    ‘As good a way as any to break your neck.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘Thank you for the vote of confidence.’ 
 
    She laughed; a light, silvery sound that stirred Troy’s blood. ‘Oh, I am perfectly sure that you don’t need me to bolster your confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Heartless wench!’ 
 
    Her expression clouded over. ‘I spoke with Vaughan for a few minutes this morning.’ 
 
    ‘So I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, so you did have someone watching me.’ 
 
    He arched a brow. ‘And that surprises you?’ 
 
    He prepared himself for a barrage of complaints directed at overprotection and interference. Instead, she surprised him as she so often could by treating him to a sunny smile. ‘In that case you will know that I obeyed your ridiculous orders and did not go in search of him. He crossed my path whilst I was walking. I got the impression that he did so deliberately. He wanted to know what I had told you about Conrad.’ 
 
    Troy scowled. ‘He is a little too interested in that particular subject.’ 
 
    ‘That is what I thought. I told him that I had decided against telling you anything, since I was convinced you would dismiss my concerns as those of an overwrought female’s lively imagination.’ 
 
    A smile touched his lips. ‘As if I would dare.’ 
 
    ‘Well, obviously, I know that but he does not.’ She paused, looking suddenly evasive. 
 
    ‘What have you done?’ he asked, narrowing his eyes at her. 
 
    ‘Actually, I have been exceedingly clever and thanks to me I am convinced that you will soon know the identity of your traitor.’ 
 
    ‘Brione!’ 
 
    He saw others sending them speculative glances as they continued to stand slightly away from the rest of the party and speak in low voices. 
 
    ‘We shouldn’t continue this conversation,’ she said, clearly noticing the interest they were creating. ‘Not here. Suffice it to say, I have told him that I intend to go home and search Evan’s papers for more definitive proof before bringing my concerns to you.’ 
 
    Troy opened his mouth to upbraid her, then closed it again, thinking that it wasn’t such a bad plan. ‘We will talk about this tomorrow,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, I will arrange to have someone watch over your home. Needless to say, you cannot return to it until we have caught the rogue. I will not allow it.’ 
 
    ‘You will not allow it!’ Her voice had risen, drawing more attention to them. ‘You seem to forget that I do not answer to you.’ 
 
    She walked away from him with her head held high and he didn’t see her again for the rest of the evening. 
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    The excitement was palpable when Brione made her way downstairs the following morning. Everyone in the castle, down to the lowliest servant, seemed exhilarated by the prospect of the race. Brione knew that Troy’s time would not be his own today and that she wouldn’t have a chance to speak privately with him. Not that there was anything to talk about. She had told him what she had done to entice Lieutenant Vaughan out of his complacency, and it couldn’t now be undone. It was a good scheme, far better than anything he had come up with, and she refused to let recollections of his scolding and frowns intimidate her. 
 
    She wandered out into the keep. The day was dull but the rain had held off so at least the riders wouldn’t have the added problem of sliding from their horses’ wet backs to worry about. Brione herself was unwilling to admit just how worried she felt for Troy’s safety. She was perfectly sure that he was a first-class horseman, but so would all the others be. She had seen his magnificent, wild and unpredictable stallion and harboured private doubts about his ability to control the beast when the animal’s blood was up, as it inevitably would be when given his head against the other horses. 
 
    But men, she conceded with a resigned sigh, were like children when it came to equestrian sport. They didn’t understand the meaning of caution, and it would be a waste of her breath to point out the pitfalls to him. 
 
    ‘Break your neck,’ she muttered aloud. ‘See if I care.’ 
 
    So distracted was she that she almost collided with Lieutenant Vaughan before she noticed him approaching her. 
 
    ‘Oh, excuse me,’ she blurted out. ‘I was not looking where I was going.’ 
 
    ‘No apology necessary,’ the lieutenant replied, raising his hat. 
 
    ‘Why are you not with the other gentlemen, examining the course or whatever else it is that they find so necessary? Or are you not competing?’ 
 
    ‘I am taking part, yes. Wouldn’t miss it for the world, and I shall join the others momentarily. I have been waiting here, as a matter of fact, in the hope of seeing you.’ 
 
    Brione felt uneasy. ‘And here you find me,’ she replied, with a smile that she hoped would disguise her growing disquiet. ‘How can I be of service?’ 
 
    He paused to rub his lips with the side of his forefinger as they strolled slowly around the perimeter of the keep. ‘I hope you will not be offended if I admit that I have not been entirely honest with you.’ 
 
    She cast a sideways look at his features, but they were obscured by the shadowing brim of his hat and she couldn’t distinguish his expression. ‘Dishonest in what way?’ 
 
    ‘It’s regarding Ana.’ 
 
    Brione tensed. ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘She and I are very good friends.’ Brione raised a brow. ‘Friends only,’ he emphasised. ‘When I saw her in London, she told me that she intended to write to you and request a meeting.’ 
 
    ‘So you have already mentioned.’ She frowned when he continued to look uncomfortable. ‘What is it that you are trying to say, Lieutenant? All this prevarication is irksome.’ 
 
    Vaughan chuckled. ‘Your candour is refreshing.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, I cannot say the same for your prevarication.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ He took a deep breath. ‘That wasn’t entirely true. Ana told me that when she completed her business in London, she intended to travel to Cambridge and take you by surprise. She didn’t think that you would receive her if you had notice of her arrival.’ 
 
    Brione canted her head, aware that curiosity would have made it impossible for her to send the woman—the love of Evan’s life—away without first meeting her and getting a better understanding of her circumstances. 
 
    ‘When I met you here that first night, I will confess now that I sent her an express, telling her that you were here. I didn’t want her to have a wasted journey to Cambridge, if you take my meaning.’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure that I do,’ she replied in a crisp tone, ‘and I cannot say that I appreciate your meddling in my affairs.’ 
 
    ‘You are angry with me, and rightfully so. I fear you will be even more angry when I tell you that Ana is now here, in the village.’ 
 
    ‘She is where?’ Brione stopped walking, planted her fists on her hips and glowered at Vaughan, a maelstrom of conflicting emotions rioting through her bloodstream. 
 
    ‘I had no idea that was what she would do.’ But his protest lacked conviction. 
 
    ‘You were aware that she planned to go to Cambridge, determined to see me, but it didn’t occur to you that she would divert to Lincolnshire when she knew I was here.’ Brione shook her head; not for a moment deceived but exceedingly worried by this manipulative man’s machinations. ‘Presumably she asked you to intercede on her behalf.’ 
 
    ‘She has put up at the tavern,’ he said, avoiding a direct answer. ‘She sent a note, asking if you will see her there later this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Out of the question!’ 
 
    Brione spoke without thinking, her unease increasing. Something about this business didn’t feel right. 
 
    ‘Ah, very well. I will tell her.’ 
 
    Brione allowed a long pause whilst her mind raced. It felt like a trap, but how could it be? Presumably Vaughan intended to escort her there, introduce them and play referee. That, she realised, was what worried her. If Evan and Vaughan had been in partnership working for the French, presumably the love of Evan’s life would have known about it. 
 
    ‘Perhaps it is as well that she has had a wasted journey,’ he added. ‘Ordinarily I would offer to introduce you, but alas, the race.’ He spread his hands and flashed a puerile grin. ‘We get to run the heats this morning in the vain hope of qualifying for the final and competing against the duke and Bryce for the trophy. Not that any of the rest of us stand a chance, but still…’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    If Vaughan was otherwise engaged, it made all the difference. The tavern was a public place and the village would be devoid of men. They would all be watching the heats. Troy had told her that most of the local employers gave their workers the day off, much as he excused his own servants from their duties so that everyone from all walks of life could enjoy the occasion. 
 
    ‘I shall leave you to decide,’ he said, ‘but if you have a change of heart, you can find her at the Bell. Go to the side door and ask for Rose. She is the landlord’s daughter and can take you to Ana in a private parlour, where you will be able to talk uninterrupted.’ He turned at the sound of a party of men, loudly joking as they headed for the racetrack. ‘But now if you will excuse me…’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Brione watched him join the other gentlemen. The keep seemed unnaturally quiet when their voices faded along with their footsteps. There weren’t even any servants scurrying around. What should she do? She might never get a better opportunity to talk to Ana and find answers to the questions that plagued her. Questions that would continue to plague her for the rest of her days if they were not answered. She could get a lift into the village and have Troy’s driver wait for her. She hesitated to drag one of his servants away but it would only be for an hour at the most and he would be back well before the main race started. 
 
    Brione returned to her room, changed into a smart walking gown with accompanying bonnet and slipped the small dagger she always carried for protection—ironically at Evan’s behest during the war years—into her reticule. Taking it everywhere with her had become a habit. She glanced at her reflection, unable to see the beauty that others often extolled but deciding that the image staring back at her, wide-eyed, confident and expressive, had nothing to apologise for. 
 
    ‘Now to slip away before Rachel comes looking for me and find myself a lift into the village,’ she told her reflection. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the stables were alive with activity. If her intention was to get away without being noticed, she had gone to the wrong place. She didn’t want to worry Troy by telling him what she intended to do. It was intensely personal, which made it none of his business. Had she not decided never to lean on any man again? Especially not a man of the duke’s admittedly impressive stature. It was the only way to avoid bitter disappointment. If she underwent a change of heart, she would be well advised to aim far lower. 
 
    She turned to the back of the north turret, where she happened to know from her brief period as a maid, that servants gathered when taking a break from their duties. She was in luck and found Joseph there, placing what she thought must be a wager on the race. Once the man taking his blunt had left, she approached him. 
 
    ‘I hope you wagered on the duke,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Ma’am,’ he said uncertainly. 
 
    ‘Hello, Joseph,’ she said. ‘You recognise me, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Blimey,’ Joseph replied, his jaw dropping open. ‘I was convinced it had to be you, but didn’t understand how that could be possible.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ He dug his fingers into his thick hair and had a good scratch. ‘Happen it must be. I’d like to hear it sometime.’ 
 
    ‘And so you shall. You were kind to me. You protected me from Mr Glanville’s wrath and took blame that should have been mine.’ 
 
    ‘Old misery guts.’ Joseph laughed. ‘He’s only happy when he’s miserable, or dealing out punishments. Likes his bit of power, does Mr Glanville.’ 
 
    ‘I hate to ask it of you, but do you think you could take me into the village please?’ 
 
    ‘What now? The race, I was hoping to…’ 
 
    ‘The race is this afternoon and you will be back in plenty of time to see the heats, I promise you. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t a matter of unexpected urgency.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, course I will,’ he said grinning. ‘You just wait round the front. I’ll get a horse harnessed up and be there in a few minutes.’ 
 
    Good as his word, Joseph didn’t keep her waiting. He drove the curricle at a brisk trot, and as far as Brione could tell no one saw them leave. 
 
    ‘Drop me at the tavern please, and wait half an hour. If I am any longer than that, return to the castle and tell the duke where I am. It’s vitally important.’ 
 
    ‘You look frightened,’ Joseph said, sending her a long, assessing look. ‘Are you sure about this? Whoever you’re going to meet, perhaps I should come in with you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Joseph, but no. This is something I must do for myself.’ 
 
    ‘The duke though. You sure I should be bothering him on such an important day?’ 
 
    Brione wasn’t sure about anything. ‘I hope it won’t come to that.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ Joseph pulled the curricle into the tavern’s mews, jumped down himself and helped Brione to alight. The church clock struck the half hour as he did so. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Remember, when the clock strikes the hour, if I am not back, drive like the devil is on your tail and tell the duke where I am. Failing that, tell Mr Kensley.’ 
 
    Joseph still looked very uncertain about her going into the tavern alone, but not nearly as uncertain as Brione felt. There was nothing to fear, she told herself for the thousandth time. Besides, she absolutely had to meet Ana and try to understand. Vaughan was safely back at the castle, joining in the equestrian games, and no one else wished her harm. 
 
    The tavern seemed very quiet from the outside, with no other vehicles in the mews. She had her dagger and would be perfectly safe. It was only natural that she should be anxious, given the embarrassing nature of the anticipated meeting. She reminded herself that she had done nothing to be ashamed of and had every right to walk into the tavern with her head held high. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the side door and was met with a wall of silence. She could see the taproom off to one side. It was eerily deserted. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ She called out. Her voice echoed back at her off the flagstones but no one responded. ‘Hello!’ 
 
    On the point of giving up, she finally heard a door open at the back of a tavern and a girl emerged, wiping her hands on her apron. 
 
    ‘Sorry, ma’am, I was in the kitchens and didn’t hear you.’ 
 
    ‘Where is everyone?’ 
 
    ‘Up at the castle, watching the races.’ 
 
    ‘And you are here on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Oh aye. Won’t be no custom ’til after the race, then we’ll be run off our feet.’ 
 
    ‘Poor you.’ Brione smiled at the girl, who appeared nervous and wouldn’t meet Brione’s eye. ‘Are you Rose?’ 
 
    ‘I am that, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Then you are the person I’m looking for. I am here to see Ana.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I thought you must be. Come right this way. She’s upstairs in the parlour.’ 
 
    Brione lifted her skirts and followed the girl up the rickety wooden staircase to a narrow gallery above. Rose opened the door to the room in the centre and stood back. 
 
    ‘In here,’ she said. 
 
    Before Brione had a chance to get her bearings, a hand dragged her into the room, the door slammed shut behind her and she found herself looking up into the scowling countenance of Adrian Vaughan. 
 
    ‘Ah, I see.’ Her stomach plummeted and she wondered why she didn’t feel more surprised. Or afraid. ‘The appeal of equestrian sport is not to your taste after all, one assumes.’ 
 
    She sensed a presence behind her and dread gripped her as she slowly turned, wondering if she was finally about to meet the elusive Ana. Instead her gaze fell upon a tall, thin man with a shock of red hair and whiskers. She knew immediately who he must be and everything fell into place. 
 
    ‘Lord Nathan Fletcher,’ she breathed. ‘For a dead man, you look remarkably well.’ 
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    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    ‘I warned you that she has a sharp mind and interfering nature, Nate,’ Vaughan said, looking relaxed and remarkably pleased with himself. 
 
    ‘Gilliard was a fool to prefer the Portuguese trollop,’ Fletcher replied, giving Brione’s person a most offensive once-over. 
 
    Brione ignored his insolent comment. She had more pressing matters on her mind; like how to get out of here unscathed. Why the devil had she told Joseph to wait an entire half-hour. She should have said fifteen minutes. But there again, she reasoned, they couldn’t kill her and hope to get away with it. Rose knew that she was here. But no one else did, and Rose had obviously been well paid to do as she was told—hence her nervousness. Joseph was here too. She brightened as she recalled his reassuring presence. They had clearly overlooked that possibility but she was loth to remind them that she had a servant with her for fear he would meet the same fate as her. 
 
    All in all, the options were not good. Even if she could persuade them to boast about their achievements, half an hour was a long time. Joseph would then have to drive back to the castle, somehow interrupt Troy on the morning of one of the most intensely competitive days of his life, and then he would have to ride to her rescue… 
 
    It seemed hopeless, and yet Brione wasn’t prepared to give up. She calmly walked further into the room and took a seat beside the empty fireplace. She removed her gloves, pulling them from her hands one finger at a time, returning the favour by procrastinating, much as Vaughan had done when accosting her. Had it only been earlier that morning? It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    ‘Have the goodness to tell me why you have brought me here under false pretences,’ she said imperiously. 
 
    Vaughan and Fletcher exchanged a look, temporarily lost for words in the face of her arch defiance. They had probably expected hysterics, pleas to spare her life, or fits of the vapours, in which case they were to be disappointed. She was scared half out of her wits, but pride prevented her from showing it. Take command of the situation, allow them to boast about their exploits and hope for a miracle. She tapped her reticule, inside of which her dagger nestled. She wasn’t afraid to use it but could hardly disable two large, strong and capable men with one small blade. 
 
    ‘Enchanting,’ Fletcher said dismissively. 
 
    ‘I take it Ana will not be joining us, and you have resorted to cowardly tactics in order to get me here alone.’ 
 
    ‘Ana, as far as I am aware, is safely tucked away in Portugal, caring for your husband’s bastards,’ Vaughan replied. 
 
    The insult was intended to draw blood, and it found its mark, but Brione did not allow her expression to alter. She had dealt with more than one bully in her lifetime and knew that it would be a grave error to show any fear. ‘You and Fletcher are Conrad,’ she said. 
 
    Fletcher gave an ironic little round of applause. 
 
    ‘We got away with it for years as well,’ Fletcher crowed, his voice momentarily drowned out by the clock striking the quarter. Another fifteen minutes before Joseph would even think of leaving. It was hopeless! 
 
    ‘But you backed the wrong horse.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not over yet,’ Vaughan replied, scowling. ‘Napoleon will triumph eventually—with our help of course.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’d better, or your futures won’t look too bright,’ Brione pointed out helpfully. ‘What is the preferred method of executing traitors nowadays? Are they still hung, drawn and quartered?’ 
 
    The two men exchanged another perplexed look. Brione wasn’t reacting in the prescribed manner and they didn’t know how to handle the situation. Given their inability to adapt, she had to wonder at their having evaded suspicion for so long. 
 
    ‘It is your own immediate future that ought to be of more concern to you,’ Fletcher growled. His bushy eyebrows drew together when he frowned, making it appear as though a bright red caterpillar was crawling across his forehead. She found herself repulsed by the sight, but it took an effort of will to look away again. 
 
    Brione laughed in his face. ‘You intend to kill me?’ She shook her head. ‘You really aren’t very clever, are you? I am a favoured guest of the duke’s—and like you, Lieutenant Vaughan, I have not been entirely candid. I have conveyed my suspicions about you to him and if anything happens to me, you will be the first person he looks to for answers.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense! It’s race day and even he is taken up with the competition. I shall return myself directly and be conspicuous. He will not condemn me without proof.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that,’ Brione replied, sounding a great deal more confident than she felt. 
 
    ‘You only have yourself to blame, my dear. If you had not taken it upon yourself to play amateur sleuth then none of this would have been necessary. Naturally, I saw through your ruse immediately.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, indulge my curiosity. What made you do it?’ 
 
    Fletcher shrugged. ‘We are two younger sons, mistreated and cut off with barely a farthing to our names. It seemed like the obvious step, given that Adrian was party to so many sensitive decisions. I was in a position to pass that information on while Adrian remained right where he was supposed to be, at the duke’s side, above suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘Good men were killed thanks to your treachery.’ 
 
    ‘Good men get killed in wars no matter which side prevails. It’s the nature of the beast,’ Fletcher said, with a casually dismissive shrug. 
 
    ‘Evan suspected you, didn’t he?’ Brione said, scowling as the complete truth slowly dawned on her. 
 
    ‘Damned interfering fool!’ Vaughan growled. ‘He had enough problems of his own, but he still meddled in our affairs.’ 
 
    ‘Affairs?’ 
 
    ‘Not those sorts of affairs,’ Fletcher said, waving a hand in evident disgust. ‘We are friends—’ 
 
    ‘And traitors to your country,’ Brione supplied helpfully. 
 
    ‘What has our country ever done for us?’ Vaughan asked, sounding like a petulant child denied a promised treat. She expected him to follow up by saying it’s not fair! 
 
    ‘So, let me get this straight,’ Brione said, frowning. ‘Evan suspected you, had gathered evidence and you somehow got wind of the fact that he intended to expose you, sooner or later. Then a French bayonet claimed him—’ 
 
    ‘Did it?’ Fletcher asked with an indolent smile. 
 
    ‘You fiend!’ The breath left Brione’s body in an extravagant whoosh. ‘You killed him yourself in the heat of battle.’ 
 
    Fletcher shrugged. ‘He had to be silenced. As do you.’ 
 
    ‘You very conveniently died,’ she said, frowning. 
 
    ‘It is very useful being a dead man walking,’ Fletcher agreed. ‘I won’t deny it.’ 
 
    ‘We knew that suspicion had fallen on Fletch,’ Vaughan said, taking up the story, ‘but in the height and confusion of that battle we happened to find another man who was as tall as Fletch and had the same red hair. He was also very dead, so it was simply a matter of disfiguring his features. Obviously, he didn’t mind, given that he was dead, and we swapped his identity for Fletch’s. No one suspected, especially when I identified his body. Everyone was careful not to upset me, aware what close friends we had been, and any suspicion of wrongdoing died with Fletch.’ 
 
    ‘But you spread rumours about Evan being the guilty party, just to make doubly sure, spoiling his reputation and mine.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you care about his reputation, given that he was so taken with Ana. Made you look rather foolish, didn’t he?’ Vaughan replied with a sneer. 
 
    ‘We’re wasting our time,’ Fletcher said. ‘You need to get back before you’re missed. Leave her to me. I’ll deal with her.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t do you any good,’ Brione said, swallowing down her fear. ‘I have already found the record that Evan had kept and given it to the duke.’ 
 
    ‘Nice try.’ Vaughan shook his head slowly, a malicious smile gracing his features. ‘Didn’t your governess caution you against telling clankers?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you would know more about that than I do. Goodness alone knows, you have had enough practice.’ 
 
    Fletcher chuckled. ‘My, but she’s a spirited one. No wonder Alford is so taken with her.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Brione replied, annoyed with herself for blushing. Blushing hardly seemed appropriate in the circumstances. ‘But just so that you are aware, I take a very dim view of men of your ilk, attempting to bully and intimidate. If you intend to kill me, be done with it and prepare to face the consequences.’ 
 
    What in the name of God was wrong with her, provoking them in such a manner? She did dislike bullies, and seldom put up with their antics. Even so, there was a time and place for making principled stands, and this was certainly not one of them. 
 
    ‘Suffocating would be the kindest way,’ Fletcher remarked casually, as though discussing the weather. ‘Less messy too.’ 
 
    ‘We can overpower her driver, then turn the equipage over and make it appear as though they had an accident.’ 
 
    Perdition, they had remembered Joseph! Brione swallowed, aware that she was out of time, out of her depth, and out of hope of rescue. She felt her courage slipping away as she looked up at Fletcher, standing over her with a dead-eyed expression that showed not one iota of mercy. She held his gaze as she slipped her hand into her reticule and clasped the handle of her dagger. If she was about to die then she had no intention of going down without fighting back. 
 
    Vaughan leaned his backside against the window ledge, clearly assuming that his friend didn’t require any help to overpower a harmless female. Fletcher advanced towards her, clutching a cushion, an evil smile gracing his features. He was definitely enjoying himself, but Brione fully intended to spoil his pleasure. It was occasionally useful to be underestimated as a feeble female, especially since he was a tall man, she was seated and as he approached his groin was directly in her line of vision. 
 
    He raised the pillow, still grinning, and Brione struck, plunging her dagger as hard and deep as she could manage into his most sensitive area before twisting it as fiercely as she could. A spurt of blood fountained, covering his breeches and splattering her face and hands. He paused, looked momentarily startled, then glanced down at the stream of blood and back up at her, as though he couldn’t quite understand what had happened. When he realised, he rent the air with angry screams. 
 
    Brione trembled and knew she needed to act now, to take advantage of Vaughan’s momentary astonishment, and escape from the confines of the room. But her limbs had gone into spasm, she was in shock and incapable of moving. 
 
    ‘What the devil…’ 
 
    Vaughan leapt forward at the same time as the clock struck the hour. Joseph would be leaving now to fetch help, Brione thought dispassionately, but it would arrive too late. Vaughan was aware of the dagger, which she had extracted from Fletcher’s groin and now clasped tightly in her hand. He would be able to take it from her easily enough, although her trembles were already subsiding. She was still fighting mad and not ready to give up quite yet. Fletcher was on his knees, clutching his groin and turning the air blue with his language. There was a poker sitting beside the empty grate. Could she reach it before Vaughan grabbed her? 
 
    The door crashed open, distracting them all. Brione almost fainted, but with relief this time as she looked up to see Troy standing in the opening, in shirt sleeves and splattered with mud, his hair tangled after what had obviously been a ride at breakneck speed. His stance conveyed impressive strength and his whole body seemed to vibrate with mordant anger. He brought the smell of horses and fresh air into the room with him, along with his implacable will and unimpeachable authority. 
 
    He took in the scene at a glance and momentarily faltered when his gaze rested on the blood that spattered her face. She gave him a small nod that implied she was unhurt and he then turned his attention to Vaughan, his expression flat, hard and without mercy.  
 
    Vaughan, coward that he was, no longer seemed quite so sure of himself and took an instinctive step backwards. Brione was having none of it and refused to be denied her revenge. Situated now behind him, she grabbed the poker and lashed it across the back of his legs, bringing him to the ground howling in pain. 
 
    ‘You came.’ She glanced up at Troy as Mr Kensley and two of Troy’s men manhandled the miscreants to their feet. 
 
    ‘Secure them in the cellar, take the key and lock this tavern up tight,’ he said curtly. He then took Brione’s arm and his expression softened momentarily. ‘Are you harmed?’ he asked. 
 
    She shook her head, unable to speak. ‘Then we had best return to the castle. I will deal with your disobedience later,’ he said, marching her from the room. 
 
    She was annoyed when her legs threatened to give way beneath her and he was obliged to help her down the stairs. When they reached the mews, the glorious fresh air that she had feared she would never breathe again touched her face. He lifted her bodily into the curricle beside Joseph, with instructions for her to be driven back to the castle. Joseph, looking bemused by her condition, nodded his agreement. Troy passed her his handkerchief and she wiped the blood from her face. Two of Troy’s men fell in behind them on their horses, presumably with orders to escort them back. 
 
    Without a word, Troy vaulted onto the back of his unsaddled stallion. Omega was dripping with sweat that made the speed with which Troy had ridden him here clear. Horse and duke disappeared at a canter. 
 
    ‘He will miss the race,’ Brione muttered, ‘and it’s all my fault.’ 
 
    Then she burst into tears. 
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    Troy and Kensley rode back to the castle at the same breakneck speed at which they had left it. Troy was still gripped with a fulminating anger that made it hard for him to think straight, much less speak. Joseph was in for a massive increase in pay and responsibility. Had it not been for his quick thinking…well, he didn’t care to dwell upon how matters would have turned out. He told Troy that he had been instructed by Brione to drive her to the tavern and then come to fetch him if she was gone for more than half an hour. 
 
    Of all the irresponsible, foolhardy, impulsive…Troy took a deep breath as Omega leapt over a fence and he concentrated on remaining on his back without a saddle to grip onto. The landlord’s daughter had actually saved the day. Troy didn’t know all the particulars as yet, but he did know that she’d reluctantly shown Brione up to that room, then decided it wasn’t right and warned Joseph that she had been drawn into a trap. Joseph had been sharp enough to come and get him immediately. 
 
    If he had not… 
 
    Kensley’s horse couldn’t keep pace with Omega and Troy didn’t wait for him to catch up. He was too angry to discuss what they had just witnessed. Besides, he needed to take part in the race. It seemed unimportant when viewed against the bigger picture, but his failure to compete in the final would create questions he was unprepared to answer, to say nothing of making it appear as though he was afraid to put Omega against his rival’s magnificent horse. 
 
    ‘Not that we have much of a chance now, boy,’ he said, slowing Omega to a walk as they approached the racetrack. ‘I’ve pushed you too hard in saving the lady, but at least we can be gracious losers.’ 
 
    Omega tossed his head and Troy managed a brief, mirthless smile. ‘We’re neither of us accustomed to that particular word, are we?’ he said, still trying to make sense of the fact that Fletcher was very much alive. 
 
    ‘They were devious devils,’ Kensley said, trotting his horse up to Omega. ‘And it looks as though Brione gave them a good fight,’ he added chuckling. ‘She knew the most sensitive place to strike, it would appear. Might be best if you avoid annoying her, Troy.’ 
 
    Troy fully intended to put her over his knee and spank some obedience into her, before he kissed her witless and never let her go again. He had never known such fierce, protective feelings. But he would express those at a later opportunity. For now, he had more urgent priorities. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are, your grace,’ Bryce said, sitting astride his magnificent bay stallion, who looked fresh and eager to eat up the ground with his long stride. ‘Omega seems a little tired,’ he added, glancing at the stallion’s heaving flanks. 
 
    ‘I was just letting him burn off a little of his energy in order to make it a more even contest,’ Troy replied, wondering if Brione was safely back at the castle yet. Telling himself to concentrate and not think about her wild spirit and fiery eyes. This race was dangerous, and distractions were as good a way as any to get himself killed. 
 
    Bryce laughed. ‘It’s just the four of us left, as you know, but this year I intend to get the upper hand.’ 
 
    Troy nodded and held out his hand, which the trainer turned country gent took in a firm hold. ‘May the better man win,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Oh, I intend to,’ Bryce replied. 
 
    The crowd of spectators surged forward, bubbling with anticipation as the four finalists lined their horses up at the starting point. The adjudicator held up a handkerchief and when he dropped it, the horses leapt forward. Troy, still preoccupied, was left behind and almost fell backwards over Omega’s rump. The near miss reclaimed his attention to the task in hand as the horses thundered towards the first obstacle. Troy was happy to let Bryce take the lead. One of the other competitors fell at that first jump and they were down to three. Omega was already tired and could never beat a fresh horse like Bryce’s, but it was necessary to put on a good show. 
 
    Divots flew up from beneath the horses’ hooves. Holding Omega back to conserve his dwindling supply of energy, Troy’s face was soon coated with a fine layer of mud. He took one hand from the reins and brushed his forearm across his eyes in order to clear his vision—although perhaps it would be better not to be able to see where he was going. He leaned forward as Omega saw an obstacle approaching, ears pricked. The gutsy horse was still giving his all. He gathered his haunches beneath him and flew over it, brushing the hedge with his forelegs and landing awkwardly. 
 
    Troy heard the crowd gasp as Omega stumbled and Troy struggled to stay on his back. They continued round the track, which suddenly seemed like twenty miles rather than two, and his brave stallion continued to put up a fight. Troy worried that he would damage himself but also knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop him. They had ridden this track dozens of times. Omega knew where the finish line was situated and that he wasn’t expected to stop before then. The horse had the heart of a lion. 
 
    As they reached the penultimate fence, Omega’s pace became increasingly laboured. Troy sat perfectly still, not leaning forward or encouraging him to greater effort. The stallion was a prince amongst horses and Troy was inordinately pleased with his efforts when he landed in front of the only other competitor other than Bryce. He reminded himself that the traitors were under lock and key, Brione was safe and that was all that mattered. 
 
    His oscillating thoughts blocked out the noise of the crowd as they cheered the riders on. Omega, always willing to show off, obviously heard his name being called and found a reserve of energy from somewhere. He lengthened his stride and took the last fence level with Bryce, who looked surprised to see them gaining on him. The final run to the line was a blur as shouts and screams encouraged the two stallions to show what they were made of. Troy leaned over as far as he dared, his face level with Omega’s ears as they crossed the line half a head in front of Bryce. 
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    ‘He won! He did it!’ 
 
    Brione bounced on her toes and threw her arms around Rachel’s neck, filled with admiration for Troy’s skill and Omega’s pluck. She never would have thought it possible. Noise filled the air as those who had wagered on Troy celebrated and the others remarked on the close race and the respective abilities of the horses and riders. Troy was surrounded by people keen to congratulate him, but he appeared to be more intent upon scanning the crowd. She wondered if he was looking for her, but quickly dismissed the possibility. She had let him down and she would never forget the look of abject disappointment on his face as he lifted her into the curricle and then turned his back on her. 
 
    Her work here was done. She had found the identity of the traitors and cleared Evan’s name. She would keep her word to Lady Murray and leave here now, this afternoon. 
 
    She took Rachel aside, gave her a brief account of the morning’s activities and asked for the loan of her carriage. 
 
    ‘You are leaving?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I think I should,’ Brione replied, fighting back the tears. ‘There is nothing left here for me now. It would be best if I went before…well, I need to leave.’ 
 
    Brione expected denials, entreaties to stay for another night at least, but instead Rachel nodded her understanding. 
 
    ‘You have fallen in love with him,’ she said quietly. 
 
    Brione nodded, no longer willing to deceive her best friend or herself. ‘But it will do me no good. Any association with me would be held against his name.’ 
 
    ‘I will order my carriage for you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I have nothing to pack. All the clothing I have here is actually yours.’ 
 
    ‘Take it anyway.’ 
 
    Half an hour later Brione was driven away from Alford Castle, her departure going unobserved after all the excitement of the race. She was crying so hard that she didn’t get a clear final view of her surroundings. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    A month had passed since the extraordinary events that had taken place on the day of the race. Troy could still recall his abject despair when Deb told him that Brione had left a note of thanks and departed from the castle while he was accepting the accolades piled upon him following Omega’s spirited triumph. Vaughan and Fletcher had been taken off to Whitehall. Troy hadn’t asked what had happened to them, but he knew they would never be heard from again. He had made it his business to ensure that Gilliard’s name was cleared of all suspicion, and that all rumours about his loyalty were scotched. 
 
    That was at least something that he could do for the lady who owned his heart, even if his feelings were not reciprocated. He had been short-tempered with everyone around him since she had left, and only Kensley had the courage to stand up to him when his mood was so uncompromisingly bleak. 
 
    ‘For the love of God!’ Kensley cried in frustration one morning when Troy had, probably unjustly, taken out his annoyance on a servant. ‘You are better than this. Go and see her and find out once and for all whether she shares your feelings.’ 
 
    ‘She’s made it very apparent that she does not. She couldn’t leave here fast enough.’ 
 
    ‘Now you sound like a sulking child.’ Troy glowered at his friend but refrained from taking him to task for the insult, mainly because he knew it was the truth. ‘In your self-imposed misery, has it once occurred to you that she left because she felt she wasn’t good enough for you?’ 
 
    Troy blinked, wondering if that could possibly be the case, and felt as though the mist that had been fogging his brain this past month had suddenly lifted. ‘That’s ridiculous! She’s worth a dozen of any of the women Deb considers suitable.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps Deb warned her off. You did tell your sister that she was here to help you resolve a problem, but then showed her far too much attention in public.’ 
 
    Realisation dawned but along with it came a raft of unfamiliar self-doubts. ‘What if she’s still hankering after Gilliard?’ 
 
    Kensley shrugged. ‘There’s only one way to find out. Besides, she corresponds with Rachel Woodley, who tells me that her feelings towards Gilliard have undergone a marked alteration now that she is aware of the truth about his character.’ 
 
    ‘You and Mrs Woodley…’ 
 
    ‘None of your damned affair. Look to your own interests and let me see to mine.’ 
 
    ‘I shall go in the morning.’ 
 
    Troy, with Shadow for company, made the journey to Cambridge in two days due to the fact that he was willing to spend long hours in the carriage, changing horses frequently. He wondered what sort of reception he could expect as his conveyance approached the large manor house she occupied, set well back from the road, surrounded by several acres of well-tended gardens and paddocks. He felt inexplicably nervous as he alighted and prepared to climb the stairs to the front door. Shadow, with no thought for Troy’s finer feelings, threw back his head, sniffed the air, barked once and loped round the side of the house. 
 
    Troy followed and found her sitting on the terrace in the shade, a book open on her lap. He took a moment to study her lovely profile before she noticed him. She appeared distracted and was mumbling to herself—a habit of hers that he found beguiling. Shadow, not inhibited by nervous thoughts of rejection, bounded up to her, his tail spiralling. She saw him, gasped and instinctively reached out to tug at his ears before looking up, presumably for him. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘You left without saying goodbye,’ he replied, stepping closer and noticing dark shadows beneath her eyes. She had clearly not been sleeping any better than he had, which gave him hope. He fell into the chair across from her. ‘Has anyone ever told you that is the height of bad manners?’ 
 
    ‘I had served my purpose.’ Two spots of colour had appeared on her otherwise pale cheeks and she looked away from him. ‘Besides, you were cross with me and I was in no mood for a trimming.’ 
 
    ‘You are far too impulsive,’ he said, smiling and shaking his head. 
 
    ‘You know how I was persuaded to go there?’ 
 
    ‘Some of it. It was the girl, Rose, who alerted Joseph to your plight. She thought you were there for an assignation, but then you mentioned Ana’s name. Anyway, she hadn’t realised what they intended to do to you, but she didn’t feel comfortable, so…’ 
 
    ‘I have her to thank, and Joseph.’ 
 
    ‘He has been promoted to a senior footman’s position.’ 
 
    ‘Good. He deserves it.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a little in love with you, which shows good judgement on his part.’ 
 
    Brione smiled. ‘He recognised me when I was transformed from maid to guest but didn’t give me away.’ She paused. ‘Vaughan told me that morning that Ana was at the tavern and wanted to see me.’ 
 
    Troy tried not to show just how horrified he felt when he realised how easily she had been taken in. ‘You should not have gone alone,’ he said mildly. 
 
    ‘I would not have done, but for the fact that Vaughan assured me he would be at the race. All you gentlemen were so taken up with it that I didn’t doubt his word for a moment. You were like small boys looking forward to Christmas, and it was all you had talked about the entire time I was there. Anyway, how was I supposed to know that Fletcher was still alive? Even you didn’t know that,’ she added defiantly. ‘But thank you for saving me.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do very much,’ he admitted. ‘You saved yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I did debilitate Fletcher,’ she admitted, smiling at the memory. 
 
    Troy chortled. ‘You did a little more damage than that. He won’t be fathering any children, put it that way. Not that he will get the opportunity, but still.’ 
 
    ‘Vaughan underestimated me, and left Fletcher to…’ She swallowed. ‘He intended to smother me with a pillow, kill Joseph and have the two of us found dead as the result of our curricle overturning. Anyway, once I attacked Fletcher, Vaughan had his guard up. I wouldn’t have got to him as well if you had not been there.’ 
 
    ‘Then it is fortunate that I arrived when I did.’ Troy closed his eyes and threw his head back. ‘When I saw you splattered with Fletcher’s blood, I was terrified that it might have been yours, and frankly, I was frightened by what the sight made me want to do to those scoundrels.’ He reached forward and grasped her hand. ‘Never do that to me again!’ 
 
    ‘Why are you really here, Troy?’ she asked after a brief pause. 
 
    ‘I think you know.’ 
 
    She swallowed. ‘I have discovered that it is most inadvisable to desire a duke, which is why I left.’ She looked away from him, but not so fast that he didn’t observe the tears glistening on her lashes. ‘Would you like some tea?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want any damned tea, Brione, I want you.’ He pulled her to her feet and into his arms. ‘I want you with every fibre of my being. And be warned, I won’t be fobbed off with feeble excuses.’ 
 
    ‘Are you always accustomed to getting your heart’s desire, your grace?’ she asked with asperity. 
 
    ‘Always. I am a duke so you have to do what I tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! No man will ever tell me what to do. That was an incredible race, by the way. Omega was wonderful.’ 
 
    ‘Stop changing the subject.’ He grasped her shoulders and fixed her with an ardent gaze fuelled by passion. ‘Tell me you do not love me. That you do not feel the indescribable something that exists between us.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot.’ Her smile faded and she looked away from him, but didn’t pull out of his arms. ‘But I won’t lower the tone and give you cause to regret your momentary fixation. Certain expectations are made of duchesses, including being high born. Apparently, that is the most important requirement.’ 
 
    Troy shook his head in blank confusion. ‘Whatever makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Your sister told me.’ 
 
    ‘Hang my sister! I love you, Brione. I love your strength of will, your determination…I have been like a bear with a sore head since your departure, and everyone except for Kensley has been steering well clear of me.’ 
 
    ‘Kensley?’ Her smile was radiant. ‘I believe he and my friend Rachel…Has he spoken to you about his intentions?’ 
 
    ‘Even he probably wouldn’t have dared, not the way I have been. But enough about them. Tell me you are not still hankering after Gilliard.’ 
 
    ‘No, I am quite over him. He played me for a fool, made me a laughing stock, and that is the surest way to mend a heart that was not actually broken, I now have good reason to know.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am glad. He didn’t deserve your compassion.’ 
 
    ‘I am definitely going to sell the business.’ 
 
    ‘I will handle it for you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for clearing Evan’s reputation. I assume that was you.’ He nodded. ‘The invitations are pouring in now, but I don’t feel inclined to take up any of them. If my neighbours couldn’t accept me before the rumours started, I fail to see why I should tolerate them now.’ 
 
    Troy laughed. ‘That’s my little firebrand.’ He tightened his hold on her waist. ‘Now, don’t change the subject. We were discussing your disinclination to marry me.’ 
 
    ‘Who said I was disinclined?’ She sent him a teasing smile. ‘I was merely pointing out the objections to the match that will be raised, along with eyebrows.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give tuppence for the views of others. I care only about you!’ he cried passionately. ‘I love you deeply, my sweet, infuriating, disobedient, captivating angel. You own my heart and soul and I am nothing without you.’ Shadow barked, making them both smile. ‘And my dog appears to agree with me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, in that case, how can I possibly refuse?’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
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