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			For my wife, Karen, whose passionate presence in my life has made me a better man. 

		


		
			Chapter One

			April 1814, London

			The precipitous fall of Emma Watts should have ended with her father’s death, but some pits are bottomless.

			“I can’t believe he’s really dead.” Emma’s younger sister, Elise, poked her father’s pale cheek as he lay in repose on the dining hall table, decked in his finest attire. “He’s gone quite cold now.”

			Emma patted the hand away. “Leave him be, sister. You have pestered him enough. He deserves a rest.”

			“He does.” Their mother sighed heavily. Though the dark circles beneath her eyes bore witness to the strain of her husband’s slow and painful demise, her good looks hadn’t faded. Emma saw again why the Baron Heathkirk had fallen for her during that London Season twenty-two years earlier. Strands of silver were only beginning to texture her thick blond hair, and her deep blue eyes remained like twin fires on a hilltop. Her lithe form seemed a vision of grace even when perfectly at rest. On the cusp of twenty, Emma’s only resemblance to her astonishing mother was the sweep of strong eyebrows that gave the impression of one always deep in thought. Elise had gotten the rest.

			“He looks good, don’t you think?”

			Her mother’s question was probably rhetorical. The baron’s body had become a self-inflicted ruin to rival the Parthenon. Two years of heavy drinking would do that to any man. Regardless, Emma nodded. “As well as can be expected, given the circumstances.”

			“I don’t think so,” said Elise with a cock of her head. At five years Emma’s junior, she possessed a blunt nature that in turn embarrassed and delighted Emma. She poked the cheek a second time. “Tell me again how he lost everything and left us destitute. And why?”

			When the widowed baroness ducked her chin, Emma knew the explanation would fall to her. Again. No matter, though. It provided Emma another opportunity to vent her wrath over the injustice of it all.

			“Those damned Prometheans…”

			“Emma,” said her mother sharply.

			“Apologies. Those blasted Prometheans are to blame. Father never gambled until he joined their club. Afterward? First, he went through our dowries, then mother’s jointure, then the rest of the money. Then he squandered the estate, the family jewels, and finally the house, swept along those last years by a thousand bottles of whiskey and a river of regret.” Emma gritted her teeth as she spoke. Just thinking about her family’s dramatic plummet from the pinnacle of London Society knotted her temples and promised a throbbing headache. She’d barely ventured out in well more than two years—not since the great fall. “And now, we’ve no place to live once the new owner throws us out of here. Day after tomorrow, or so I’m told.”

			Emma’s mother placed a hand on her wrist as if to stop a runaway cart and leveled a hope-tinged gaze at her eldest daughter. “Not quite. We have a place.”

			The unexpected announcement fully engaged Emma’s attention. “Explain, please.”

			“You remember your Aunt Gertie…”

			Emma groaned, echoing Elise’s reaction. Her sister rose from the chair beside her father’s head with clenched fists. “Aunt Gertie’s? Aunt Gertie’s? That old shack on Red Lion Square?”

			“It’s not exactly a shack…”

			“The place is a thousand years old, nearly as ancient as Aunt Gertie.”

			“Now, Elise. She’s not even four score, and the house is spacious.”

			Elise plopped to the chair with folded arms and a pout. “Spacious but falling down.”

			Emma firmly sided with Elise. Thirty-Seven Red Lion Square had passed its prime when her dead father had been in leading strings, and her great aunt hadn’t invested more than ten shillings into its upkeep during forty years of widowhood. The old woman’s finances had always been as lean as her tiny frame. Whatever door Death opened for fallen men, it firmly closed doors to the women left behind. Her noble mother, Lady Heathkirk, relegated to a hovel? The unfairness of the notion confounded Emma. She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and tried to picture the brighter side of the coin. At least a hovel was one step above a lean-to in an alleyway.

			“Will Elise and I share a room?”

			Her mother grimaced. “I’m afraid so. The attic leaks.”

			“I will take the attic,” said Elise with a shrug. “I don’t mind the leaks, for I possess buckets. Or the ghosts, now that father is one.”

			Emma knew not to argue. When Elise made a decision, she barred the door behind her. While her mother and sister fell into a mumbled conversation commiserating their plight, Emma leaned back in her chair to feed her wrath. Her father lay unmoving, his burden lifted. She resented him that, given his prominent role in the family’s downfall. Mostly, though, she blamed the Prometheans—that pack of blue-blooded vultures. Their corrupting influence had led directly to her father’s demise, and none of them had even bothered to attend the ongoing wake. Their disregard for his welfare had encouraged the baron to burn himself to the ground and his family with him. They had stolen her future at the gaming tables and left her without the prospect of a husband, of children, of love—she’d never even experienced a Season due to crumbling finances. A raving beauty might have survived the punishing fall. But someone as plain as her? Not a chance. And no one was more to blame than the darling of the Prometheans, Lord Blackburn, a young but supremely arrogant earl who’d all but shoved her father as he’d stumbled into oblivion.

			After stewing for an hour over her departed father’s body, her rage began to cool, to congeal into a more useful weapon—a desire for vengeance. As the edge of that desire tapered to a fine point, a plan began forming in Emma’s mind of how she might make them pay. She would use whatever status remained to her, as the daughter of a baron, to dig up unsavory facts on as many of the club’s members as she could, expose those facts to the light of day, and bring the club to ruin. Her mind raced with anticipation as she envisioned the impending disaster she would rain on those haughty fools, particularly Lord Blackburn.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			As Simon Pike, the Earl of Blackburn, mounted the steps before his mother’s palatial house on Queen Anne Street, he paused to inhale a calming breath—for beyond lay dragons. Or one dragon, at the very least. He scratched the door, and within moments he was ushered into the dowager countess’s parlor. She inhabited a sofa in all her terrible glory, with auburn hair piled high and enough rouge and kohl to challenge a stage actress. When she smiled and opened her mouth, a breath of flame would not have surprised him, but she’d never resorted to that. With him, anyway.

			“Ah, Blackburn, my son.” The sweep of her smile failed to match the calculative aspect of her dark eyes. “It pleases me that you’ve found a moment to visit your poor old mother.”

			Simon remained straight-lipped. “As if not responding in person has ever been a choice when summoned by the Countess of Blackburn.”

			“Oh, pooh.” She flicked a hand at him. “Sit, my boy. We must speak of an important matter.”

			Simon guessed that the important matter likely wore a dress and possessed an immense dowry or a noble name—not that he needed either. Since he’d taken up full-time residence in London three years prior, the countess had paraded an endless stream of lovely but hapless pawns before him. But which chess piece this time? He didn’t have to wait long to find out. As he took his seat, the butler announced a second visitor. Simon rose to his feet again when a familiar young woman swept into the room. She curtsied to the countess.

			“Lady Blackburn. Your invitation honors me.” She flicked her attention to Simon and dropped a second curtsy. “Lord Blackburn.”

			“Lady Cecilia Kent-Fossey, is it not?”

			“Indeed.” She flashed a smile at him that he recognized as either satisfied or predatory. What had his mother said to the girl to raise her expectations so high?

			“Come sit with me,” said his mother with a purr. “I wish to assess you with a closer eye.”

			Simon remained standing until the young woman had settled next to his mother for inspection. She was lovely, he had to admit. Doe-like eyes. A mass of blond hair. Pouting lips and a dainty chin. A whip-slender form that was all the rage these days. He had even danced with her at a coming-out ball earlier in the Season. Funny, though. He couldn’t recall a word of conversation they’d shared.

			“My, my,” said his mother after a few seconds. “What a beauty you’ve become! And the daughter of a marquess at that.”

			“Thank you, my lady.”

			When the countess cut sharp eyes at Simon, he met her deliberate gaze and faintly shook his head. Her eyes grew colder. The battle had commenced…and she never lost.

			“Do you not think, Blackburn, that Lady Cecilia is an astonishing beauty?”

			Though he wanted nothing more than to ignore his mother’s game, he didn’t wish to hurt the girl’s feelings. It wasn’t her fault that she’d been lured into a dragon’s den. “She is a beauty, as you say.”

			The girl smiled, helplessly unaware. What was she—maybe seventeen? She had no idea of her mortal danger. But she would learn the game and master it in time, only to turn it on fresher meat. He battled back the grimace that began to form. True, every mother of London Society schemed to make the most favorable match possible for her sons and daughters. In most cases, they did so with the best interests of their children in mind. Simon understood viscerally how different his mother was. All her maneuvers were of a personal nature, to her benefit. Her only child, Simon, was just another pawn in her game.

			“Isn’t it true,” he said to Lady Cecilia without breaking eye contact with his mother, “that you might have an agreement with Lord Ballantine’s heir? Or did I hear incorrectly?”

			The girl performed the impossible by simultaneously blanching and blushing. “I…we…”

			“What she means to say is that there is no agreement with the aforementioned heir.” The frost from his mother’s eyes as she spoke threatened to kill the floral arrangement to his left. It also confirmed Simon’s suspicion. She could not even speak Ballantine’s name aloud, so deep was her animosity toward the rival earl. Yanking away his son’s near-intended and marrying the girl to her son would prove a coup of epic proportions, a dagger to the heart of Ballantine’s pride. And Simon’s mother loved nothing more than plunging the knife.

			“So, Mother. This visit is purely unrelated to your latest feud—the one with Lord Ballantine? Just a friendly call then?”

			“Of course. How could you think so little of me?”

			She affected a frown as though wounded. Simon knew better. Her past schemes paraded through his recollection in morbid detail. Of how his mother had ruined his father’s sister with lies and rumors because his aunt had dared advise her brother against their marriage. Or of the time she’d engaged a well-known rake to compromise a young woman, Marianne Bradley—to whom Simon had been paying too much attention—all for the sin of not having a titled father. And many others. So many. None, though, compared to what she’d done to her own husband. He spared an apologetic glance for the clearly uncomfortable Lady Cecilia before reengaging his mother.

			“Is that what you believe? That I think little of you?” He massaged his chin. “I wonder. What could you have possibly done to, say, someone I loved and respected, to lead me to such a low opinion of my own mother?”

			His mother’s cold gaze narrowed, effectively dismissing Lady Cecilia from the room. She made no effort to disguise the dragon from him. He knew too much.

			“If you refer to your late father’s indiscretions, then am I not the victim?”

			“Of course, Mother. How silly of me. You are always the victim.”

			The lie tasted bitter on his lips. His father had told him the truth on his deathbed—of how the countess had manipulated him into a compromising meeting with a duke’s wife and threatened to expose him over it, to bring the wrath of those who outranked him down on his head. And she had created that leverage for the simple end of forcing an increase in her jointure and monthly allowance. For money. His father had never recovered from that betrayal.

			The countess appeared to embrace the lie. Her narrowed focus softened and she flashed a smile worthy of the theater. “Such is my lot in life, to be forever the victim. However, I remain thankful for the loyalty of my only child.” She touched Lady Cecilia’s hand, startling the girl. “So, my dear. Tell us about you. Simon would dearly love to hear.”

			As Lady Cecilia launched into a well-rehearsed description of her skills and assets, Simon sank into the cushions. Barely listening. Wondering. He assumed his mother would never compromise him in the way she had his father, given that his role as earl remained the key to her luxurious lifestyle. But he couldn’t be certain. Her motives didn’t always follow simple logic as she played a long game he rarely comprehended.

			After maybe half an hour, when Lady Cecilia had exhausted her delivery, she rose and took leave of Simon and the countess. He remained civil until the door shut behind the departing girl. Without a word, he retrieved his hat and headed for the same door.

			“Why the rush?” said his mother. “Can you at least tell me what you think of the young chit?”

			Simon wheeled on her. Pent-up words of accusation rose in his throat with what promised to be the diatribe of the century. But as he stared down the dragon, the searing memory of his father’s deathbed arose again to stop his words, flashing before him as if recent instead of years earlier.

			As Simon sat by his father’s side, he shook his head in disbelief over the man’s confession of the alleged marital dalliance and the countess’s orchestration of the entire affair. He’d long known of his mother’s penchant for exacting painful retribution, but blackmailing her own husband seemed beyond the pale. The Earl of Blackburn, Simon’s father, fell back to his pillow and watched his son’s bleak reaction through rheumy eyes. When Simon returned his devastated gaze, his heart fell further. His father had always been a lean man, but illness had robbed him of nearly all his flesh, leaving a cadaver barely clinging to life with but hours remaining before surrendering its tenuous hold.

			Without warning, his father’s cold hand locked on Simon’s wrist with a vise grip that belied the dying man’s failing strength. The earl’s jaw flexed and his sunken eyes burned with fire. “Simon, my son.”

			“Yes, Father?”

			“You must make me a sacred promise before I go. Just one.”

			Simon’s breath hitched in his chest. “Anything.”

			The older man flared his nostrils. “You must pledge your word as a gentleman and a lord that you will never challenge your mother in anger. That you will show her great deference. That you will perform your duty by her.”

			Simon had expected any number of requests, but not capitulation. “I can’t do that, especially after…”

			“You must!” The grip tightened on Simon’s wrist. “Must, I tell you.”

			“I do not fear her.”

			The earl’s eyes bored into Simon. “You should. Now promise me.”

			“But…”

			“Promise me. I beg you.”

			Simon had never heard his father beg anyone for anything. The plea rattled his certainty. Was it simply a final act of protection, or did some vaguer reason underlie the request?

			“Very well,” said Simon. “I promise.”

			“Swear by your ancestral name.”

			“Really, Father…”

			“Swear it!”

			Overcome by the sheer desperation of his father’s demand, Simon leaned toward him. “I swear by the House of Blackburn that I will honor your request.”

			“No matter what?”

			Simon swallowed hard as the lump in his throat grew larger. “No matter what.”

			The earl’s grip went slack and he closed his eyes, his face growing more peaceful than Simon had seen it in years. “Very good, my son. Very good.”

			Simon sat with his father in silence for several hours until the man departed from the world, passing along a noble title and an impossible pledge.

			Simon inhaled deeply to dismiss the miserable vision. He swallowed the blistering retort—as he always had before. Instead, he offered what disapproval he could while still upholding his oath.

			“This is exactly the sort of plotting that sent Father to an early grave.”

			The countess smiled at him, showing far too much of her teeth. “What do you care, my son? You are now the earl as a result. I would think you’d be grateful.”

			He inclined his head sharply. “Good day, Countess.”

			Simon brushed past the startled butler and helped himself to the pavement outside. He clenched his fists tightly before unwinding them and striding forth in anger. How could he honor the final request of his dying father and at the same time stand against his mother’s audacious schemes? The opposing forces threatened to crush his soul. As he walked, his fury congealed into seething resentment for his mother’s machinations—and a general disdain for Societal norms. Were not all women of Society like his mother in some way? Devious, duplicitous, and capable of almost any scheme? Yes, he thought. Except for Dodie, his young niece and ward. At nine years old, he still held hope for her. Regardless, the pall of his mother’s game hung over him as he stalked down the street toward home, mumbling indistinctly to himself.

			It was in that state of mind and motion that he flattened a woman.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			In response to Simon’s headlong momentum, the woman flew backward to sprawl on the pavement. He blinked twice before bending toward her with startled apology. “Miss! I am sorry…”

			She slapped away his offered hand, as if in defense. As if he meant her ill. He stared in mute shock, which gave him a moment to truly see the woman. She was young. Her tumble had set loose a long lock of raven hair to drape over one shoulder. Green eyes, like the sea on a stormy day, glared at him from beneath twin eyebrows whose sweeping arches threatened to take flight at any moment. The lay of her black dress across her reclined form marked the contours of a figure that boasted impossibly endless curves and counter-curves. She reclined before him like a fallen goddess, magnificent and dangerous. He’d never seen anyone like her, even in his dreams. Before he could lose his senses completely, he jerked his eyes away from her and stood straight. She found her feet before he reengaged.

			“My apologies, miss. The fault was mine.”

			She rubbed an elbow and narrowed her eyes, as if weighing his character. “It certainly was. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

			She launched herself into the street as if to escape him—directly into the path of an oncoming carriage. He leaped after the woman, grabbed one arm, and yanked her back to the walkway as the air of the passing carriage and the curse of the driver washed over them. Their momentum continued until they fell to the pavement with a crack to the back of his skull. He blinked away the spray of stars from his vision to find green eyes staring into his soul. Those spectacular curves now pressed firmly into his torso with soft gravity. Instead of fighting free of his arms still clasped around her waist, she cocked her head ever so slightly and touched her full lips to his. Before he could react, she wrestled free and clambered to her feet, even as her cheeks flushed scarlet. He rose to join her while massaging the growing knot on the back of his head, feeling slightly unmoored. What the devil just happened?

			“It seems I owe you an apology, sir.”

			The husky tenor of her voice sounded like a cello to his ear. Of course it does, he thought. For she is a goddess, no? “Not at all. It was the least I could do for smashing you to the pavement in the first place.”

			A playful smile lit her luscious lips. “Do you make it a habit to smash young women to the pavement?”

			“Never. But I made an exception for you.”

			“How kind. And do you always fly along the streets of London as if charging into battle, with your head down and expression so grim?”

			He realized only then how he must have appeared to her when he’d bowled her over. Angry. Belligerent. Frustrated. No wonder she had slapped away his hand.

			“Rarely,” he said. “Normally, I keep my head up when stalking down the street.”

			A soft laugh escaped her throat. “How prudent. London is thus spared from your considerable wrath.”

			“For now. And what of you? Do you often throw your body into the path of oncoming carriages and otherwise deadly vehicles?”

			“Rarely. Normally, I find danger enough in walking on the pavement. What with rakes, rogues, and men who stalk along with their heads down. It’s a wonder this hasn’t happened before.”

			“This? By that you mean…”

			“Falling into a man’s lap.”

			He grinned. “You’ve never fallen into a man’s lap before? How dreadfully dull.”

			“Maybe. But I imagine that young women fall into your lap often, what with your handsome…”

			She appeared to bite her tongue, painfully. His grin grew wider as he ignored the disapproving stares of two older women passing by. “Never, actually. This is the first for me. And might I add, I could not have stumbled into a worthier partner for this little adventure.”

			He admired the ample curves of her celestial form. Then he realized he was being a cad and a fool and he yanked his gaze up. Eye contact, he chastised himself. Just look at her glorious eyes. The brief indiscretion, however, had a remarkable effect on the young woman. She blinked as if surprised, grew a half smile, and swayed toward him by inches. Then her eyes grew wider still.

			“Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

			He reached for her elbow to steady her. “Are you well, miss?”

			She backed up two steps. “I…I must be on my way. Before I miss my coach. If you’ll excuse me.”

			With that, she gripped the sides of her skirt and hurried away much faster than a respectable lady should. Yes, she was definitely loping. He watched her retreating form with utter fascination until she disappeared around the end of the block.

			“What the devil?” he whispered, utterly bewildered. He had never experienced such feelings for any woman. His former interest in Marianne, who had long since been trundled to the country and married to an innkeeper, seemed like childish calf-love in comparison to his surging infatuation with the mysterious beauty. Something about this woman drew him like an irreversible tide toward the unfathomable, toward wondrous worlds he never knew existed. Perhaps she was a goddess, or maybe he was just a fool. Then it occurred to him that she had been clothed in black. She is in mourning. Perhaps for her dead husband. And here he’d seen fit to flirt with her in public.

			I am a fool.

			… 

			The coach ride from the heart of Mayfair to Red Lion Square at the crumbling edge of London Society covered a little more than two miles, but it might as well have crossed an ocean. Emma, her mother, and her sister made the journey in respective states of shock. The nature of Emma’s shock, however, fundamentally differed from that of the other two. While they despaired over leaving behind their fashionable address for meaner streets, she soared in flights of fancy. Her encounter with the mysterious gentleman minutes earlier locked her into a state of astonishing repetitive memory. Dumped to the pavement beneath the grim glare of a stranger, she’d slapped away the offered hand with startled reflex.

			Then her eyes had beheld him.

			His stony expression had melted into one of frank interest, and what it revealed had stolen her breath. Piercing blue eyes had impaled her like a pair of signal torches atop distant towers. The nostrils of his strong straight nose had flared with question and his inviting lips had pursed with regret. An impossible jawline had flexed magnificently with pent-up concern. Hair the color of desert sand had curled around his tall forehead, tracing the contours of his face to gather beneath that same jawline in wispy rings. When she’d scrambled to her feet, he’d towered over her while offering apology. Her eyes had fallen to the expanse of his shoulders and chest as they’d strained against a form-fitting waistcoat. It was as if the mythical Adonis had appeared on a London street to extend a hand. In a fluster, she had brushed aside his apology and tried to flee in a sudden fit of inferiority.

			That maneuver had nearly killed her.

			Instead, she had found herself sprawled atop that same Adonis—the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen—staring into those crystal eyes. In the startled pause, she had looked deeper and had seen a spark of the sublime. An invitation to know him, to plumb the depths of his soul. If she lived a thousand years, she would never know why she’d lost her senses and kissed him. And that was not the most confounding part. After jumping to her feet, she had flirted with him like she’d never done before—with anyone. And, impossibly, he’d flirted back! Then he had looked at her in the most astonishing way—as if she was truly beautiful. The rest was a muddle, for she’d fled again—this time avoiding oncoming carriages.

			Now, her Adonis was but a ghost, a figment, a memory, never to be seen again except in the storehouse of her most cherished recollections. With that dismal thought, her chin drifted lower and elation leaked away with each passing block.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			As the coach left Mayfair for seedier streets, Emma’s shock settled firmly into a dull ache. The magical moment with the handsome stranger had passed before she’d even really noticed. Had his actions been just a game played by a rake? She would never know. The ache grew deeper as the carriage entered Red Lion Square, which hadn’t improved since her previous visit several years earlier. The square had been a fashionable neighborhood half a century in the past, but as the ton had moved north and west to avoid the persistent stench of the Thames, the neighborhood had slowly disintegrated. It was now home to two classes of people—former members of the ton slowly sinking out of Society or upstarts angling to find a perch at the edges of respectability. Her family was clearly the former.

			The coach lurched to a halt in front of Number Thirty-Seven. Emma let herself out as no footman remained to serve that role, and then held a hand for her sister and mother as they stepped down. The three women clung together while sweeping disappointed eyes over the neighborhood. Meanwhile, the driver had begun indelicately hauling down luggage from the rig.

			“Where to, ma’am?” he said with a mostly intelligible East London accent.

			“Inside, if you please,” said her mother. The instruction was half sighed, a letting go, a pressing onward.

			The door opened, then, and Aunt Gertie stepped forth. She had been a rare beauty in her youth, or so Emma had been told, but now resembled more an ancient bird, wizened and frail but with bright eyes.

			“My girls!”

			They entered her encompassing embrace and Emma’s mother began to cry.

			“There, there, loves. All will be well.” The old woman began nudging them toward the doorway, but Emma pulled free. She was not ready to bid farewell to her fading future. She needed a moment alone first, and a goodbye.

			“I will explore the park and join you presently.”

			Aunt Gertie cocked her head. “I understand. But keep your eyes up. Not all who walk here are gentlemen.”

			Emma nodded and crossed the street to the green space occupying the middle of the square. The grass was shot through with weeds and the trees appeared unkempt. A rough stone obelisk in the dead center, though, drew her curiosity. It was perhaps ten feet tall with an iron cap sheltering the tip. She approached the monument to run her fingers over an inscription.

			“Obtusum Obtusioris Ingenii Monumentum. Quid me respicis, viator? Vade,” she mumbled, speaking the Latin words before translating. “Blunt blunt wit monument. Why do you look back, the traveler? Go.” She giggled. “That makes little sense. Even in Latin.”

			Her laugh faded as the act of speaking Latin caused the impact of her family’s move to settle deeply into her soul. Their two-hundred-volume library had become the last casualty of financial ruin, sold to a rising family who wished to present the facade of impressive intellect. She had pored through every one of those books, most of them twice. She owed her education to them, and now they were gone forever. The ache gave way to recurrent rage.

			The Prometheans! Blackburn! This was their fault! She would make them pay!

			“You appear ready to charge the battlements single-handedly.”

			At the sound of the voice, Emma spun around to find three sets of feminine eyes regarding her. The young women appeared near her age, marked as genteel by their reasonably fashionable dresses that showed signs of wear. The tall, willowy blonde smiled with mirth.

			“My apologies. I didn’t intend to startle you. Not that much, anyway.”

			The short, plump brunette and fearsome-looking redhead leaned together to giggle. Emma’s ire rose further, but before she could lambast the trio, the blonde touched her arm.

			“At ease, soldier. We mean no harm.” She extended a hand. “Jess St. John. Number Eighteen Red Lion Square.”

			Emma blinked and shook the offered hand.

			“Kit Whitman,” said the brunette. “Number Twenty-Three.”

			“Diana Sharpe of Number Thirty-Five,” said the redhead. “We are nearly next-door neighbors.”

			She shook their hands as well. Jess spun with palms outstretched to encompass the square. “Welcome to purgatory, Miss Emma Watts. We hear you are a baron’s daughter.”

			Though confounded by the rush of events, the forthright if not gregarious introductions punched a hole in her animosity. She even produced a half smile. “You heard correctly, although my father is dead and the barony has been passed to a cousin who now pretends not to know us. Who told you?”

			“Aunt Gertie tells everyone everything.”

			“My Aunt Gertie?”

			“She is everyone’s aunt around here,” said Kit with a laugh.

			Diana slapped the monument. “I see you’ve heard the legend, then, and came to investigate.”

			Emma frowned with confusion. “Legend? What legend?”

			“About who’s buried here.”

			“Uh, no.”

			“Well then,” said Jess as she looped an arm through Emma’s in a shocking display of familiarity. “Let us see to your education. You know who Oliver Cromwell was, yes?”

			“Of course. As does any child in Britain over the age of three.”

			“Indeed. Then I need not remind you that he beheaded the king, ruled for five years as the very unpopular Lord Protector before dying, and that the populace shortly thereafter reinstalled the monarchy.”

			“All common knowledge,” said Emma. She tried to pull away but Jess held her tightly.

			“And you know, then, that the new king had Cromwell’s corpse exhumed, hung in chains, and then beheaded for treason.”

			“Yes.”

			“But do you know where they buried the remains afterward?”

			Emma shook her head. She hadn’t come across that particular detail in her studies. Kit clapped her hands and motioned to the ground beneath their feet.

			“Here! He is buried here just beneath this marker. Oh, so ghoulish.”

			Diana laughed, probably at the crease between Emma’s eyes. “This was a farmer’s field at the time, behind the Red Lion Inn which lies just that way. Cromwell’s body was hung beside the inn and then dumped in a pit afterward. Guess where the pit was?”

			“Here?” said Emma.

			“Exactly,” said Jess. “His ghost still wanders the park on stormy nights. You do believe in ghosts, yes?”

			Thoughts of her newly departed father assailed her. His death would certainly haunt his family for the rest of their lives. And what of the Adonis? Had he been truly a man? Or a ghost after all? “I suppose I do believe in ghosts.”

			“Excellent.” Jess cast a secretive glance at Kit and Diana. “Shall we induct Miss Watts, then?”

			When the others bobbed their heads in unison, Emma experienced the sneaking suspicion that they might intend to inter her with Cromwell. However, Jess released her arm and pressed Emma’s palm to the obelisk.

			“Repeat this pledge,” she said. “I, Emma Watts, promise to maintain the strict sisterhood of the Order of the Red Lion, protecting its members’ secrets, physical bodies, and aspirations.”

			Emma shook her head but haltingly repeated the pledge. The young ladies clapped their approval.

			“We shall be great friends,” said Kit. “Just wait and see.”

			Just then, a shadow passed across Kit’s eyes as she peered over Emma’s shoulder. Emma turned instinctively to find a middle-aged man approaching, who swept a beaver hat from his balding head and bowed.

			“Ladies, what a pleasure.” His gleaming eyes found Emma. “May I request an introduction to your new friend?”

			Jess, Kit, and Diana instantly formed a cordon buffering Emma from the new arrival. Diana whispered over her shoulder, “Run home, Emma, while we deal with Mr. Birkenhead.”

			Without questioning the instruction, Emma hurried toward her great aunt’s house. Something of Mr. Birkenhead’s oily demeanor warned her of danger, and she knew instinctively that her new friends were making good on their pledges to the Order of the Red Lion.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			The Prometheans’ Club was a venerable organization of titled gentlemen hailing from the most feared and respected families in the kingdom who gathered every Tuesday to address critical problems and devise ingenious solutions for guiding the great ship of state. Or so the story was told. Mostly, they drank port, smoked cigars, and played cards. But why dispel a well-cultivated myth with anything as mundane as truth?

			And so, a few hours after his astonishing collision in the street, Simon found himself playing a round of Pope Joan with three other gentlemen at the club’s hall on Bond Street. The selection of the game proved fortunate on two accounts. First, due to the chance nature of the game, bets remained low. Second, it required minimal attention. This latter benefit allowed Simon to dwell on the mysterious young woman in black without losing his shirt. He sat across the staking board from the Marquess of Velator, distinguished president of the club, while Lord Marsden, a baron, sat to his left. To his right was Richard Thorpe, the Viscount Middleton. They lacked only a duke for a royal flush, but the dukes had all opted for a round of piquet.

			“Your play, Blackburn.”

			Lord Velator’s directive awoke Simon from his semi-stupor, and he laid down a four and a five before passing play and falling back into his thoughts. Just who was that remarkable woman? Her speech marked her as a lady, but he didn’t recall coming across her at any event of the past three London Seasons. Had she married young and become widowed? Perhaps her marriage had been arranged without the need for appearing at Society functions. He could think of no other explanation. He could no more have overlooked such a woman than he could stop thinking of her now. As other young ladies of the ton allowed the social current to carry them toward the sea of shackling matrimony, the mystery woman seemed to carve a solitary path upriver. Nothing about her matched the present standards of beauty among the Upper Ten Thousand—which was precisely why he had found her so deucedly attractive. Those flaring hips. The ample bosom. Those sweeping eyebrows. That raven hair. And those remarkable eyes that seemed formed by the fey from the heather of the Highlands. If only he knew her game. If only I knew her name.

			“What’s the lady’s name, Blackburn?”

			The question from the viscount jarred him to attention. “Beg your pardon?”

			Middleton grinned at him shrewdly. “You heard me. What’s the name of the lady who so preoccupies your attention?”

			Simon bit off a curse. He and Middleton had known each other for fifteen years. They had bloodied each other’s noses repeatedly at school until rivalry had matured into brotherhood, and now even the massed armies of Napoleon could not come between them. If anyone knew his thoughts, it would be Middleton. Denying his friend’s claim would prove pointless.

			“I can’t say.”

			“Can’t or won’t?”

			“The former, unfortunately.” He took a swig of port to gather his explanation. “I…encountered her…on the street, we flirted ridiculously, and we parted without benefit of a mutual introduction.”

			Marsden raised an eyebrow. “No chaperone, then?”

			“No.”

			“Naughty boy. She must have been a fine sight.”

			“The finest I have seen.”

			“And was she a proper lady?” asked Middleton. “Or perhaps another kind of lady—one who works at night.”

			Anger boiled up within Simon and he leveled a withering gaze at Middleton. “You are my best friend. However, should another disparaging word cross your lips regarding the woman, I will surely break your nose.”

			Marsden coughed on his port and Velator expelled an uncomfortable harrumph. Middleton’s eyes widened briefly before he laid a hand lightly on Simon’s shoulder.

			“My deepest apologies, Blackburn.” His normal amiable demeanor had surrendered all trace of amusement as he peered at Simon with clear regret. “I had no idea about this woman’s impact on you. My words were careless and inappropriate.”

			Suddenly embarrassed about his uncharacteristic flash of reaction, Simon forced the clouds from his face and waved a dismissive hand. “Think nothing of it.”

			Middleton watched him a moment longer before releasing Simon’s shoulder and nodding. “May I rephrase my question, then?”

			“If you like.”

			“This woman. This stranger,” said Middleton. “How did you know she was a lady?”

			Simon shook his head, still recovering from his outburst. “She was cultured, refined, and elegant. Her eyes shone with intelligence, and her conversation sparkled with wit. But…”

			Middleton let Simon’s final word hang for several seconds before rolling a hand toward him. “But what?”

			“She was wearing black.”

			“Are you saying…”

			“Yes. She was clearly in mourning.”

			Lord Velator, who’d fallen unusually silent, huffed loudly. “Some hapless chit, no doubt cast adrift by her husband’s death. Likely confused about her suddenly unmarried state and given to a fit of emotion. Why else would she flirt with a stranger while grieving a loss?”

			“Perhaps,” said Marsden, “she was grieving someone other than a husband.”

			“Not likely,” said Velator. “The female mind only has so much capacity for loss before it becomes unhinged. You can hardly blame the poor creature for capitulating to her base nature.”

			“I see your point,” said Marsden. “I must struggle constantly to keep my wife buffered from the more taxing affairs of my barony. For her own good, as you know.”

			Velator lifted one side of his lip in the promise of a sneer. “My wife only cares that I supply her with pin money and sons, and I manage both very well. Blackburn and Middleton would do well to consider my example before selecting a wife.”

			Simon slowly lowered his brow while holding tightly to his constrained anger. Velator was a jackass who’d refined boorish behavior to an art form, but he still outranked Simon. Middleton, who had found sudden interest in his cards, played a six and a seven without acknowledging the dreadfully misogynistic advice from the marquess. Simon lifted a stony glare toward Velator to find the man regarding him with the sneer still half formed.

			“You disagree, Blackburn?”

			“I do.”

			Velator dropped an eight and a nine onto the table. “Might you enlighten us?”

			Simon folded his fingers atop his playing hand and returned the marquess’s steady gaze. Middleton knew his feelings on the matter. Why not tell Velator and Marsden?

			“I believe,” he said, “that the opposite of what you say is true. The mind of a woman is anything but weak, and she does not require a man’s protection. In fact, it is we who require protection from her.”

			Velator arched his eyebrows while Middleton groaned and dipped his forehead further. Marsden let loose a whistled breath and chuckled. “Come now, Blackburn. Enough with the jests.”

			Simon pinned Marsden with a glare until the baron looked away. He shook his head. “It’s no joke. I have watched my mother systematically dismantle anyone who has dared cross her in even the slightest manner. Sometimes, her response is swift. Other times, she works for years to exact revenge. This is not the work of a weak mind, but of a lioness, always on the prowl, always on the hunt.”

			“She is an exception, then,” said the marquess.

			“Not to my observations.” Simon turned his attention to Middleton, daring him to look up. His friend didn’t take the bait. Simon tapped the staking board with an index finger. “Every woman plays a game, and we are the pieces. I have yet to meet a woman of the ton who does not angle constantly for status, for attention, for wealth. The whole of Society is but a machine built and turned by women for the purpose of manipulating men into matrimony. And we feed ourselves to the machine with the lie that it is of our design.”

			Silence fell before Marsden expelled a laugh. “Oh, good one, Blackburn! How very amusing. I almost believed you there.” He played a ten and shook his head, still enjoying the perceived joke. Simon exhaled a sigh. How did his brothers not see the truth?

			“Yes,” he said flatly. “A fine joke.”

			Velator continued to impale him with a regal gaze. “All very amusing, but you must take your duty seriously, Blackburn. The ladies must know their place, just as you must know yours. Your title, bearing, and successes mark you as the epitome of everything Promethean—a perfect representative of our noble brotherhood. Don’t allow weakness to creep in, or you will descend into ruin as Heathkirk did.”

			Simon’s spirit wavered at the mention of the former member. Heathkirk had lost his way at the gaming tables and horse races and had squandered every acre and every penny to his name. Simon had remained silent when the Prometheans had turned him out in disgrace two years earlier and he had stood by as the club had erased the scandalous stain through well-placed threats against dedicated gossips.

			“Heathkirk,” grunted Marsden. “Poor sod. I wonder…whatever became of him?”

			“He died,” said Middleton quietly. “Only days ago.”

			The news startled Simon. Heathkirk? Dead? “Had you kept up with him, then?”

			“Not at all, to my shame. As you may recall, he rarely spoke of his family and left no heir. A fate the rest of us avoid only through fickle fortune.”

			Simon dropped a gentle hand onto Middleton’s shoulder. “I’m certain the woman who ropes you into matrimony will give you a dozen strapping sons.”

			Middleton looked up and smiled softly. “Of course she will. May the same fate befall you.”

			Simon grunted. “I may tread the matrimonial aisle in time, but as God is my witness, I will never risk the good opinion of my brothers over a woman. Never.”

		


		
			Chapter Six

			It seemed to Emma that every moment of transcendence was rewarded by a run of days ranging from mundane to dismal. After a week at Red Lion Square, her reward was trending toward the latter. As a result, she found her heart racing over finally making progress on her plan to destroy the hated Prometheans. She examined the door of Finegold’s Lyrical Emporium on Bond Street where, she hoped, the Clock Man was in residence between three o’clock and four-thirteen every Tuesday afternoon.

			The Clock Man.

			The very thought of the enigmatic rogue drew her teeth into a clench. He haunted the underbelly of London, dealing in shrouded information and peddling murky deeds. It was whispered that lords and peasants alike sought his services, which always came at a vague and ever shifting price. She had thought him a fiction, a bogeyman to scare children, until discovering a tightly scrawled slip of paper amid her dead father’s possessions mentioning the man’s name, his alleged presence at this time and place, and the protocol for calling on him. Desperate determination had driven Emma to the mouth of the lion’s den and now filled her with equal parts hope and dread. Turning back, though, was no longer an option. She would never forgive herself if she faltered now.

			Emma inhaled a calming breath and stepped inside the shop. The door clicked shut behind her, blocking out most of the din of Bond Street and inviting a pall of silence into the musty place. The long, narrow interior was dimly lit by a few candles set on scattered pedestals along a central corridor that ended at a tall black door. Row upon row of towering, book-stuffed shelves disappeared off to either side, swallowed by murk. Her scrutiny fell to the table beside the entrance where she’d come to a frozen halt. Four candles burned there beside a placard that read: Take one. Take chances. Take care.

			She swallowed her unease, retrieved one of the candles, and held it waist-high before her. After moving a few steps down the corridor, she called out, “Hello? Is anyone here?”

			“May I help you?”

			She jumped with a start as a person seemed to materialize by her side from the shadows. She spun to face a little old man, who seemed more elvish than human, with bushy white sideburns, a narrow nose, and laugh lines as deep as the English Channel. She paused before remembering the coded message she must use.

			“Are you Mr. Finegold?”

			“For most of my life, yes.”

			She cleared her throat and steadied her flaring nerves. “Do you carry all three volumes of The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe?”

			The old man smiled kindly. “Ah. That, my dear, comes in four volumes. Perhaps you are thinking of The Romance of the Forest.”

			“Ah, yes, but not quite. I may have had in mind The Italian.”

			Mr. Finegold liberated her candle, spun on his heel, and marched down the central corridor toward the forbidding door. “This way, please.”

			She followed, shocked by her success, but fully expecting the man to lead her to the actual works of Ann Radcliffe. They bypassed row upon row of dusty bookshelves crammed with ten thousand works in a dozen languages until they reached the dead-end door. Mr. Finegold rapped the solid wood twice and waited patiently with one hand holding the candle and the other pinned behind his back. As seconds ticked past, Emma eyed the proprietor sidelong. He produced a wispy smile.

			“Patience is its own reward.”

			She nodded and waited. After half a minute, a deep voice sounded from behind the door.

			“Who beckons?”

			“Joan of Arc to see you.”

			“Let her pass.”

			Without another word, Mr. Finegold eased open the door and ushered Emma inside. The door banging shut at her back left Emma in near darkness. The presence of a lean figure seated before her shot a chill up her spine. Just before she decided to leave, a low and rumbling voice filled the room.

			“Step closer.”

			She reactively crowded the desk behind which the man sat. The planes of his face were mostly lost in shadow, though the cigar burning in a tray at his elbow cast a flickering glow that illuminated his chin but left his eyes obscured. She gathered her scattered courage and stood tall.

			“If you are the Clock Man, then I have come for information.”

			He chuckled darkly. “Never speak that name aloud, Miss Watts.”

			The use of her name despite the unexpected nature of her visit left Emma briefly stunned. She shook her head to clear it. “How did you know my name?”

			“I make it my business to know.”

			“About me?”

			“About everyone. And about what they do in secret, in the dark of the night when they believe no one is watching.”

			Emma hesitated. Surely he couldn’t know what she intended to do. She’d not spoken a word of her plan to anyone.

			“What do you need, Miss Watts?”

			The Clock Man’s question unlocked her tongue. “It is my understanding that you provide unseemly information not available from more reputable sources.”

			“I do.”

			“Then I need such information.”

			He steepled his long fingers on the desktop. “What specific information?”

			What specific information, indeed? She’d not considered the question too deeply, perhaps distracted by the anxiety of tracking down such a shadowy person.

			The Clock Man chuckled again. “I sense your uncertainty, so perhaps start with this.”

			He extended a strip of folded paper to her. She eyed it as if it might bite. “What is that?”

			“A list of servants from Promethean houses who are loose of the lip and thin in the pocket.”

			She blinked three times. “How…how did you know?”

			“An educated guess, Miss Watts. Your father owed me a great deal of money, and I saw how his so-called friends abandoned him.”

			The thought of such a shady character knowing just what she was up to nearly sent Emma fleeing, but curiosity anchored her feet to the floor. “I cannot repay my father’s debts.”

			“I did not ask that of you. His folly was not your fault. His fall was none of your doing.”

			“Did you prepare the list specifically for me?”

			“Don’t be absurd,” he said. “I am not a fortuneteller. I keep information at hand for all eventualities. Today, it seems, you are the benefactor of my prudent foresight.”

			Even in the darkness, she couldn’t help but narrow her eyes. Everything from the Clock Man came at a price, or so she’d heard. “Then what do you require in exchange for the list?”

			He stood, then, to tower behind the desk, all lean menace like an uncoiling snake. “I ask a favor of my choosing at some future time.”

			When she backed away from the desk, he held out his palm. “Not that type of favor. But a favor nonetheless.”

			He extended the paper again. Before she could do the prudent thing and run, she snatched the list from his hand. “When will you need this favor?”

			“A day from now,” he said, “or a year, or a decade. Perhaps never. Just be ready. Tick tock.”

			She did flee then, bursting through the door without a proper farewell. Her abrupt departure drove her straight into the backside of another patron, dislodging a book from his hand as he fumbled to maintain a grip on his candle. She scrambled for the lost book and held it to him in apology. When he faced her, she froze.

			My Adonis!

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			The widening of the familiar stranger’s magnificent eyes surely matched her own. Emma stared up at her Adonis in disbelief before pushing the book toward him. “My apologies, sir.”

			He dropped his gaze to the book as if he didn’t recognize it. She read the title aloud.

			“Tales from Shakespeare by Charles and Mary Lamb?” A children’s book? Is he a father? A husband?

			“Er, yes.” He gingerly accepted the volume and set it aside. Then he smiled at her, chasing the darkest shadows of the place into the corners of the shop. “So, the hunted becomes the hunter.”

			Heat crawled up Emma’s neck to roost in her cheeks. Which annoyed her. She lifted her chin and shot him a cooling glare. “It pleases me to know that you are literate. Unless, of course, the book is not for you.”

			His remarkable smile, which softened his impressive jawline, did not abate. “I am quite literate, and well-read in many subjects.”

			“Good for you.”

			His smile faltered, and Emma wondered where she’d found enough bravado to shove the stranger off balance. His generous eyebrows reached for each other just above the bridge of his nose.

			“Let me guess,” he said. “You prefer gothic novels or romantic poetry.”

			Emma wondered why she was suddenly so at ease. He was the most handsome man she’d ever met, and here she was flirting as if even remotely near his notice. Whatever the reason, she joined the game he offered.

			“A typical guess for a man,” she said. “I expected more ingenuity from you.”

			“Not poetry, then?”

			“I prefer science texts, if you must know. Biology, physics, and the like. You have heard of these subjects, no?”

			His brows descended and his smile grew smoldering, like glass frosted by the soot of a candle. “I have heard of these, even though I am just a brute. In fact, allow me to show you some of my favorites.”

			He brushed her lightly as he passed, sending a shudder coursing through her. When he turned down the row at the back of the store, she shoved the Clock Man’s list into her reticule and followed like a lost puppy. A thousand questions peppered her brain about prudence, propriety, and safety. She refused to answer a single one. He was waiting for her in the corner farthest from the central aisle, holding the candle in one hand while running the fingers of the other lightly over volumes on the highest shelf. She slowed but did not stop until she arrived at his side. He touched the spines one by one.

			“On Aerial Navigation by Cayley. Opticks by Sir Isaac Newton. And this curious volume about electricity by that American, Franklin.”

			She could not suppress a grin. “Fine recommendations, but one problem.”

			“Oh?”

			“I have read them all.”

			He leaned nearer, seemingly without surprise. “And did you find them all suitably…stimulating?”

			The alarm bells of her mind began clanging but she couldn’t pull away. “Yes. Very stimulating. And did they expand your…intellect?”

			He propped one palm against the shelf above her and lowered his lips until they hovered inches away. She should have run then. Fled without a word. She chose to study those stunning lips instead. He ran the tip of his tongue across the lower of the pair. “You expand me, miss.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Your beauty. It calls to me. It captures me. It imprisons me.”

			She could only stare in disbelief. Surely this was the game of an unapologetic rake. How could a man of his looks find her worth acknowledging, let alone beautiful? The notion seemed improbable. No man had courted her before, unremarkable as she was. “I am plain, sir.”

			His smile softened and he shook his head. “And here I thought you perfect.”

			“I am not.”

			“I disagree.”

			His lips fell gently into hers, pausing at the whisper of contact. She caught a stuttered breath when he ran the tip of his tongue along the length of her upper lip. That simple action banished all reason and propriety. She gripped his waistcoat and pulled him against her, and he obliged by pressing his torso firmly to hers. His gentle kiss became urgent, hungry. His tongue probed deeper into her mouth, brushing the intimate surfaces beyond her lips. Fire flared within her to outshine the candle burning in his grip, alarming and enticing and entirely wonderful. When his free hand found her derriere, she bit back a cry and pressed her hips into his thigh. A groan escaped him, and he lifted her until her toes barely scraped the unsteady floor beneath her feet. Their bodies pressed tighter until the space between them ceased to exist on every level. His hand migrated to thread beneath her hair at the back of her neck. He laced long fingers through her locks to massage her scalp, drawing her to him until she threatened to disappear into his consuming presence.

			“Ahem.”

			The vociferous interruption from Emma’s left seemed to come from a distance. She disentangled her senses from the handsome stranger as her feet found the floor. Reason began leaking through, and she flicked her eyes toward the source of the voice. Mr. Finegold stood at the end of the row, his hands folded neatly against his waistband and a wry smile on his face.

			“I see you are discussing a shared interest of chemistry,” he said. “Might I suggest some alternative texts? Or perhaps alternative venues?”

			Emma yanked her eyes up to find the stranger blinking with the same shock she felt. She peeled herself from his embrace. “I am late for an appointment. Please excuse me.”

			She finally ran. New questions emerged as she left the shop. I fell willingly into the arms of a stranger! What did I just do? Am I ruined? She’d never been alone with a man before, let alone practically fallen into bed with one. As she hurried back toward Red Lion Square, answers began coming. He was different from other gentlemen. He was kind and engaging—and he saw her. In other words, the man was everything most men, especially the Prometheans, were not.

			She might adore him, if only she knew his name.

			… 

			As Simon’s goddess fled the shop, the glory of womanhood departed with her. Meanwhile, he stood like a brick pillar where she’d left him, stunned by her swift exit, before considering the notion of chasing after her. He’d practically violated her as would a common rake. When he finally leaned into motion, Mr. Finegold halted him with an upraised palm and relieved him of his half-forgotten candle.

			“Gentlemen do not pursue young ladies through the fashionable streets of London in broad daylight, m’lord.”

			Even one he might have compromised? Simon gawked at the old man for a few seconds. “I suppose you are right. So, she is indeed a lady?”

			“Of course. But you already knew that.”

			“Do you know her name, then?”

			Finegold’s grin faded. “I did not say that. And supposing I did know her name, I am not at liberty to make an introduction. You will need to pursue proper channels for that.”

			Simon recognized the old man’s statement for what it was—a reprimand. He nodded with understanding. “I see. You should know that I do not make a habit of caressing women in public. I certainly do not pursue…a shared interest of chemistry with them, as you so aptly put it.”

			Finegold lifted an eyebrow. “How long have you been visiting my shop?”

			Simon rubbed the back of his neck. “Since I was seven years old. Eighteen years, now.”

			“Correct, young lord.” Finegold reached up to straighten Simon’s disheveled cravat. “I’ve known you long enough to accept your word. But take care, young buck. Denial of feelings destroys most men more thoroughly than all the battlefields of Europe. I hope better for you.”

			Simon lowered his eyes. “You are acquainted with my mother, Mr. Finegold. And so you know that deep and abiding feelings for a woman are beyond my capabilities.”

			The old man bowed with a flourish. “As you say, m’lord. Now, do you still wish to purchase the book?” He produced the volume by Charles and Mary Lamb from a cavernous jacket pocket. The book his goddess had returned to him, and he had clearly forgotten along the way.

			“Uh, yes.”

			“Very good. Your niece will enjoy it immensely, I believe.”

			“Indeed.”

			After Finegold wrapped the book in brown paper, Simon bid him farewell and left the shop. As he turned toward his home in Mayfair, the events of the day unfolded in his recollection. How he’d taken luncheon at the club. How he’d declined the opportunity to play cards and had instead walked two blocks to Finegold’s Lyrical Emporium to purchase Dodie a book. He recalled the precise moment when he’d realized that the woman who’d barreled into him was the very one he’d flattened to the pavement a week earlier. She looked much the same as before, clad all in sumptuous black, her raven hair pulled high to reveal the enticing curve of her neck. And her shining green eyes, wide with alarm and perhaps even panic. The desire to protect her had overcome him. He’d wanted nothing more than to sweep her away from whatever demons hounded her, to carry her to a secret place and hold her to his chest until the alarm and panic gave way to relief.

			But why? Why do I feel this way?

			She was a woman of Society. Finegold had confirmed as much. He’d sworn against falling for the sorcerous entanglements such women weaved. But his attraction to the unknown goddess was undeniable. Was it just her beauty, so unconventional and striking with her flowing curves and startling looks? No, he thought. Not that alone. She was also candid, witty, and vibrant. She seemed not at all impressed with herself, and certainly didn’t pretend as much. Could she be unlike the others, then? A true unicorn who refused to play the ridiculous games? Maybe. Just maybe. But then again, was her overall demeanor simply a well-rehearsed act meant to ensnare the interest of a gentleman for the purpose of matrimony? If so, then hers was not just a game, but one worthy of a master player. One equal to that of his mother. As he turned down the final block before arriving at his house, he nearly convinced himself of that likelihood. However, he deeply regretted not learning her name, for nothing more than his desire to know the truth. To soothe his regret, Simon vowed to at least discover her story when next they met.

			For he desperately hoped to see her again, however unlikely that may seem.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			The moment Emma arrived at Red Lion Square after fleeing a second encounter with her Adonis at Finegold’s, she fell into an ambush. The trap came in the form of a willowy blonde, a fierce redhead, and a plump brunette. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied with thoughts of the mysterious stranger, she might have seen them coming. As it was, she nearly fell to the pavement after stepping into the square.

			“Seize her,” said Jess regally. Diana and Kit each grabbed an arm. “Now, take her to the tower for interrogation.”

			When Diana and Kit began dragging Emma toward the obelisk, she resisted. “What is the meaning of this? Stop! Please!”

			Her captors halted and grinned.

			“It’s just a bit of fun,” said Kit. “You do remember how to have fun?”

			“We promise not to behead you,” added Diana.

			Jess just crossed her arms and tapped a foot. “Well? Do we have a decision?”

			Emma rolled her eyes. “Fine. Drag me away then. But you will not break me on the rack!”

			Kit giggled as they finished leading Emma to the obelisk before releasing her. She stood with her back to the stone and folded her arms. “Do your worst.”

			Jess paced a circle before Emma with one hand cupping an elbow and a finger planted against the cleft of her chin. She presented a striking figure, like a long-lost Danish princess. The young woman stopped and extended the finger toward Emma.

			“Spill it, my friend.”

			“Pardon me?”

			Kit giggled again. “How can we keep our oath to protect you if we don’t know what devils you fight?”

			“But there are no—”

			“Nix that,” said Diana. She wagged a finger at Emma. “We heard a rumor that you are seeking information from the Clock Man. We mean to warn you.”

			When Emma’s eyes fell to her reticule, which held the list she’d just obtained, Jess expelled a sigh. “I see we are too late. Did you promise him your soul?”

			Emma shuddered before gathering her spine. “Nothing so dramatic.”

			Her new friends pressed nearer and Kit recaptured an arm. “Do tell! We love a good ghost story.”

			She briefly told them about her trip to Finegold’s and her visit with the Clock Man. She didn’t mention what information she sought, and they didn’t ask. She said nothing of the encounter afterward, either. However, Jess seemed an expert at spotting a lie.

			“Then what happened?” she said.

			“Nothing.”

			“Liar. I saw it on your face just now. Something happened. Something…” She waved her hand a few times. “…joyful.”

			Emma stood her ground for a good five seconds before she broke on the rack. “All right. But you must not repeat this to anyone under penalty of gruesome death. Do you hear me?”

			“Of course,” they said in unison. “Mum’s the word.”

			“Right.” Emma wrung her hands together. “It all started a week ago when a visitor from Olympus knocked me to the pavement.”

			“Ooh,” said Kit. “I like this already.”

			Emma related her first encounter with the unknown gentleman—the collision, the banter, the oh-so-brief kiss, and her flight. Jess, Kit, and Diana listened raptly, but they had questions.

			“How tall was he?”

			“How wide were his shoulders?”

			“Dimples, you say? Oh, my.”

			And so on.

			“Now,” said Jess, “for the rest of it. What happened today?”

			Emma knew she should play coy and leave without speaking of the second encounter. That would have been prudent. After all, she barely knew these young women. Something about them, though, drew her trust. For most of her life, Emma’s friends had also been rivals, held at arm’s length for fear that they’d use her secrets against her when futures lay in the balance. Her new friends seemed cut from a different cloth—but she needed to be certain.

			“A truth for a truth,” she said. “I will tell you what happened, but you must first tell me how you came to inhabit”—she waved her hand across the square—“purgatory. If I am to protect you, I must know what devils you fight. Isn’t that the rule?”

			A wide smile captured Jess’s lips. “We were right to induct you, Miss Watts. You are as astute as we’d hoped.”

			“Then you’ll start, I suppose?”

			“Why not?” Jess leaned against the obelisk and faced her house. “I was born on this square to the fourth son of the Earl of Evanston who made the supreme mistake of bedding and then wedding a beautiful barmaid. My grandfather cut him off, but at least gave him Number Eighteen to house his pregnant wife. Since then, Father has cobbled together enough income from charity, grift, and occasional industry to remain here, but not enough to escape. In the meantime, my younger sister, Sophie, and I occupy purgatory while waiting to ascend to heaven or fall to hell. At this point, either outcome would prove entertaining.”

			Jess’s last words hadn’t echoed into silence before Kit filled the gap. “My family arrived here when I was but five, and by the opposite path. My father is the son of a mere bricklayer. However, a kind gentleman rewarded his hard work by sponsoring his education to become a solicitor. He is quite good at his profession but represents common laborers with limited means. Unless he becomes greedier, I fear that Red Lion Square is as high as we climb. And since Mother passed and my brother joined the navy, I am all he has. So, here I stay.”

			As Kit finished, she and Jess both turned their eyes toward Diana. Jess touched Diana’s arm. “You need not say anything, if you wish.”

			Diana’s eyes flickered, but then she flexed her jaw. “I am not a coward.” She looked squarely at Emma. “My story is not unlike yours, Miss Watts. Fine family. Gambling and loss of fortune, etcetera. Then my mother died when I was ten. Left alone, Father tried to make a woman of me through the back of his hand. Then, one night when he was horribly drunk, he tried to make a woman of me by other means. I struck him with a fire iron and ran away. When my mother’s parents heard, my grandfather made arrangements with my father for me to live here with them. I believe my grandfather also promised to kill my father if he ever approached within a thousand feet of me. As he is a retired colonel, the threat was not hollow. I have not seen my father since that night. So, I’d rather reside in purgatory than in hell.”

			Jess and Kit patted Diana’s hands with comfort until she pushed them away and forced a smile. Emma’s eyes filled suddenly with tears, which she swiped away. Overcome by the candid sharing of woes, her tongue loosened. As she told of the second encounter, her friends’ eyes grew wider by the second. When she finished, they stared in shocked silence for several heartbeats.

			“Well,” said Jess finally. “We might offer you advice, but none of us have your experience. You must instead settle for our jealousy and admiration.”

			“Hear, hear,” said Kit.

			Emma ducked her eyes in self-defense. Disregard she could understand. Disdain she could tolerate. Kindness left her unsettled. “You praise me too much.”

			Jess waved a finger. “No girl is ever praised enough. Society could not bear raising a woman to the level she deserves. So, you take what you can when you can—with no apologies.”

			Emma couldn’t see herself ever living up to the advice, but she nodded anyway. “I will try to remember that.”

			“Ladies.”

			The now-familiar voice jerked their heads aside as one to find Mr. Birkenhead nearly upon them. When Diana tried to stand in his way, he shouldered her aside to nearly press Emma into the stone monument. He removed his hat to reveal his balding pate and oily hair.

			“Ah, Miss Watts. You are a vision of loveliness.”

			“Thank you.” She managed to swallow the rising bile.

			He lowered his brows and flashed yellowed teeth. “I have spoken with your mother and learned of your plight. How terribly sad! God rest your father’s soul.” He clapped his hands together. “But let us talk of brighter things. You may already know that I am a man of some means, but alas, Society has little place for me. If I were to take a bride from a noble family, perhaps a noble family lacking in funds, then I and my bride might together achieve a societal advantage not available to us apart.”

			Emma physically recoiled. Was he suggesting she marry him? Jess wedged herself between Emma and the putrid man.

			“I believe Emma is already spoken for, Mr. Birkenhead. As are we all. Good day to you.”

			His forehead creased, as if caving in to follow the downward draw of his frown. He jammed his hat on his head. “I am a persistent man, Miss Watts. Your mother is already beginning to see reason. Don’t cross me, child, or it will come back to you when we are wed.”

			He stalked away, leaving Emma in disbelief. Kit giggled. “Don’t listen to him. He is all talk.”

			However, Emma noticed that Kit’s eyes held worry. With no other recourse, Emma threw back her shoulders and played every inch the baron’s daughter. “Do not worry for me. I will not suffer the advances of a worm.”

			Though she spoke the line confidently, and though her friends laughed, Emma could not quite convince herself. And the notion that a mystery Adonis might sweep her away from onrushing disaster a second time seemed a pure fantasy.

			… 

			The door to Blackburn House had just come into view when a banshee erupted from it to barrel toward Simon, all skirts, ribbons, and flying hair. He stopped the assault with a raised palm and a frosty glare.

			“Ah, ah, Miss Charpentier. Is that how a lady greets a gentleman?”

			A wide smile fled the girl’s face, giving way to a properly grim demeanor. “No, my lord.”

			With fluid grace beyond that of a typical nine-year-old, she dropped a curtsy, held it long, and returned upright to clasp her hands at the waist. He dipped his forehead while fighting a smile. “Well done, and well met.”

			“Thank you, Uncle. Shall we retire to the house?”

			“Of course.” 

			She lifted a hand until he stepped forward to offer his elbow. She gripped it fiercely and strolled with him into Blackburn House, his residence for most of the year. He preferred the two country estates, but his niece had more opportunity for social interaction in London, so here he stayed. The butler emerged from nowhere to close the door behind them before bowing.

			“Lord Blackburn. Miss Charpentier. Supper will be ready at the top of the hour.”

			Simon and his niece separated to stand three feet apart. He dipped his head. “Very well, Hinton. That will be all.”

			After the butler departed, the girl cut her eyes up at Simon and smirked. “Apologies, Uncle.”

			“Indeed. You know I have a chilly reputation to maintain, Dodie. Public spectacles make mincemeat of all my efforts.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			Then he dropped to one knee and opened his arms. Dodie sailed into his embrace and buried her head against his neck. Her sandy hair, so reminiscent of her mother’s, tickled his nose until he pushed the girl away and stood. She wagged a finger at him.

			“You may fool everyone else, but I know the truth.”

			“Oh, please,” he said while clutching his hands to his heart. “Promise you will not divulge my dark secret.”

			She folded her arms and tapped a foot as if in consideration. “Fine. But why?”

			He dropped his hands to his sides and guided her toward his study. “I have explained this to you before.”

			“I am a slow learner.”

			“That is certainly not true. You just like to see me squirm.”

			She giggled. “I do.”

			Dodie approached one of the comfortable chairs in his study and plopped into it. Upon noticing his expression, she stood up and seated herself again with more dignity.

			“Better,” said Simon.

			“About my question?”

			“Right.” He sat in the adjacent chair. “It’s like this. All of Society plays a role to gain advantage. Men play roles. Women most definitely play roles. Even children must do so for the sake of family standing. Regarding the roles of men, grim and steely gentlemen hold all the power. Those who frolic with children do not. I play my role for our advantage, Dodie, even though it pains me at times.”

			She screwed her mouth to one side and shook her head until her curls bobbed. “Adults are odd.”

			He laughed, thinking of his mystery goddess. Society would call her odd, but she might be the most normal person he’d ever met. He’d encountered her twice and already cherished her unflinching candor. “Yes, most of us are odd. Do me a favor and never change.”

			“I won’t.” Her gaze fell to the package he’d been holding in his left hand since arriving home. “Is that what I think it is?”

			When he handed her the package, she tore it open and shrieked before slapping a hand over her mouth. Then, with very ladylike restraint, she opened the book while trying and failing to suppress her glee. “Tales from Shakespeare. Just what I asked for!”

			“Don’t I always give you what you ask for?”

			“No.”

			“Mostly what you ask for?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Sometimes what you ask for?”

			“Yes.”

			He gripped his lapel. “How wonderful I am, then. Now, which tale shall we read first?”

			She leaned toward him with expectant eyes. “Romeo and Juliet?”

			“Oh, my, no. We will avoid that one for a time.” He tapped his fingers on the chair’s armrest. “How about we begin with The Taming of the Shrew?”

			“What’s it about?”

			“The story is about a father,” he said, “who hires a strong-willed but decent man to tame his unruly daughter. And, of course, they fall in love.”

			His niece frowned at him. “Do you think I am unruly? Am I a shrew? Are you hoping to tame me?”

			He lifted his chin. “I’d rather die. I like you just as you are.”

			Images of the mysterious woman in black came to him again. She had seemed unruly. Untamed. The way she had stood up to him, a complete stranger. Her forthright manner. Her courage in accepting his challenge to follow him further inside the bookshop. Her unbridled passion when he’d kissed her on those soft, plump, enticing lips…

			“Uncle?”

			He glanced up to find Dodie staring at him. “Yes?”

			“Are you well?”

			“Yes. Why?”

			“You fell very quiet just now.”

			He willed a smile to his face. “I am perfectly well, thank you. Now, perhaps we might begin reading The Taming of the Shrew together.”

			She nodded, but a wistful expression overtook her young features. “Did my parents also read to me?”

			He noticed her lower lip beginning to tremble, as if in anticipation of bad news. She’d never asked that question before. He wondered why she did now. He leaned back in his chair and drummed the armrests.

			“Well, let me see. You were only four years old when they died. I do not know precisely if they read to you, but I know for a fact that they told you stories. Some they had heard, others they invented. Your father was a talented teller of yarns, perhaps because he was French. My sister, meanwhile, knew all the fairy tales, and in three languages. She told them all to you, so deep was her love for her daughter.”

			Dodie nodded, but the wistful expression remained. “Did my mother ask you to care for me before she died?”

			That question she had asked before. Many times. He never tired of reassuring her. “The fever took them both quite suddenly, and I arrived too late. But the thought never occurred to me that I should not take charge of you, even though I was only twenty at the time. After all, we only have each other in all the world.”

			“We have Grandmother.”

			His mother had wanted to send the girl away. Her own granddaughter! He frowned deeply until Dodie giggled. “As I said, we only have each other.”

			“The old dragon,” she said.

			“Yes. The old dragon.”

			Dodie’s smile faded then, and her brow creased. “What if you get sick? I cannot live with that woman. She would not read to me, I’m sure. She would probably eat me for breakfast just to be rid of me.”

			“I will not get sick. And she prefers scones in the morning.”

			“What if you marry, then? What if you wed a horrible shrew? With horrible daughters? What if she poisons you slowly and makes me sleep in the ashes?”

			Simon shook his head, though still smiling. “See. You do remember your mother’s fairy tales. But I would never do that. I will never abandon you, Dodie. You have my word as a gentleman, as an uncle, and as your valiant protector.” He pulled the book from her hands, anxious to change the subject. “Now, how about that story? We should be able to get a good run at it before supper is ready.”

			She clapped her hands and leaned near as he flipped to the right page. “I can’t wait! I hope he doesn’t tame her too much.”

			Simon grunted softly. “We will see.”

			For the thousandth time, he wished that all women of Society were just like Dodie. Unassuming. Unspoiled. Uncorrupted. A week ago, he would have sworn that his niece was the only one of her kind in all of London. Now? His encounter with a perplexing woman who just might be a goddess in disguise had given him second thoughts. He hoped she was a shining exception—but he steeled himself against the bitter truth.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			To reduce a citadel to ashes, one must set a very large fire. And to set a very large fire, one must gather a mountain of fuel. In service to that strategy, Emma set forth the next day in search of flammable materials. Dressed all in black and with a ruffled cap tightly wedged over her head to contain her long hair, she hoped to be mistaken for a housemaid on an errand. She suspected her plain looks contributed to the illusion. Even my Adonis would not recognize me, she thought with some disappointment. With her head down, she strode toward Covent Garden with purposeful strides, deeply aware that her father must be spinning fast enough in his grave to raise a breeze in the churchyard.

			She patted the nondescript bag slung across one shoulder, feeling the compact bulge of sixty-seven shillings. For a family who’d recently lost everything, it was a small fortune. Guilt seized her again. She shouldn’t be spending the coins on a revenge plot. At the very least, she should have hired a brawny laborer to accompany her, but that would have eaten into her limited funds. She swept away regret by retrieving the Clock Man’s oddly detailed list from her pocket. It contained the names of seven servants from various Promethean houses, a brief description of each, and where they could be found, at what time, and on which day. How he’d compiled it, she had no clue. The first name on the list was Mary Jones. Scullery maid of Lord Marsden. Fifteen years old, brown hair, pretty smile, whip thin, and five feet nil. Found at a particular vegetable stand talking to the young and handsome stall keeper every Wednesday around two o’clock and hoping to elope with said stall keeper upon amassing sufficient funds. Emma spied the woman not thirty seconds after entering the market. She waited patiently for the girl to finish flirting with the stall keeper before descending like a Valkyrie on a dying warrior.

			“Miss Jones?”

			The girl jumped with a start and spilled her basket of vegetables. When Emma bent to help retrieve a runaway squash, she leaned into the girl’s ear.

			“I’ve some shillings for you in exchange for information.”

			Mary peeked up with eyes wide and breath held. She grabbed Emma’s arm. “Come this way.”

			Emma followed as the girl left the market and turned into an alcove off the busy street. Mary wrung her hands, but her eyes gleamed hopefully. “What information?”

			Emma hadn’t thought through how to begin. How does one dig up dirt? A roundabout path would take time, and she felt exposed as it was, so she opted for a frontal assault. “I wish to embarrass Lord Marsden. If you have any gossip of that nature, I’ll pay for it.”

			“How much?”

			“Depends on how juicy the information is.”

			The maid frowned, seeming for a moment as if she might leave, but then faced Emma squarely. “I’ve heard that he’s thick with smugglers. That he gives ’em supplies and takes a cut of what they bring.”

			A smile spread across Emma’s face. This was perfect. Criminal activity! “What does he smuggle?”

			“Don’t know, but it comes from France.”

			“Are we not at war with France?”

			Mary giggled with conspiracy. “Right so.”

			“Anything else you can say of it?”

			Mary’s gaze drifted skyward. “No. But I’ll keep my eyes open.”

			“Thank you.” Emma dug into her bag and produced two crowns—ten shillings. “This is for you.”

			Mary’s eyes went wide. “That’s very generous! Thank you, miss!”

			On a whim, Emma produced an additional crown and pressed it into an astonished Mary’s palm. “To help you elope.”

			The girl’s jaw fell open further. “But how did you know…”

			Emma missed the rest of the question because she was walking briskly toward Red Lion Square with hope in her heart and a spring in her step. She’d covered three blocks before regretting the extra crown, limited as her funds were. But, oh well! If she couldn’t have a family, then at least the poor scullery maid might.

			… 

			Over the course of the next few days, Emma repeated the process, more or less. Track down the servant of a high house at a given place and time. Get right to the point. Dig up dirt by the spadeful. Drop a few shillings and leave. After the heady success of unearthing Lord Marsden’s skeletons, she had set her eyes for the stars. As a result, she had also guaranteed disappointment, and disappointment she received.

			First from a footman. “Lord C buys French port on the black market. Three or four bottles at a time.”

			“Doesn’t everyone?”

			“Not me. Can’t afford it on a footman’s wages.”

			And from a gardener. “Lord T wears his wife’s clothing and strolls around his park.”

			“By himself?”

			“No, miss. With his wife.”

			“She doesn’t mind?”

			“Not at all. She’s the one who dresses him.”

			And from a dairy maid. “Lord F supports a child and his nanny, five pounds a month.”

			“His illegitimate child, perhaps?”

			“Almost certainly. Everyone knows about it.”

			“How can this information embarrass Lord F if everyone knows about it?”

			“Hmm. I suppose it can’t.”

			A coachman of Lord S informed her that his master drank rum to excess. As far as she could tell, though, he simply fell into a stupor and bothered no one until he sobered up enough to drink again. Half the members of the House of Lords did practically the same, or so her father had claimed. A scullion in the service of Lord B came closer to real scandal.

			“The master keeps a mistress in a townhouse,” said the girl. “He visits her twice a week.”

			Emma licked her lips. “Does his wife know?”

			“His wife?” The girl laughed. “Oh, no. He has never married.”

			Emma gave the girl four shillings for the worthless information and left disappointed. Every unmarried nobleman kept a mistress. Or two. She rummaged into her nearly depleted bag to produce eight shillings. She bit her lip. The list contained one final name, and she really regretted the extra crown she’d given to Mary Jones. The remaining name identified a groom who served the president of the Prometheans, the Marquess of Velator. The groom’s location was also the riskiest. She must meet him at the stables owned by the marquess himself, where other nobles and gentry were likely to be in and out as they took and returned horses. She suspected that her Adonis was gentry and worried about running into him a third time dressed as she was. He was already so far above her! Why make the gap so obvious to him? Resolute, though, she pressed toward the stables and soon spied her quarry inside, mucking stalls.

			“Mr. Baines?”

			The middle-aged man turned to eye her speculatively. “What can I do for ya, m’love?”

			She cringed inside but forced a firm smile. “I seek to embarrass your employer and am willing to pay for damaging information.”

			His eyes lit with interest. He put a finger to his lips, went to close the stable door, and returned while rubbing his palms together. “You come to the right man, young missy. Lord Velator is a black-hearted devil with dark secrets of which I knows all. Why, they’d run him from town if they knew.”

			“They?”

			“Them noble nobs.”

			“Like the Prometheans?”

			“The worst of the worst. Rot ’em all. What’s your intention?”

			“To humiliate the lot of them.”

			The groom shot her a gap-toothed smile. “Good. So long as you don’t completely ruin the marquess. I needs my job.”

			She doubted that a marquess could be ruined by gossip, given his rank, but Mr. Baine’s enthusiasm stoked hers. She shook the bag with the remaining coins, producing a pathetic clinking sound. “What can you tell me?”

			He eyed her sidelong and stopped rubbing his palms together. “How much you got, anyways?”

			“Eight shillings.”

			His features grew long with affront. “What’d you say?”

			She coughed. “Eight shillings.”

			He threw down his cap in disgust. “Eight shillings? Is that all? Why, the things I knows about his lordship are worth ten times that!”

			Emma stepped away from his unexpected wrath. “I can’t pay more. And it was plenty for the others.”

			“The others, you say?” He narrowed his eyes and stroked his chin. “Just how many people you been talkin’ to, girlie?”

			She realized immediately her mistake. She had revealed too much about her mission. “That is none of your concern, Mr. Baines.”

			“No? Is that so?” He took a step toward the door. “Well, well. Perhaps old Velator will reward me for tellin’ him that a woman is snooping into his business and hurtin’ his best mates. Lud, maybe them other Prometheans would give me some coin for warnin’ them. In fact, I think I’ll tell him right now. He’s just next door. You wait here, missy.”

			When he took another step toward the door, she tried to rush past him. He caught her by the waist, flung her to the filth-ridden floor, and jumped through the door. “Like I said, wait here.”

			By the time she rose and pushed on the door, it wouldn’t budge. He’d barred it! She cursed herself for such lack of caution, and wished she’d paid for that brawny laborer after all. A vision captured her then, surprising and profound—of her Adonis coming to her rescue. Of shouldering down the door and sweeping her away to safety. He seemed the sort of man to do such a thing, unlike Velator and his ilk. A smile lit her lips before she remembered that she was in deep trouble and nobody could save her but herself. She swung her eyes around the mostly empty stable until she spotted light leaking through the bottom of an open stall. A rotting plank!

			Emma slipped into the stall and pummeled the plank with the heel of her boot until it splintered and fell. She then used a portion of the free plank as a lever to pop the adjacent plank from its moorings. Blessed physics! The resulting hole gave her enough room to squeeze through just as voices approached the stable door. She lifted her skirts and ran like she hadn’t since childhood. As she disappeared into the neighboring city streets, Emma swore to be more careful in the future. Meanwhile, she had exhausted her list with little to show, and not only did she lack any compromising information about Lord Velator, she hadn’t gotten anything about the wretched Lord Blackburn either. 

			By the time she’d stopped running to catch her breath, Emma had decided to turn her efforts toward ruining the earl. If she could bring down the man most responsible for her father’s demise, that alone might satisfy her vengeance. He was probably a brutish, ugly man anyway. What did she care if he suffered?

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			The Viscount Middleton was fleecing Simon, and Simon barely noticed. The small sum he had brought to the club that day was rapidly disappearing in a game of Commerce, with all of his lost chips sitting off the left elbow of his best friend. The reason for Simon’s loss and lack of concern was surely inattention. A week had passed since his meeting with the mystery goddess at Finegold’s. Every day, he’d gone out searching for her in the better parts of Town but had not sighted her. Had she left London? Had she merely been visiting? Was she avoiding him? If only he could find her, he’d get her name, taste her lips again, and probably…

			“Thinking of your elusive widow once more, are you, Blackburn?”

			He jerked his eyes up. “No. Why?”

			Middleton shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You can deny it and I will happily take all your money. Or you can set aside the cards and save yourself the misery.”

			Simon set aside his cards and rubbed his eyes. “It’s just as well. I’ve depleted my funds for today.”

			“And I thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“But you were thinking about her.”

			Simon dropped his hands to the table and sighed lightly. “You know me so well. Am I that predictable?”

			“Your left hook was predictable, but you’ve gotten better since we used to trade fists at school. However, I can still tell when you are preoccupied with a woman, for better or for worse. Which is it?”

			Simon screwed his mouth to one side. “Both, I suppose. She is marvelous, but I cannot find her.”

			Middleton chuckled. “A sticky dilemma, then. Perhaps if we…”

			His voice trailed away as they became aware of Lord Velator mounting the dais near the long array of windows. Light streamed from behind him, casting his prominent features in shadow. He looked like a priest of Ra, or maybe an executioner.

			“I am afraid,” Velator said, his voice filling the quieting space, “that we must attend to an order of business now, due to the urgent nature of the matter.”

			The last of whispered conversations and chair shuffling ceased. Orders of business were rare. In fact, Simon only recalled three such incidents in his three years as a member of the Prometheans, and only the expulsion of Heathkirk had been of great import.

			“What’s the urgency, old boy? Why interrupt our game?” This from the Duke of Windhorst, one of the four dukes. They were famously gruff, imperious, and old—in that order. 

			“I believe our organization is in grave peril.”

			The old duke raised his bushy brows before waving a hand. “Well, go on then. Stop dawdling.”

			Velator frowned at the duke before focusing his grim expression on the rest of the room. “Yesterday, a woman approached my head groomsman and asked for, and I quote, ‘damaging information with which to embarrass your master.’ Fortunately, because I inspire such loyalty among my servants, the man detained the woman and came to me immediately. But alas, she escaped before I could question her.”

			Windhorst guffawed and slapped a knee. “Detaining women now, are you, old boy? Can’t keep them otherwise, eh?”

			Velator held up a palm to stifle the chuckles in the room. “This is no game, gentlemen.”

			“Not for you, anyway,” said Windhorst.

			“Not for any of us. For the woman claimed to have questioned servants from many Promethean houses in just the same manner.”

			This drew down the duke’s eyebrows and he leaned his forehead into one hand. “I see.”

			A chorus of questions arose spontaneously from the room, all sounding something like, “Which houses? Which servants?”

			Velator restored calm with a sharp rap of a gavel. “I do not know. She did not tell my groom. However, she made it quite clear to him that she intended to dig up as many dirty secrets as she could and use them to humiliate us…or worse.”

			When the room fell silent, Simon quickly examined himself. Did he possess any dirty secrets? Other than his fascination with a strange widow, he did not. He was safe. Middleton must have concluded the same but he had the gall to say it out loud.

			“I don’t see how this is a problem for those of us with no dastardly secrets.”

			“Ah,” said Velator. “We all have secrets, Middleton. Even you. And if you don’t, Society will invent some for you and hang them around your neck. However, you fail to see the larger picture.”

			“And that is?”

			“A humiliation of one of us is a humiliation of all. A black eye to one is an injury to all. Don’t you see? You recall what happened to Heathkirk? His public disintegration reflected badly on every member of this club.”

			The room remained silent as Velator seemed content to let them stew. Simon noticed that some were stewing more deeply than others. Lord Marsden was mopping his brow. It was he who broke the silence.

			“What did this woman look like? Can you describe her?”

			Velator nodded. “Apparently, she dressed as a housemaid but spoke like a lady.”

			“How old?”

			“Young. Perhaps twenty, and striking.”

			The gathered lords fell into a half-dozen round table discussions of who she might be. A disgruntled lady’s maid? A sacked governess? Or heaven forbid, a spurned mistress? And why target the Prometheans? What did she want? What did she hope to gain? Where was the blackmail? As he listened to the overlapping conversations, Simon envisioned his mother—his scheming, duplicitous, and cutthroat mother. Surely this unknown woman was another schemer playing a game, but on a grand and audacious scale with the intention of ruining his friends. The more he considered the prospect, the more his rage built. Before he knew it, Simon was standing from his chair. Velator cocked an eyebrow at him.

			“You’ve something pertinent to say, Blackburn?”

			“If I may.”

			“You have the floor.”

			Simon surveyed the room to find all eyes on him. Even the dukes seemed interested in what he might say. “As you know, I possess some experience in dealing with women such as this. You have met my mother, after all.”

			Several members chuckled, and Windhorst huffed, “The old dragon.”

			“Dragon indeed. And it seems we are beset by another fire-breather through no fault of our own. Well, gentlemen, I refuse to sit idly by while this woman rips at the fabric of our brotherhood for no reason other than to destroy it. So, I pledge my solemn word that I will uncover her identity by whatever means necessary and bring her to consequence.”

			The room erupted into a chorus of “hear, hears” and palms slapping tables. Lord Velator seemed roundly pleased. Middleton, on the other hand, failed to smile or show anything other than concern.

			“Very good, Blackburn,” said Velator. “How do you propose to reveal this interloper?”

			“By giving her what she wants.”

			Velator and others pressed him for details, but Simon remained vague. He didn’t have details—only a nebulous plan that needed time to coalesce. When they eventually stopped pestering him and returned to their games, Simon resumed his chair. Middleton remained unsmiling. Simon frowned back.

			“Say it, Middleton. Whatever it is.”

			His friend leaned one elbow on the table to close the distance between them. “Look. I know your feelings about your mother and don’t disagree. But whoever this woman is, she is not your mother. So, consider your genteel nature and be…gentle.”

			Simon leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “As I said, I will do what is necessary.”

			“Ruining some woman’s life won’t get back at your mother. It will not change her spots.”

			Simon knew that Middleton spoke the truth. He couldn’t change his mother. However, his friend did not know that Simon was bound by oath to refrain from even challenging her. He couldn’t possibly understand.

			“I know. So, I must claim my victories where I can.”

			Middleton shook his head. “You should confront the dragon instead.”

			Rather than agreeing with his friend, as much as he wanted to, Simon rose from the table. “As I said, I must claim victories where victory is allowed. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a trap to set.”

			He fetched his hat and departed while considering the actions he must take. Unexpectedly, he wondered if his goddess would approve of such a pitiless endeavor. He feared she might not—the thought of which left him uneasy.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Emma’s solitary journey from Red Lion Square to Hyde Park was one of deep and remorseful remembrance. Every street of Mayfair resurrected a different memory of a happier time…before her family had fallen from the ranks of respectable Society. Each forward step carried her further across the gap separating her present from what could have been. What should have been. She pressed ahead with an oversized bonnet pulled low against her eyes and her pelisse tugged tightly closed over a pale green dress, hoping nobody would recognize her. However, the leaden skies and fine mist appeared to have chased the ton indoors for the afternoon. Distant thunder rumbled ominously as a continuing reminder of her mission. Today, she would uncover sordid secrets. Today, she would begin to bury Lord Blackburn where even the worms couldn’t find him.

			The wall of Hyde Park emerged from the mist, eight feet of piled brick snaking along the park on opposing runs, a fortress of the pampered and the prominent. She paused at the corner of Oxford and Park to breathe. One. Two. Three. She launched across Park Lane and nearly failed to dodge a Hackney coach that darted from the mist with a clatter of hooves and a driver’s curse. Again? The near miss hurled her through Cumberland Gate before she could change her mind. When ten steps of pure momentum brought her to a sliding halt, intimate memories assaulted her. Of the thousand times she’d strolled the park with her parents and sister. Of the hundred times she’d joined the promenade with her old friends, planning future Seasons and hoping to catch a young gentleman’s eye. More than two years had passed since her last visit. Two years! Her father’s shameful insolvency had ended all her hopes, all her dreams, and relegated her family to the crumbling borderlands of decent Society where even a momentary loss of grip could set them forever adrift.

			Emma scanned the park, half in panic. She saw not a soul. The blessing of foul weather had at least spared her that indignity. Anger gradually pushed aside dismal nostalgia. She was on a mission of vengeance with no room for weakness. The Prometheans must suffer, and none more so than the Earl of Blackburn. Had it not been him who’d accompanied her father to the horse track time and again? Who had enabled and encouraged her father’s ruin? Surely he must be an ogre of a man whose appeal to women could only be a product of his title and wealth. She gritted her jaw, pulled the pelisse tighter, and resolutely tracked the wall south in search of Blackburn’s turncoat upstairs maid. As she walked, her thoughts drifted again to her mysterious Adonis. His warm smile, like a cottage hearth on a winter’s eve. His smoldering eyes, filled with the spark of life and empathy. His wide shoulders and steady hands that would support a stable home. He would not have disowned her as others had. He would have continued to honor her name. If only she knew his name. Musings of the two startling encounters with the man raised an ache in her soul—and in various other regions of her body not usually given to such aches. And there was that kiss, and the tension of his body pressed against hers. Straining.

			Catching sight of a woman ahead, Emma shook herself from the fog of remembrance. She waved a hand.

			“Miss Smith?” Emma quickened her pace toward the woman. “Bette Smith?”

			The young woman spun toward Emma, her expression the very picture of dread. The girl curtsied twice, quickly. “My Lady. Call me Bette.”

			Emma held up a palm. “I am no lady.” No longer, anyway. “You may call me Em.”

			Bette flashed a pained smile. “Yes, miss…Em.”

			The tremor of the girl’s voice gave Emma pause. Her youth and general distress seemed more the reaction of a scullery maid than an upstairs maid. Though her coat was of fine cloth, it swallowed her with too-long sleeves and too much waistline. Clearly borrowed for the occasion. Suspicion nibbled at the edges of Emma’s mind.

			Stop, she thought. Do not overthink this. She is simply nervous over the prospect of dishing dirt on her employer to a stranger. Who wouldn’t be?

			Emma flashed the girl a warm smile meant to disarm. “Be at ease. We shouldn’t be long.”

			The girl nodded, her eyes somehow both wide and wary, like those of a trapped rabbit. “Very well…Em.”

			“Good, then. Where to begin?” Emma tapped a shoe on the path. “What might you tell me of Lord Blackburn’s business dealings? Does he consort with criminal elements?”

			Bette shook her head. “Not that I know of. Then again, I’m not privy to his business affairs.”

			“I see. Then speaking of affairs, does your employer perhaps dally with a mistress or two? Vulgar or otherwise?”

			“Oh, no, ma’am. He seems devoted to bachelorhood, with no trollops on the side.”

			“So, no mistresses. Hmm. Then tell me about the servants. Does he treat them badly? Beat them? Humiliate them? Withhold wages?”

			Bette’s eyes went wider still. “Why, no, ma’am. He is quite civil to everyone, and always pays wages promptly. In fact, last month he dispensed extra wages for no reason at all.”

			Emma frowned. Her questioning was getting her nowhere and time was wasting. Bette Smith described a saint, not a sinner. Emma again pushed away her stirring suspicions and retrieved the last crown from her reticule. “This is for you,” she said while waving it before Bette’s brightening face. “In return for one black mark. One sordid rumor. One denigrating fact about Lord Blackburn.”

			Bette licked her lips as she eyed the coin. “Well…there is this one thing.”

			“Oh?” Anticipation rose within Emma. Too swiftly. “What might that be?”

			“The master, he, well…” Bette gazed at her shoes. “He wagers on the ponies twice a year. On his birthday and the King’s birthday.”

			The horse track? She already knew that. But only twice a year? “Every gentleman of Society wagers on the ponies. Did he perhaps lose the family fortune through poorly placed bets?”

			“No. He wagers only small sums.”

			The thought that Blackburn had retained his fortune at the tracks, while costing her father his, raised her indignation. “Does he owe money to unsavory characters, then?”

			“I don’t think so,” said Bette as she erupted into full fidgeting. “He seems quite responsible in that way.”

			Emma’s suspicions finally surged free of the box where she’d confined them, throttling her into attention. Bette Smith had no intention of maligning her employer. But why not? Unless…

			Before the notion could fully form in Emma’s mind, Bette lifted her gaze past Emma’s shoulder and waved with relieved enthusiasm. “Lord Blackburn!”

			The name struck Emma like a hammer blow. Lord Blackburn. The quintessential embodiment of the villainous Prometheans. The personal architect of her family’s fall. Her mortal enemy, and the corrupt object of her righteous vengeance. She squashed rising panic and collected her runaway composure. She steeled her spine and turned deliberately toward the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps while preparing to meet the very devil himself with a torrent of rebuke. Every word froze in her mouth, though, crystalized by the man who’d halted five feet away. Blue eyes regarded her from an achingly familiar face.

			My Adonis! Him! But why is he here?

			He blinked at her. Three times, maybe four. The cipher of his face matched her speechlessness, blank for blank. Thunder rumbled through the yawning silence and opened the skies. Fat drops of rain fell between them, filling the gap with heaven’s tears. A splash of cold against her cheek loosened her frozen logic. Released her insight. Ignited her understanding and forced a low growl from her throat.

			He had manipulated her!

			Their two encounters had not been accidents of coincidence. He had stalked her like a wolf hunting deer for the purpose of unmasking her. He was no Adonis. He was the Earl of Blackburn, and the manifestation of everything foul and unholy.

			“You devil!” she breathed, before turning to run.

			“Wait!” he bellowed. A large hand clamped on her wrist. She yanked away the imprisoned arm, leaving behind the sleeve of her pelisse in the process. In the fury of flight, she twisted free her other arm, retrieved her fallen reticule, and fled toward the gate. A single backward glance found him standing like a statue, her beloved pelisse dangling from his hand. She faced the gate and ran faster, hoping the shillings she hadn’t given Bette would prove enough to speed her home by coach.

			… 

			Simon stared with mute shock at the receding woman. No. Not just any woman. His mystery goddess! The subject of all his dreams of late. The leading character on the stage of his private thoughts as he performed his daily duties, wandered about his house, or stared at the ceiling in the depths of night. And she had been here in the park and without her mourning dress! Speaking to the young kitchen maid to whom he’d promised a guinea for entrapping the scheming harpy intent on destroying him and his friends. What were the odds? But why had she cursed him and run, after offering him her soft lips before? He blinked rapidly as truth bludgeoned his addled brain. He pivoted slowly—very slowly—to face the alarmed maid.

			“Miss Smith.”

			“My lord.” She curtsied four times until he restrained her with a hand to her arm.

			“Where,” he said languidly, “is the woman you were to meet?”

			Bette cocked her head dangerously sideways and stared at him as if he’d just sprouted a third eye. “My lord?”

			“The woman you were to meet. Where is she?”

			Bette swallowed hard and lifted a finger to point toward the gate. “That was her. The woman who ran.”

			He nearly swallowed his tongue. “Are you certain?”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			Rising anger swept away the last vestiges of shock. Of course! She had duped him! Their so-called coincidental meetings had been no accident, but rather a plot on her part to spy on him. To burrow beneath his defenses. To unearth his closely guarded secrets. She was no goddess. She was a duplicitous schemer no better than his mother, just like all women of the ton.

			“Who is she?” he growled to the cowed maid.

			“I don’t know,” she squeaked. “She called herself Em.”

			“M?”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			M, he thought. For malevolent, no doubt.

			Simon fished a guinea from his pocket and pressed it into the maid’s hand. “As promised. But not a word of this to anyone.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			He dashed with long strides to the tree where he’d tied his horse, swung into the saddle, and burst toward Cumberland Gate. As his horse clattered onto Oxford Street, he searched wildly before spotting his quarry—just as she entered a Hackney coach. The driver whipped the coach east down Oxford in the grips of ever-increasing rain. Simon restrained the urge to waylay the coach like an urban highwayman and instead followed in a seething rage. Perhaps she would lead him to her lair. Do not all villains possess lairs? The coach slipped through Mayfair and past it toward Holborn, cornering twice before skidding to a halt on rain-soaked cobblestones. He swiped water from his eyes to watch the mystery woman emerge from the coach and pay the driver. She tucked her chin against the pouring rain, lifted her skirts, and fled down a narrow street. Simon kicked his horse into full flight, risking a disastrous fall, and rode up behind her as she entered Red Lion Square. After one startled backward glance, she cut through the park at the center of the square, clearly aiming for known refuge. He raced his horse past her, reined it to a skittering stop, and leaped from the saddle.

			“Wait there!” he shouted with an outstretched finger. She backed defensively into a rough stone obelisk, partially obscuring the inscription scratched on its surface. Like a cornered lioness, she studied him with those startling green eyes, piercing his soul with the promise of danger. She’d lost her bonnet along the way, freeing her raven hair from captivity to fall in luxurious strands across one shoulder. The relentless rain had soaked her to the shift, molding her pale green dress to the ample curves that had kept him tossing and turning at night in fields of imagination. She was nothing of what gentle society prized at the moment—demure, tittering girls of petite build with proud noses and golden locks. No. She was none of those things. But to Simon, she represented the ideal of womanhood in face, form, and ferocity. A true goddess, if ever he’d seen one.

			And now his prime adversary.

			Swiping water from his eyes, he lowered his hand. “Bravo, Miss M, whoever you are. You played me from the start. Played me like a harp, plucking all my strings to satisfy your whims.”

			Her narrowed eyes widened, though she maintained contact with the strange column at her back. “Me? Play the great and glorious Lord Blackburn? Hah! What a lark! It is you who have gulled me, the devil that you are. Do not deny it.”

			… 

			As Emma watched, Lord Blackburn’s countenance shifted southward. His brow drew down, matching the trajectory of his lips, until his pale eyes peered at her as if through twin tunnels. The muscles of his jaw tensed, further squaring his strong chin. She might’ve found him abjectly menacing if not for the sheer masculinity of his pose.

			“There you go again,” he said in a growl, “calling me the devil. Well, let me assure you that I am not him. If I were, I would be dragging you back to hell where you clearly have gone missing.”

			“To hell, you say? To Hades? And just what is my great sin? Daring to bring to heel corrupt individuals who destroy good men without regard for those who suffer as a result? Having the audacity to cry for justice against evil? Possessing the gumption to step out of my place as a footstool for so-called gentlemen, if even for a moment?”

			He shook his head. “I’ve never made any woman my footstool.”

			She continued to glare, hoping to melt him into the growing puddle swallowing his feet. “Perhaps not intentionally. But have you ever, for one second, considered a woman’s lot? To be furniture, a fixture, mere decoration and nothing of importance by virtue of her gender?”

			Blackburn stepped closer, looming over her as she pressed harder against the stone. Those hooded eyes impaled her as thunder rolled across the park. “If I have done so to a woman,” he said with quiet menace, “it was only to prevent her from making trouble.”

			She lifted her chin, daring herself to rise up. “Is that all we are, then? Troublemakers? Witless agitators? Firebrands with empty heads?”

			“No. Not with empty heads, but with minds full of plots and schemes.”

			She pressed a finger into his chest, meeting a startling wall of resistance. “Plots and schemes, you say? When a man possesses such acuity, you call it wisdom or ambition.”

			Blackburn leaned toward her, placing his hands against the stone on either side of her head. Rain streamed down his granite features to plaster his shirt to his chest, infusing the air between them with his virile presence. She flinched as he moved his left hand, but he merely ran it across the strange inscription above her.

			“Then, oh wise one, tell me what this says.”

			She already knew what it said, having read it a dozen times. Obtusum Obtusioris Ingenii Monumentum. Quid me respicis, viator? Vade, she thought. But his was a trick question, given the phrase’s lack of meaning. Without looking away from him, she flashed a smile that stretched her lips taut.

			“The words are mostly nonsense, if you must know. Written in Latin to seem important. Not unlike you, my lord. Triviality masquerading as importance. And I wonder, can you even read Latin?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then read it to me.”

			“I will not perform like a circus monkey for your amusement.”

			“And miss all those free peanuts?” She pushed her finger harder into his chest until she feared the joint might snap. “You perform for Society daily, dancing on strings for their amusement. Why not now? Why not for me?”

			A smile crawled across his face, still menacing and deeply attractive. “You can’t read it, I’d wager.”

			“I most certainly can.”

			“Then prove it.”

			“I’ve nothing to prove.”

			He gripped her extended wrist and pushed it away from his chest to lodge against the inscription. “Now or never, Miss M. Demonstrate your vast reservoir of knowledge.”

			“You first.”

			“We will read it together, then.”

			“I have no peanuts for you.”

			“I tire of peanuts. Read it. Now.”

			He began reading aloud the inscription while dragging her hand along each word. Without thinking, she recited the words with him. In unison, their voices rose louder and grew faster with each word. “Obtusum Obtusioris Ingenii Monumentum. Quid me respicis, viator? Vade.”

			As the pelting rain sopped up the final word, the air between them began to sizzle, like ham in a fryer. The hair draping her face became light, despite its sodden state, and began to crackle. What the devil?

			A flash of light. Blinding. Deafening. Searing.

			She was flying, floating, falling. Then still. True darkness descended to bury her fading thoughts, leaving her with a tragic final notion.

			So, this is how I die, with Lord Blackburn as my final vision.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Light leaking through the lid of one eye congealed Emma’s chaotic dreams into coherent thought, dragging her from the depths of…of what? Not death. Not yet, anyway. The murmur of hushed voices drifted over her, concerned, anxious. Emma willed her brain to sort through the maelstrom of disorientation to think, to remember. She had been standing by the obelisk with, with…with him. That man. And then what? A searing flash. A jarring sensation as if her mind and body were pulling apart, all in an instant. Emma forced her eye open to find bleary figures looming over her.

			“He’s waking,” said one of the voices with audible relief. “Wait. Wait.”

			She squeezed the eye shut for a moment, wondering who they were talking about. Blackburn? Probably. Whatever had happened to her had likely afflicted him as well. They were both waking, then, on the ground. She gathered resolve and forced open both eyes. Several strangers stood over her as she lay on…what? Not the grass. A bed? Yes. A very soft bed. Wait! Where am I? Who are these people? A distinctly butler-seeming person set a hand on her arm.

			“Welcome back, my lord. Take your time.”

			A young girl wriggled in front of the man to hover over Emma’s face. She had been crying, as evidenced by trails of tears down her cheeks. “Uncle? Can you say something?”

			Uncle? My lord? What in heaven’s name? Emma stared at the girl, distressed. The girl tipped her head up to the man. “What’s wrong, Hinton? Why is he not saying anything?”

			She leaned over, inches away, pressed her hands to Emma’s cheeks, and said loudly, “Can you hear me, Uncle? Are you well?”

			Emma reflexively lifted an arm to push the girl away. The child tumbled to the floor, which shocked Emma. She had not pushed that hard. The girl clambered up to press her back against an elderly woman, who clutched her tightly. “What’s wrong with him? What’s wrong?”

			Thoroughly confused, Emma brought a hand to her mouth to wipe away gathering saliva—and her face felt wrong. Prickly. Too large. What had happened to her? She lifted her hands to survey them and her heart nearly stopped. They were hairy. And large. And not hers.

			What. The. Devil?

			Her shock finally found words as nearly a wail. “What happened to me?”

			The words were what she had chosen, but it was as if someone else had spoken them. As if her Adonis had guessed her thoughts and said them on her behalf. Wait, no. Not her Adonis. Lord Blackburn. The hovering man leaned over Emma again. “It is good to hear your voice, my lord. Witnesses saw lightning strike you in Red Lion Square. Fortunately, your calling card identified you, and they rushed you here, perhaps an hour ago.”

			Emma listened intently but could barely make sense of the explanation. Or of her hands. Or her face. “Where can I find a looking glass?”

			A woman—perhaps a maid—rushed away and returned moments later with what Emma recognized as a pocket mirror in gold casing. She kneeled to offer it to Emma. Emma accepted it, blinked hard, and held the mirror above her face. The earl stared back at her. She looked beyond the mirror, behind the mirror, and to either side without finding the man. She held the mirror up again, and there he was! With her free hand, she reached for her face—and found his instead. She sat up to look down and found…a man’s form. Where is my body? Have I lost my mind? Have I died, after all? No. No. No. Dying would not feel so very uncomfortable.

			“You appear perfectly uninjured, my lord,” said the man. Hinton apparently. “A lucky stroke.”

			Emma’s mind began to spin. If she had not already been lying down, she surely would have fallen. Her hands balled into fists and she pressed them into her eyes. Then the tears came. And sobs.

			“Uncle,” said the girl, “what is wrong?”

			The room spun faster as a flood of surging emotions welled inside Emma. Alarm. Grief. Disconnection. Rage. The last of those quickly overwhelmed the others.

			“Get out!” she shouted in that stranger’s deep and disconcerting voice. “Get out! Leave me alone!”

			The servants moved quickly to comply. The little girl pulled briefly against the old woman, tears streaming down her face, before tucking her chin and leaving. The door clicked quietly shut in her wake. Emma rolled into a ball until she controlled the sobs and the heaving stopped. Her mind slowly circled the absurdity of the situation before she plunged in boldly to face the incongruous reality.

			She inhabited Lord Blackburn’s body. Impossibly.

			After inhaling several deep breaths, Emma rolled from the plush bed to stand. Her hand stabbed out to clutch a bedpost for support. How she towered! The new height produced a moment of vertigo before she adjusted her senses. She took in the cavernous room with a sweep of her foreign eyes. A tall pair of windows with a sheer covering allowed diffuse light into the space, revealing sturdy, unadorned furniture and little else. If Emma didn’t know better, nobody actually lived in the room, but merely visited from time to time. She paused, gathering the courage to inspect the form she now wore. Shoulders jutting from her peripheral vision drew her eyes first. They extended ridiculously far to each side, strung together by a wide chest. She ran a hand experimentally from shoulder to chest to shoulder, marveling at the stiff resistance presented by the wall of muscle. She trailed the hand down a flat abdomen before halting at the waist. She knew what must lie below. She could feel the presence of it. After another inhalation of breath, she moved the hand lower to encounter surprising softness. Her touch sent a sharp jolt through the body and she jerked the hand away.

			A wave of dysphoria overcame her. Nothing felt right. This was not her body. This was his. Lord Blackburn’s. Panic stabbed her, then, screaming up from deep in her soul.

			If this is the earl’s body, where is mine?

			She darted to the door and collided with it after stumbling over her newly enormous feet. She looked down and wiggled her toes, just to make sure the monstrosities belonged to her.

			Shoes! I can’t very well leave the room with naked feet!

			She composed herself, pulled on Blackburn’s boots, and opened the door to find a trio of maids scattering down a long hallway. She followed one, who was desperately trying to blend into the woodwork.

			“Miss.”

			The maid glanced up, startled. “My lord?”

			My lord. How bizarre that sounded. “Might you point me to the front entrance? My thoughts are still fuzzy.”

			With a trembling hand and enormous eyes, the cowed girl pointed in the direction from which she’d come. Emma looked back to find the top of a staircase. She began to drop a curtsy, realized she was not wearing a skirt, and instead bowed slightly. The maid nearly fell to the floor in apparent shock. Emma spun and hurried away before the girl could cry alarm and expose the unwilling deception. Remarkably long and cumbersome strides carried her to the stairs and down two steps at a time. She pulled up short when Hinton suddenly appeared before her at the main door.

			“My lord! Can I help you? Shouldn’t you be resting?”

			Using her newfound strength, Emma nudged the man aside effortlessly. “I have business to attend to. Do not send anyone after me.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			She pressed the door open, stumbled down four stone steps, and found herself standing on the pavement. She swung her gaze wildly, like a deer in search of predators. Where am I? After a moment, she recognized the street. She was in Mayfair. Her bearings established, she turned east, toward the remnants of the departing storm, and began walking in the direction of Red Lion Square. To find her body, that was where she must begin.

			She’d covered half the distance when the awful truth struck her. If she was occupying Lord Blackburn’s body, then it only stood to reason that Blackburn must occupy hers.

			Emma began to run.

			… 

			Terrible dreams plagued Simon for what seemed like hours. He was running across a dark and featureless plane in search of his missing eyes, ears, and mouth. Without eyes, he saw nothing but flat gray. Without ears, he heard only the echo of murmured voices, the words unintelligible, coming from a far distance. Without a mouth, he couldn’t shout his growing alarm. Just as he caught up with his voice and finally captured it, a great sliver of glass impaled him and he splintered into a thousand pieces.

			Simon shot upright in a bed with his mouth opened wide, and a headache as if a herd of cattle was stampeding through his brain. A high-pitched scream assaulted his ears, causing an assembly of strangers to startle and stare at him for an instant. Three women and a man. The women ranged from young to very old, but they were all pleasant looking. The man seemed possibly descended from a family of ferrets. After the initial startlement, the middle-aged and youngest woman pushed Simon down against the bed rather easily. Too easily. When he began to thrash in righteous defense, the older of the women captured his wrists while the younger trapped his ankles. Hoping to toss aside his jailers with raw power, he squeezed his eyes shut and thrashed harder, but the women kept him thoroughly pinned. Where was his strength? Hoping to leverage himself free, he twisted his hips—and froze.

			Something was wrong with him.

			Terribly. Wrong.

			Simon fell deathly calm and opened his eyes to find slender wrists clutched in the older woman’s hands. He swallowed hard and flicked his eyes downward to view the rest of his body. His breeches, coat, and riding boots had disappeared, replaced by a…dress? A pale green dress? He knew someone who’d worn a pale green dress. Who was that? His brief speculation over who would clothe him in such a way was interrupted by the sight of his chest. Gone was the muscled expanse he expected to see. In its place were softly rounded protrusions split by, by, by…cleavage. In the most genteel manner possible, he turned his head aside and vomited onto the pillow.

			A hand tapping his cheek woke him again. He must have passed out after seeing the…

			He crushed the thought to ward off encroaching black spots in his vision. Instead, he closed his eyes and counted to twenty while voices whispered to one another around him. He opened his eyes again and expelled a long, cleansing breath.

			“I am fine,” said the voice of his goddess. He searched for her briefly before realizing he had uttered the words. He risked a glance again at the body before gazing intently at the woman holding his wrists. She seemed to be the one in charge. “You may unhand me now. I will be still.”

			Relief swept over the woman’s features and she let a single sob escape. She released the wrists. “Oh, Emma. We were so worried when it happened.”

			Emma. The goddess is called Emma.

			“What,” said Simon, “happened? Exactly.”

			“Elise saw everything through the window. You were standing in the pouring rain in the middle of the square, arguing with a strange man. Then lightning struck the monument and you were both sent flying.”

			“And the man was a peer! An earl!” said the young woman, still gripping Simon’s ankles. “Can you imagine that?”

			The ferret-faced man crowded toward Simon. “And I would like to know precisely why you were with an earl. It seems such a lack of propriety given our potential agreement.”

			The middle-aged woman shouldered the man away. “Mr. Birkenhead, Elise. That is not important now. It only matters that Emma was not killed and still has her wits. That she is apparently fine.”

			Simon disagreed. I am not fine at all. Rather, he was shocked, terrified, and indignant all at once. What the devil happened? Did my mother arrange this somehow? Was she really a dragon, or some lesser mythical creature capable of black magic? He gathered his wits as if chasing a pocketful of coins that had scattered across a wooden floor.

			“Where is the earl?” he said in that alto voice that simultaneously thrilled and appalled him.

			“Mr. Simmons from Number Twenty-One hauled him to wherever he lives,” said the man. “With help from his son. A calling card in the young lord’s pocket gave the direction.”

			Simon held a breath for several beats of his yammering heart. “Is he dead?”

			“Mr. Simmons?”

			“No.” He inhaled calmly. “The earl, you infuriating man. Is the earl dead?”

			“He was not dead when they took him, Emma,” said the middle-aged woman. “But that was an hour ago.”

			Simon squeezed his eyes shut. “Leave me. I require a moment to reflect.”

			“Oh, no, my dear,” said the woman. “We must tend to you.”

			“Of course, we must stay,” said the girl.

			“We could not possibly leave you alone,” said the man.

			Rage boiled up in Simon. He was terribly unused to anyone countermanding a clear order. “Get out this instant, or I will have the lot of you tossed out!”

			His order echoed through the space in the voice of the goddess, but by God it sounded like him. The force of the command drove the three women from the room as if blown by a gale. The man stumbled toward the door with surprise, but stopped in the open doorframe.

			“Never fear, Miss Watts,” he said with a grim smile. “I will take care of you. Despite possible damage to your person and reputation, my offer still stands.”

			Simon wondered what the offer was, but the man closed the door firmly behind him as he left the room. After a moment of blessed silence, Simon sat up again. Lord. The woman’s body is still here. When he swung the legs over the side, they failed to touch the floor until he slid off the bed. He was so tiny! Despite a spinning head, he stumbled toward a small wall mirror hanging over a bureau. Graceful hands found the edges of the piece of furniture to hold him upright and he stared into the mirror.

			Brilliant green eyes framed by raven eyebrows stared back in shock.

			So, it was true. He occupied the body of the goddess. Miss Emma Watts, or so it would seem. He’d known another Watts, a baron. But surely not…

			He continued staring, first in fascination, and then in horror. This was all so terribly wrong! Where was his body? Where was the mind of Emma Watts? How had this happened? A hundred unanswered questions later, Simon realized he must collect his disintegrating wits and find a way to rectify the bizarre situation. He pushed away from the mirror and walked carefully to the door with foreign strides and an odd swinging gait. When he tried the handle, he found the door locked.

			Snakes!

			He took three steps back and threw his body—rather, Emma’s body—against the door with the intent of breaking it down. Instead, he bounced off the solid panel and fell sprawling to the floor. He remained flattened for a moment to rub an injured shoulder and hip.

			“Let! Me! Out!” he shouted, the last word rising high enough to perhaps shatter glass.

			“We cannot, Miss Watts,” said ferret-face from beyond the door, “until a doctor has been fetched. It is for your own good.”

			Simon’s rage boiled over to consume anyone foolish enough to stand in his incendiary presence. No one dared imprison the Earl of Blackburn. He scrambled to his feet—her feet—and attacked the door in earnest with every limb, nail, and invective at his disposal. After perhaps five minutes of no success, he collapsed against the door and slid slowly down its face into a green-clad heap. His shoulder, hip, feet, fists, and knees ached from the pounding. His head spun with the raging headache. His throat was raw from yelling. And the door remained thoroughly locked and unmoving.

			Simon Pike, Seventh Earl of Blackburn and peer of the realm, had never felt so powerless in his entire life.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Emma arrived at Red Lion Square both amazed and gasping for air. The speed of Blackburn’s long legs had carried her swiftly, as if on the wings of an eagle. And she had managed not to plant her face—his face—into the pavement. He would certainly disapprove if she broke his nose or otherwise marred his perfect features. She skidded to a halt upon noticing the crowd milling about the obelisk in the aftermath of the storm. Several people she recognized as neighbors. Three in particular—Jess, Diana, and Kit. Her new friends noticed Emma’s arrival and stared at her across the street. She was sure they’d recognize her immediately, realize what had happened, and begin shouting alarm. However, their gazes held only curious fascination. She dipped her chin to them and hurried up the steps of Number Thirty-Seven. Decorum required that she scratch the door and hope someone heard it. Borderline panic caused her instead to rudely pound the door three times with a huge fist. There. That ought to do it. Within seconds, the door opened and Elise peered up at Emma. Her sister’s eyes went wide and she dropped a frantic but not inelegant curtsy.

			“My lord,” she said.

			Emma frowned. How did she know Lord Blackburn? Then she remembered that he’d been recognized by his calling card. Of course, Elise would have recognized the earl’s face.

			“Miss Elise,” Emma said before realizing her mistake. How would Lord Blackburn know the girl’s name? Before Elise’s quizzical expression could find words, Emma crowded the threshold. “May I come inside?”

			“Of course, my lord.” Elise practically scraped the floor with her forehead as she curtsied again and opened the door wider. The reaction grated on Emma briefly. Elise was the daughter of a baron and should not have to grovel before Blackburn as if a housemaid. However, Emma remembered how far her family had fallen and realized Elise’s strategy. They had lost the luxury of hauteur. Every member of the ton they met might someday provide an avenue for returning to respectable Society. Elise had already learned that lesson. Why hadn’t Emma? When Emma stepped inside to the small foyer, Elise waved a hand toward the stairs. “My family is in the drawing room.”

			Emma had begun walking toward the stairs before the instructions were given, but she slowed the long strides to cover yet another mistake. She climbed the stairs and turned left at the top to enter the drawing room with Elise in her wake. When she entered, three people rose to their feet—her mother, Aunt Gertie, and…

			Good lord. What is Mr. Birkenhead doing here?

			Elise stepped around Emma. “Lord Blackburn has come to call.”

			The women curtsied and Birkenhead bowed, but he wore a barely restrained scowl. Emma began to drop a curtsy, caught herself, and dipped her forehead instead. She remained standing just inside the doorway. “Please, be seated. I have come to inquire after the health of Miss Watts after our unfortunate…incident earlier.”

			The others remained standing as well, and Birkenhead clenched his fists. “She is resting just now. You need not have concerned yourself.”

			Emma became aware of thumping emanating from the floor above, followed by muffled shouting. My! Is that what I sound like? The stream of rage might or might not have included a few choice words Emma would never utter. However, the voice saying them was hers, though it did sound odd. She recalled how her father might have reacted to an upstart attempting to dismiss him. Emulating her father’s frosty nobility, she glared at Birkenhead until he sank into his chair. Meanwhile, the thumping and cursing continued unabated. Emma pointed at the ceiling.

			“It would seem to me…” She spoke from low in her throat, as her father would have, to fill every corner of the room. “That Miss Watts is not resting and sounds quite healthy. I will see her now.”

			When the others remained frozen, she added menace to her demand. “Miss Watts. Here. Now.”

			Emma’s mother and sister fled the room, slipping past her with apologies, and pounded up the stairs. Aunt Gertie merely grinned as if enjoying a private joke. When Emma frowned, the old woman shook her head. “Apologies, my lord. My black humor has run amok.”

			Emma stepped farther into the room and watched the door. Overhead, the thumping grew brisker and the shouting spread to encompass three female voices. At one point, she was certain someone was dragging someone else across the floor. Then the shouting stopped. Indistinct but harsh whispers drifted down the stairs. Seconds later, heavy footfalls sounded on the staircase and Emma’s body stalked into the room like she owned it. 

			Emma blinked and wished briefly for support to keep from falling over. However, she managed to steady herself while exchanging a stare of unmitigated shock with, with, with…herself. She noted the disheveled state of her body. In a flash of judgment, Emma saw all the worst of herself through another person’s eyes. The nearly black hair running riot over her shoulders and down her back. The too-strong chin and eyebrows. The way her hips and breasts strained the pale green muslin dress instead of allowing it to fall like a graceful curtain to the tops of her shoes. Why Blackburn had kissed that, she couldn’t say. Meanwhile, Emma’s face stared back with a look of dawning horror. Emma decided to break the stalemate before one of them shattered.

			“Hello, Miss Watts. Are you well?”

			Her head nodded once. “I am. And you, uh, Blackburn? Lord Blackburn, that is.”

			“I am also well. No apparent damage. To anything.”

			The body of Emma relaxed slightly with apparent relief. It cut its eyes toward her mother and sister and slightly lifted the palms in the universal sign of, “who are these people?”

			Of course! Emma had experienced the same ignorance when waking up with a crowd of strangers hovering overhead. “I see that your mother, Lady Heathkirk, and your sister, Miss Elise Watts, are taking good care of you, along with your Aunt Gertie. Apparently assisted by your…” She coughed as if hacking up phlegm. “Neighbor, Mr. Birkenhead.”

			Emma watched in fascination as her eyes widened slightly before the brow drew down over green eyes and one side of the mouth twitched upward. “Oh, of course. Perfect care.”

			Emma nearly laughed. Sarcasm. And delivered in a way she recognized as Blackburn’s. She dipped her forehead imperceptibly and mounted a test of her guess.

			“Miss Watts. I suppose we are both still rattled by what I am told was a lightning strike. I wonder—have you read that curious volume about electricity by the American, Franklin?”

			A smile slowly grew on the Emma facing her. “I have. In fact, I only recently recommended it to a young lady of my acquaintance at Finegold’s on Bond Street. Perhaps you know the place?”

			“Indeed. I hear they carry a fine assortment of books for young readers, including the Shakespeare volume by the Lambs.”

			Emma’s body winked at her. The motion was subtle, but entirely unlike anything Emma would do. However, it gave her certainty.

			Lord Blackburn inhabited her body. And she his.

			What a disastrous mess.

			Only then did she become aware that her family and Mr. Birkenhead were staring with blinking confusion, flipping their baffled attention between the two. But what to do? Simon—in the guise of Emma’s body—rode to the rescue.

			“Lord Blackburn,” he said in her voice. “Did you return to finish discussing our agreement?”

			Oh, God, she thought. No. Surely he will not force me to offer marriage—to myself. “Er…agreement?”

			“Yes, my lord. About the tutoring position for my…your niece.”

			Emma wondered if he even had a niece, but then recalled the young girl at her bedside when she’d awakened earlier. She played along. “Oh, yes. Of course. My brain is still a bit muddled from the, uh, whatever happened. Are you willing to tutor my niece, uh…”

			“Dodie.”

			“Yes, Dodie. Will you tutor Dodie every day for one or two hours until such time as she no longer requires it? As you are the daughter of a baron, I do not wish to presume that you’d accept so unlofty a position.”

			“Thank you. I accept.” Blackburn dropped the worst imitation of a curtsy Emma had ever witnessed. She grimaced, as did her mother and sister. Blackburn seemed to understand the level of his ineptitude and rolled his eyes. “Apparently, my brain also remains muddled, for I have quite forgotten how to curtsy.”

			“That is understandable,” said Emma.

			They remained that way, peering at each other with the still-baffled audience looking on, before Simon leaned his head forward expectantly. Emma blinked. What was she supposed to do? Simon smirked. “Perhaps, Lord Blackburn, you might send a coach at ten o’clock tomorrow morning to retrieve me. The walk to my…your house would be quite strenuous in these ridiculous shoes.”

			“Of course,” Emma blurted. “Ten o’clock. I will be waiting with, with…”

			“Dodie.”

			“Dodie, yes. Until then, I bid you good day.”

			Emma strode past her Simon-inhabited body but stopped before the doorway. She spun to face the others. Once again calling upon her father’s memory, she stretched the lanky frame taller still and lifted her chin to stare down her nose.

			“If I hear that you have locked up Miss Watts again, I will toss you all in my dungeon. For as an earl, surely I possess a dungeon.”

			As she turned away, Emma felt more powerful than she had in her entire life. And then she smacked the top of her forehead against the door lintel. She exited her aunt’s home while rubbing a growing knot on her skull. Blast this ridiculous height! How did Blackburn still have a functional brain?

			… 

			Watching his body exit the room set Simon’s head to spinning again. The inexorable pull to follow the departing form, as if he was drawn along by an invisible tether, left him briefly disoriented and bereft. He closed his eyes to pretend that his body was still in the room and recalled what he’d noticed when it had arrived earlier. The mannerisms were all wrong—elbows tucked tighter than he would hold them, steps smaller than he would take, a stance that settled onto one hip rather than dead center. Despite that, he still recognized the image he presented to the world. A tall man, a powerful man, a present man. But his face caught Simon by surprise. It looked haughty, bordering on cruel. Is that how he appeared to others? As if he might at any moment set them down, cut them, or slap a glove across their cheek? It was not an appealing image. However, he had realized quickly that it was his goddess, the mysterious Miss M, now revealed as Emma Watts, who inhabited his body. The daughter of Heathkirk, whom he’d failed badly. To his shame, he had never educated himself about the man’s family. He chuckled, though, when he remembered her attempt to protect him with the remark about the dungeon. It was exactly the sort of wit that had drawn him to Emma in the first place. But now he would need to build a dungeon or be called a liar.

			“Is everything all right?”

			Simon opened his eyes to find Emma’s sister standing before him. What was her name? Oh, yes. Elise. “Why do you ask, Elise?”

			“Because you have not moved so much as an inch for half a minute, and then you began laughing to yourself.”

			“Is that so?”

			Elise snatched Simon’s wrist and dragged him into the hallway. He flinched when she leaned perilously near to whisper. “Emma. You seem addled. You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

			Simon blinked rapidly to clear his head. Emma’s sister was right. His behavior was decidedly odd and likely concerning to those who knew Emma well. He nearly succeeded in forcing a smile. “A ghost, you say? Well, perhaps I have.”

			He meant the words in jest, but Elise’s eyes grew wide and her hand flew to her mouth. “Father’s ghost? Is it Father’s ghost?”

			Simon waited for the wink and nod to indicate that Elise was joking. However, she continued to stare while repeatedly whispering, “Well, is it?” Impulsively, Simon decided to lean into the misunderstanding rather than correct it, if for nothing other than self-defense.

			“Perhaps,” he said. “Though I cannot be certain.”

			Elise’s eyes remained wide but she dropped the hand and nodded. “How wonderfully disconcerting. But that would explain it, then.”

			“Explain what?”

			“Why you are not yourself.”

			Mild panic shuddered through him. Does she see through the facade to who I really am? Surely not. “How so?”

			Elise cocked her head as she surveyed the person she believed to be her sister. “You are so…belligerent. Your normal tact is quite absent.”

			“I see,” said Simon as he suppressed a smirk. Emma had failed to display much tact with him at any of their previous meetings. “My apologies.”

			Elise frowned. “You should apologize to Mother. She is faint with worry.”

			Simon peeked into the drawing room and saw that it was true. Emma’s mother had gone pale. He realized how overwhelming the situation must appear to the woman—her daughter struck by lightning, only to emerge as a raging bull, and then visited by an earl who offered employment. What would a woman do to fix this? With his duplicitous mother as his only consistent example, Simon knew very little about how a woman should behave in such a situation. Thoughts of Dodie flashed into his mind. What did he do on stormy nights when she woke, afraid of the thunder? Simon closed the gap between himself and Emma’s mother and took her hand in both of his.

			“Everything will be just fine, Lady…Mother. I am not quite myself and have the lightning to blame for that. I’m certain my head will clear in time.”

			The woman threw her arms around him. He resisted briefly before realizing that he shouldn’t…or risk exposing the astonishing and miserable truth. Lady Heathkirk began to weep.

			“Oh, my Emma! I am so sorry for all of this. How your father’s death has ruined everything for you. No money. No Season. No suitors. And now working for wages, as if a commoner. I grieve for you, and for Elise.”

			A pang of something rippled through him. He could not quite identify the encroaching emotion. His real mother had never once wrapped him in a warm embrace and offered compassion, sympathy, and concern the way Lady Heathkirk was doing. And he admitted, with some surprise, that it felt nice. He returned the embrace and stroked the woman’s hair, in the same manner that he might comfort Dodie. After a moment, though, the words of Emma’s mother settled into his muddled gray matter.

			No money. No Season. No suitors. Working for wages.

			The euphoria of realizing Emma was not nor had ever been married gave way to the grave nature of his situation. He was stuck in the body of a woman, and said woman was stuck in his. And the body he occupied was the daughter of the disgraced and now deceased Lord Heathkirk. And the only way to rectify the situation was to work hand-in-hand with the very woman who seemed intent on destroying him and his closest friends, and she held all the cards—his body, his money, his title, his influence, his gender. He pushed away from Emma’s mother and guided her to the settee until the woman sat.

			“See here,” said Mr. Birkenhead as he accosted Simon’s elbow. “I need answers.”

			Simon planted the elbow squarely into the man’s gut and Birkenhead released his grip. Emma had made it clear that she despised her ferret-faced neighbor. Simon spun and slapped his hands to his cheeks in mock dismay. “Oh, my apologies, Mr. Birkenhead! I did not mean to knock your wind from you.”

			The man held up a finger of restraint while drawing several shallow breaths. Then he forced a pained smile that showed yellowed teeth. “It is quite all right, Miss Watts. Now, about those questions.”

			Simon folded his—Emma’s—arms. “Fire away, sir.”

			“This earl,” said Birkenhead with an audible sneer. “How did you meet him? Your mother says you never made his introduction before, well, you know.”

			“Before the baron died?” Guilt nibbled at him for not checking on Heathkirk’s family after his fall. But the odious man was correct. He had never made her introduction. He needed a plausible story. “In fact, I did meet the earl. Three years ago.”

			“Where?” That from Emma’s mother, who seemed puzzled.

			“Hyde Park. I was strolling with my friends…you know my friends.”

			“Lady Grissom and Miss Salisbury?”

			“Exactly. Lady Grissom and Miss Salisbury. We were strolling in Hyde Park, chaperoned, of course, when we encountered the earl and his best friend. Lady Grissom knew them, and so we exchanged introductions all around.”

			Simon grimaced as he spoke the words. Such a bald-faced lie! If Emma’s mother didn’t spot it immediately, he’d be surprised. She stared back at Simon, her confusion slowly trending toward suspicion. It was Elise who rescued him, even if inadvertently.

			“I do recall,” said Elise, “that you strolled in the park several times with those two, and that I was made to remain at home with my jealousy. Given Lady Grissom’s reputation, I am not surprised that she knows all the men of the ton and feels at liberty to bypass propriety by introducing them to her friends.”

			The pronouncement seemed to mollify Lady Heathkirk. Simon glanced at Elise, who gazed back innocently. He winked and she giggled. When all of this was over, he would need to see what he could do for her, if she didn’t unearth his secret first. But that obviously had to wait. Meanwhile, Mr. Birkenhead appeared to remain unconvinced.

			“Who was Blackburn’s friend?”

			“Lord Middleton.”

			“What does Middleton look like?”

			As Simon described his friend in great physical detail, Birkenhead’s scowl grew deeper. He then described Lady Grissom, whom he had met before, just to annoy the man. Finally, Birkenhead waved a hand in defeat.

			“Fine. Fine. So, you did meet the earl. However, that does not explain your rendezvous with him in the square. How do you explain that?”

			“Simple,” said Simon. Of course, it was not so simple, but he and Emma had already concocted the story in front of everybody. “The earl was seeking a tutor for his niece. When he heard of my plight, he remembered our meeting and my interest in academics, and thought to offer me the position.”

			Birkenhead paced back and forth in front of Simon, never taking his eyes from the face he thought belonged to Emma. “Why did he not send a servant with the request? And why ride through half of London in the middle of a storm to ask you himself?”

			The annoyance building inside Simon boiled over. He really was finished with the foul man. He leaned forward until Birkenhead stepped back in self-defense. “Because, sir, the Earl of Blackburn holds his niece in the highest regard and takes her education very seriously, and he refuses to entrust anyone but himself to oversee even the smallest detail. I daresay he would take extreme offense to anyone questioning his dedication to Dodie and might offer to plant a fist in the nose of anyone who did so.”

			Birkenhead’s eyes had gone wide during the diatribe. Simon shot a glance at Emma’s mother and sister to find them equally stunned by the outburst. Perhaps he had been a little heavy-handed in his reply. But, by God, he meant every word of it.

			“Well,” said Lady Heathkirk after a stretching silence, “then I am pleased for your good fortune. One can never know too many earls.”

			Mr. Birkenhead sputtered incoherently before assembling a response. “You should not give another thought to earls, Miss Watts. In your fallen state, I doubt anyone of the peerage would risk his reputation with such a compromised connection.”

			Simon considered actually punching the man in the nose, but realized he’d probably break Emma’s hand in the process. He settled for clenching her fists. “And where should I direct my thoughts, then, Mr. Birkenhead?”

			The man straightened and ran a hand through his thinning hair as a smile stretched his thin lips. “Well, now that you ask, I recommend you reconsider my proposal from earlier.”

			Simon blinked slowly. “What proposal?”

			“My proposal of marriage. What else? I am a man of some means after all. Matrimony would provide an avenue of escape from this rat trap.”

			Simon blinked again, but rapidly this time. Marriage? To the ferret? Great Scot! No! His goddess deserved far better, despite her intention to destroy him. Every woman deserved better than Birkenhead. He collected dangerous calm.

			“But look,” he said to the man. “Here the rat trap has caught an actual rat wearing an ill-fitting coat and proposing matrimony to a girl he barely knows who is half his age and twice his status. Perhaps we should market such an effective device and watch the sterling pour in.”

			Birkenhead’s face clouded and his eyebrows descended to obscure all but the feral glint of his black eyes. He waved a finger at Simon. “You will change your tune, Miss Watts. Just wait. Six months in this rubbish bin will knock you down a notch or two.”

			He jammed his hat on his head and strode out in a huff. No sooner had the man left the room than Elise jumped Simon and hugged him fiercely.

			“Oh, Emma!” she said. “You were magnificent! I have never been more impressed in my life!” She leaned into Simon’s ear. “Despite the ghost of you-know-who.”

			Yes, thought Simon. I’ll definitely need to do something for the little sister at the end of this disaster. He found Emma’s mother watching and wringing her hands white. Deep angst drew down her face.

			“Oh, dear,” said Lady Heathkirk. “Though I agree that Mr. Birkenhead is not ideal, I worry that a pattern of refusal might destroy all opportunity for you to marry. We no longer possess the wealth or status to overcome such obstacles.”

			Simon pried Elise off him. “Have faith, La…Mother. This will all sort out. You’ll see.”

			“I just don’t know.”

			Simon raised his chin and affected perfectly cultivated earl umbrage. “Well, I do, and nothing else matters.”

			To underscore his emphatic point, he swept from the room, but managed to knock over a vase with his hip on the way out. Damn these hips, he thought. How do women walk in them without destroying everything in the process?

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Emma had witnessed seven thousand two hundred and sixty-three days since she’d come wailing into the world. She had calculated the number in her head while strolling back to Mayfair from Red Lion Square after meeting with, well, herself. With the possible exception of day number one, which she obviously couldn’t remember, this day was by far the oddest. In fact, if she accumulated every scrap of oddness from all the other days, the sum would fail to exceed the utterly bizarre nature of the past several hours that had begun with a clandestine meeting with a false maid in Hyde Park.

			And she was exhausted.

			However, the absurd day wasn’t finished with her yet.

			After first pausing to nearly rap on Simon’s door, she sheepishly let herself inside while wondering when he had transformed from Lord Blackburn to Simon in her head. The butler, Hinton if she recalled correctly, lay in wait. Had the man left the foyer during Emma’s absence? Or did he live there, perhaps, in a small cubby or hanging from the ceiling like a giant bat? The man bowed rigidly.

			“My lord, you have returned.”

			Emma cast her eyes around before remembering he was speaking to her. “Clearly.”

			“Shall I have the staff lay your supper?”

			Emma began to shake her head, but realized she was ravenous. “That would be nice. Where should I wait?”

			The stone-faced butler’s eyebrows lifted nearly imperceptibly. “Wherever you prefer. Perhaps your library, as is your habit. However, Miss Charpentier awaits your visit, as is her habit.”

			Emma blinked. What did that mean? Was she to call on a lady? At this hour? Oh, no! Did the earl have an intended? Hinton appeared to notice Emma’s bafflement.

			“Your niece, my lord. She is waiting for you to bid her good night.”

			The niece! Dodie. She actually existed. Emma forced a bland expression. “Of course. The lightning has made a muddle of me, I’m afraid.”

			“Understandable, my lord.”

			Emma took a step before realizing she had no idea where Dodie’s room was. She inhaled a calming breath. “Hinton.”

			“My lord?”

			“Given my muddled state, might you direct me to her room?”

			“Up the stairs, second door on the right.”

			“Thank you.”

			Emma moved toward the stairs quickly, certain the butler would see through her cracking facade. However, she managed to reach the top without him crying alarm. She slowed her steps on arriving before the appointed door and paused, uncertain. Nervous, really. Why did Simon’s niece live with him anyway? Was she just visiting, perhaps? Emma remembered what he’d said about the girl’s tutoring and decided that the situation must be more of a permanent nature.

			“Is that you, Uncle?”

			The voice of a young girl spurred Emma into motion. She put her hands behind her back and, like a gentleman might, took two strides into the room before halting. A girl with a mop of blond curls—the same one she’d seen upon waking in Simon’s body—peered back from beneath a canopy bed, her sweet face illuminated by the light of a single candle on a table beside her. Emma frowned. How should she greet the girl? She decided to emulate her father, given that the imperious Lord Blackburn couldn’t be much different. She gave a curt bow.

			“Miss Charpentier. Are you well this evening?”

			When Dodie’s forehead creased with befuddlement, Emma realized she’d probably guessed wrong. The girl sat straighter in the bed.

			“Is that all?”

			“Oh,” said Emma. “Of course not.”

			She strode forward to the girl’s bedside and offered a hand. Dodie stared at the hand, at her uncle’s face, and at the hand again. Then she smiled and shook it.

			“This is different. Is it a new game? Are we make-believing that we are on the floor of the House of Lords?”

			“Er, yes. That’s it.”

			“Hear, hear,” cried Dodie. “Call the role, bailiff!”

			Emma smothered a grin. “The Honorable Dodie Charpentier.”

			“Present!”

			“Then we have a quorum.”

			Emma waited for the girl to set the agenda, hoping not to raise suspicion. She failed. Dodie’s forehead creased again. “Hinton told me you had recovered your senses since you yelled at me.”

			“Oh,” said Emma. “I wasn’t yelling at you, but rather yelling because I’d been knocked insensible by lightning. I am perfectly fine now.”

			“Oh, good. Then why do you stand that way?”

			“What way?”

			“I don’t know.” Dodie cocked her head from side to side. “With a hand on your hip and your other elbow like that.”

			Emma groaned inside. This ruse was more difficult than she’d imagined. She straightened, dropped her hands, and spread her feet apart, bending the elbows out like a man might. Dodie laughed.

			“What’s so humorous?”

			“Now you stand like an ape.”

			Emma relaxed the elbows. “My apologies. The lightning has rattled me and I am not quite myself. Perhaps I might rely on you to help me along these next few days.”

			“Of course. I always do. Maybe you’ll return to normal after a good night’s sleep.”

			“I hope so.” The girl had no idea just how much she hoped so.

			“I was worried about you, Uncle. I’m sorry I blubbered so when you woke up.”

			Emma’s heart stirred unexpectedly, recalling Dodie’s grief at her bedside earlier. “A lady should never apologize for showing compassion. I am grateful for your concern.”

			Dodie smiled softly. “But I learned compassion from you.”

			The admission surprised Emma. How could the epitome of Promethean arrogance exhibit an emotion as humane as compassion? Then she recalled her first meeting with Simon, and his apologetic dismay at having knocked her to the pavement. It had seemed like compassion at the time. Had she misread him? She shook her head.

			“I suppose that a gentleman should not apologize for it either.”

			Dodie nodded while narrowing her eyes in a manner that made Emma supremely uncomfortable. She had no choice but to misdirect.

			“Oh, by the way. A new tutor will be arriving in the morning to assist you with your studies.”

			Dodie’s eyes narrowed further. “But what about you? I thought you were my tutor. Have I disappointed you?”

			The rising uncertainty in the girl’s voice pricked Emma’s heart. She knew very well the sting of disappointing a father. Overcome by empathy, she kneeled beside the bed and grasped one of Dodie’s hands. “Oh, no, sweet child. You do not disappoint me. I just think it is time for you to have better than me.”

			“There is no one better than you.”

			Emma blinked. This is not what she had expected the girl to say. Lord Blackburn tutored his niece? And she preferred it that way? Very odd.

			“Perhaps. But let’s give Miss Watts a chance, shall we?”

			Dodie continued peering at Emma with seeming suspicion. “Is she an old crone?”

			“No. She is very young, in fact. A month or so shy of twenty.”

			“Is she pretty, this Miss Watts?”

			An answer came to Emma unbidden, having waited a lifetime for the asking of that question. “Not particularly. She is not slender, her hair is too dark, and her features are too bold. She is rather plain.”

			Dodie screwed her mouth to one side and nodded slowly. “Did you employ Miss Watts so you can spend more time at the club?”

			“No, no. Not at all.”

			Then the girl’s innocent question took a firmer hold in Emma’s brain. The club. The club! The Prometheans! Of course! Why didn’t she think of it before? The earl’s body was her ticket to the inner sanctum of the diabolical organization. She could slip unnoticed into their ranks and unearth all their dastardly secrets—starting with Lord Blackburn’s—with no one the wiser.

			“Tell me,” Emma said. “When do I normally go to the club? Forgive my muddled head.”

			“Every Tuesday.”

			“What time?”

			“Around one o’clock for luncheon.”

			And tomorrow was Tuesday! Blessed saints! Emma squeezed Dodie’s hand and stood up. “Thank you. Now, perhaps you should rest.”

			“Are you going to tuck me in?”

			“Oh. Of course.”

			Dodie lay back on her pillow and Emma tucked her in, as she’d done with Elise when her sister was younger. “There. Good night now.”

			“Are you going to kiss my forehead?”

			“Oh, yes. Sorry.” She leaned over and pecked Dodie’s forehead.

			“Now, are you going to hop on one foot and recite nursery rhymes?”

			Emma frowned. “Is that what I do?”

			“Sometimes. But perhaps not tonight since you are not yourself. Maybe tomorrow.”

			“Fine, then.”

			Emma blew out the candle, left the room, and shut the door behind her. She paused outside briefly to shake her head. How could a man who had blithely encouraged her father’s ruin earn such warmth from a little girl? Then again, the man was also her glorious Adonis. The frown grew deeper as the incongruity of the two Simons fought for ascendance in her head. Emma walked to the earl’s chambers where she’d awoken earlier and entered. A fire was burning in the fireplace and several candles illuminated the dark corners of the generous space. Upon spying the large mirror tucked into one of the corners, she crept carefully toward it and watched Simon come into view. When she cocked her head, the image did the same. She perused his long, muscled legs, his wide chest, his masculine jawline, his piercing eyes, and remembered why she’d kissed him. Twice.

			Only then did Emma realize that tonight, she would go to bed with the earl. She would strip him of his clothes and put him beneath the sheets and have access to the most private landscape of his body. The thought produced an odd effect—simultaneously stimulating and revolting her. Nothing so right had ever felt so wrong, or vice versa. For a moment, she thought she might vomit. She plopped into a chair to consider her next actions and failed to move for a very long time until a servant brought supper to the earl’s chambers.

			In the end, Emma slept on top of the sheets without removing anything except the earl’s boots and cravat.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			For the second time in less than a day, Simon awoke in Emma’s body atop a strange bed with a raging headache. This headache was more explainable. After Emma had left the previous day wearing his body, Simon had quickly discovered a bottle of wine, liberated it from the kitchen, and retired to Emma’s chambers. There, he had drunk himself into a mild stupor before realizing his fatal mistake. Miss Watts was a fraction of his size and likely not used to drinking an entire bottle of port in one sitting. He didn’t remember much after that, other than waking up in the middle of the night and attempting to negotiate a chamber pot through skirts and with unfamiliar, ah, equipment. He massaged his throbbing temples—Emma’s temples—and rolled his eyes toward the chamber pot on the floor.

			“Lud,” he breathed. He seemed to have missed altogether. A glance at the dress he still wore from the day before indicated that he hadn’t missed everything. “Isn’t that just wonderful.”

			With great care, he rolled to a sitting position with legs dangling over the side of the bed, and held perfectly still for several minutes until his brain stopped pounding. He needed water. Lots of it. And some clean clothes. His eyes came to rest on the armoire across from the foot of the bed.

			“We’ll start there.”

			He slipped to the floor and began shuffling toward the tall cabinet, keeping his movements careful and slow for fear of reawakening the worst of the headache. He paused upon reaching the armoire to rest and ran a palm over the grain. It had been a fine piece perhaps fifty years earlier but was now worn and sun-faded where light from the tall, narrow window assaulted one side of it. He pulled open the side-by-side doors to reveal three dresses hanging from the rail, neatly spaced apart. His eyes slid from one to the next and the next, and back again. Light blue. Some shade of cream. And the black mourning dress. He glanced down at the pale green dress he’d managed to soil during the night. Anything would be a vast improvement. He pushed aside the black dress and retrieved the blue one. After all, he was not in mourning. After nearly turning away, he stopped to eye the three drawers beneath the side-by-side doors. Women wore shifts beneath their dresses—respectable women, anyway. Under the assumption that Emma was a respectable woman, Simon slid open the top drawer, darted a hand inside, and came away with a well-worn cotton shift. He draped both garments over the footboard and attempted to pull the malodorous green dress over his head. It quickly became hung up on, on, on everything and left him hopping and yanking until it broke free and sent him tumbling to the floor with a thud.

			“Emma,” sounded Lady Heathkirk’s voice from outside the door. “Are you well, dear?”

			“Do not come in here! And yes, I am well.”

			Simon didn’t think Emma’s mother would buy the lie, but her footsteps padded away. He regained his feet and willed the headache to subside before glancing down at the shift he wore. After inhaling deeply and exhaling three times, he yanked the garment over his head. It came free without a fuss, leaving Emma’s body completely naked.

			“Don’t look,” he said while fumbling for the clean shift. “Don’t look.”

			He looked.

			Nothing concocted by his fevered imagination exceeded what he found. Emma’s form was spectacular. A wave of head-spinning disorientation and the tightening of his lower abdomen caused him to yank his eyes away. What in the name of St. Anthony is happening to me? Suddenly conscious of his gross violation of Emma’s privacy, Simon lifted his eyes to the ceiling and threaded his arms through the shift until it settled past his hips. Past her hips.

			After struggling into the blue dress over the course of two minutes, he decided that women’s clothing was either the work of the devil or the invention of angels, and probably a tense compromise between them hammered out in the back room of a disreputable tavern at the edge of civilization somewhere. He stepped to the small wall mirror, but it only showed Emma’s face. Her intriguing, enticing face.

			“Well, hello, Miss Watts.” He spoke in a low tone, producing that husky tenor that had so thrilled him from their first meeting. Then he noticed the hair, which was doing everything but what it should. The sound of clopping and wheels skidding propelled Simon to the window to find the Blackburn coach arriving. His coach. To collect him. What to do?

			He spied a bonnet discarded in one corner, jammed it on Emma’s head, and wrestled the hair into it as best he could. “That will have to do.”

			Simon donned the uncomfortable shoes, broke from Emma’s room, and hurried down the stairs to catch the coach before Lady Heathkirk could stop him.

			… 

			Emma had sometimes fantasized about a man undressing her. She just hadn’t guessed that his name would be Edgar, that he would be Lord Blackburn’s valet, and that he would be addressing her as “my lord.” As the valet stood before her, she looked away and pretended the man was Simon in disguise. The Earl of Blackburn might be despicable, but the thought of him still stirred her blood.

			“Your pants, my lord.”

			Emma stepped into the brown pants while Edgar wedged them upward over her thighs. By the angels, they were tight! However, she glanced down to find how well the pants accentuated Simon’s muscled legs and forgave them immediately.

			“Your shirt, my lord.”

			Edgar extended the open shirt and slipped it over Emma’s head. The stiff collar points stabbed her jawline. “Must the collar be so very tall?”

			“It is the height of fashion, my lord, so to speak. We are all but servants of Mr. Brummell’s standards.”

			Emma snorted. She was realizing that, as a man, she could snort whenever she pleased without causing observers to faint dead away. This pleased her. “A silly fashion. Do we not have something less impaling?”

			“Nothing that may be seen in public, my lord.”

			Emma seized Edgar’s bicep with Simon’s strong grip. “For heaven’s sake, Edgar, stop saying ‘my lord.’ Call me Simon henceforth or I will sack you immediately.”

			Edgar looked stricken. “As you wish, my, my, uh, Simon.”

			“See! You did it. Not so very difficult, was it?”

			“Ah. Ah.”

			Though she was mostly playacting, Emma found a strange pleasure in having someone so terrified of her—especially a man. It occurred to her, then, how men could become intoxicated by power and authority. She shook her head and vowed silently to not succumb to the temptation. She was still a woman at heart, and therefore better than that.

			“The cravat is next, I suppose?”

			“Yes,” said Edgar, biting off another “my lord” before it left his mouth.

			“Perfect. Do your best not to crush my throat.”

			… 

			Simon had entered his house in Mayfair thousands of times in his life—but never as a guest. Hinton gazed coldly down his nose at him and offered to collect the bonnet.

			“No, thank you,” said Simon. “I prefer to wear it.”

			Hinton glared soft condemnation and turned away. “Follow me, Miss Watts.”

			Simon tried not to seethe. He liked Hinton well enough, but he didn’t care for his dismissive and mildly contemptuous manner. Was that how all visitors to House Blackburn were treated? Or just those down on their fortune? Or perhaps just women? Regardless of the answer, he made a mental note to rectify that impression when he reclaimed his body. Hinton led Simon to the library where he typically tutored Dodie. Simon stopped short when his body met him. A wave of disorientation swept over him once again, threatening to unhinge his thoughts. The disconnection from his body. The encompassing presence of the alien shell he occupied. He waved away the reaction and smiled. Emma returned the smile, but he could tell it was purely a construction. She must feel just as discombobulated as he did.

			“Miss Watts,” said Emma, playing the role of host and gentleman.

			“Lord Blackburn.” When he tried to curtsy and nearly fell, Emma grabbed his arm to hold him upright. They stared at each other in silence for at least a minute, searching the other’s faces for signs of the interlopers inside.

			“Is she here?”

			Simon whipped his head around at the sound of Dodie’s approaching voice. The girl skipped into the library, all smiles and bobbing curls. Simon resisted the urge to rush to Dodie and hug her. Surely that would seem improper. Meanwhile, Dodie stared at Simon—in Emma’s body—with wide, intelligent eyes.

			“Are you Miss Watts, my new tutor?”

			“Indeed I am. Well met, Miss Charpentier.”

			He extended a hand. Dodie giggled and shook it. “You may call me Dodie.”

			“And you may call me ‘Your Excellency.’ Or Emma. Your choice.”

			His niece giggled again. “Are you a queen?”

			“More than you know.”

			“Well, I slay dragons.”

			Simon laughed. “Pity the poor dragons, then. You are fierce!”

			Meanwhile, Simon noticed that Emma was staring with her jaw slightly agape, as if surprised by the interaction. He wondered why. Dodie looked up at who she believed was her uncle and shook her head.

			“Uncle, you were wrong about Miss Watts.”

			Emma blinked. “Eh? How so?”

			“You said she was plain.” Dodie swept her hands toward the tutor. “She is clearly quite beautiful. Were you joking with me?”

			“Er, yes. I was joking.”

			Simon cocked his head. Emma hadn’t been joking—that he knew. He wondered why she would say such a thing about herself. Plain? Nonsense. She was stunning. His face, on the other hand, still looked a little cruel. He’d need to work on that as well—after this whole fiasco ended.

			Dodie wheeled on Simon. “What do you think, Emma? Are you plain?”

			Simon could not help but smile. Even though he was now aware that Emma meant to destroy him, he knew the answer to the question. “I am plain only in the way that a still and moonlit night is plain. In the way that a garden of purple violets run riot is plain. In the way that the sea swaddling the crags of the Hebrides is plain.”

			He locked eyes with Emma. She seemed uncomfortable and drew her inhabited face into a contorted expression Simon never would have attempted. However, the message was clear. She was stunned by what he’d said. He mounted a rescue by flicking a wrist toward her.

			“My lord. Shall we begin Dodie’s studies? I think perhaps you use the table in the corner for tutoring?”

			“Ah, yes,” said Emma.

			“And as it is Tuesday, perhaps you devote yourselves to Latin and mathematics?”

			“Um, yes. A very good guess.”

			Dodie hopped up and down and clapped her hands. “Miss Watts knows everything! I can tell!”

			She grabbed Simon’s hand and dragged her new tutor to the table. “Now I have two tutors instead of one. What a lucky girl I am.”

			Simon smiled, bathed in the warmth of his affection for his little niece. “We are the lucky ones, Miss Charpentier. Of that, I am sure.”

			… 

			Emma spent most of the next two hours as the paragon of wallflowers. Between her fascination over Simon and Dodie’s unexpected camaraderie and her disbelief at what he’d said about her, she melted into the background for a while. Simon began the lesson with Latin verb conjugation. After Dodie had finished conjugating six verbs she knew and two new ones, they played a game.

			“I am thinking of an object,” said Simon in Latin. “That is round and red and juicy to eat.”

			Dodie tapped her chin. “Malum?”

			Apple.

			“Verum!”

			Correct.

			Then Dodie described an object while Simon guessed. He exhibited great patience with the girl, adding to his descriptions when she struggled to guess, or gently suggesting Latin words when she constructed her clues. Was he playacting for Emma’s benefit? Surely this could not be how a dastardly Promethean treated children. But if not, how could he maintain such a convincing ruse for so long? And how could Dodie act as if this was the normal way of things? After shoving aside her suspicions, Emma’s thoughts returned to what Simon had said about her physical appearance.

			A still and moonlit night.

			A garden of purple violets run riot.

			The sea swaddling the crags of the Hebrides.

			Not plain.

			Surely he didn’t mean that. How could he? But he had kissed her. Twice. She dipped her head in confusion, hoping Simon and Dodie wouldn’t notice. When Simon shifted the session to mathematics, Emma shook away the befuddlement and began inserting herself into the session. Mathematics was logical, predictable, explainable. In other words, the polar opposite of her present situation. She needed logical, predictable, and explainable like she needed the next breath of air. As the session wore on, Emma focused on Dodie and kept her disconnected body in her peripheral vision to prevent her stomach from dropping to the floor.

			“That should be sufficient for today,” said Simon as he slapped a pencil onto the table at the end of the lesson. He glanced at Emma. “And I believe it might be about time for luncheon, although I don’t wish to assume when luncheon is served at House Blackburn.”

			“It is,” said Dodie, “and I could eat a horse.”

			“And I could eat an elephant,” said Simon.

			“And I could eat a dragon,” said Dodie.

			“You win,” said Simon with a laugh, “unless the earl can think of a larger animal to eat.”

			A smile spread softly across Emma’s borrowed face. “I could eat an entire whale.”

			Dodie jumped up and hugged Emma. “Uncle wins! He always does.”

			Simon disentangled Dodie from Emma and sent her upstairs to change, accompanied by the old woman Emma had seen when she first awoke in the earl’s bed after the storm. Because the door remained open for the sake of propriety, Emma lowered her voice to a whisper.

			“Tell me about the old woman. She seems neither family nor nanny.”

			“Ah,” said Simon. “Astute observation. She is a bit of both.”

			“How so?”

			“She is Mrs. Seville, originally from Spain. Seville in Andalusia, but that goes without saying. She was my mother’s nanny, then mine. When I outgrew the need for a nanny, Mrs. Seville was going deaf and had no family. Mother wanted to dismiss her, but I couldn’t bear the thought of the old woman suffering or even starving. It remains perhaps the only argument I have ever won against the countess.”

			Emma tried to hide her ongoing surprise. So, the Earl of Blackburn possessed a human heart. Undersized, maybe, but a heart nonetheless. She forced herself to make eye contact with Simon wearing her face. “Dodie seems to like her.”

			“She does,” said Simon with melancholy. “My mother isn’t much of a grandmother to her, so Mrs. Seville happily plays the role.”

			“She is a lucky girl, then.”

			Simon seemed to become aware, then, of his vulnerability. He straightened, adjusted the bonnet to better contain what must be a disaster of hair beneath it, and folded his arms. He glanced down at the cleavage it formed and instead dropped his hands to his lap.

			“All right,” he said. “Let’s get to the crux of the matter. In particular, how did this happen to us? What do you remember from yesterday?”

			Emma picked at the too-tight cravat her valet had insisted she wear. “You set a trap for me in Hyde Park. I remember that.”

			“You were trying to destroy me and all my friends. Do you remember that as well?”

			“You certainly deserve it. I remember that part.”

			“Why?”

			“For what you did to my father.”

			“Your father?” His eyebrows narrowed and his voice grew louder, higher pitched. “What are you talking about? If you are suggesting I ruined your father, you are sorely mistaken or devastatingly ignorant.”

			Emma nearly exploded from her chair, but clenched her fists to gather calm. Now was not the time for a reckoning. “Not so loud, my lord.” Her voice was low and rumbly and so very strange. “If our situation is discovered it will ruin us both. And arguing does not help us solve the riddle.”

			He expelled a breath. “Agreed. Shall we remain civil?”

			“Yes.” She doubted they would, but vacant promises were cheaper than lies. “The last thing I remember is the obelisk. It was raining and we were arguing. You had me pressed against it. We said something together and then light flashed. What were we saying?”

			Simon stared at the floor for a few seconds. “I don’t recall, exactly. But I remember the flash of light. At least one person witnessed the event—your sister.”

			“Elise?”

			“Yes.”

			“How is she?”

			“Reasonably well, I think. I haven’t spoken to her much.”

			“Oh,” Emma said. “What did she see?”

			“Lightning striking the obelisk, or so she swears. Our bodies flung to the earth.”

			Emma forced eye contact with Simon again. “It had to be the lightning.”

			“Had to be. No doubt. So, how do we undo what happened?”

			They sat in silence for half a minute before Emma said what he apparently couldn’t. “We must recreate the event. If it was lightning that sent us hurling into each other’s bodies, then perhaps lightning can return us again.”

			Simon blinked slowly at her with clear disappointment. “Or it could never strike the obelisk again for a thousand years. Or it could just kill us, or send us both into the body of an earthworm. Together. The same worm.”

			A shiver rode up Emma’s spine and made the hairs on her neck stand on end. “True. But the alternative is to live as we are for the rest of our lives.”

			Simon tapped one foot on the floor. “I do not prefer that.”

			“Nor do I.”

			“Then we need to speak to someone who knows about lightning. What about the American, Franklin?”

			Emma waved a hand. “He is long dead. If we were speaking to him, then we’d have deeper concerns than switched bodies. But wait a moment.” She paused to think. “There is a man who might help us. A scientist from a well-to-do family. Walker Armistead.”

			“Armistead, you say? The man is one shilling short of a guinea.”

			“I’ve heard the same,” said Emma, “but he knows more about lightning and electricity than any living person. There is just one problem.”

			“And that is?”

			“He is a famous recluse. He is descended from dukes on both sides of his family, fabulously wealthy, and does not accept callers or invitations. He instead remains locked in one of his many laboratories all hours of the day and night.”

			Simon laughed—with Emma’s laugh. It was very disconcerting. “You forget one thing, Miss Watts.”

			“And what is that?”

			Simon leaned forward to poke a finger into the middle of Emma’s broad chest. “You are an earl. Everyone accepts visits from earls. Especially from earls who have made significant monetary gifts to the scientific organization to which Armistead belongs. He will grant you an audience. Do not doubt.”

			Emma nodded reluctantly. “I will send him a note. In the meantime, we must keep our situation secret. We must not go out unless it is absolutely necessary. You must not encounter my new friends at Red Lion Square—Jess, Diana, and Kit. And you must avoid speaking to my mother, sister, and Aunt Gertie.”

			“I agree,” said Simon. “And you must stay away from my mother at all costs, lest the old dragon unmask you. And you must, under no circumstances, visit the Prometheans’ Club. They would sniff you out in a heartbeat.”

			“I will do as you say.” She felt bad lying, but penetrating the Prometheans’ lair was too big a plum to pass up. “And one more thing.”

			“Yes.”

			“May I at least attend to my…your hair?”

			Simon put both palms to the bonnet. “There is nothing wrong with my hair.”

			Emma leaned back and folded her arms. “Are you now an expert on that matter? After a single day?”

			He pursed his lips and lowered his hands. “I suppose not. How should we do this?”

			“You will find a hairbrush in your reticule.”

			Simon fumbled with the reticule before prying it open and fished out a hairbrush. When Emma held out a hand, he passed the brush to her.

			“Now,” she said. “Off with the bonnet.”

			He untied the strap and stripped off the headpiece. Emma’s dark hair fell in a tangled mass, well, everywhere. She hated the sight of it, the unruly mess that it was, and wished again for the silky blond hair of her mother and Elise. Meanwhile, Simon ran his fingers through the freed locks until encountering a snag.

			“All yours,” he said.

			Emma stood up, gripped a liberal handful of hair, and began brushing. Simon winced as she tugged through the knots, and glared at her twice with muttered complaint. However, as the tangle gave way to smoother strokes, he fell silent and still. She noticed with some surprise that he had closed his eyes and a soft smile had captured his lips.

			“This feels much better than it should,” he whispered.

			“It does, as every woman knows.”

			He sat silently for another dozen strokes. “I might grow my hair long when this is over. Brummel be damned.”

			Emma chuckled, but she couldn’t help but picture Lord Blackburn’s head with long hair. The effect was not unpleasant. “Long hair is a mixed blessing. Choose wisely.”

			On the next pass, his hand reached up to cover hers, freezing it mid-stroke. He peered up at her, blinking, confused. His nostrils flared in a manner that even Emma found attractive despite her love-hate relationship with her nose. A flutter arose in the pit of her stomach. He snatched his hand away, stood, and began replacing the bonnet.

			“That should do.” His words were clipped. “Thank you.”

			“My pleasure.” The strange feelings rumbling through her borrowed body opened another avenue of thought. An alarming avenue of thought. She shifted from foot to foot. “I have a question.”

			“Yes?”

			Emma grimaced and might have blushed, if, in fact, the earl’s face could blush. “Have you touched me yet? Please tell me you have not touched my body.”

			His brow creased briefly before his eyes grew wide. “Oh! Ah, no. Not particularly.”

			“Not particularly?”

			“Not really at all.”

			She cocked her head. “Not really? Not really? What the devil does that mean? If you will recall, you are wearing my body. Not some ratty overcoat that you may fondle as you like. Consider it supremely off limits. Keep your roaming hands away from any portion of my skin below the neck.”

			Simon shook his head. “Or what?”

			“Or I will boil you in oil. After I return this body to you, of course. A slow, hot boiling.”

			“I see,” he said as a smile grew across his face. “Speaking of my body, have you touched me?”

			She turned a flushing cheek to him. “I don’t recall.”

			“No?”

			“As I said.”

			“Wait.” He lifted a forefinger to guide her chin back to face him. “You can’t remember if you did or did not touch some portion of my person that is not typically available for anyone to touch?”

			Emma rolled her eyes. “If you must know, it is deucedly difficult to relieve oneself without touching oneself or otherwise making a mess of oneself.”

			He frowned at her in seeming consideration. “Fine, then. You may touch it for that purpose only.”

			“While you, Lord Blackburn, have no reason to touch any portion of my body whatsoever.”

			He grinned. “What? Am I never to bathe?”

			She grimaced again. Undoing the switch could take a while, and her poor body could grow considerably rank. “Fine, then. You may bathe me. But by God you had better not enjoy it.”

			“Don’t worry, love. I won’t enjoy it at all.”

			She could tell he was lying. But then again, so was she, and in that at least they were equals. His masculine body was too perfect to ignore, so why even try?

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Simon and Emma’s well-constructed plan lasted for all of two and a half minutes—regarding avoiding Simon’s friends, anyway. As they approached the foyer to send Simon back to Red Lion Square, the knocker clacked against the door twice. Simon reached for the knob but withdrew his hand.

			“Perhaps you had better answer it, Miss Watts. I am simply the tutor.”

			Emma glanced down at the body she wore to remind herself that she was, in fact, the master of the house. “Right.”

			When she opened the door, a vaguely familiar gentleman stood waiting, young and pleasing to the eye. The carriage behind him bore a family crest that she didn’t recognize. The dark-haired man smirked with amusement.

			“You aren’t speaking to me, Blackburn? A pity.”

			“I see that,” said Simon behind her, playing the role of Emma, “Lord Middleton, your best mate, is here, so I shall be on my way.”

			Middleton peered around Emma to view the source of the feminine voice. He drew his brow down in thought. “Pardon me, miss, but have we been acquainted?”

			Emma gulped hard enough to swallow her tongue. How would Simon know the answer to that question? She spun to glare a warning at him. Simon pursed the lips of Emma’s face in a manner that, she had to admit, looked mildly attractive. “My father was Lord Heathkirk, whom I believe you knew. Although I have not had my coming out, perhaps we saw each other in passing when my father greeted you on the street.”

			“Heathkirk,” said Middleton with seeming melancholy. “Perhaps. Although I don’t believe I would have forgotten meeting someone as handsome as you.”

			Emma flipped her attention to the visitor. He appeared sheepish, but didn’t seem to be joking. He believed her to be handsome? An unladylike snort sounded from Simon.

			“Handsome is the wrong word, my lord.”

			Emma shot Simon a glare—both for the snort and for not agreeing with Middleton’s assessment. Simon returned the glare and motioned with his head toward his friend, the viscount. Emma paused before remembering the agreement. She was to avoid Simon’s friends at all costs. Assembling her most lordly impression, she stepped toward Middleton and shook his hand.

			“My apologies. The lady was just leaving.”

			Middleton rubbed his hands together and smiled. “Perfect. Then you will keep your appointment at the club. This is a boxing day, after all.”

			Boxing day? What in heaven’s name is that? Christmas has long since come and gone.

			Simon appeared suddenly at her side, his eyes shouting warning. Emma nearly laughed. She loved that Lord Blackburn seemed panicked. She brushed away his insistent hand and returned the viscount’s smile.

			“Ah, yes, boxing day at the club. I shouldn’t miss that, should I?”

			“You never do.”

			Emma tried to brush Simon’s hand away again, but he jammed the hand around her elbow and began pulling with surprising strength. “My lord. Might we finish our discussion of Dodie’s lessons before I leave? In private?”

			Emma gave way to the tugging and followed. “I suppose.”

			“Don’t mind me,” said Middleton cheerfully. “I shall simply wait on the step like a common solicitor. Take your time.”

			When they’d moved across the threshold of the library, Simon whispered, “What are you doing? I expressly forbade you to go to the club.”

			“I know,” she replied. “But wouldn’t a refusal arouse his suspicions? If you weren’t so apparently devoted to boxing day, this would be less of a problem. Exactly what is boxing day?”

			Simon stared at her in disbelief. Emma noticed that her green eyes worked to great effect when widened. She would need to remember that when she returned to her body. He shook his head and blinked those green eyes in frustration.

			“This is the day you box.”

			“Box? As in throwing fists at one another’s person?”

			“Exactly.”

			Emma suddenly rued her bravado. However, she couldn’t miss an opportunity to infiltrate the despised Prometheans. “Tell me what to do, then.”

			Simon frowned before sighing in surrender. “You must feign injury, and do not box under any circumstances. And do not speak to anyone—just watch and applaud for others. And for the love of Bess, stop standing with your elbows pinned to your hips. And lean forward when you stand, as if about to rock into motion. And don’t walk as if balancing a plate on your head. Lead with your chest and take bigger strides.”

			Emma collected the array of advice. Elbows out, forward lean, chest protruding, big strides. And no boxing. She could do all that. She nodded but shook a finger at Simon. “While we are giving advice, you must stop walking like an ape.”

			“An ape?”

			“Precisely. Reverse all your instructions. Plate on your head, elbows in, smaller steps. And please, no more snorting. Ever.”

			“Fine,” he said with a snort. “Now, try not to reveal our secret, and return here as soon as you can.”

			“I will. Don’t worry.” Another lie.

			 

			Emma rode in silence, grunting in response to Middleton’s few comments. As the carriage turned onto Bond Street, the viscount’s features grew blank.

			“What’s your story with Heathkirk’s daughter?”

			Emma suppressed alarm. “I have employed her to tutor Dodie.”

			“Is that all?”

			“Of course. Why do you ask?”

			Middleton shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just that your interaction with her seemed more…familiar than I might have expected.”

			Emma faced the window to hide her unease. “Nothing like that. Offering her employment was the least I could do given her family’s plight.”

			Middleton’s blank expression gave way to one of pain. “That is kind of you, Simon. I should have thought of it myself. I should have done more to prevent her father’s demise.”

			Aha! This was just the sort of vulnerability she could leverage. “Who would you say were primarily responsible for Heathkirk’s demise, anyway?”

			Middleton’s forehead creased. “Just one person. But you already know who.”

			Before she could press him further, the carriage jolted to a halt. Middleton’s face brightened. “Ah! Here we are. Let’s go pummel some lords.”

			Emma tried to emulate how Middleton hopped down from the carriage, but she nearly fell. He caught her elbow. “Careful, man. You’ll turn an ankle.”

			Emma seized the unexpected gift. “But I believe I have. Surely I can’t box now.”

			“Nonsense. I’ve seen you box on a sprained knee and with fractured ribs. There will be no escape for you today.”

			Middleton dragged her inside, and soon she was awash in a sea of lords, all of whom pumped her hand or belted a shoulder with a good-natured slap. So, she thought, he is the club favorite, just as I’ve heard. She tried to walk as Simon had advised, leaning with chest out and striding. When a couple of members looked at her askance, she figured she might be overdoing the act and tempered it. After surviving the welcoming committee, she finally surveyed the room. Chairs and tables had been shoved to the four walls and a large square of canvas occupied the center of the room, with members gathering on four sides. Emma slipped behind several men, using Simon’s height to gaze over the top. Middleton stood beside her. 

			Emma leaned toward him to whisper, “What would your mistress think of this?”

			Middleton frowned. “You know I keep no mistress.”

			“Some must, I’d wager.”

			“Some. But that is their business.”

			Emma tapped a foot, thinking. “I imagine that they treat their mistresses quite poorly, given their affection for throwing fists.”

			Middleton’s frown grew deeper. “Not that I’m aware. Striking a woman is terribly bad form, especially for the protectors of Society. We’d surely run out anyone who did.”

			The response caught Emma by surprise and stymied the questioning. Seconds later, two lords stripped to their bare chests, shook hands, and began to circle each other like tigers. They threw occasional punches in what seemed a well-choreographed dance, until the larger man—to the delight of the watchers—flattened the other with a herculean blow to the jaw. The bigger man leaned over his downed foe.

			“I say, Tindle. You have lost.”

			Tindle sat up and rubbed his jaw. “Well done, Burbage. You remain unbeaten.”

			“But you’ve not fought Blackburn yet,” jeered one of the onlookers.

			“Yes,” added another. “It is time for the best to meet.”

			“Blackburn, Blackburn, Blackburn,” they chanted. Emma’s head began to spin. What was happening? Before she could make her escape, Middleton was stripping Emma of her waistcoat.

			“Watch his right jab,” he said into her ear. “And beware his left-hand body shot. He will want to attack your ribs. Use your uppercut after he jabs. And good luck.”

			The viscount abruptly yanked Emma’s shirt over her head. She began to cover her naked breasts before realizing there was nothing to cover. Still, she felt very exposed. Meanwhile, the lords began offering vociferous advice to both fighters. The huge Burbage simply smiled and held out a hand.

			“May the best man win. And may you not linger too long on your loss.”

			No sooner had they released the handshake than Burbage took a mighty swing at Emma’s head. She turned away instinctively but the fist grazed her nose. Her eyes immediately began to water and she grabbed the nose to find it wet.

			“Stop hitting me!” she cried. That froze a surprised Burbage and silenced the watchers.

			“Wait, wait,” said Middleton. “He’ll bleed all over the floor, and we all know how blood ruins the decor.”

			Burbage waited with a triumphant grin as Middleton stuffed cotton up Emma’s nose until she was sure it had penetrated her brain. Simon’s friend shook his head and whispered, “Do something, Simon. Don’t stand still like a hitching post.”

			Emma nodded as Middleton shoved her back onto the canvas. Don’t stand still, he’d said. She didn’t know how to box, that was certain. But she knew how to dance. When Burbage stepped forward to swing, Emma spun away and he stumbled. Her opponent gathered himself and came at her a second time. She leaned aside as a fist sailed wide of her head, and then hopped back and circled away to avoid the follow-up punch. Burbage growled and came at her again. And again. And again. Each time, she dodged aside and he found only empty air as the lords shouted advice to both fighters. After a few minutes, the beefy man was breathing hard and his mighty swings had slowed considerably. When he chased her down once more, Burbage stepped in close before swinging. She avoided the fist and threw her hip against his. His momentum forced him off balance, and she belted the side of his head with the flat of her palm. Burbage fell like a collapsing chimney and lay still. The lords burst into applause.

			“Blackburn has done the deed!”

			Tindle, his jaw sporting a fresh bruise, pumped Emma’s hand energetically. “Marvelous strategy, Blackburn! Avoiding his attacks until he wore down and then ending him with a single unorthodox blow. I’m still not quite certain what you did there at the last.”

			“Nor am I,” said Emma truthfully.

			As others gathered around to offer similar praise and lift up a humbled Burbage, her eyes found Middleton, who was grinning and shaking his head. “Well done, Simon. Not your usual bludgeoning approach, but brilliant in its execution. Quite unexpected, I’d say.”

			“Thank you?”

			“Indeed. Now, about that nose.”

			Emma realized she had probably allowed the earl’s nose to be damaged. He wouldn’t be happy about that. “What should I do?”

			Middleton cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “Beg your pardon. Did you just ask me what to do about your nose?”

			“Er, yes.”

			“As if you haven’t been popped in the snout a dozen times before, mostly by me?”

			Emma blanched. She was all but admitting to Simon’s best friend that Lord Blackburn’s body had been stolen by another. She turned away to put on her shirt, hoping he wouldn’t notice the fear in her eyes. “Oh, yes, of course. I’m afraid the lightning strike has unmoored me more than I suspected.”

			“And Miss Watts.”

			Emma froze with terror. How could Middleton possibly know? She pulled the shirt over her head and turned slowly to meet Middleton’s eyes, trying madly to still the tremble of her knees. “P…pardon? Miss Watts?”

			Middleton frowned and narrowed his eyes further until they all but disappeared. “I was merely suggesting that Miss Watts has contributed to your unmooring. What did you think I meant?”

			Relief washed over Emma as she reached for her cravat. “Oh, exactly that. I wanted to make certain I heard you correctly.”

			“I see.” He gazed intently while Emma tied the cravat. Fortunately, she had tied her father’s cravat for the last years of his life after he’d dismissed his valet due to crumbling finances. She even remembered to retie the waterfall knot Edgar had tied earlier. When she finished, Middleton unfurled his brow, seemingly satisfied and hopefully none the wiser. He extended his handkerchief to Emma. “Your nose is still bleeding.”

			“Right.” Emma accepted the handkerchief and sopped up the blood that had begun settling onto her upper lip. “So next I should…?”

			“Allow my driver to take you home.”

			“And then?”

			“Replace the cotton with fresh stuffing, and lie on your back for a while. But you know this, right?”

			Emma smiled mechanically in an attempt to disperse suspicion. “Again, my head’s a muddle. The blow from Burbage did not help matters.”

			“He barely touched you.”

			“Says the man Burbage didn’t punch.”

			Middleton laughed loudly in an unlordly fashion. “Excellent point, Blackburn. Now, be off with you before you bleed onto your cravat. I will call on you later this week.”

			Emma was perfectly happy to take the advice, given the bloody nose and her desire to lay to rest Middleton’s apparent suspicion that something was terribly wrong with his friend. She took her leave and let the carriage take her toward House Blackburn. Along the way, she wallowed in confusion. She’d gone to the club anticipating a den of vipers. The men of the club weren’t exactly what she’d expected and some even seemed decent. Nevertheless, she would expose their misdeeds if it was the last thing she did.

			… 

			Half of Simon’s worst nightmare had manifested when Middleton had appeared to escort his friend to the club and had practically dragged Simon’s Emma-infested body to his carriage. The second half managed to wait until Simon arrived at Red Lion Square—still in Emma’s body. As the Blackburn coach approached Number Thirty-Seven, Simon tried disentangling his brain from a quagmire of confusing thoughts. What surging emotion had driven him to grasp Emma’s hand as she had brushed out his long raven locks? The nature of it eluded him. The soft and gentle care of Emma’s motions had proven alien to a boy born of an iron maiden and spoon-fed the thin gruel of Societal expectations. Emma’s soothing touch had stirred within him a repressed cavern creature that had emerged to blink into the light, cowering and rejoicing all at once. His reaction left him confounded. When the coach lurched to a halt, he made ready for a dash to the relative safety of Emma’s house, but distraction compromised his execution. He covered three steps before he was set upon by Amazons.

			“Not so fast,” said a tall blonde who held one of his arms.

			“You’re coming with us,” said a robust redhead who gripped his other arm.

			A shorter brunette jabbed a closed fan like a dagger against the place formerly occupied by his Adam’s apple. “You will tell us everything, or else.”

			They laughed and began pulling Simon away from the coach toward the stone monument. Thoughts of ritualistic sacrifice sailed through his alarmed brain, so he fought back. The redhead laughed louder and lifted him off his feet.

			“Oh, but aren’t you a fighter!”

			Simon tried going limp, but the blonde and redhead simply dragged him along while the brunette tapped his cheek with her fan. “Come now, Emma. Our pact calls for no secrets.”

			Pact? The identity of his captors finally occurred to him. The new friends Emma had warned him about. What were their names? He guessed out loud. “Jocelyn! Dorothy! Kat! Unhand me!”

			The blonde and redhead released his arms with gales of laughter. The blonde grabbed Simon’s hand. “Very amusing, Emily. Now, to the obelisk for the spilling of secrets.” 

			Apparently, he’d gotten the names wrong.

			With no alternative short of a good-natured drubbing, Simon began stalking toward the stone. The redhead laughed yet again.

			“Emma! Why are you walking like an ape?”

			Simon tucked his elbows and shortened his stride. “For your amusement, of course.”

			“Diana is easily amused,” said the brunette.

			“No more than you are, Kit,” said the blonde.

			Diana. Kit. And the other was clearly not a Jocelyn. He stopped at the stone and put his back to it, much as Emma had done that fateful day, and folded his arms. Cleavage lifting toward his chin again prompted him to drop his arms to his sides. He vowed to study that interesting phenomenon more intently later. “What do you want to know?”

			The blonde not-Jocelyn circled before him with one eyebrow cocked. “About the Earl of Blackburn, ninny. You went to his house today.”

			“How did you know?”

			“Aunt Gertie, remember? She doesn’t believe in discretion.”

			“Right.” He’d need to be careful with the old aunt. She could undo everything with a slip of the tongue.

			Kit thumped his shoulder with her menacing fan. “Go on, then. Tell us about him. He is certainly devastatingly handsome. What is he like in person?”

			“Oh, he is just like any other lord.”

			The blonde loomed over Simon. “Details, Miss Watts. The Order of the Red Lion demands it.”

			“Jess is quite serious about the pact,” said Diana.

			Jess! That was the other name. He held up both palms. “Fine. I will describe the earl.”

			Kit popped open the fan and snapped it shut again. “Oh, goody!”

			Simon paused for a moment, wondering how to describe himself. “Let me see. He is tall.”

			“We could see as much ourselves,” said Jess. “What is he like?”

			“Well, he is intelligent. Although he pursues gaming more fervently than he does academics.” Simon surprised himself by admitting that. The confession seemed to open a door of self-insight. “He is good to his friends, but keeps secrets from them.”

			Diana leered. “Wicked secrets?”

			“No. Good secrets. He maintains a facade regarding his niece. He pretends to be cold to the girl when others are watching, but he loves her like a daughter.”

			“Why does he do that?” This from Jess.

			“I…I don’t really know. He’s afraid of what others might think, I suppose. Including his mother.”

			Kit slapped her palms to her cheeks. “You’ve already met his mother?”

			“Ah, no. But I hear she is a dragon. A duplicitous and self-dealing demagogue. Perhaps she is the reason he must appear so haughty and even cruel to those who don’t know him.” Simon blinked at the admission. Why haven’t I considered that before?

			Jess nodded and narrowed her eyes. “So, then. Lord Blackburn prefers duplicitous and self-dealing women?”

			“Indeed not!” Simon took a deep breath after his unexpected outburst. “He does not prefer that sort of woman. Though he seems to believe all women of Society are cut from a similar cloth.”

			Kit nodded, though she seemed a little wounded. “I can see his point. Women of that sort tend to claim all the attention, while the rest of us remain in the shadows, unappreciated but for our usefulness in the kitchen.”

			Simon glanced in turn at Emma’s friends, finding similar pained expressions on each face. He paused to truly assess them for the first time. All three were remarkably attractive in very different ways, and they seemed intelligent, vibrant, and full of wit. And genuine, unlike his mother and the other vicious social climbers of his acquaintance.

			“Take heart,” he said. “I believe the earl would find himself drawn to each of you, if only he stopped long enough to really see you.”

			They stared back at him for the space of three heartbeats before Jess rolled her eyes and laughed. “Oh, Emma. Your naïveté amuses me.”

			“How so?”

			“Because, dear, if the earl took an interest in any one of us, it would only be for the purpose of securing a mistress. He would never view any of us as a potential wife.”

			Simon cocked his head and frowned. “Why do you say that? You are each beautiful and engaging and full of life.”

			“But we lack social standing,” said Diana, “and are certainly not wealthy. The earl would never consider us worthy of his attentions. And if he did lose reason long enough to show us interest, his family and friends would move heaven and earth to make him aware of his grave error and then force him to marry for advantage.”

			Simon raised a finger and opened his mouth to argue, but no sound emerged. Because what Diana had said was true. All of it. Perhaps he had thought—rather naively—that grace, beauty, and intelligence could overcome any social obstacle. However, he could not bring to mind a single exception to Diana’s rule—not within his lofty circle, anyway. Society didn’t allow it. But what would become of Emma’s friends, then? Of Emma, now? They were genteel—that much was certain. They couldn’t exactly marry a laborer. Society would not allow that either. Surely there were other circles that might invite them in. He was talking before he could catch the words and mind his own business.

			“What do you hope for, then? In a husband.”

			“Any husband,” said Kit. “Any at all—with a few notable exceptions.”

			“Even if he is old or ugly,” said Diana.

			“Even if he is not wealthy,” said Jess, “as long as he can provide for his family and not let us starve.”

			Simon frowned as dismay seeped into his soul. “Why would you set your sights so low? Why settle for the dregs?”

			“Because we have no choice.” Fury darkened Jess’s tone. “We are thrust unwillingly into a game with few winners and many losers. We are forced to compete against one another tooth and nail for a few seats at the table, and the three of us bring no advantage to the playing field.”

			The blistering diatribe caused Simon to blink. His dismay deepened. “I am terribly sorry.”

			“You should be,” she said, “for you are one of us now, dragged into the game with little hope and no advantage.”

			When Simon fell silent and surveyed the dirt beneath his skirt, the young women gathered around him and placed hands on his shoulders and arms. He looked up to find empathetic gazes. Kit’s eyes brimmed with tears.

			“Take heart, Emma,” she said. “You have us and we have you. This is how we survive. By standing together as long as we can and clinging to faint hope.”

			Diana leaned close. “Just make me one promise, though.”

			Simon nodded. “All right.”

			“Do not, under any circumstances, accept a marriage offer from Mr. Birkenhead. He seems intent on having you, but lifelong spinsterhood is far superior to a minute alone with that ogre.”

			Simon nodded again, falsely enthusiastic. He was just beginning to realize that Emma possessed almost no power to prevent such a threat. The only way he could hope to help was to reclaim his body. And then what? He thought of what his mother might say about Emma—or do to her—and grimaced.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The dragon arrived the next day, following a study of Greek myths, as was only fitting. Emma did not see her coming.

			While Simon, encased in Emma’s body, tutored his niece, Emma watched from an adjacent chair. She marveled at Simon’s ease with the girl, and his patience, which didn’t fit the persona of an aloof and callous lord. When Dodie produced a very unladylike yawn that stretched the limits of her jaw, Simon shook his borrowed head.

			“Nearly two hours should be quite enough. You did well.”

			Dodie grinned at her tutor. “Thank you, Miss Watts. May I be excused?”

			“Of course… Ah, you should ask your uncle.”

			Emma flicked a hand toward the door. “As you wish, Dodie.”

			The girl narrowed her eyes at Emma, appraised her briefly, and then shrugged. She began skipping from the room before apparently remembering that young ladies do not skip in the house. Simon shook his head in his niece’s absence, and they both stood.

			“Another session done with Dodie none the wiser.”

			Emma frowned with concern over the way Dodie had looked at her. “I’m not so sure about that.”

			“You worry too much.”

			“You worry too little.”

			“Not true,” said Simon. “I toss and turn every night in this body of yours, wondering how long I must occupy it. It feels all wrong.”

			“Is that so? Well, imagine my surprise at waking each morning to what can only be described as an extra appendage.”

			Simon laughed. “I should have warned you about that.”

			“Indeed. But just you wait until next week.”

			“What happens next week?”

			“Let’s just say that I am expecting a visitor. A monthly visitor.”

			Emma nearly giggled when Simon’s face blanched. “Oh,” he said. “Then we must speed this along. Have you sent the note to Armistead requesting to call on him?”

			“I have. Two, in fact.”

			“Did you mention the donation?”

			“Just as you instructed me to.”

			“Good. I was thinking—”

			“My lord.”

			Emma shifted her eyes to find Hinton at the door. The glacial butler’s face bore an expression that could only be described as restrained terror. He bowed. “The countess has arrived.”

			The countess? Did he mean…

			A woman swept past Hinton, practically elbowing him aside. She wore an exquisite satin gown the color of rust or dried blood, complete with layers of flounces and lacy sleeves. A trio of black plumes curled from the back of her high-piled silver hair to reach toward her forehead. Gold glittered from each wrist, every finger, and along a low-cut neckline that showed ample bosom. Her gray eyes impaled the tutor before regarding Emma.

			“My son,” she said with velvet smoothness, nearly a purr. “You appear to have a visitor.”

			Emma panicked. How would she fool Simon’s mother? She hesitated before extending a hand toward Simon. “May I present Miss Watts, daughter of Lord Heathkirk, who has agreed to tutor Dodie. Miss Watts, the Dowager Countess of Blackburn.”

			Simon executed a curtsy that made an ox seem graceful. The countess lifted one eyebrow before meeting Emma’s eyes as if dismissing the tutor from the planet. Simon said nothing, but drew his borrowed features into a recognizable expression. Affront. Meanwhile, the countess approached Emma languidly and waved a finger slowly in her face.

			“Have I not taught you anything, Simon? Leave the servants to the servants.”

			Emma recoiled. This woman saw the daughter of a baron as no more than a servant, just because she tutored? Or was it because her family was ruined? “Pardon me?”

			The countess looped an arm through Emma’s elbow and drew her to the window—as far away from the tutor as she could get. “Your attention should be spent on making an advantageous match, not on the teacher of your troublesome ward. It has been exactly such lack of focus that keeps you unmarried and without an heir. And have I not dropped Lady Cecilia Kent-Fossey into your lap, as eager to please as a puppy?”

			“Lady Cecilia?”

			Simon’s mother rolled her eyes. “Don’t play the imbecile, Simon. You have met her thrice and seemed quite taken with the girl. Her family outranks us and owns half of Devon. She is a brilliant match for you.”

			Emma squeezed the bridge of her still-sore nose to gather her thoughts. She barely recalled the woman in question. Lots of blond curls and a tittering voice, if she remembered correctly. Not worthy of Simon, despite the rank and lands. Her ire grew, and anger always stirred Emma’s cunning like nothing else could. She pulled her arm away from Simon’s mother.

			“A brilliant match, you say? Do you consider her intelligent?”

			The countess’s expression hardened. “No. She is a chit with money. But that should increase her pliability.”

			“Is she strong, then?”

			“Not particularly. I could burn her down with a word. However, that trait makes her easy to control.”

			“Perhaps she mitigates such weaknesses through pleasant conversation.”

			The countess rolled her eyes. “I can barely stand ten minutes of her prattle. But you need not talk to the woman at length to produce an heir, or to secure her immense dowry and connections.”

			Emma nodded. “An heir, yes. That is important. Then, if the heir produced from the union is a pliable simpleton with no backbone and a complete lack of charm, you will be proud of that boy?”

			Simon’s mother tapped Emma’s shoulder with the lorgnette that she’d kept hidden until then, chuckling darkly. “Oh, no, my dear. Your superior bloodline will overcome hers. No grandson of mine will be less than magnificent.”

			“Or what?”

			The woman’s eyes narrowed into slits bathed by thick eyelashes. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean,” said Emma, “will you toss the child out for not meeting your lofty standards? Or will you simply drown him as you might an unwanted kitten?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Ridiculous? More ridiculous than rejecting your granddaughter because she can’t inherit anything of value? More ridiculous than your willingness to sacrifice your son’s happiness?”

			The countess locked eyes with Emma before turning her smoldering gaze toward the tutor. Simon had stood silently aside during the conversation with his head bowed, but he lifted his chin then to glare unblinkingly at his mother. The countess tapped Emma again with the lorgnette.

			“Your behavior,” she said to her supposed son while staring at who she believed was Emma Watts, “is unexpected and unwelcome. Perhaps this tutor is a poor influence. If you don’t turn her out, I will.”

			Emma’s rage nearly boiled over, and she pushed away the lorgnette. “She remains in my employ, and you were just leaving.”

			The countess stared at Simon, showing more surprise than she likely ever did. Slowly, though, the surprise melted into dark determination. “We shall see about that. You know I always get my way.”

			Without another word, the imperious woman swept out as brusquely as she had swept in. In her absence, Emma found Simon watching her. He dipped his chin.

			“Well played, Miss Watts. I have never seen my mother more flustered.”

			“I simply said what you would have.”

			“I doubt that.”

			“Why?”

			Simon looked away to study the window. “I have my reasons…”

			His words trailed into silence. Emma stepped toward him. “I understand. She is the dragon you described, without the wings and scales.”

			“And now you know,” he said, “why I believe all women of Society are duplicitous schemers who cannot possibly earn my regard.”

			His words fell like a blow to the gut. Emma flared her nostrils. “Am I a duplicitous schemer, then? A wicked woman who can never earn your regard?”

			He hesitated in seeming consideration. “I don’t know. Perhaps… I just don’t know.”

			The raw edges of Emma’s emotions raised a wincing reply. “I believe we are finished here for the day.”

			Simon’s brow lowered. “I believe we are.”

			He departed from the room and did not stop until the coach pulled away with him as a passenger. Emma watched from the window until the vehicle disappeared from sight—annoyed, injured, and thoroughly overwhelmed by her strange and maddening fate.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			A day after his mother’s surprise visit, Simon’s head remained a jumble. When he arrived at House Blackburn to tutor Dodie, Emma was uncharacteristically reserved—and he was solely to blame. Despite his approval of how deftly she had wrestled his mother, he was still frustrated by his oath preventing him from confronting the infuriating countess in a similar manner. He was an earl, for heaven’s sake. He should be able to set her down at will.

			But he couldn’t, no matter what she did or said, because of an ironclad pledge to his dying father.

			Perhaps it was this frustration that had led him to disparage all women of Society in front of Emma, and why he’d been unable to answer when Emma had asked if he thought the same of her. His enlightening encounter with Emma’s friends had been fresh in his mind, throwing him off balance. It had set him to reconsidering, and reconsidering always proved dangerous to his ego. In any case, he had offended her when he should’ve praised her. What is wrong with me? Am I so broken?

			He donned a smile and faced Emma squarely. “Lord Blackburn. Shall we pursue a new subject today? I did not perform so well on yesterday’s…topics.”

			Emma cocked her head—his head, which remained discomfiting—and pursed her lips. “Greek mythology?”

			“That as well.”

			She nodded slowly, hopefully understanding his veiled admission of bad form. “A new topic would be welcome.”

			Having settled into an uneasy détente with Emma, Simon began teaching Dodie the basics of plant biology. Emma’s eyes lit with interest, he noticed. After a few minutes, she joined the session, offering additional insights to his niece. The resulting round of instruction pleased him. He and Emma taught well together, each supporting the other to create a sum that was superior to the parts. Simon’s peers often insisted that the female mind lacked the rigor needed to entertain lofty thoughts or perform difficult tasks. He knew better. If she had been born male his mother would have ruled them all with a terrible iron fist. Unlike his mother, though, who funneled her brilliance into outmaneuvering and punishing the ton, Emma appeared to enjoy knowledge for the sheer joy of understanding. Would she turn her intellect against him if given the chance? He wanted to believe she wouldn’t, but still clung to lifelong doubts.

			“We have covered enough minutia for today,” he said to Dodie as they finished learning about bellis perennis, the common daisy. “I will see you again tomorrow.”

			After he closed the textbook, Simon found his niece watching him, the way she might study a beetle crawling through blades of grass or the shimmering of a spider’s web covered with dew. He met her gaze, and longed to be just her uncle again. After a long stalemate, Dodie smiled.

			“You remind me of Uncle Simon.”

			“Oh?” He should have ignored the comment and left quickly for Red Lion Square but his loneliness betrayed him. “In what way?”

			Emma glared at Simon in alarm—and he deserved every bit of her judgment. Dodie lifted her eyes to the ceiling in thought. “You are kind to me, and laugh with me, and never say a cross word even when I am slow to learn. Uncle Simon is like that, although he pretends to be all stiff and prickly when others are watching. He says that powerful men can’t be silly, and children are terribly silly.”

			Hearing his words parroted back to him stung more than he would have guessed. It also underscored what a ridiculous reason it was. He smoothed his dress, finally understanding the benefits of the habit, and returned Dodie’s smile. “Which is the real Lord Blackburn, do you suppose? The formal one or the silly one?”

			“The silly one, of course. Although he has been acting very strange lately. Ever since lightning struck him in the head.”

			“I think, perhaps, it is time to bid Miss Watts good day,” said Emma as she motioned discreetly but frantically for Simon to run. He was still an earl at heart, however, and therefore mostly resistant to unsolicited advice, no matter how sound.

			“How is your uncle acting strange?” he said.

			Emma put her hands on top of her head and leaned back with a defeated sigh. Dodie didn’t appear to notice. “Well, for example, Uncle Simon bought me a book of Shakespeare stories for children, and then insisted we read Romeo and Juliet, though I decided I am far too young for it.”

			“It was the other way around, and you know it,” he said. When Emma gasped, Simon realized that Dodie had trapped him like a mindless beast into disclosing what only the two of them would know. He thrashed to slip the snare. “At least, that is what I would imagine.”

			A smile spread across Dodie’s face until it could stretch no farther. “Are you really my uncle?”

			Emma began coughing, no doubt choking on her sudden dismay. Simon blustered for a moment before collecting human speech. “Why, that is absurd, Miss Charpentier. Such things can only happen in fairy tales.”

			“But Uncle has insisted that all fairy tales are possible.”

			“Not this one. I must go now. Goodbye.”

			Emma bolted to her feet. “Of course. Time to go. I will escort Lo…Miss Watts to the coach. Run upstairs and wash for supper.”

			Dodie’s smile remained as she skipped away without remembering that a lady does not skip in the house. Simon dropped his face into his hands.

			“She knows.”

			“How could she?” said Emma.

			“Because she is a brilliant child, and adults are no match for children when absurdity is on the line. I should leave now before I expose the ruse.”

			Simon rose and offered his elbow to Emma without thinking. Emma eyed it. “Such as by offering me your arm?”

			“Right. I am not very good at being you.”

			“I disagree. And I am the true failure between us.”

			“Nonsense. You have been nothing short of brilliant. And you’ve already slain your first dragon, a feat I thought impossible. What are my feeble efforts against such heroics?”

			They walked out, side by side but not touching. Memories of stolen kisses buzzed through Simon’s head until he reached the coach door. He began to crawl inside before Emma halted him with a “one more thing” and a hand to his wrist. An odd jolt traveled from the wrist into the depths of his abdomen, forcing an intake of breath. Emma withdrew the hand as if from a hot poker, seemingly as strangely affected. What is that about? They stared at each other for a few seconds before Simon finished climbing into the coach.

			“Did you have something to say?”

			“To say?” said Emma with a blink. “Oh, yes, I did. Mr. Armistead accepted our request to call on him. One week from Saturday.”

			Simon grimaced. “More than a week.”

			“Yes. My sentiments exactly.”

			“Then we must not only tutor Dodie, but also instruct each other further to maintain the masquerade. Particularly now that Dodie suspects the impossible.”

			“Agreed.”

			Emma closed the door and the coach began to roll away. However, Simon couldn’t help but slide to the window and look back. He found Emma, still wearing his body, watching him go with a puzzled expression on her face. He understood the sentiment completely, for nothing made sense any more.

			Almost nothing, anyway.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Friday. Eight days until the meeting with the reclusive Armistead and all Emma could think about was what had happened when she’d sent Simon off the previous day. As he had climbed into the carriage, exuding confidence and bearing, Emma’s world had shifted on its axis. For a brief, shining moment, she had seen her body not as her possession, but as a new entity. A new person. Someone she might admire. In that perplexing moment, all Emma’s perceived flaws had melted away and she had witnessed perhaps what Simon claimed to see. Someone attractive. Maybe even beautiful, as if an artist had painted her likeness, but had smoothed all the jagged edges to better please the eye. On impulse, she had reached for that person, clutching her wrist as if to claim such confidence and beauty for herself. She had yanked her hand away when a wave of pure vertigo had swept through her. Since then, Emma had failed to make sense of her shifted perception, of the touch, of the visceral physical reaction.

			In short, she remained terribly bewildered.

			Strangely, her only solace was Simon’s similar befuddlement. When he arrived for the tutoring session, he remained unusually tacit, limiting his conversation to polite greetings. He approached the table where Dodie waited. The girl shot her tutor the smile of a lioness, too much teeth and too widened eyes. Simon halted before the chair and cocked his head at his niece.

			“I believe,” he said, “that we have stuffed your brain enough for one week. I suggest an outing.”

			Dodie’s eyes went wide, mirroring Emma’s, no doubt. “What sort of outing?”

			“A stroll through Hyde Park. It lies a short distance from here. Would you like that?”

			“Oh, yes!” She cut her eyes slyly at Emma. “We love walking through the park, don’t we, Uncle?”

			Emma sensed another trap, but Simon saved her when he patted Dodie’s head. “Of course you do. Lord Blackburn has already informed me of your passion for walks, and which paths you prefer. Now, go fetch Mrs. Seville and your bonnet.”

			After Dodie bounced away, Emma met Simon’s eyes. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

			“Yes,” he said. “If nothing else, it might prevent her from probing into what I fear she has already guessed.”

			“She is your niece. I must trust you on this.”

			Emma did not tell him the rest. How small she had felt during her last trip to Hyde Park when she had met the planted maid and realized that her Adonis and the hated Lord Blackburn were one and the same. Conflicting emotions raged through her. Anger. Inadequacy. Thirst for vengeance. General confusion. Regardless, she consented to go walking.

			Ten minutes later, Emma was strolling with Simon toward the park while Mrs. Seville and Dodie walked hand-in-hand behind them. In light of the previous day’s puzzling touch, she put three feet of space between them and Simon respected the buffer. As they approached the park, Emma squelched the distinct urge to flee. Nothing would give away their secret like the great Lord Blackburn running away from a social outing. Perhaps Simon sensed her unease. For whatever reason, he narrowed the gap between them by half and glanced back at his niece and the nanny. They’d fallen thirty steps behind and out of hearing range. Emma decided to break the uncomfortable silence.

			“I used to picnic here with my mother and sister, before…well, you know.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Of course, you likely have as well.”

			He shook his head. “Never.”

			“Never here?”

			“Never anywhere. My mother was not one for picnics. ‘Too impractical,’ she said.”

			Emma gaped. “You’ve never attended a picnic. Ever?”

			“As I said.” He looked up at her sharply. “Speaking of never…you never explained the injury to my face.”

			“What injury?”

			Unfortunately, he didn’t fall for her feigned ignorance. “My nose is uncharacteristically red, and I detect slight bruising beneath the right eye. I assume an injury or a bizarre illness. Which is it?”

			With no escape in sight, she heaved a sigh. “Bruised, but not broken.”

			“Very well. How did my face sustain the injury? Did I, perhaps, wander into a door?”

			“Only if that door was a large lord called Burbage.” She flicked her attention to Simon at her side. He peered up with a creased brow before his eyes widened.

			“Burbage? You fought at the club? Against that masher?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“I had no choice. Your friends insisted, and Lord Middleton ignored my protests.”

			Simon grimaced, probably imagining the beating his body had taken. “Please tell me you fell down immediately, injured or not.”

			Emma glared at Simon with affront. “Then you don’t know me at all. It never occurred to me not to try.”

			Simon shook his head. “Well, it’s a wonder, then, that my face has not been damaged beyond repair. Not to mention my reputation.”

			She grinned slightly. “Your reputation remains intact.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“Because I defeated the man.”

			Simon stared at her for a solid ten seconds before expelling a short but loud laugh laced with incredulity. “In all seriousness, what happened?”

			“As I said. Apparently, you are the new club champion. And you are welcome.”

			“But how…” He shook his head vigorously. “You don’t know how to box. You said so.”

			“But I can dance.”

			“What the deuce does that mean?”

			“I don’t quite know what happened. Ask your friend, the viscount. He witnessed the entire affair.”

			“Well,” he breathed. “You never cease to surprise me. Which makes you doubly dangerous, given your vendetta against me and all my friends.”

			“May you never forget that.” She laughed, and he joined her in mirth. Surprisingly.

			“How can I? Your lovely face appears in every mirror and your magnificent form in every glass window, and I have a sudden predilection for causing destruction with your fascinating hips.”

			“And I keep smacking your impressive forehead against door lintels, so we are even.”

			He looked up at her and grinned wickedly. “And what of our agreement about respecting each other’s bodily privacy? Have you kept the pact, or have you strayed?”

			Emma swallowed hard. She had definitely strayed. But his private parts felt so interesting. Before she could answer, he grunted a laugh unlike anything she would have emitted. “You have not kept the pact, I see.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“The general redness of your cheeks.” He shook his head but did not appear to be offended. “Do you have any questions?”

			She tipped her head back and forth, uncomfortable, but she did have questions. “Is it always so sensitive? And responsive?”

			“Always. Your functions are slower to respond, I notice, but no less sensitive.”

			She glared at him in shock. “You have touched me? There?”

			He rubbed the back of his neck. “I, er, merely wondered what might pleasure your—uh…not just yours—but any woman’s…”

			As his voice faded, she almost turned away, but considered his plight. It was the same as hers, and she had behaved no differently. “Fine, then. Do you have any questions?”

			He started to speak, paused, and then plowed ahead. “Yesterday, as I was climbing into the carriage and you grabbed my wrist. I felt a…I don’t know…a pull. A tightening of the lower abdomen. And it was…not unpleasant. What was that?”

			She knew exactly what it was. She also knew that ladies never spoke of such things, especially to male companions. But why? Were women not allowed sexual attraction? Then the horror of what he’d said struck her. He had felt sexually attracted to her! In his body!

			What the devil?

			“Did I offend you?” he said.

			“How…”

			“Your cheeks. Redder still. Dead giveaway.”

			She fumed, but only for a moment. Then she recalled how she’d seen her own body imbued with Simon’s confidence. How was that any different? “No. Not offended. Just mildly shocked. But I think I understand. Yesterday, I felt…”

			When the words trailed away, Simon nodded. They closed the gap between them by half again, just before encountering two gentlemen and a pair of ladies approaching. The group moved to the side of the walkway and the men doffed their hats while the women dropped brief curtsies.

			“My lord,” they said. The eyes of the ladies, though, followed Simon—in Emma’s body—and cast mild disdain. Simon appeared not to notice. But Emma did, and it infuriated her. While reaching toward the peak of the mountain, she had been cast down for the sin of having a father whose vices badly outpaced his virtues. She had been overlooked and degraded for more than two years, and now by complete strangers. She stalked onward though, and the conversation between her and Simon lapsed into silence. Fifty steps on, another pair of gentlemen approached, though more immaculately dressed than the previous party. She heard Simon’s intake of breath.

			“What is it?” she whispered sidelong.

			“Marsden and his eager protégé, the Viscount Witherington. Prometheans with sordid reputations. Men unworthy of their titles.”

			She recognized Marsden’s name. He was the baron involved with smugglers, or so his servants believed. “What do I do?”

			“Just nod and say nothing.”

			Emma did as Simon instructed and simply nodded. The older and portlier of the two men halted and swept lascivious eyes over Emma’s female form. “Look, Witherington. He does not introduce his friend. Either he has found a new maid or a new mistress.”

			“She clearly sports the form of the latter,” said Witherington as he consumed Emma’s figure in a manner similar to Marsden, only seemingly more hopeful.

			Without thinking, Emma grabbed Simon’s hand and pulled it into the crook of her elbow. “Gentlemen, may I present Miss Emma Watts, daughter of the late Lord Heathkirk. And now you may both go to hell.”

			The lords must have thought it a grand joke, for they laughed heartily in Emma’s wake. She didn’t know if they were laughing with her or at her, but she wanted neither.

			… 

			When Emma trapped Simon’s hand in her elbow as Marsden and Witherington approached, conflicting reactions went to war within him, fighting a bloody conflict without quarter. He wanted to yank his hand free in shock, and while he was at it, pop Marsden in the nose on Emma’s behalf. But that would mean letting go of Emma, and something about the intimacy of the gesture compelled him to maintain a grip. When Emma set down the lords with the precision of a country hog butcher, the battle within him reached a fever pitch. The latter reaction to hold on triumphed, but the former seized control of his vocal cords.

			“People will talk,” he told her. She peered down at him with his face, features dripping affront.

			“Will they? And such talk is disastrous to you, I suppose, because you would not be seen in public with a woman like me?”

			“A woman like you?”

			“Yes. From a disgraced family. Nothing to offer. Plain as milk.”

			Simon planted his feet to bring Emma to a lurching halt. He lifted a finger of his free hand to impale the center of her chest. “You must never again refer to yourself as plain in my presence, do you hear? Did you not see how Marsden practically violated your body with his eyes? Though he is an utter oaf, he sees what I see. What you fail to see.”

			“And what do you see?” she murmured.

			Simon blinked softly as his flash of annoyance subsided. “When I called you a goddess, I meant it. I keep waiting for Olympus to recall you to the heights where you belong.”

			Emma stared with disbelief behind blue eyes. She nodded once. “I will try.”

			“Good.”

			“And shall I release your hand from my elbow?”

			“No,” he said. And then surprising himself further, he added, “I rather like it.”

			A smile lit her face. It was his face, but clearly Emma’s expression. “As do I.”

			“Then let us give them hell together.”

			They continued walking, passing many of Simon’s acquaintances and a few of Emma’s along the path as Dodie skipped behind with the ambling Mrs. Seville. Simon could not help but notice the sidelong glances, ranging from, “who is this threadbare woman walking with Lord Blackburn” to “how does Emma Watts have the gall to show her face in the company of an earl?” He found himself enjoying both reactions equally. In other circumstances, if he had known of Emma’s family disgrace, would he have been caught dead walking alongside her in public? With a fleeting grimace, he realized that he might not have—if for no other reason than to avoid the wrath of his mother and the inevitable confrontation that might shatter his pledge to his dead father. To say that she would disapprove was to call St. Paul’s Cathedral simply a church. It missed the scale entirely. How much of his lifelong and ongoing behavior had been driven by fear of his mother? Of whom she might hurt because of his actions? Of how she might trap him into submission? Those questions had been nagging him of late, thanks to his new and unique perspective.

			“I hope I am not embarrassing you,” Emma said, interrupting his thoughts.

			“You aren’t. Why do you say so?”

			She nodded toward him. “Because I know my own face, and the expression on it appears pained.”

			He sighed. “I am pained, but not because of you.”

			“Because of your mother, then?”

			He glanced up at Emma sharply. “How did you guess?”

			She chuckled, but in a way that only Emma would. “Because the same thought has occurred to me whenever we pass someone. What would the countess say if she saw us hand in elbow, strolling through the heart of the beau monde without apology?”

			“It doesn’t matter what the old dragon thinks,” said a small voice behind them. Simon jumped with a start to find that Dodie had abandoned Mrs. Seville and had caught up to them. He blinked rapidly.

			“Dodie. How long have you been walking just behind us?”

			She grinned wide. “Not long. Why are you holding hands? Are you courting?”

			Simon yanked his hand away as Emma rapidly relinquished it. “Of course not,” he said with a stutter. “I am your uncle’s employee.”

			“Indeed,” added Emma with too much emphasis. “A mere hireling.”

			Dodie’s grin faded slightly. “That’s too bad. I like you together, even as you are.”

			“What do you mean by ‘as you are’?” said Emma with alarm.

			When Dodie skipped down the path without answering the question, Emma put a hand to her forehead. “You are right, my lord. She knows.”

			Simon shook his head. “It seems so. And one more thing.”

			“Yes?”

			“Stop calling me ‘my lord.’”

			“Ah. Because we must maintain the ruse.”

			“No,” he said. “Because my close friends call me Simon.”

			Emma cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Are we now close friends?”

			“I believe so, given that we have the run of each other’s bodies.”

			“Despite my intention to ruin you?”

			He laughed, too loud and too long. “Yes, despite that. What is a friendship without a little deadly rivalry for sport?”

			“You consider this sport? Just a simple game?”

			“A game, yes.” He shook his head. “But not simple. You are the most dangerous opponent I have ever faced, friend or foe.”

			Disbelief once again seized Emma’s expression. “More dangerous than your mother?”

			“Of course.”

			“How?”

			He stared straight ahead to gather his reasoning. “Because the countess is predictable in her subtle savagery. You, however, are…”

			She waited ten seconds before prompting him. “What am I?”

			“Unexpected,” he said.

			“Is that a good thing?”

			“In my world, it is the best of things.”

			They continued onward in light conversation, trying not to lose Dodie ahead or Mrs. Seville behind. And though they were walking an unencumbered path, Simon experienced the distinct feeling that they had just crossed a great divide.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Emma spent Saturday and Sunday practicing the fine art of avoidance. She avoided the staff as best she could, limiting interactions to as few words as possible. She resisted the urge to sneak to Red Lion Square to face Simon. Her ongoing bafflement over the emotional walk in the park made that resistance easier. She more or less hid from Dodie and remained taciturn at supper and curt at bedtime. She did not venture out, other than to the courtyard late in the evenings to gather fresh air. Another week of interactions with Simon, in the guise of tutoring sessions, lay before her, and then a meeting with the reclusive scientist, Armistead. And after…who knew? She worried how Simon was faring, though. He had fewer places to hide at Number Thirty-Seven. Regardless, Emma’s strategy proved effective as Sunday came and went without incident or discovery.

			Then the wheels fell off spectacularly.

			Emma rose Monday morning with the sun as was her custom, broke her fast early, and found a book to read in the library. At nine o’clock, she sent the Blackburn coach to fetch Simon at Red Lion Square and asked Mrs. Seville to begin rousing Dodie from bed. She had not finished the first page when Hinton appeared in the doorway.

			“My lord.”

			He wore a familiar expression—restrained terror. Emma sighed and snapped the book shut. “Has the countess come calling?”

			Relief crossed his features. Nobody wanted to be the bearer of bad news. “Yes. Shall I show her in?”

			“Why not? I haven’t had a good tussle yet today.”

			Emma stood when the countess flowed into the library and bore down on her. Instead of mauling Emma, Simon’s mother seized her hands and rose on tiptoes to peck Emma’s cheek.

			“My glorious son. You look well. Then again, you always do, given that you inherited my looks and not your father’s.”

			Emma cocked an eyebrow at the woman’s self-assured superiority. Two could play that game. She adjusted her cravat and settled languidly back in her chair. “Perhaps you might explain the purpose of your visit?”

			The countess eyed him coolly. “May I sit?”

			“As you wish.”

			The dragon perched on the edge of the library’s lone settee, her spine bolt straight and purple plumes grasping forward over her head. “You seem unusually blunt this morning, so allow me to reciprocate. I have planned a dress ball and I have issued invitations to every diamond of the first water to be had this Season, including Lady Cecilia.”

			“Wonderful. I hope you all have a lovely evening.”

			The eyes of the countess narrowed nearly imperceptibly, given away by the fine lines that appeared on either side. “Don’t be obtuse, Simon.”

			“My apologies. I was trying for subtle disregard.”

			The countess leaned toward Emma, her eyes flashing. Emma expected a tirade. Instead, the woman produced a warm smile that impressed her. She could usually recognize a forced or false smile, but this one looked almost genuine, no doubt the product of a lifetime of practice in the art of getting one’s way.

			“My son,” she said. “I can see that you are in a disagreeable mood, so let me be clear. I require your attendance at my ball. The promise has been made and your absence would blot our family name.”

			Emma’s first instinct was to decline with a smile and see how much the countess would squirm, beg, or rage. However, inconvenient reason intervened. Hadn’t Simon admitted his inability to defy his mother’s schemes? And if she acted out of character, might that expose the bizarre truth? She began to sigh but shifted to a low growl, remembering that she was still the earl.

			“I wouldn’t dream of blotting the family name. When is this glorious event to occur?”

			“Friday.”

			For a moment, Emma’s mask nearly slipped. Friday! Four days hence? And before they could meet with Armistead? She invited calm with a steady breath. It was time to think and fight, not to cower and run. Within seconds, a brilliant notion exploded in her brain. “Very well. However, I have one stipulation.”

			“A stipulation?”

			“Yes. You must add Miss Watts to your guest list.”

			Emma knew the suggestion was risky. However, she couldn’t imagine maneuvering through an entire ball without Simon’s inside knowledge of the countess’s house, staff, and connections. Simon’s mother clearly had other concerns.

			“The tutor? That woman?”

			“The very same. Her father was a baron, after all.”

			“That does not matter. Her family is disgraced and destitute, and perfectly unsuitable for my affair. And she is a tutor, for God’s sake. A hired servant. I might employ her to serve hors-d’oeuvres, nothing more.”

			Emma unwound Simon’s tall frame and straightened it. “Those are my terms. Both of us or neither, dear mother.”

			The nostrils of the countess flared, and Emma half expected a spout of flame to emerge. However, she restored that false smile instead, uncanny in its authenticity. “Very well, then. I will invite your servant girl. In fact, watching her compete against her worthier peers might prove an entertaining diversion.”

			“Prepare to be surprised, then.”

			In truth, Emma worried how Simon might react when he heard the news. She could imagine anything from glee to despair and all points in between. Meanwhile, the countess peered at Emma, her eyes narrowing, seeking, searching, sifting. Feeling suddenly exposed, Emma stood from the chair.

			“Well, Mother. Thank you for the visit. I shall look forward to your ball with great relish. Now, if you might be so kind, I am expecting another visitor and would not wish to ignore you.”

			The countess rose slowly in a continuous graceful motion. Her painted-on smile had diminished to a smirk. “If I did not know better, I would suspect that you are scheming against me.”

			“I have learned from the best.”

			The countess nodded appraisingly. “Perhaps you have. But I must be off. Much to do, many to see.”

			She swept from the room without sparing her son a second look, and the closing of the great door marked her departure from the house. Emma put her fingertips to her temples to massage them. The woman really was a schemer! No wonder Simon held such a low opinion of Society women after having witnessed his mother’s plots every day of his life for more than two decades.

			“What have you done to my uncle?”

			Emma jumped with a start and spun to find Dodie lurking just inside the library doorway. Emma clasped her hands at her waist to still the abrupt tremor.

			“Dodie! There you are.”

			The girl folded her arms. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me. What have you done to Uncle Simon?”

			Emma fumbled for a response. “What do you mean? I am your uncle.”

			“You are not my uncle.”

			“Why would you say such a thing?”

			Dodie’s eyes swept over Lord Blackburn’s body. “He would never stand with his hands clasped at his waist. He would never tie his cravat with a barrel knot. He prefers a waterfall. And he would never send Mrs. Seville to get me out of bed, because he knows I rise with the sun every morning.”

			Emma unclasped her hands to let them swing freely. “I am feeling adventurous today, that is all.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“Why not?”

			Dodie closed the gap between them and collected Emma’s right hand between hers. “Because my uncle has never spoken to the countess the way you did just now. Even though he should.”

			Emma tugged at the very same barrel knot with her free hand. “That doesn’t mean…”

			“I think you are Miss Watts, and Miss Watts is Uncle Simon.”

			“What? What do you…?”

			“I don’t know how or why it happened, but isn’t it the truth?”

			The girl stared up at Emma with sparkling eyes hungry for validation. Desperate to know. Emma had never made a practice of lying to children. She wouldn’t start now. And she needed to take Dodie into her confidence before the girl spilled her theory to someone with less discretion.

			“Yes, it is true. I am Miss Watts and your tutor is your Uncle Simon.”

			Dodie dragged her to the settee and forced her to sit, while continuing to clutch Emma’s hand. “Tell me everything.”

			Emma did. Well, mostly. She omitted the kisses before the lightning incident and a few more sensual details of the aftermath. Dodie, meanwhile, absorbed the story with rapt attention.

			“So, you see,” said Emma finally, “we must undo this by whatever means necessary without anyone discovering the truth in the meantime. Do we have your discretion?”

			Dodie bounced up and down on the settee. “Oh, yes! I won’t say a word. In fact, I will help keep your secret, even if I must tell a lie to someone’s face. Does that make me a liar?”

			“No,” said Emma. “That makes you a confidante. You know what a confidante is, right?”

			“Someone you can trust to keep your secrets?”

			“Yes.” Emma laughed, delighted with the girl. “You are also formidable. Do you know what that means?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“It means you are strong, worthy, and slightly dangerous.”

			Dodie clapped her hands with joy. “Then you are formidable, too, Miss Watts.”

			“Thank you. But remember to continue calling me Uncle Simon for the sake of our secret.”

			“Oh, yes! I will.”

			As Emma watched Dodie skip from the room, she relished the feeling of having unburdened herself, and of being thought of as formidable. Even if her admirer was only nine years old.

			… 

			Something had gone terribly wrong.

			One look at Emma’s face after arriving for the next tutoring session made that obvious to Simon. Had they been found out? And by whom? He studied her face—his face—as she leaned against the table in the library with arms folded. Did he look like that when troubled? He hoped not. Otherwise, he was as transparent as a window pane, a showcase for his every thought and feeling. What had his mother always told him? A grave expression is a locked door that keeps conjecture at bay. Following that deeply ingrained advice, he set his jaw and erased any shape from his mouth as he joined Emma beside the table.

			“Tell me what happened.”

			Emma lifted her brow in surprise. “How did you know? Did they tell you?”

			“Who?”

			“Your mother. Or Dodie. Whichever.”

			Simon’s curiosity grew, with a dash of alarm and a pinch of intrigue thrown in for seasoning. His mother? Dodie? He decided to start with the greater threat. “What happened with my mother? Did you receive a visit from the dragon?”

			“Yes. Within the past hour.”

			Simon steeled himself for bad news. “I have seen you handle my mother with aplomb. What could she have possibly said to unbalance you so? Has she guessed the truth of our situation?”

			“No.” Emma clenched and unclenched her fists before the explanation emerged in a rush. “She has planned a dress ball, filled it with every eligible young lady in London hoping for the hand of an earl, and has demanded your presence.”

			“And?”

			“The event is in four days.”

			“And?”

			“I accepted. And I forced her to add you—Miss Watts, that is—to the invitation list.”

			Simon expelled a breath. Unwelcome news, indeed. “Let me guess. She claimed that your attendance had been promised and your refusal would leave a stain on our family name.”

			Emma shook her head. “She used the word ‘blot,’ but otherwise, word for word.”

			Simon pulled a thumb and forefinger across his eyes to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Unexpected but not surprising. Mother has been unusually dedicated to matchmaking of late, and will go to any lengths to throw a wife of her choosing in my path.”

			“Does not every mother of the ton do the same?”

			He lowered the hand and opened his eyes. “Yes, that is true. However, you fail to appreciate my mother’s motivations. Why she does what she does.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			Simon leaned against the table beside Emma. “Most mothers consider the happiness of their child, or at least their security, during matrimonial maneuvering. Not the dragon. She is motivated by vengeance—or perceived vengeance—above all else. She finds insult and disrespect in even the most innocuous of circumstances, and her list of those who must suffer is long. Second only to that is her desire to be at the center of Society in all situations. To rule in whatever way she can, large or small. She has ruined many to achieve her aims, even to the point of death, I am ashamed to say. My happiness? It is nothing. An afterthought. An acceptable sacrifice on her unholy altar of self-gratification.”

			Emma’s hand fell onto his wrist. “I am sorry, Simon.”

			He gazed at the familiar hand on his unfamiliar arm and wrestled with the meaning of the jolt he’d experienced when Emma had touched him. “Thank you. But she is my problem, not yours.”

			“I disagree.” She removed the hand from his wrist and waved it over her face. “Your mother is most definitely my problem as long as I wear this.” She swept the same hand down Simon’s borrowed body. “And the ball is your problem as long as you wear my form, given its shortcomings. Do you suppose I might renege? Discover some urgent business that prevents us both from attending?”

			Emma’s expression caught Simon’s attention. A tightening of the skin around the eyes. A slight downturn of the mouth. A drawing down of the features in the promise of self-deprecating forlornness. This side of Emma saddened Simon. How could she possibly forget that she was a force of nature, a blast of crisp air, a brilliant creation descended from the gods? The spark of an idea that had been smoldering quietly in his brain burst into flame. Could the ball be his opportunity to show Emma what she really was? To demonstrate to her how desirable she could be to men of rank and station? He could prove it to her. He could clothe her body in the finest dress designed to accentuate her stunning figure. He could pile her luscious raven hair into an enticing configuration that would draw every male eye. A bit of kohl around the eyes would make them shine like those of a tigress, ensnaring the interest of every gentleman in the room. He could imbue her form with the charm of an earl, while retaining all of Emma’s femininity and grace. Yes, he could show her once and for all what he saw. She would see too.

			“No,” he said. “Don’t renege. We will attend. I just need you to retrieve for me the seventy pounds I keep hidden in my unused Hessians in my chambers.”

			She cocked her head in disbelief. “What about our strategy of avoidance? Wouldn’t an appearance at a high-step dress ball draw the very attention we eschew? Particularly given that I know nothing of playing the lord and you even less of playing the lady.”

			“A challenge, yes,” he said with a slow expulsion of breath. “We will tutor each other. You will teach me to be a lady at a public event, and I will teach you to be a lord.”

			“And what of the dancing?”

			“We must learn each other’s roles for that as well. We need only find the time and opportunity without raising Dodie’s suspicions further.”

			Emma chuckled and shook her head. “That will pose no problem now.”

			Emma had mentioned Dodie when he’d first asked what was wrong. Realization rose within him. “She knows for certain?”

			“I told her.”

			“Why? Why not keep her guessing?”

			Emma shrugged. “She already knew, and I decided not to lie. If it is any consolation, Dodie thinks the whole affair is a grand lark and has pledged whatever aid she might render. Such as pretending to participate in tutoring sessions for her that are actually tutoring sessions of another kind.”

			Simon laughed and shook his head. Of course Dodie had discovered the ruse. She was smart and observant and young enough not to dismiss the impossible. “She will be of great help. Of that, I am certain.”

			Emma peered at Simon through hooded eyes. “You really love your niece.”

			“I do. Does that surprise you?”

			“A little.”

			“Why?”

			Emma looked away. “My father was a lord. He held my sister and me at arm’s length for our entire lives. My former friends told similar stories. I just assumed that it was the way of nobility to show little interest in female relatives beyond what they might fetch on the marriage market.”

			Simon began to disagree, but stopped. He’d seen too much evidence of her claim to refute it. “Not all of us follow that path. I swore to be different from my parents.”

			“Good for Dodie, then. Perhaps her coming out will prove better than mine.”

			“When was your coming out?”

			She looked at him and ducked her chin. “In four days.”

			Emma had never been granted a coming out? Never been presented to Society? In any way? No wonder she saw herself as unworthy. She’d never been given the chance to discover otherwise. Impulsively, Simon seized her hand and lifted it to his bosom.

			“Listen to me, Emma Watts. You are second to no one. No candle will burn brighter than yours, come Friday.”

			She swallowed hard and gave a brief nod of continued disbelief. “If you say so.”

			“I do say so. I will show you.”

			The desolation in her eyes told a sad tale of unworthiness, of self-criticism, of deep doubt. A wave of compassion squeezed his heart. How could Emma not recognize her own magnificence? She had survived a bruising fall from Society that would have destroyed most young women and had risen from the floor with fists clenched to stand against the most powerful men in London. She had risked all to seek justice for her dead father, for her struggling family. Was she not equal to any conqueror, then? Simon’s gaze fell to her pouted lips, and he experienced a powerful urge to kiss away her demons with an act of comfort and intimacy. He leaned toward her by inches before freezing with realization, as if awaking from a dream.

			Emma still wore his face.

			The strange urge dissipated as quickly as it had manifested. He dropped Emma’s hand and straightened..

			“Shall we call Dodie so we may begin the tutoring?” His voice hitched, but he hoped Emma didn’t notice.

			Emma tugged at her collar. “Of course. We have little time to spare. And we must do something about your dreadful curtsy.”

			“And your ungainly bow. Regardless, don’t forget the seventy pounds.”

			While waiting for Dodie to arrive, he treaded water somewhere between wonder and bewilderment, with no land in sight.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			After two days of tutoring Simon on curtsies and the etiquette of a lady, Emma welcomed the relief of visiting Simon’s club. It was said that the Prometheans’ Club served the most sumptuous luncheon in town. The impression wasn’t wrong. After dining on filet of beef a la Jardiniero with braised celery and potato croquettes, Emma’s belly was full, but she wasn’t finished. She still needed a helping of fresh dirt with a side of sauce.

			“Blackburn,” said Lord Middleton. “Join us for a cigar and glass of port?”

			“Most certainly,” said Emma.

			By “us,” the viscount meant Sir Christopher Bevins and Sir Peter Goodwin, a knight and baronet, respectively. Simon had mentioned them as men to avoid, not because he disliked them, but quite the opposite. They were among his closest friends, and as single men, were most likely to call unexpectedly at his house. Of course, Simon had no inkling that Emma was visiting his club. After the tutoring session, she had claimed a headache and hinted at a nap before sending Simon back to Red Lion Square. As soon as the Blackburn coach had turned the corner, she had hit the pavement and made a beeline straight for the Prometheans’ Club. It was Tuesday, after all, and wouldn’t her absence raise suspicions? Emma had convinced herself that the visit was necessary, and if she could unearth sordid secrets in the process, all the better. Guilt nibbled at her edges, though. After the previous day’s remarkable encounter with Simon in the library, Emma had realized that she was growing fond of the earl. He had surprised her at every turn, and the gap between him and her secret Adonis had narrowed such that only a sliver of daylight leaked through. She no longer relished destroying him, despite his direct role in her father’s downfall. As for his friends? She still considered them fair game.

			The foursome settled into luxurious leather chairs drawn up in a square to face one another, each with a small side table for the port and an ashtray. Emma winced at the latter item. She’d never smoked a cigar before, but how hard could it be? Didn’t one just inhale and exhale? After a servant poured each of them a half glass of port, Middleton produced a polished, engraved box. He opened the lid and held it toward Emma, revealing a row of cigars.

			“First choice goes to the highest rank,” he said.

			Emma saw no difference, so selected the one in the middle. As the others made their selections, she studied Simon’s other friends. Like Middleton, they were young and handsome. Sir Christopher bore a scar along his jawline, the result of a saber wound at Vitoria during the war in Spain, though it just lent a roguish quality to his boyish features. Sir Peter was rangy and athletic with a long but masculine face. Both seemed no strangers to smiling. Middleton’s dark hair gave him a continental appearance, almost Italian, to go with his bold features. They seemed just the sort of men who would chase after loose skirts. Perhaps that subject could be her inroad into darker territory where she might unearth family skeletons or dirty business dealings. A figure at her right hand interrupted her planning. She glanced up to find the same servant who’d poured the port holding a candle.

			“Light your cigar, my lord?”

			Emma studied the forgotten article in her hand before holding it to the candle flame. Discomfort crossed the servant’s face. “Apologies, my lord. But I must cut the tip first.”

			He clipped the tip with a small pair of scissors. When Emma put the tip into the flame, the servant withdrew the candle with a grimace. “Apologies again, my lord, but it is best to hold the cigar above the flame and turn it slowly until all sides of the tip are glowing.”

			So many rules!

			“Of course,” she said, and proceeded to follow the servant’s instructions. The man pulled the candle away to mark the moment that he considered the cigar sufficiently ignited. Emma peered at the cigar until Middleton laughed.

			“The lightning did muddle you, Blackburn. First the nose, and now the cigar.” He narrowed his eyes slightly. “At this point, you must inhale.”

			“Yes. Everyone knows that.”

			How hard can this be? she thought. Emma leaned forward to inhale. Three seconds later, she was bent double coughing up her lungs. Middleton and Sir Christopher pounded her back in support.

			“There, there, old boy,” said the knight. “Too much inhaling, I’d wager.”

			Emma held up a finger until she’d managed to restore her airway. Her eyes watered and she resisted the urge to wipe her nose on a sleeve. How could anyone consider the pastime pleasant?

			“My apologies, gentlemen.” Her voice sounded like a creaking door. “I haven’t smoked since the accident. I forgot myself.”

			Middleton glanced at her sidelong before shrugging. “Very well. Don’t overexert yourself. Here. Drink some wine.”

			She took the offered glass and gulped down a few swallows, happy that her larger body allowed such indulgence without setting her head to spinning. She set the cigar in the ashtray as if discarding a slug. “Thank you.”

			“Miss Watts.”

			Emma’s head shot up to pin Middleton with a stare bordering on panic. “Pardon me?”

			“Your niece’s tutor—Miss Watts. Is she still in your employ?”

			She coughed again, but more as a stalling tactic to quell her alarm. “Yes.”

			“She seems a fine woman. Too bad she’s been hidden away from Society these past few years.”

			The pronouncement startled Emma. She barely believed that Simon found her attractive. A compliment from another handsome man with a title strained credulity. She shoved aside her skepticism to seize the opening Middleton had provided, even if inadvertently.

			“Miss Watts has her qualities, though not to my mother’s standards.”

			“Hear, hear,” said Sir Peter as he raised his glass. “May no mother ever think any woman is good enough for her son.”

			They drank to that, given that it was universally true. Emma lifted her chin to Simon’s friends. “On that subject, I’m curious. What marks a woman as good enough for you?”

			“For me?” said Sir Peter.

			“For all of you. My mother has so warped my expectations, I don’t know where to begin.”

			“Ah,” said the baronet as he set down his glass. “I suppose it is all a matter of making a good match.”

			“And what makes a good match?”

			“Rank, I suppose.”

			“Or family standing, in the absence of rank,” added Middleton.

			“Or an enormous dowry for us poorer gents,” said Sir Christopher.

			“Beauty must play a role,” said Sir Peter.

			Sir Christopher nodded. “And purity, no doubt. Although that seems more important to the gray hairs than to us young bucks. Regardless, a woman’s virginity seems to be everyone’s business.”

			Emma couldn’t agree more. She had always found distasteful the double standard that forced female purity while encouraging young men to sow their wild oats. She cleared her throat once more.

			“I see. Money, status, beauty, purity. So, then. I don’t need to be fond of the girl. I can just squirrel her away at a country estate, bide my time in London with a mistress or two, and make periodic conjugal treks to the backwater in the interest of producing an heir.”

			The three men exchanged frowning glances. Middleton leaned forward to pat Emma’s knee. “Simon, my friend. I would hope that you are very fond of whoever you marry.”

			When Sir Christopher and Sir Peter nodded concurrence, Emma flicked a wrist at them. “But that shouldn’t prevent the joy of keeping a good mistress on the side, should it?”

			Sir Peter rocked his head back and forth in consideration. “That is the way of many, to be sure. But a mistress, no matter how exciting, is no substitute for a good wife.”

			“A good wife?”

			“You know. An eminently agreeable companion with a quick mind.”

			“A steady friend and partner,” said the knight.

			“An amorous presence in the bedroom,” added Middleton with a grin, though his cheeks flushed a bit as he spoke.

			Emma leaned back in her chair and swirled the remaining port in her glass, thoughtful. What these men described was a love match, but they couldn’t seem to say the words. She felt a bit sorry for them. Was this the way of men? Was this their training? To be so guarded of emotions that they couldn’t admit how they felt? Her father’s image came to mind—so stiff, so careful of his words, so stoic. She had yearned for him to let the stone mask slip just once, to kiss her forehead and express how he cared for her. It had never happened, though. She cursed quietly at the thought. Damn it all! She had not wanted to like Simon’s friends, but here she was experiencing warm feelings toward them.

			“I wish you well in your search,” she said. “Have you any prospects?”

			Middleton grinned wider. “Why do you think I asked about Miss Watts?”

			Emma fought to dampen an expression of surprise. The viscount had his eye on her? Well, her body, anyway? How could he? Was it just a game? It had to be. Maybe he was seeking a dalliance after all. Emma found the notion terribly puzzling. “I’m certain Miss Watts would find your interest intriguing, so long as your intentions are good.”

			Middleton peered at Emma. “You know me, Blackburn. I should not have to defend my intentions to you of all people.”

			What did that mean? Were Middleton’s and Simon’s intentions eminently good or disastrously awful? She hoped the former, but feared worse. “Indeed. My mistake.”

			“Not to worry. Now, enjoy your cigar. I insist.”

			Without little room to navigate, Emma retrieved her cigar from the ashtray and inhaled. Carefully. It was still too much. When she found herself once again bent double coughing, Middleton gripped her elbow.

			“Come, Blackburn, lest we disturb the dukes.”

			Emma followed compliantly as Middleton led her outside the club room into the expansive foyer. When she’d once more regained mastery of her airway, she held a hand to Simon’s friend. “Thank you, sir. You have spared me the indignity of a public fit.”

			When Middleton frowned, she coughed one last time. The viscount shook his head slowly. “Simon, really. It’s as if you’ve forgotten everything.”

			Emma gave a slow blink, hoping to cover her flaring unease. “Everything? Such as?”

			“Well, how to stop a nosebleed for one.” Middleton motioned to his nose. “And how to light or smoke a cigar. And the fact that Miss Watts is just the sort of woman you might admire, yet you studiously ignore her. If I knew no better, I’d say you changed overnight into, well, someone I don’t know.”

			Emma’s heart nearly stopped in her chest. When she felt it beat again, and a few times after that, she swallowed hard and steeled her spine. “I am perfectly well. I admit that the bolt to the brain has altered my perspective. I apologize for any concern I’ve caused you.”

			Middleton’s frown faded and he nodded. “No apology necessary. But though I like who you’ve become, I worry for you.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “That makes two of us.”

			Middleton chuckled. He started for the door to the club room before stopping Emma with a raised index finger. “Let me make certain I understand correctly.”

			“Yes?”

			“You’ve no interest in Miss Watts beyond her role as Dodie’s tutor.”

			Emma blinked twice. “No?”

			“Is that a question?”

			“No, I mean. I have no interest in Miss Watts beyond her status as an employee.” The words burned uncomfortably on Emma’s lips. She wanted Simon’s interest. She craved Simon’s interest. However, such a scenario seemed unlikely given the madness that had transpired between them.

			Middleton smiled wryly. “Very well. I just wanted that clear.”

			As Simon’s friend pushed through the door back into the club room, Emma followed with slight puzzlement. What did Middleton mean by that? She shook away the question to instead turn her attention to the task at hand. When she found Sir Christopher and Sir Peter in amiable conversation with each other, she suddenly lost her stomach for doing them any harm. They seemed like good men. Fortunately, her sweeping gaze found Lords Marsden, Witherington, and Velator—known cads, the lot of them. During future visits, she’d focus her attention on them. And surely many others were of their ilk—misogynistic philanderers engulfed in dark dealings. She still had time to ruin them. Maybe even a lifetime, if she and Simon couldn’t solve the riddle of their bizarre situation.

			That thought terrified her. She only hoped Simon was equally as terrified and sufficiently motivated to undo the switch. But what could he possibly do to fix the mess?

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			As a gentleman of leisure, Simon had always found clocks and calendars to be occasionally useful but otherwise to be ignored. Now that both were working against him, he considered them an insidious pair, like war and pestilence. With the Countess of Blackburn’s ball little more than two days away, he still had a mountain to climb. Two days earlier, he had directed the Blackburn coach to the home of London’s most skilled but toplofty seamstress and charmed her into the impossible task of creating a dress fit for a princess in four days. The seventy pounds had helped considerably. And though posing for measurements was nothing new, he had experienced the novelty of having his bustline measured and his crotch ignored. He might have found the whole ordeal emasculating if not for his inability to stop giggling. Not laughing. Giggling.

			He vowed to be more serious when he arrived at Blackburn House for the preparatory tutoring lessons. An unsettled stomach helped him along. Nerves, perhaps? Still, he imagined Emma’s eyes when she saw her body in the remarkable dress, hoping she would be more than just pleased. The thought of it nearly set him to giggling again. Instead, he forced a grim countenance, stepped into the library, and dropped a relatively smooth curtsy. The first two days of tutoring had been consumed by the proper way to curtsy, stand, walk, and rise—and his—Emma’s—shapely thighs were still sore from practicing.

			“Lord Blackburn.”

			Emma smiled and bowed in the manner he had shown her. “Miss Watts. Your curtsy is much improved.”

			“Thank you. And your bow was flawless.”

			“You flatter too much, but you have my thanks.” She motioned to Dodie and whispered, “Close the door.”

			Simon cut his eyes at Mrs. Seville, his old nanny. The wizened old slip of a woman stood to one side with her familiar half smile that could mean the onset of praise or reprimand. He motioned toward Emma with his eyebrows raised in question.

			“We need Mrs. Seville as a chaperone to allow the doors closed for more intense tutoring,” said Emma. “But don’t worry. Her lack of hearing will keep our secret safe.”

			Before Simon could correct Emma, Dodie shook her head and giggled. “Mrs. Seville already knows all about your borrowing of each other’s bodies.”

			Simon’s mild surprise was nothing compared to Emma’s shock. Her brow creased so deeply that Simon worried it might form a permanent mark on his face. “How?” said Emma. “How does Mrs. Seville know?”

			“I told her. But she already knew the first time she saw you and Uncle together after the accident.”

			“How?” said Emma and Simon in unison. Mrs. Seville’s half grin disappeared into affront.

			“As you know,” she said with a cultured Spanish accent, “I am deaf. However, I am neither blind nor stupid. I have raised Lord Blackburn from an infant. I know him better than does his own mother.”

			Emma’s face went slack and the old woman’s half grin returned. “Not to worry. As you also know, I am an excellent keeper of secrets. Besides, no one would believe such a fairy tale from an old Spanish nanny.”

			Simon, still wearing Emma’s form, crossed the floor and gathered the old woman in an embrace. “Te quiero, abuelita.”

			“Yo tambíen, niñito. I will never stop taking care of you. Even though you are now a chica.”

			Simon released the embrace and clapped his hands. “So, let us begin the next phase of our mutual education.”

			Emma cocked an eyebrow. “Which is…”

			“Dancing. We must practice each other’s steps or avoid dancing altogether, though my mother won’t allow the latter.”

			Emma sighed with seeming resignation. “Very well. But I warn you. I’m not a proficient dancer, having lacked the experience.”

			“Perfect,” said Simon. “You have less to unlearn. I, on the other hand, will probably fumble this exercise a hundred different ways before we finish.”

			“I promise not to keep count.”

			They both laughed, which felt nice after the maddening stress of the past week. He took a position across from Emma. “We will avoid dancing the minuet as it includes too much gender-specific movement. So, shall we begin with the quadrille, before moving to the country dances?”

			“Yes. We can work on the approach and handhold. If only we had a pianoforte.”

			Good point, thought Simon. He lifted his chin. “Tell you what. I will perform my best impression of a pianoforte to keep time.”

			Emma grimaced. “My voice is not very good.”

			“We will see. Let’s begin.”

			He started humming a common tune and added “da, da, da” beats before signaling for an approach. They collided in a jumble of hands in the wrong places, producing another round of laughter. Emma shook her finger at Simon.

			“We made a mess of that. If I remember correctly, you extend your left hand to my left, I extend my right hand behind your back, and you reach behind with your right to close the circle.”

			“I agree. Let’s try again.”

			They backed up, Simon began the “music,” and they approached again. This time, they managed to shove hands into more or less correct positions, spin, and release to move apart. Dodie clapped her hands appreciatively.

			“Much better, Uncle. Do it again.”

			… 

			Emma and Simon repeated the maneuver several more times. With each pass, Emma felt more comfortable completing the correct handhold and spinning without tripping over Simon’s skirt hem. Also, and with some surprise, she found Simon’s humming very pleasant. Did she sound that melodic when she sang, or did Simon simply make better use of the instrument than she did? When they finally stopped to catch a breath, Emma found Dodie squinting at them.

			“What troubles you, Dodie?” she said.

			The girl shrugged. “You look a little funny. You and Uncle Simon.”

			“Oh,” Simon said. “How so?”

			Dodie squinted further before widening her eyes. “It’s your hands. They seem all wrong.”

			“Are we not making the correct handholds?”

			“No. Those seem right. But not when you stand apart.”

			“Show us,” said Emma.

			“Miss Watts is doing this.” Dodie brought her elbows into her sides and cocked her wrists outward. Then she poked her elbows away from her body and curled her wrists inward. “And Uncle Simon is doing this. It is backward from what you normally do.”

			Emma winced at the observation. Of course. She kept forgetting the vast difference of acceptable casual posture between men and women. She locked eyes with Simon, a little unsettled. “If a nine-year-old sees the truth, how can a house full of adults not recognize our ruse?”

			Simon nodded grimly. “We will need to practice, even when we part after this session.” He stepped over to Dodie and pecked her on the forehead. “Well done, young dancing master. Keep watching and instructing us.”

			Dodie giggled again and looked at Simon as if he’d just hung the moon. The tender relationship between the two continued to amaze Emma. She did not realize a lord could be so—genuine. So warm. Simon caught her staring and raised one eyebrow.

			“A problem?”

			“No,” said Emma. “Let’s keep to our task. We still have the country dance to master.”

			They made numerous passes, paying special attention to posture even when not connected. So focused was Emma’s attention on the mechanics of the dance that she did not notice Simon’s expression until she happened to glance up during yet another approach. His features had gone stoic, and he seemed to impale Emma with sultry green eyes shadowed beneath lush, dark lashes. It was Emma’s face, to be sure. But Lord Blackburn inhabited it fully with an expression she recalled from the bookstore before they’d fallen over each other in passion. When their hands touched, a shiver of delight passed up her arms to spread through her long torso. She maintained eye contact with Simon, who absolutely smoldered in response. When they finished the spin, rather than releasing him, Emma pulled Simon nearer until hip blended with hip. She tipped her head toward him as he lifted his chin. His breaths were rapid and shallow, mirroring hers. They spun a second time, and a third, slowing with each spin. Simon released her right hand, which had remained firmly wrapped around his back, and he shifted the now-free hand to circle her waist at the hem of her jacket. They coasted to a halt, gazing at each other with just inches between their mutually parted lips. His face filled her vision, blotting out all else.

			“Is that part of the dance?”

			Emma’s frozen stare shattered as she blinked at Dodie’s question. It similarly broke Simon free, and he pushed away from Emma. He glanced at his hands, flexed them, and then looked up at her with a soft smile.

			“Well,” he said. “I believe we have mastered the handhold of the quadrille.”

			Emma fanned herself briefly. “I think we have.”

			“Maybe we should rest and take some refreshment before attacking the country dances?”

			“That would be perfect.”

			They turned away from each other, unable to resume eye contact while sipping lemonade. Emma closed her eyes to revisit what had happened. Though it had been Emma Watts’ face before her—the one she’d seen in the mirror a thousand times—all she had noticed was Lord Blackburn. Simon. And she had never wanted to kiss anyone so badly in all her life. But he had pulled away.

			The earl must think she’d lost her mind. Maybe she had.

			… 

			Simon was certain that Emma thought he’d lost his mind.

			As he rode the coach from House Blackburn toward Red Lion Square, he spun the events of the dancing lesson in his head, studying them from every angle in a vain attempt to determine what the deuce had just happened. They had been practicing approaches and handholds when his perspective had unexpectedly shifted. As his familiar body came toward him, he’d lost sight of Lord Blackburn altogether to see only Emma Watts. A very tall and masculine Emma Watts, but her nonetheless. He remembered their shared passion at the bookshop and wanted nothing more in that moment than to repeat it. Frantically. Deeply. Fortunately, she had resisted long enough for him to regain reason and pull away.

			What. Is. Wrong with me?

			He had battled for the remainder of the session to regain proper perspective, which had not been easy. As the coach bounced along and he agonized over his behavior, his stomach grew increasingly sour. Not his stomach really. Lower. When he pressed his hand to his lower abdomen, Simon froze. He leaned forward to better view his skirt and found…

			Oh, God. He was bleeding.

			From there.

			Down there.

			Either he was dying of a strange illness or Emma’s monthly visitor had arrived early. He hoped for the latter. It was just a minor inconvenience after all, right? Women managed them all the time, and he was an earl. How bad could it be?

			By the time the coach spat him out at Number Thirty-Seven, he was beginning to learn the unfortunate answer to that question. He ran up the steps and through the door, clutching himself with one hand. The house was deathly silent. Oh, yes, he recalled. Emma’s family had planned to go visiting one of Aunt Gertie’s friends and would not return until nightfall. Somewhat relieved, he climbed to Emma’s room and shut the door. He removed the soiled dress and yanked up the shift for a better look. That was a mistake. The cramps in his abdomen increased and drove him to the bed. Over the next two hours, they grew in intensity and curled him into an ever-tighter moaning ball.

			Holy Mother!

			How did women survive this?

			Every month?

			For decades?

			Poor Emma. Poor, poor Emma.

			The opening of the chamber door drew his attention to a trinity of observers. A tall blonde, a fierce redhead, and a plump brunette. He groaned loudly, and wondered if he’d fit beneath the bed where he could hide his shame. When he found he lacked the gumption to even try, he just groaned again. The women crowded forward.

			“What happened?” said Jess. “You look as if…”

			She stopped and shook her head in apparent recognition of Simon’s dire problem. Diana patted Simon’s arm. “Poor dear. Is the pain bad?”

			Bad? No. It is far worse than that. “Please,” he moaned. “Just shoot me. Borrow a pistol and make it quick. I won’t resist.”

			Kit pushed through to stroke Simon’s hair. That felt nice.

			“Nonsense,” she said. “Have you any menstrual bundles? Or a linen?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know where you keep your monthly supplies?” The question sounded far too suspicious. Simon gulped and fumbled for an explanation.

			“Ah, no. It’s…my first flow since the move. Mother appears to have hidden the linens well.”

			“Not to worry,” said Jess. “You lie still while we track down the appropriate material.”

			“And I will make chamomile tea for the discomfort,” said Diana.

			The three young women dispersed, and Simon could hear them bumping about the house on their respective missions. The pain remained, but he felt oddly comforted knowing that he hadn’t explained a thing, and yet Emma’s friends had known just how he felt. It was enough to make him weep. That, and the dagger in his gut.

			Fifteen minutes later, Simon was sitting up drinking hot tea while clutching a folded linen cloth between his thighs. And the tea did seem to help. Or perhaps it was the comradery. The whole event threatened to unhinge him. He dipped his chin to the women, who had collected around him on the bed as if prepared to fend off invading armies.

			“Thank you, ladies. You have rescued me.”

			Kit laughed. “Oh, silly! You behave as if you’ve never experienced a monthly flow before.”

			“Yes,” he said flatly. “Pardon my melodramatics. I blame the discomfort. But the tea does wonders, doesn’t it?”

			Jess nodded agreement. “Chamomile does possess practical medicinal qualities, as do peppermint and ginger.”

			“With an infusion of yarrow root,” said Kit. “That always comforts me.”

			Diana nodded vigorously. “My pain is particularly robust. I keep motherwort for just that purpose. I am happy to fetch some for you after a while.”

			“Thank you,” he said. And, by God, he meant it. His gratitude for their care surprised him. “I suppose women have become expert in areas of which men remain ignorant.”

			“Of course we have,” said Jess. “Every good medicine in history was tried by a woman first, while a man stood by to see if it would kill her. I can promise you that.”

			Diana laughed. “Without which all the men would be dead anyway.”

			“Probably,” said Kit. “The Romans learned that clean bodies and clean water promoted good health, but it was likely their wives who prompted them to good hygiene by withholding, well, certain favors.”

			The women laughed, and even Simon chuckled—at first. What Kit said was true. Most of his gender’s actions appeared aimed at impressing a woman long enough to subjugate her. He frowned at the thought. Was this the lot of every woman of every station? Emma’s friends seemed to take his abrupt moroseness for another bout of cramping and continued conversing. They did not speak of frivolous things as he might have expected—such as the latest in Parisian fashion or the finer points of needlework. Instead, they spoke of history and science and commerce in a manner Simon had never heard from women before. He listened for a while before holding up a palm.

			“Do you always discuss such things?”

			“Of course not,” said Kit with a laugh. “Sometimes we discuss poetry and literature.”

			“And dissect Lord Wellington’s strategy in France,” said Diana. “Though that subject appears moot with Napoleon’s defeat at Toulouse.”

			“Yes,” said Simon, suddenly enthused. “Wellington appears to have ended the ambitions of the French Empire.”

			“I agree,” said Jess. “But I worry that Napoleon himself is not finished.”

			Simon remained in the conversation as they discussed the events of the war in France and speculated on its aftermath. As they talked, he pondered. He’d not heard women speak of such things. Was it because their husbands forbade them? Or did they burst forth when not under the watchful eyes of men? He wondered. Oh, how he wondered.

			Eventually, the name of Sir Christopher cropped up for his heroics in Spain the year before. Simon almost blurted the fact that the knight was his good friend, but then remembered that he was Emma—for now. He adjusted his commentary appropriately. “I believe Sir Christopher is a friend of Lord Blackburn. At least, he has mentioned the man.”

			“Ah, yes,” said Diana. “Do you suppose he is invited to the Countess of Blackburn’s dress ball? He seems a good sort.”

			Simon decided to play ignorant. “The earl has not mentioned the guest list.”

			Jess narrowed her eyes at him. “No?”

			“He tells me little.”

			“Even when you walked together in Hyde Park?”

			He blinked in surprise. “How did you know?”

			“Aunt Gertie. As I said, she knows everybody.”

			“I keep forgetting that.”

			Kit clasped her hands to her bosom. “Oh, what a magnificent ball it should be. Though the countess has a steely reputation, she spares no expense when entertaining. It should be one of the events of the Season!”

			“The Season,” said Simon. “Are you all out for the Season?”

			Diana laughed sarcastically. “Us? Oh, heavens, no. The Season requires status and money, of which we have neither. Such dreams are for others, while we age on the shelf.”

			Her comment raised Simon’s ire—not at her, but because of the unfairness of the situation. Here they were: lovely, intelligent, witty, and sparkling company, yet banned from the marriage mart because their families did not meet the mark. An outrageous notion burned into his brain and found his lips before he could consider the consequences.

			“I have been invited.”

			Kit squealed. “Oh, Emma! How wonderful! What a joy it would be to mix with the finest young men of London, and dance, and talk, and perhaps make an impression.”

			“Rich young men?” said Simon. “Powerful young men?”

			“Kind young men. Honest young men,” responded Kit wistfully.

			“Regardless, such is not for us,” said Jess ruefully.

			Simon allowed a grin to spread across his face as the notion fully bloomed. “What if it was for you?”

			They all peered at him in silence until Diana ended the standoff. “What do you mean?”

			“It just so happens,” he said, “that I spoke to Lord Blackburn about you, and in his charity, he has invited the three of you to attend. I meant to tell you earlier, but as you noticed, I was indisposed.”

			The silence returned. Jess’s skepticism wavered. “Really? This is not a bard’s tale to amuse us?”

			He held up a palm. “I swear by the Order of the Red Lion. It is the truth. You may attend the ball the day after tomorrow.” He’d need to warn Emma with a note so she could prepare the dragon for unexpected guests.

			At Simon’s confirmation, Emma’s friends erupted into squeals of delight, followed by frenetic chatter about the need for swift preparations. Simon reveled in their happiness, and wondered why. However, his thoughts were primarily of Emma, and of her pleasure in witnessing the good fortune of her friends. He wanted her to be pleased. He needed her to be pleased. Why is that?

			Another cramp impaled him until he doubled over and moaned. He prayed that the ridiculous pain would pass by Friday. He couldn’t very well attend a ball if he couldn’t even crawl out of bed.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Hell assumed many forms. Simon had added the absurdity of monthly cycles to his list of demonic things. How had civilization endured when half the population was subjected to bloodletting and torture for four days out of every month—at the very least? The experience was rapidly eroding notions that had been poured into his head about which was the weaker sex. He now thought it was all balderdash meant to keep women from ruling the world.

			With his cramping still in full flower on Thursday morning, Simon committed himself to a day of bedrest. When the Blackburn coach arrived, he sent word via Elise that he would be unable to tutor due to a regular but unwelcome visitor. Emma would understand the reference, he was certain. She was cleverer than him. The self-admission proved painful, but joyful. Bereft of her body, it was Emma’s cleverness that drew him. And her spark. And her kindness. And her boundless curiosity. And her…

			“You will not lie abed all day, Emma Watts.”

			Aunt Gertie’s declaration drew Simon’s head from his pillow. “Beg your pardon, but I am in pain.”

			The old woman strode to his bedside and hauled back the blankets with the vigor of a woman half her age. “I believed you to be tougher than this. Certainly more so than any man. Now, I must remind you, it seems.”

			Shame drove Simon from the bed. Men were tough. He was tough. He would show her. After stumbling to the floor and holding his gut for half a minute, he finally stood. Moisture dotted his brow. “Happy now?”

			“Not at all,” said Aunt Gertie as she threw open the armoire. “Dress now. You and I have an outing.”

			“An outing?”

			“As I said. Are you now a parrot?”

			Simon tried to remember that he was a lord and leveled a steely glare at the woman. “No. Where are we going?”

			“I never give away surprises.”

			Simon rolled his eyes. “Wonderful. Another surprise. I grow weary of surprises.”

			“Wear this.” She extended the same pale green dress to Simon that Emma had worn that fateful morning in Hyde Park. The one he’d awakened in after the disastrous body swap. He wanted to refuse it but thought better of it. He did not want to disappoint the elderly woman, and still needed to prove his toughness.

			“Very well. Now, please leave me in privacy.”

			“As you wish.” Aunt Gertie swept from the room with a cackle.

			After dressing, Simon met her downstairs. Lady Heathkirk and Elise appeared to be privy to whatever Aunt Gertie had planned, because they asked no questions and wished him—Emma, that was—well as he left. He joined Emma’s great aunt in a hired coach.

			“Who paid for this?” he asked.

			“I did,” said Aunt Gertie as she settled across from him.

			Guilt overcame Simon. He knew the widow’s slim finances held no space for such luxuries. “You shouldn’t have. We must return to the house before…”

			“It is my money, child.” Her retort was chilled by umbrage. “I will spend it as I like. Do not shame me with refusal.”

			She is right, he thought. He would never allow anyone to patronize him the way he had her. He dipped his chin. “I apologize. I was out of place.”

			Aunt Gertie sniffed before smiling wryly. “Apology accepted.”

			The coach rocked into motion and turned right. In the general direction of Mayfair, he realized. Simon tried to think nothing of it. Most of the old woman’s friends lived somewhere in that general direction. However, his curiosity wouldn’t let him remain silent. “Where are we going, exactly?”

			Aunt Gertie looked away before anticipation apparently got the best of her. She leaned toward Simon with a gleeful smile. “Why, your favorite outing from childhood. You know it, right?”

			“Of course.” He didn’t know at all, but admitting as much would only raise the woman’s suspicion. There were any number of potential outings along their present course, some in Mayfair, some not. All perfectly fine. As long as it isn’t Gunter’s, he thought. He had been taking Dodie there nearly every Thursday at noon for the past year to share icy treats.

			Aunt Gertie maintained a steady stream of trivial conversation as they slipped through Mayfair. When the coach turned toward Berkeley Square, Simon’s heart began to sink. Surely not. He held a palm to the old woman, interrupting her very passionate point about the importance of winter gardening.

			“We are going to Gunter’s Tea Shop,” he said flatly.

			“Of course, dear.” Aunt Gertie looked at him as if he were daft. “Where did you think?”

			Simon didn’t respond but instead stared out the coach window. Surely Emma had not continued the tradition. Surely Dodie has not badgered her into it. Surely they are too busy for an outing today.

			“By the way,” said Aunt Gertie as the coach approached Berkeley Square. “I hear your Lord Blackburn visits Gunter’s every Thursday with his young niece. Perhaps you might encounter him there.”

			Simon turned his head slowly toward the old woman. “Did you plan this?”

			“Who? Me? I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Her sly smile spoke otherwise.

			As the rented coach came upon Gunter’s, Simon spied his coach parked next to the green across from the establishment. Lord! When they rolled past the Blackburn rig, Simon lowered his head and looked straight ahead, but he wasn’t sure why. The coach came to a halt against the railing next to the square, just ahead of the Blackburn vehicle.

			As Simon and Aunt Gertie waited in silence for the waitstaff to arrive, a rap on the coach door caused him to jump. Emma, still wearing his body, was leaning over the railing and peering happily into the window.

			“Imagine meeting you here,” she said with just a hint of good-natured sarcasm.

			“Indeed,” he replied. “What good fortune.”

			In an instant, he realized that his heart had spoken for him. All his odd misgivings had evaporated the moment she’d appeared. He was very happy to see Emma. He did consider the surprise meeting good fortune. He hoped she felt the same, but lacked certainty.

			… 

			Dodie tugged Emma’s sleeve with urgency. “It’s Uncle Simon!”

			Emma yanked her head toward the street side window as a coach sailed past them across from Gunter’s. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes. And another person.”

			Driven by curiosity, Emma opened the door and peered after the unfamiliar passing coach as it pulled against the railing of the square just ahead of them. Alarm erupted. Was Simon out with a suitor?

			“We should go visit him.”

			Though Emma could think of several reasons not to, she swatted them all aside. “We should. Let’s go.”

			She helped Dodie down to the street and then rounded the horses to approach the strange vehicle from the other side of the railing. What if Dodie had been mistaken? The result might prove very awkward. When she reached the coach door and peered inside, she found Aunt Gertie watching the woman across from her. Her great niece, Emma Watts. Or rather the pirated body of said great niece. Dodie jumped up and down beside Emma, unable to see inside.

			“Is it him?” she whispered.

			Emma nodded and rapped the coach door with her knuckles. She nearly giggled when both inhabitants jumped, startled. The encounter should not have been so unexpected, though. Simon knew very well that Dodie and her “uncle” frequented Gunter’s during this time on this day.

			“Imagine meeting you here,” she said with a grin.

			“Indeed,” Simon said. “What good fortune.”

			He seemed to mean it. The face he wore glowed with good humor as if he was pleased with a surprise. She missed him, Emma realized. An impulse seized her and wouldn’t let go until she said what she should not. “We only just arrived and have not yet made our wishes known to Gunter’s staff. May we join you for a treat?”

			Simon’s brow pinched, but not unattractively. “We?”

			Dodie jumped so her raised hand would appear in the window. “Me, Dodie. Down here.”

			“That would be nice,” said Simon with a warm smile.

			“Not so fast.” Aunt Gertie leaned toward Emma with scrutiny. “Your young niece may join us, but this cab is tight. For the sake of propriety, perhaps you should remain outside, my lord.”

			“Of course,” said Emma. “How prudent.”

			If the old woman knew how far below propriety she and Simon had fallen, it would probably stop her heart. Emma bent to Dodie to whisper behind her hand. “Do not give away our secret to Aunt Gertie, understand?”

			Dodie pantomimed locking her mouth and secreting the key in her bodice. “Mmph.”

			“Perfect. And never do anything as unladylike as this.”

			Emma lifted Dodie and passed her through the coach window, the giggling girl trailing skirts and ribbons all the way. No sooner had Dodie settled on the bench next to Simon than a man’s face appeared at the coach window opposite Emma. Gunter’s staff.

			“May I inquire of your wishes, my lord and ladies?”

			Aunt Gertie clapped her hands. “But of course, young man. And I am treating.”

			“You need not…” said Emma before the old woman shot her a glare.

			“Do not countermand me, sir. I have been paying my own way since before your father was born.”

			While Simon rolled his eyes, Emma smiled. Dear Aunt Gertie. “Yes, my lady. My apologies.”

			Aunt Gertie called for a lavender ice, while Dodie chose the same in chocolate. When Simon balked, Emma glanced at Aunt Gertie before meeting his eyes.

			“I recall,” Emma said, “you telling me how much you preferred the maple cream ice as a girl. Do your tastes run the same still?”

			“They do,” he replied as faint gratitude painted his features.

			Emma held up a pair of fingers. “Two maple ices, then, with our thanks.”

			As they waited, conversation covered the mundane. The recent weather. The latest dress worn about town by Princess Charlotte. Lord Byron’s rapidly selling new book. When the staff person returned with four glass dishes of molded ice and four spoons, the coach descended into silence as they each savored the first few bites.

			“Exactly as I remember it,” said Emma. “Sweet and so very cold.”

			Aunt Gertie eyed her with suspicion. “Remember it? Do you not visit here weekly, my lord?”

			“Uh,” she replied. “I do. I was speaking of the maple ice, which I have not eaten in an age.”

			The old woman nodded. “Ah, of course.”

			After another lingering silence, Dodie polished off her ice and glanced in turn at everyone. “Well, does no one intend to speak further?”

			“Right,” said Emma. “Miss Watts. How was your visitor?”

			Simon frowned at her. “I think you know.”

			“My condolences.”

			As Aunt Gertie studied Simon with narrowed eyes, he pulled at his dress with clear discomfort. The visitor was still present, apparently.

			“A problem with your skirt, Emma?” said Aunt Gertie.

			“It feels suddenly very confining.”

			The old woman laughed. “Confining? I think not. In my day, we wore heavy wigs, a layer of powder that failed to bare an inch of skin, and a cage of hoops that did not allow a lady and gentleman within three feet of each other.”

			Emma gulped when Simon grinned wickedly. “And yet you managed to procreate.”

			Aunt Gertie gasped. “Emma. Such a topic is improper.”

			“I know what procreate means,” said Dodie nonchalantly.

			Emma chuckled and leaned into sarcasm. “Oh, yes, Miss Watts. So very inappropriate for young ears. I am shocked. Quite shocked, I say.”

			“I doubt that,” said Simon. He covered Dodie’s ears with his hands. “I’ll give you shocking. How many mistresses do you think an average lord keeps?”

			“Many,” said Emma as Aunt Gertie suppressed a laugh behind her hand. “How many gentlemen do you think a young lady ogles?”

			“More than she’d admit, I imagine,” said Simon. “And surely you’ve ogled many young women. Or is ogling beneath the honor of a lord.”

			“Clearly not. From my unique vantage, I’ve seen that all manner of sordid behavior is not beneath the honor of those who rule.”

			“It is for some,” said Simon. He clearly referred to himself, given his show of umbrage.

			Emma nodded, amused. “That is true. I can think of a few whose honor meets a higher standard.”

			“Like Lord Middleton?”

			Emma sensed the challenge in Simon’s response. “Yes, as a matter of fact.”

			“Do you like Middleton?”

			“As a friend, yes.”

			“Nothing more?”

			Was he jealous? Of his best friend? Over her? She lifted her chin. “I mean what I say. And I might ask the same of you regarding Lady Cecilia.”

			“I barely know her.”

			“You failed to answer my question.”

			“Who is Lady Cecilia?” asked Aunt Gertie.

			Just then, the Gunter’s employee appeared again at the window. “May I collect your dishes, my lord and ladies?”

			“Thank God,” mumbled Simon. They passed the dishes and spoons to the young man and he dashed away across the busy street.

			“Still waiting for an answer,” said Emma after seconds of silence.

			“No. I like someone else,” said Simon. “Truce?”

			Emma considered the implications of his cryptic response and smiled softly. “Truce.” She held a hand to Dodie. “Come now.”

			She pulled Dodie through the coach window before leaning back in and wrapping her fingers around the windowsill. “Will we see you in the morning for tutoring?”

			“I think not,” said Simon. “Much to do, as you know. I will find you at the ball.”

			When he lifted a gloved hand to rest on hers, she froze. She stared at his hand, knees trembling. “I can’t wait.”

			“The same,” he replied. “And I mean what I say.”

			He withdrew his hand and Emma watched as the coach pulled away. Deep in her soul, she knew she was falling for Simon in a wholly unexpected way. How could he possibly feel the same about her? As she rejoined Dodie in the Blackburn coach, Emma shook her head, certain that the entire affair could only end in heartbreak.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The next day, Simon still puzzled over the meeting with Emma at Gunter’s. His heart had jumped when he’d seen her. It had taken him several fleeting seconds to remember that she wore his body. Sorting out Emma from the borrowed form remained difficult, shifting moment by moment between the familiar disorientation and the natural presence of the maddening goddess. The experience had left him more determined than ever to undo the bizarre switch before his heart exploded. On the brighter side, his flow had abated on Friday morning and the cramps with it. He might just survive his mother’s ball—physically, anyway.

			When Lady Heathkirk, Elise, and Aunt Gertie barged into his chambers to prepare for the soiree and began removing his chemise, he pushed them away in the throes of unexpected embarrassment. “I can, by God, remove my own chemise.”

			“As you wish,” said Emma’s mother.

			He turned his back to them and removed it, leaving Emma’s body au naturel. When had he become such a prude? “The shift, if you don’t mind.”

			An article of clothing was pressed into his grasping hand. He whipped it open and pulled it over his head before realizing he had donned it backward. After he’d spun it correctly and found the arm holes, he faced the women. Lady Heathkirk held forth a device Simon had rarely seen but had fantasized about since boyhood.

			“A corset?”

			“Your corset,” said Elise mockingly. “It’s not as if you haven’t worn it a hundred times.”

			“Now, now,” said Aunt Gertie. “In my day, corsets hugged like an iron maiden. These modern corsets are quite comfortable.”

			Simon accepted the article and guessed the proper orientation based on the laces and the frontal extrusions. He bit his lip. “Here we go.”

			When he lifted the corset and threaded his arms through, it settled onto his shoulders by a pair of straps set wide to either side, while the bottom rested against the curves of his flaring hips. There. That was not so bad.

			“Turn about,” said Emma’s mother.

			When he obeyed, she began tugging the laces with the force of a team of four pulling a post chaise. The infernal device began closing in on him, stealing half his lungs in the process. “Must it be this tight?”

			“No, dear. I must draw it tighter.”

			By the time she’d finished, Simon had added corsets to his list of demonic things. It crushed his waist sufficiently to inflame the residues of cramping and pressed his plentiful bosom halfway to his chin. How had he found this attractive when the subject was someone else?

			“I won’t wear it,” he said. “Unlace it.”

			Aunt Gertie tapped his shoulder with a fan. “Stop acting like a child, Emma. I would sacrifice a herd of stallions to have your youth and figure again. You look spectacular.”

			He glanced down and decided she was probably right. And wasn’t his goal this evening to show Emma her body in such a way that she would never again doubt her beauty? “Fine. But I don’t have to like it.”

			“Nobody does, dear,” said Lady Heathkirk. “But I will loosen it nonetheless.”

			After Emma’s mother loosened the straps a little, next came the styling of his hair before a small mirror, compliments of Aunt Gertie. Over the course of two patient hours, the old woman transformed the long raven locks into an astonishing monument to goddesses everywhere. The hair was parted in the middle while thick bangs curled down his forehead, and a long ringlet hung to one side, nearly touching his shoulder. The rest of Emma’s abundant hair was pulled back into a bun, wrapped with dainty braids, and peppered with tiny white flowers. A pale lavender headband circled his head just behind the bangs, bringing focus to Emma’s prominent cheekbones and soft jawline. The entire affair was cemented into place with a liberal dose of pomade. No sooner had Aunt Gertie finished than Elise began brushing white powder onto Simon’s face until he sneezed. He pushed her hand away.

			“Not too much. I like to see her face in a more natural form.”

			“Her face?”

			“Uh, my face. The face in the mirror.”

			Elise pursed her lips with apparent scrutiny. “Hmm. Not only have you seen our father’s ghost, you now seem possessed by him.”

			With abrupt unease, Simon gripped Elise’s upper arm. “What do you mean by that?”

			“I don’t know. It’s as if you’ve forgotten how to be a woman.”

			“Pardon?” said Lady Heathkirk as a crease appeared between her brows. “What did you say? About your father’s ghost?”

			Simon swung his widening eyes quickly back and forth between Lady Heathkirk and Elise. Caught between Emma’s suspicious sister and her anxious mother, Simon attempted to cleave a middle path. He smiled at Lady Heathkirk. “A joke, Mother. Nothing more.” He swung a glare toward Elise. “Is that not right, sister? A jest that clearly has brought our mother distress, and should therefore be left unsaid in her presence?”

			Elise squinted at Simon, peering deeply into his eyes—Emma’s eyes. A conspiratorial smile slowly crawled across her face. “Of course. Merely a joke between sisters.”

			Lady Heathkirk fanned her face with horrified relief. “A terrible joke if you ask me.”

			“Deepest apologies,” said Simon.

			“Yes,” added Elise. “I am sorry. Now, might you fetch me more pomade while Aunt Gertie finds the rouge?”

			“Of course,” Lady Heathkirk responded.

			“I enjoyed the joke,” said Aunt Gertie with a grin. When she and Lady Heathkirk stepped away to retrieve the requested items, Elise leaned into Simon’s ear to whisper.

			“I am certain the true explanation is far more intriguing than a ghost.”

			A shudder shot through Simon. Did Elise suspect the truth? But how could she possibly know? The entire notion of what had happened was too absurd to even consider, let alone accept as fact. Simon glanced sidelong at Emma’s sister and put a finger to his lips as Lady Heathkirk returned.

			Elise accepted the red pomade and rouge and set them aside. When she again picked up the powder, she nodded nearly imperceptibly to Simon. He would have given half his fortune to know what Emma’s sister suspected. However, he’d need to fully allay Elise’s suspicions at another time without fanning the flames further. Elise set back to work and finished with the powder, added a touch of rouge to the cheeks, and rubbed a hint of red pomade on the lips. Not that Emma’s lips needed any help. They were quite stunning when perfectly unenhanced. When Elise stepped back, Simon turned his head back and forth while appreciatively studying Emma’s remarkable face in the mirror. How could Emma not see that she was a miracle? I will show her.

			“It is time,” said Lady Heathkirk. Simon rose to find her holding the Pomona green dress he had commissioned on short notice. The seamstress had lived up to her lofty billing—and the bill had been high. He’d told Emma’s suspicious mother that the dress had been funded by Lord Blackburn, which was not a lie. Elise and Lady Heathkirk lifted a white satin slip over his head and tugged it onto his body. The underdress hugged Emma’s curves in all the right places before plunging dangerously to the ankles. Next came the dress of sheer sarcenet that settled atop the slip with a shimmer. A double row of Vandyke points above the hem provided texture and produced color variation with every step or swirl of the skirt. The sleeves and bodice bore light, looping embroidery, understated but elegant. Simon ran his hands down the sides of his bosom, along the torso, and past the hips. His promise to respect private places had long been forgotten.

			“My heavens,” said Emma’s mother. A tear glinted in her left eye.

			“You look like Princess Charlotte herself,” said Elise with awe. “Only more so.”

			“Yes,” said Aunt Gertie, “and your eyes alone could slay armies.”

			Curious, Simon lifted the small mirror to hold at arm’s reach. What little he could see of Emma stole his breath. The green of the dress caused Emma’s eyes to shine like beacons on a storm-whipped sea, and made her figure appear as if a master sculptor had molded it from shimmering marble. He felt the now-familiar pull between his thighs, a weakening in his lower extremities.

			If Emma was here before him right now, he would kiss her until he could no longer breathe. Until his lips turned blue.

			But she wasn’t here.

			She was still him. And he was still her. And he couldn’t very well kiss himself.

			He added that to his growing list of demonic things.

			… 

			“The new pants, my lord Simon?”

			Unable to call his master “Simon,” the valet had taken to calling Emma “my lord Simon.” She made a mental note to warn the earl of the new development. She liked Edgar and didn’t want him to suffer consequences for a condition she had created. And she had almost grown accustomed to him dressing her.

			“Yes, Edgar. Do your worst.”

			She stepped into the cream-colored pants while Edgar yanked them upward as gingerly as possible, which was to say not very. She noted again, however, the fine shape of Simon’s thighs cutting a masculine landscape through the straining material. How could she be so attracted to legs attached to her own body? The bizarre duality continued to baffle her. The Simon she wore and the Simon inhabiting her body both drew her in ways that were both similar and distinct. If she gave it too much thought, she feared her brain might begin leaking from her ears.

			“Now, your shirt, my lord.”

			Edgar pulled the white shirt over Emma’s head, and again the stiff collar points threatened to impale her jaw. “I feel as if you are placing my head on a pike.”

			“Ah, but we are just…”

			“Servants of Mr. Brummell’s fashion. I know. But perhaps we might consider the pleasure of his head on a pike.”

			Edgar laughed, which was a first from the normally staid man. Emma lifted an eyebrow. “Do I amuse you?”

			His expression went grim. “My apologies, my lord Simon. I forgot my place.”

			She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Finding humor is never out of place. Don’t forget that.”

			“Thank you.”

			Another development she’d need to warn Simon about.

			Edgar produced a white neck cloth and wrapped it around the back of Emma’s neck. “The waterfall knot as usual? Or the barrel knot you have favored lately?”

			“Not tonight. I think I prefer the mathematical this evening, nice and tight.”

			Edgar lifted an eyebrow but began tying the knot to Emma’s specifications. She hoped the change of style would annoy Simon. But just a little. With the cravat finished, Emma donned a waistcoat of a darker cream than the pants with brass buttons, followed by a charcoal tailcoat shot through with thin vertical lines of lighter gray. She tugged the coat forward by the lapels, noting how well it lay across Simon’s wide shoulders and tapered to his waist.

			“Your shoes?” said Edgar.

			Emma sat in a chair to don shoes suitable for a dress ball. She would have preferred Simon’s Hessian boots, which had become her favorite item of his wardrobe. If women’s fashion allowed, she would own three pairs. She stood and shifted her toes in the shoes, settling into the comfortable leather with a sigh of relief. They were not as tight as she’d suspected. When Edgar guided Emma’s shoulder to turn her toward the long mirror, her breath caught briefly. There in the reflection stood Simon Pike, Earl of Blackburn, in all his magnificent glory. The clothing clung to him spectacularly, revealing masculine contours more suited for statuary than for a flesh and blood man. The natural curls of his blond hair swept forward in the Caesar style to frame his bold features and startling blue eyes. When he smiled at her, she was nearly overcome by the urge to throw herself at him, all arms, hips, and lips. Then she realized that the smile was hers, not his. The grin faded.

			“You look magnificent, my lord Simon.”

			She tore her eyes away from the astonishing reflection. “Thank you, Edgar. Good man.”

			Emma accepted a beaver hat from the valet, but paused for a final look at the man in the mirror. She wanted him. Badly. But first, she needed to escape his body, and she still had no idea where to begin. Surely her personal dilemma was just punishment for having accepted the Clock Man’s shadowy services in the execution of a revenge plot. She had been taught better. She should have known better. But here she was, trapped in a man’s body and quite without a key to the exit door.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The marauding hordes arrived at the ball and descended like locusts on Emma for reacquaintance, rightly confusing her for the Earl of Blackburn. They soon had her surrounded and pressed into a corner, peppering the pretend lord with giddily hopeful conversation. Apparently, Simon had made introductions to most of the eligible young ladies in London for the Season, and he was clearly a highly coveted prize. And where was Simon when she needed him? Not yet arrived. She tried not to scowl, and to remain pleasant. The latter proved hardest, for she knew the game of the hordes—to secure the earl for the first dance of the evening. They dangled their dance cards, drawing attention to them with each word and fluttering movement of the hands. Emma decided immediately to thwart their attempts. 

			“Your mother’s house is so elegant and grand,” said a Miss Eggleston with hands clasped adoringly to her bosom. “I have never seen another quite its equal.”

			Emma nodded with faux sympathy. “You must speak to your father, then.”

			“About what?”

			“About letting you off the leash more often, for half the houses in Mayfair are finer than this one.”

			When Miss Eggleston blinked with confusion, Miss Waverly seized the opening. “Oh, well said. Our house is far superior to this one.”

			“Are you saying,” said Emma with a frown, “that my mother’s home is somehow lacking? Inferior in some way?”

			The woman fanned herself. “Oh, no! I did not mean… It is just that you said…”

			“Don’t worry. I won’t breathe a word of your disdain to the countess. She has a famously short temper.”

			Miss Dalton elbowed Miss Waverly aside with a triumphant smile. “The countess’s home is very fine, I agree. However, it pales against your magnificence this evening. You cut a dashing figure with your attire tonight, my lord.”

			Emma fingered her lapel. “This ensemble? Why, it is the same clothing I wore when we first met.”

			“Oh, yes. I remember it well.”

			“Actually,” Emma said while holding up an index finger and staring upward, “I wore something else entirely. Yes. It was my blue tailcoat.”

			“Of course. That is my favorite of all your tailcoats.”

			Emma massaged her forehead in a show of concentration. “Now that I think of it, I don’t own a blue tailcoat.” She cast a sad gaze at Miss Dalton. “Did I make such a poor impression that you cannot remember what I wore?”

			“I…uh…you see…”

			Emma smiled and waved a dismissive hand. “Not to worry. I don’t even recall meeting you.”

			Miss Dalton stepped back with flushing cheeks to allow the next young woman to assault the barricade. For the next quarter hour, Emma defended the walls valiantly and took more than a little pleasure in each small victory. She hoped not to ruin Simon’s reputation too much in the process, but by Jove, this was fun! Though again, where was Simon? He was late!

			The inquisition ended with the arrival of Simon’s mother with Lady Cecilia on her arm. The other women scattered like so much chaff in a stiff wind, not wanting to face the dragon. The countess smiled, if indeed a reptile could form such an expression.

			“Simon, dear. See who I’ve brought to save you from boredom.” She lifted Lady Cecilia’s hand from her elbow and pushed the girl toward him. “Perhaps you might converse before the dancing begins.”

			Simon’s mother retreated without a backward glance, certain her will would be obeyed. Emma locked eyes with Lady Cecilia before taking in her lithe and elegant appearance. She was lovely, that much was certain. Simon couldn’t help but find her attractive, could he? The girl dipped a brief curtsy.

			“My lord. This is a fine party. And the house looks fine. And you look…well, fine.”

			“And you as well. It seems that everything is fine.”

			Apparently immune to subtle sarcasm, Lady Cecilia batted her eyes. “Yes. Yes indeed. Everything is perfectly fine.”

			The scowl Emma had been suppressing nearly broke through. Simon couldn’t possibly marry this woman! Her head was as empty as a puffed tart, and half as interesting. He would die of boredom within a year, or begin talking to plants for more stimulating conversation. She couldn’t allow that. He deserved better. A notion boiled up inside her and she impulsively touched Lady Cecilia’s elbow.

			“Come, my lady. We should have a word in private.”

			Though surprise lit her features, the young woman nodded and followed Emma to a semi-private alcove that she had found upon her arrival at the countess’s house. Separated from the prying eyes of most of the partygoers, Emma peered down at the attentive woman.

			“See here, Lady Cecilia.”

			“Oh, Simon. You must call me Cecilia as we’d agreed.”

			Emma lifted her eyebrows. So, they were on a Christian name basis? That made her necessary intervention all the more critical, for Simon’s sake, of course. She swept aside a startling surge of jealousy to focus on the task at hand. “See here, Cecilia. I must be very frank with you.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes. Though you are as lovely as a summer’s morn and as noble as a Roman nose, you aren’t suited for me, nor am I for you.”

			The girl inhaled sharply and her face grew red. Emma began reaching for a handkerchief to deal with the inevitable tears when Cecilia expelled the breath and laughed. She patted her chest rapidly. “I cannot tell you how relieved I am to hear you say so.”

			Emma blinked, frowned, and blinked again. “You are not upset?”

			“Oh, no, Simon. I may still call you Simon, yes? I am not in the least distressed. Between my father and your mother, I feel as if I have been forced headlong into your arms, but I have my heart set on another. Someone not so…intimidating.”

			A smile captured Emma’s face. Perhaps Lady Cecilia was not so empty-headed after all. “Well, there you have it. We will put an end to this charade tomorrow, but we won’t tell the countess tonight, lest we spoil the party. The countess has announced her intention not to dance and you are the ranking lady present. As I am the de facto host, we must serve as top couple for the first dance. Afterward, we will devote ourselves to avoiding a second dance at all costs and hope the countess fails to throw us together by force.”

			“A perfect plan,” said Cecilia with a smile. “May I return to the ballroom now?”

			“After you, my lady.”

			Emma returned to the ballroom just as a new group of young women began arriving. She steeled herself for another round of battle when she froze with recognition. A willowy blonde. A fierce-looking redhead. A plump brunette. All looking gorgeous.

			Her new friends! The Order of the Red Lion had come riding to her aid just as Simon had promised! Emma’s mother led them, looking livelier than she had in years. But where was Simon? She peered toward the ballroom archway as Lady Heathkirk approached with her wide-eyed charges in tow, before shifting her attention to her friends. She blinked away the promise of tears over how the three young ladies lit the room. The foursome curtsied gracefully, one and all. When her mother paused with apparent hesitation, Emma stepped forward and bowed.

			“Lady Heathkirk. As I was a bit boorish at our first meeting, I hope to rectify the poor impression I might have made then. May I offer you my warmest greetings.” 

			Seeming relief rippled across her mother’s features. She curtsied again. “Thank you, my lord. Your hospitality overwhelms me, and we can never repay your generosity for loaning us your coach this evening.”

			“The honor is all mine, my lady.” And, by God, Emma meant it.

			Her mother stepped to one side and motioned to Jess. “May I present Miss Jessica St. John, granddaughter to the Earl of Evanston, eldest daughter of Channery St. John.”

			“My lord.” Jessica curtsied before standing as straight as a Scottish pine. She wore a slip of jonquil beneath a white dress of flowing crepe. Magnificent pink and yellow ruffles flowed around the short sleeves and bodice, with a triple row of the pattern at the hem to give her tall, slender form the appearance of a Greek column. Her blond hair was parted in the middle with ringlets framing her face in a manner that seemed simultaneously haphazard and supremely organized, with the remainder of her long locks pulled into a chignon at the base of her slender neck. A single pearl hung from a headband to dangle mid-forehead. Emma bowed half in awe.

			“Miss St. John. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

			Emma’s mother lifted a palm toward Diana. “Miss Diana Sharpe, only granddaughter of Colonel Jamison Trent who served as aide-de-camp to the Viscount Howe when he commanded British forces in the Americas during the rebellion.”

			As Diana curtsied with a mumbled “my lord,” Emma couldn’t help but notice her friend’s tremble. She understood why. Lack of finances and experience likely left the normally confident Diana believing she was out of her depth. Her appearance spoke otherwise. Though apparently unable to afford a proper ball gown, she instead wore a dress of striking cerulean blue that would infuse the ball with a bold splash of color. Intricate embroidery of bright yellow marched around the puffed sleeves, bodice, and hem, looping in sweeping arrangements as if about to take flight, lending her the appearance of a living tapestry. A single string of pearls adorned her neck, likely contributed by Diana’s grandmother. Her red curls, which she typically constrained with an array of combs, ran riot around her face and neck, falling to caress her shoulders. A floral headband provided a hint of restraint to her coif, and small white artificial flowers populated the expanse of curls. She looked magnificent. Emma bowed again.

			“Miss Sharpe. A pleasure, and thank you for attending our humble soiree.”

			Emma’s mother motioned toward Kit. “Miss Kit Whitman, only child of Mr. Aaron Whitman who serves many of the workers guilds as their solicitor.”

			Kit dropped a deep curtsy, indistinguishable in its grace from a curtsy of Princess Charlotte herself. “My lord.”

			Emma suppressed an admiring smile. She had thought Kit might be easily overlooked, but she admitted her error now. An overdress of faint pastel pink draped across Kit’s form in a manner that flattered her figure while emulating the flow of a waterfall. Ruffled lace of a deeper pink ringed her short sleeves and hem, while sequins strung across the length of her bodice cast tiny rainbows that shimmered and ran with even the smallest of movements. Her luxurious brown locks were pulled forward to fall in abundant curls around her face and plunge to wrap her left shoulder in rich coils. A wreath of lace and sequins that complemented her trim pinned her hair in place with elegant certainty. Her grandfather may have been a bricklayer, but Kit could step into court without a single glance of doubt from anyone present.

			“Miss Whitman. Your presence greatly enhances our gathering. Welcome.”

			Emma smiled at her friends for a moment, overcome by their magnificent presentation, before remembering Simon. Where was he? As she gathered the question to ask of her mother, she froze when a lone figure entered the ballroom through the archway. Emma’s immediate impression was one of stunning beauty and regal confidence. Every head in the place turned to regard the woman as she glided into the room, possessing it step by elegant step. Emma began moving in her direction, deeply intrigued, when her feet became one with the floor and her jaw fell open.

			That woman.

			It was Emma.

			It was her.

			She forced her feet into motion again and approached, well, Simon. Wearing her body. And wearing it ridiculously well. Emma shook her head as if to erase the illusion, but the stunning vision remained. It smiled at her with plump red lips.

			“That,” said Simon, “is precisely the reaction for which I’d hoped.”

			Emma continued to stare as Simon’s smile grew wider. What may have stretched into an awkward moment was decimated by the arrival of a dragon.

			“Blackburn. What is this?”

			Emma and Simon broke eye contact to face the intruding countess. Emma hesitated before remembering that she was the addressed party. “Pardon?”

			The countess waved a hand at the members of the Order of the Red Lion, who stood just out of earshot. “I don’t know these people. If they are here to serve, then they are overdressed.”

			Emma tamped down flaring anger and released the sudden clench of her jaw. “You do not recognize Miss Watts? Whom you invited?”

			The woman’s eyes widened as surprise nearly broke through her iron facade. She bolstered her defenses, though, and smiled confidently. “Of course, my son. How could I not recognize the tutor?” She swung an imperious hand toward Emma’s friends. “These, however, remain an unpleasant mystery.”

			Emma knew just how to respond. She had rehearsed the lines in her head since receiving Simon’s note announcing that the Order of the Red Lion would be in attendance. “I invited them on Emma’s behalf so she might not endure the dragon’s den without allies.”

			The countess’s eyes flashed with surprise and then indignation over the unsubtle accusation. She pursed her lips and produced the lorgnette, which only emerged when she wished to threaten. “Am I to understand, then, that we are inviting the rabble without my consent? Could they not find a warmer welcome at a public ball?”

			Emma glanced at Simon to find him glaring at his mother. For fear that he might explode, she stepped between him and the countess and dipped her chin toward Jess, Diana, and Kit. “They are not rabble. And was it not you who set the rules?”

			“Rules?”

			“You made the guest list without first consulting me, the host. Therefore, by your rules, I assumed that I might add to the list without first consulting you.”

			The countess’s brow drew down, and her features hardened to a dull shine. “Is that so? Well, now your assumption has unbalanced the ball, both in terms of male to female ratio and in terms of station.”

			Emma ignored the blatant condescension and pasted on what she hoped looked like a magnanimous smile. “Not to worry. Sir Christopher will be arriving soon with two army officers from fine families to balance the ratio.”

			“Oh, he is, is he?” She huffed. “Just what I need. More rabble.”

			Emma’s anger flared. “As I just explained, Countess, they are men from fine families serving Crown and country so that we might stage dress balls without the threat of interruption by French bombardment. In other words, just what you need.”

			The dragon stepped into Emma until she could feel the woman’s hot breath. “You tread thin ice here. Be wary of cracks.” Then she grew her patented false smile and swept away from him. “Very well. I will attend to my guests while you settle yours.”

			Emma’s eyes followed the countess’s departure, unblinking. In the woman’s absence, she found her hands trembling with an unwelcome blend of rage and uncertainty.

			“Well done,” whispered Simon.

			She blinked and faced him. “Do you mean that?”

			“How could I not? It is the truth.”

			Middleton abruptly appeared at their respective elbows. “What are we conspiring about?”

			Emma gave him what she hoped was an authentic grin, but feared it more resembled a grimace. “Miss Watts and I were just remarking over the dramatic lines of your coat.”

			Middleton grinned and tugged his lapels. “I hardly believe that, but I do what I can.” Slowly, his gaze shifted from Emma to regard the person he thought was Emma. “And speaking of your guest, our previous introduction at your home was hardly proper. I wonder, Blackburn, would you consider rectifying that mistake by introducing me to Miss Watts and her lovely friends?”

			Taken aback by the request, Emma hesitated. Simon sailed to her rescue. “Propriety would require the permission of Lady Heathkirk.” He beckoned Emma’s mother, who then approached with her Red Lion entourage. Simon nodded nearly imperceptibly to Emma, jolting her back into the role of Lord Blackburn.

			“Lady Heathkirk,” she said, “Lord Middleton begs an introduction to your charges. Do you mind?”

			“Not at all, my lord.”

			“Then may I present his lordship, the Viscount Middleton.”

			After Middleton bowed, Emma’s mother introduced her daughter, currently possessed by Simon, and Emma’s friends. Jess, Diana, and Kit proved graceful and demure, while Simon managed to accept the introduction without bursting into laughter. Emma felt moisture dotting her brow. What was Middleton’s game? Did he suspect the truth? Why else would he have asked for an introduction to those below his social rank?

			While she was still sorting through the rush of questions, Middleton held an elbow to Simon as Emma. “Shall the four of us promenade briefly before locating you an appropriate place to sit?”

			The look Simon gave his friend bordered on a glare, but he ducked his eyes and tentatively took Middleton’s elbow. “We would all appreciate it, my lord.”

			As the young ladies—and Simon—strolled away with the viscount, Emma couldn’t help but smile. Middleton was terribly decent and charming.

			… 

			As he promenaded about the floor on Middleton’s elbow, Simon silently cursed his best friend for his charm and decency. His interest in the woman he erroneously thought was Emma raised a pang of jealousy that deeply annoyed Simon. He was happy for his new friends from Red Lion Square, though. An introduction to a viscount of good reputation would do nothing but improve their standing in the eyes of the other gentlemen present. And, without a doubt, those collective eyes were watching with interest. They followed the foursome of ladies as they passed, with many lingering long on Emma’s stunning form. Though achieving exactly the reaction he’d hoped from Emma, Simon found it repulsive from his rivals.

			And when had they become his rivals, anyway?

			He shook away the errant thought to study the hunters and offer judgment. Lord Treborne was likely harmless, but prone to poor personal decisions that would drive Emma to the end of her rope. Not worthy of her. Sir Cecil seemed a decent fellow, but too dull for Emma’s quick wit. Also unworthy. Lord Severn was a pompous cad of the first order who didn’t belong in the same room as Emma. Absolutely unworthy.

			Middleton halted before a pair of benches. “Do these meet your approval, ladies?”

			“It will do,” said Jess regally, though her voice trembled slightly.

			“Indeed,” said Kit.

			“Our thanks, my lord,” added Diana.

			They sat gracefully as if lighting on eggshells. When Simon moved to join them, Middleton retained his elbow. Simon lifted an eyebrow at his old friend, hoping not to betray anything remotely approaching the truth. Middleton smiled charmingly, to Simon’s annoyance.

			“Miss Watts,” he said, “would you do me the honor of standing up with me for the first dance?”

			Oh, God, no.

			“Of course,” said Simon-playing-Emma. “However, I worry over leaving my friends without…”

			“Ah, there you are.” Sir Christopher’s greeting interrupted Simon’s excuse. He faced the knight to find two striking soldiers wearing red dress uniforms flanking him. “We seem to have arrived just in time for the first set, and with lovely ladies in need of dance partners.”

			“Perfect,” said Middleton. “We make a matched set.”

			While Sir Christopher and Middleton managed the introductions and the couples paired up, Simon tried to prevent his eyes from rolling to the ceiling. Certainly, such an unladylike gesture would do Emma no favors. He was still fighting the eyeroll when the caller announced the first two sets—a country dance selected by Lady Cecilia, and “longways for as many as will.”

			Emma, deftly playing the role of Lord Blackburn, escorted Lady Cecilia to the floor as the top couple. Middleton’s rank and friendship with Lord Blackburn left him and Simon as second couple, while other pairs filled the line. When the music burst forth, Simon remained tight-lipped as he concentrated on avoiding mistakes and answering Middleton’s attempts at light conversation with curt replies and no eye contact. As he better inhabited the flow of the dance, his attention shifted to Emma and Lady Cecilia. Their conversation appeared lively and light-hearted, punctuated by occasional laughs. Odd. They barely know each other. Though he failed to overhear the details, he began to fear that Emma’s familiarity with Lady Cecilia might be setting expectations Simon was unwilling to fulfill.

			“The weather is perfect for a dance, don’t you think?”

			The question from Middleton yanked Simon’s focus away from Emma to the task at hand. His studious neglect of the persistent viscount likely reflected poorly on Emma, he realized. And wasn’t this evening about her? About showing her how spectacular she was? Simon finally met Middleton’s eyes and gave him a full-lipped Emma smile.

			“The weather is perfect, as you say. The crisp air keeps the ballroom from overheating while not causing too much discomfort during the carriage rides to and from.”

			Middleton produced a half smile, maybe reacting to the change of engagement. “Speaking of which, I heard that Blackburn loaned you and your friends the use of his coach.”

			“He did. We are all very grateful. Perhaps he is less arrogant than he appears.”

			Middleton chuckled. “You misunderstand him, Miss Watts. He is not an arrogant man. Dutiful, obligated, and under pressure, yes—but never arrogant.”

			The compliment surprised and warmed Simon. He hoped his friend was telling the truth. Regardless, the kind words had the effect of easing the conversation, which for Emma’s sake was good. This was her night. But to what end? Nebulous thoughts of the future rolled through his brain, but he failed to pin them down.

			… 

			Though unnerved by the prospect of impersonating Lord Blackburn while the top couple of the first dance, Emma leaned into the role with equal parts determination and desperation. Armed with the strategy of letting Lady Cecilia talk while she listened, Emma moved with the music and launched her first question.

			“So, tell me,” she said to her dance partner with a sly grin, “about this mysterious suitor who so catches your attention, despite his utter inability to intimidate a young lady.”

			“Oh, I shouldn’t speak his name just yet.”

			“No name. Just tell me why he ignites your fancy, if you would. I’d love to know. Purely in the name of research.”

			Lady Cecilia smiled beatifically. “That I can do.”

			While Emma worked her way through the steps of the country dance, she fell into easy conversation with her partner, mostly listening, often prompting. By the end of the first set, they were sharing laughs as if old and dear friends. Emma was so sorry to have misjudged the woman. She was a joyful gem with little interest in playing coy games. However, Emma couldn’t help but steal glances at the pairing of Simon with Lord Middleton. For the most part, the imprisoned earl hid his misery well. Those who didn’t know Simon or Emma would have missed it. Because she had come to know him and was intimately familiar with her own expressions, the underlying emotion was all too evident. Anxiety nibbled at her edges. What if his well-maintained mask slipped to reveal his true feelings? Would it reduce her already dismal reputation to rubble? She swept aside her selfish concern. Simon was not happy. He deserved her empathy, not her critique.

			As the first set drew to a close, Emma noticed that Simon’s demeanor had shifted. He seemed genuinely engaged in conversation with Middleton. Hopefully, she thought, Simon isn’t spilling the ridiculous truth to his old mate. Driven by anxious curiosity, she edged toward him during the break between sets with Lady Cecilia on her elbow.

			“Middleton. Miss Watts. You danced well.”

			The lack of a knowing look from the viscount or a lowered brow from Simon laid to rest her fears. It seemed their secret remained safe—for the time being. Before either of them could respond to Emma, Lord Witherington practically barged into Simon.

			“Miss Watts,” he said. “Here you are.”

			Simon’s lips drew down. “Yes, I am here, for I arrived on time. I see you are late.”

			“Late, yes. Ha!” Witherington appeared to miss the thundercloud forming on Simon’s face. “Why arrive on time when one can make a grand entrance?”

			“Why indeed.”

			The noxious viscount leaned inappropriately close to Simon and lowered his voice. “I have thought of you often since our introduction in Hyde Park.”

			Simon shot the man a glare so brutal Emma barely recognized her face. “As you know, we were not introduced.”

			Witherington guffawed in a manner that drew stares. “Is that so? Then I shall correct that tragedy immediately.” He faced Emma. “Blackburn. Introduce me to your tutor, or do you plan to bed her instead?”

			Bile rose in Emma’s throat as she envisioned striking the man.

			With the full fury of a towering lord.

			Until Witherington’s jaw cracked.

			She swallowed the bile and stayed her hand. Refusing a request for introduction at a private ball, despite the crass nature of the requester, would be improper. She gritted her teeth and moved protectively to Simon’s side.

			“Lord Witherington.” She bit the name in half. “Miss Watts. Miss Watts, Lord Witherington.”

			The man bowed to Simon while sweeping his eyes over every inch of the borrowed body. “Ah, it is a pleasure.”

			“Yes, it is,” said Simon drolly.

			Witherington winked at Simon. Winked! Like a common brute! “The next dance is mine.”

			“No. That belongs to Sir Christopher.”

			“Perhaps the next after that.”

			“My dance card is quite full.”

			Witherington seized Simon’s wrist to examine his card. When Simon yanked his arm free, the viscount smiled. “I see the supper dance is open. I will take that one.”

			Simon’s features flushed with what Emma recognized as barely subdued rage. He cut his eyes at her, though, seemingly wrestling with himself over…what?

			“Very well,” said Simon. “But if you touch me again, I will sever your hands.”

			Witherington laughed again, nearly a giggle. “Oh, I do love a spirited lady. I cannot wait until we dance.”

			“Go to Hades,” whispered Simon. However, only Emma overheard him as Witherington had turned away to annoy elsewhere.

			“I heard that,” she said.

			“I meant it,” Simon responded. “I was saving the supper dance for you. Now, I must endure that idiot’s presence for not only a dance, but for the entirety of supper. Hence my damning him to eternal torment.”

			Simon’s admission warmed Emma. He had saved a dance for her? And desired her company at supper? She told herself that he did so to protect their secret, nothing more. In the deep places of her heart, though, Emma hoped she was wrong.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			For the next three dances, Emma played the considerate host by pairing with the same women she had cowed earlier—Miss Waverly, Miss Eggleston, and Miss Dalton. All three seemed surprised yet delighted to partner with the mercurial earl. While dancing with each one, Emma fell into a private game of determining the woman’s worthiness for Simon, and if not, why not. Miss Waverly, she decided, was much too high in the instep. Simon appeared to disdain those who reveled in their high station. And Miss Dalton seemed too conniving, too much like Simon’s mother. He would run from her, most likely. Miss Eggleston seemed the most amiable of the three but seemed half afraid of Lord Blackburn. Which would never do. Simon needed a woman who stood up to him, who challenged him intellectually, who drew him to a higher plane.

			Someone like me.

			She chased away the uninvited but not unwelcome thought, determined to remain focused on the task at hand—of maintaining the fragile secret that she and Simon were both imposters. A secondary task, though, had presented itself in the form of Jess, Diana, and Kit. She introduced them to the single gentlemen in attendance without regard for convention. And knowing that Kit possessed no station at all, she asked the brunette for the supper dance to perhaps improve her standing in the eyes of those present. Though initially overcome by the invitation, Kit soon recovered to exude witty and bubbling charm.

			As before, Emma couldn’t help but spy on Simon. His pretense of not enjoying the festivities had evaporated until he was forced into the oppressive presence of Lord Witherington for the supper dance. As the viscount appeared to blather continuously, Simon fed him a steady diet of cold glares and one-word replies, all while dodging his partner’s wayward feet. Emma’s heart went out to him. She knew very well the indignity of experiencing unwanted attention from a lout with no socially acceptable avenue of escape. Simon must be wilting in his cage. The thought pained her. She wanted to ride to his rescue, like a knight of old, and slap Witherington to the floor. Propriety, though, left her without horse or sword. Instead, she looked away and prayed the evening would not end with Simon stabbing Witherington in the neck.

			… 

			As the party reentered the ballroom after supper, Simon congratulated himself for surviving the meal without stabbing Witherington in the neck. The knife had been near at hand and so very tempting. When he moved to release his hand from Witherington’s elbow, the ogre of a man trapped it and leaned into Simon with hot breath now smelling of garlic.

			“I insist on another dance, Miss Watts.”

			Not a request. Not an invitation. A threat. Simon wondered why he hadn’t thought to stuff the knife into his corset before leaving the table. He remembered, then, that he was still an earl, even though he wore a stunning ball dress. He yanked his hand free, nearly losing a glove in the process, and flashed a viciously false smile at Witherington.

			“Oh, there are my friends. I promised to meet them after supper.”

			He stalked away, then thought of Emma’s reputation, and settled into a glide. Jess saw him first and suppressed a laugh behind her hand.

			“You look positively unsettled,” she said.

			“You don’t know the half of it,” he replied. “So, are you enjoying the ball?”

			“Indeed,” said Kit effusively. “Your Lord Blackburn is very kind, and the soldiers have been perfect gentlemen.”

			“Sir Christopher is a wonder,” added Diana. Her loopy smile left Simon intrigued.

			“I only wish my grandfather could see me,” said Jess, “and know that a barmaid’s daughter can be noble.”

			“Your grandfather? The earl?” he asked.

			Apparently realizing her slip, Jess repositioned her mask of stone and peered at Simon. “What of you, Emma? Is this soiree all you’d imagined?”

			Good question. Thus far, it had been far worse and much better than his wildest predictions. The ruse still held, which was all that mattered, and Emma still seemed stunned by how Simon looked in her body. “The ball has gone well, but my feet are in pain. It must be the shoes.”

			Kit slapped his shoulder with her fan. “Isn’t it always the shoes?”

			“So I am learning.”

			The caller interrupted their conversation, prompting partners to find each another for the first post-supper dance. Simon found his partner, a baron he barely knew from the House of Lords, and was conducted onto the floor. With Witherington out of the way and dancing as a woman becoming easier, Simon spent the next few sets appraising his dance partners through the lens of Emma Watts. He was pleased to find that all of them seemed beneath her touch. Sir Christopher was by far the best of the lot, hampered only by his quiet nature. The rest might as well have been the rubbish tossed out by a kitchen maid. Despite his assessment, though, Simon realized a dark truth. Any one of the men would be a brilliant match for Emma if for nothing other than to reverse her family’s misfortune. She might be miserable in such a marriage, but her family would not starve. His stomach turned at the thought of Emma married to any man in attendance. For a shining instant, a notion of possibility flashed through his vision.

			What if the man was…me?

			Simon doused the stray spark as quickly as it had ignited. He and Emma still faced the daunting task of reclaiming their bodies. And didn’t she believe he was vile in some way, given her original intention to destroy him? And wasn’t he unsure if Emma was any different from his mother in terms of playing Society’s ridiculous games? Her intelligence certainly matched that of his mother’s. But would she use it to crush him if she could?

			These were the thoughts that preoccupied Simon until the caller announced the penultimate dance. His feet felt aflame, his spirits were sagging, and the corset could go to Hades. Things couldn’t get any worse.

			Then Witherington invaded Simon’s presence. “I simply must have this dance, Miss Watts.”

			Before Simon could locate an avenue of escape, Emma was by his side with an outstretched hand. “Sir James has graciously ceded his place for this dance to me.”

			“Bad form,” said Witherington to Emma. She shot the viscount a punishing glare that Simon would be hard-pressed to duplicate until the man melted away. Emma resumed eye contact with Simon.

			“So, then. Shall we dance?”

			… 

			Simon’s hard stare reminded Emma of the risk of their gambit. They had mostly avoided each other on the dance floor for fear of exposing the incredible ruse. When she had seen him standing alone with his face forlorn, her heart had tumbled to him. She quite improperly had confiscated the dance slot without considering the consequences—or a possible refusal.

			Simon continued to stare. “Are you certain about this?”

			She lied. “Quite certain. It is the quadrille, after all.”

			Simon nodded as his features softened. “I cannot very well refuse an earl, can I?”

			“I don’t believe so.”

			Emma took Simon’s hand in hers to conduct her onto the floor. When he resisted, she glanced down at him.

			“The other hand,” he whispered.

			“Oh, of course.” For an instant, he had been the earl and she the lady in her mind’s eye. This was just the sort of mistake that might expose them. After they switched sides, Emma drew a calming breath and led Simon onto the dance floor. He tipped up his chin to regard Emma with eyes so green Emma could barely believe they were hers. He shot her a devious smile and leaned close. “If we manage not to squash each other’s toes, then I will consider this next set a smashing success. So to speak.”

			Emma chuckled, her voice a little too high before she lowered it to a growl. Despite Simon’s initial intention to destroy her for challenging the Prometheans, she truly liked the man. Under different circumstances—sans body switches and promises of mutual destruction—she would have found him…what? Amiable? Desirable? Irresistibly attractive? She recalled their first meetings and knew it to be true. He drew her like a fly into the spider’s web, and only the ridiculous situation allowed her the resolve to resist. Still, Emma couldn’t help but stare at Simon—at herself—as she escorted him to the starting position.

			The music swelled, and suddenly oblivious to all others, Emma danced with Simon. At first, she concentrated on handholds only. After no initial mishaps, she nodded to Simon. “Perhaps our worry was misplaced.”

			“Misplaced?” he replied. “Give me a moment to find it, then. It must be around here somewhere.”

			As they came alongside each other, she leaned toward him to whisper sidelong. “Did you search your corset? Perhaps it fell in there.”

			He widened his eyes with mock umbrage. “My lord! Such forwardness. And no. Nothing else could possibly fit inside this infernal device.”

			After passing through another couple, they came alongside again to continue the discreet conversation while awaiting the next movement. “Are you complaining?” she asked.

			“No. Simply stating facts. Like the fact that you keep pulling at your pants. Too tight?”

			“My lady!” she said. “Your impropriety shocks. And yes, you should sack your tailor.”

			They exchanged a laugh before performing a pass that forced a partner exchange. Emma surprised herself by counting down the steps that would return her to Simon. When they locked hands again, the banter did not resume. They simply cast furtive glances at each other, abruptly shy. Simon seemed amused—at first. However, his green eyes grew more introspective, more soulful as the dance progressed. The air between them seemed to shimmer, to smolder, with each touch. The floor became water, unsteady. As the set approached a climax, the expression on Simon’s face transitioned to surprise, then alarm. When the set finished, Simon backed away from Emma, breathing hard.

			“Excuse me. I need some air.”

			He disappeared through a door and plunged toward the back of the house. Drawn by an irresistible siren’s call, Emma followed.

			… 

			Simon burst through the French doors onto the narrow terrace overlooking his mother’s small but immaculate garden. He placed his hands on the stone balustrade, dipped his forehead, and expelled a breath.

			It had happened again.

			One instant he had been dancing with himself in an oddly disorienting manner, and the next he had been dancing with Emma. His familiar face had disappeared, and he had seen only her. Only his goddess. But how? He began wiping his brow. Why was he so deucedly hot?

			“Are you well?” He spun to find Emma, still inhabiting Lord Blackburn—his body—standing in the frame of the open door. The light of two candles on the terrace revealed concern in her eyes.

			“Not really,” he said. The brutal honesty felt good when it emerged. Cleansing, actually. “And you?”

			“Not well either.” She picked at her cravat. It was tied in a knot he would never choose, but it looked good on him nonetheless.

			“What happened in there?”

			“I don’t know.” Emma took a single step toward Simon. “But I can’t believe how magnificent you look tonight.”

			He shook his head firmly. “No, Emma. Not how I look.” He waved his hands down the green dress. “This is how you look. This is how I see you all the time, from the moment we first met. Do you understand?”

			Her brow creased with disbelief and she averted her eyes. “I…I don’t know.”

			“But I do. And I must commend you.”

			She met his eyes again. “For what?”

			“You,” he said, “have done the impossible. You have made the Earl of Blackburn look kind. Approachable. Amiable. Because you, Miss Watts, are inherently decent in a way I am certainly not.”

			She stepped closer to Simon as he pressed his hips against the balustrade, and she dipped her chin. “You are wrong about your decency, Simon. What you see in me tonight is how I’ve seen you from the beginning.”

			“You believe I’m kind? Not arrogant or pretentious?”

			She chuckled. “You might be a hint of the latter. But overwhelmingly, you are kind. You dote on your niece with unrestrained affection, despite your mother’s protests and counter example. You have treated me with compassion and charity despite knowing my plot against you. Despite my family shame. For that, I will be forever grateful.”

			A glint of moisture appeared in Emma’s eyes, drawing Simon from the balustrade, overcome. He closed the distance, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pressed his cheek against her chest. Emma’s arms enclosed him, and they clung to each other as if lost on a dark sea together with no hope of rescue. After a minute of silence, Simon tipped back his head.

			“You are spectacular, Emma Watts. No matter what form you wear.”

			Inexplicably, he found himself stretching up on his toes, pressing toward her lips. The arrival of urgent footfalls halted him and he pushed away. His eyes swung to the doorway to find the countess leveling her death stare at him. He looked up at Emma with apology. She seemed still adrift.

			“Lord Blackburn,” he said firmly. “I thank you for asking after my health. I shall return to the dance now, as should you.”

			That seemed to stir Emma from her fog. “Yes, of course. You are welcome. Good evening, Miss Watts.”

			As Simon slipped past his mother wearing the disguise of a disgraced tutor, the dragon breathed not a word. However, her eyes communicated what words could not. Alarmed, he cast a glance over his shoulder to find the countess stalking onto the terrace in his wake. He slipped back to the doorway, seeking shelter behind a column. His mother let the tension build before stabbing her previously hidden lorgnette into Emma’s chest, still believing her to be Lord Blackburn.

			“Simon Pike.” Her opening salvo emerged as something between a purr and a primal growl. “You have outdone yourself. Cavorting with that wretched tutor under my nose at my ball?”

			Emma’s brow drew down. “We were not cavorting.”

			The dragon laughed. “You cannot lie to me. And if your only intention was to bed the woman, then I might look aside. However, your love for her is as plain as day.”

			Simon blinked. Love? Emma loves me? Surely not.

			The countess paced before a silent Emma before impaling her again with the lorgnette. “Now, I must save you from yourself. If you cannot put away that chit, then I will.”

			Emma folded her arms and scowled. “Is that so? Then do your worst. I will stand against you.”

			Simon gripped his temples. No! Emma failed to understand the dragon’s power, to her peril. Meanwhile, the countess flexed her jaw and nodded.

			“As you wish.”

			Simon slipped away in anger. The countess had just promised to destroy Emma, and it was his fault. Instead of returning to the dance, he skirted past the ballroom doors, dodged the serving staff, and burst through the main entrance onto Queen Anne Street. His chest was tight and he needed to breathe. He trudged along the pavement until clear of the waiting coaches and leaned against a lamppost. He rubbed his bare upper arms to ward off the crisp air of pre-dawn and gathered his resolve.

			“Steady, boy,” he told himself. “She needs you now.”

			In a calmer state, he assessed what had just happened. His foolish reaction to dancing with Emma had served to solidify her position atop the countess’s long list of adversaries, and Emma seemed blithely unaware of the fire that might consume her. Or consume me if we can’t undo the switch. But what can I do? A vision of possibility came to him. What if he, once and for all, rebuked his mother? What if?

			He knew the answer, unfortunately. By incurring his mother’s wrath, he would also incur his father’s, and break a sacred promise to a dying man. And he could do nothing anyway while trapped in Emma’s body. Nothing.

			“There you are.”

			He jerked his head up to find Witherington descending on him. His spine went bolt straight and he stepped away from the post. “Witherington.”

			“I saw you leave the house and was determined to inquire of your welfare.”

			The unexpected visitor rekindled Simon’s wrath. If he could not set down his mother, then Witherington would do nicely. “Is that so? My welfare, you say? Or is your terminology simply a euphemism for some darker desire?”

			Much to Simon’s surprise, the viscount smiled shrewdly in the flickering lamplight. “I see, Miss Watts, that you understand me. That we are of a like mind on this matter. No need for childish games.”

			“What are you saying?”

			Witherington stepped into Simon, pressing him against the lamppost while resting his hands on Simon’s hips. The man’s garlic breath spread conspiratorial menace across Simon’s face. “I am saying, my dear, that I find you irresistible and would like to see more of what lies beneath your gown.”

			Simon clenched his fists but froze. Emma would not respond with violence. What would she say? Nothing less than the truth, he decided. “That will never happen. I find your suggestion repulsive. Now, remove your hands from my person.”

			Witherington tightened his grip as anger flashed across his features. “You don’t seem to understand, Miss Watts. I wouldn’t abandon you. You would warm my bed at my spacious Mayfair home for as long as I remain unmarried. When I make a favorable match, I will keep you in style in the country away from prying eyes. Surely such an offer can’t be rejected by a chit like you.”

			Simon’s fists clenched tighter. “A chit like me?”

			“Yes. Destitute and without options. Any woman in your situation would not only jump at the opportunity but be on her knees thanking me effusively.”

			Simon punched Witherington in the stomach, dropping him to his knees. When the viscount found his breath again, he leaped to his feet and began to shake Simon in a rage. Simon was carefully considering how to dispose of Witherington’s body after he killed him when Emma arrived.

			… 

			After the disconcerting encounter with Simon on the terrace, followed by a brawl with the countess, Emma went in search of the body-swapped earl. While her eyes scanned the ballroom, the countess’s butler materialized at her side.

			“My lord. You might wish to know that Miss Watts departed through the front entrance not two minutes ago.”

			Emma nodded to the man, grateful for his astute anticipation. “Thank you.”

			“And, my lord, one more thing.”

			“Yes?”

			“Lord Witherington followed shortly thereafter.”

			Emma broke into an unlordly trot without a word and barreled through the front door and into the street. She looked left and then right before spying Emma pinned against a lamppost by the cad, Witherington. As long strides propelled her toward the pair, it became clear to Emma that the meeting was anything but congenial. She paused when the viscount buckled to his knees after a blow to the belly from Simon’s fist, but flew into motion again when Witherington rose to his feet to shake Simon. Her Simon. Her friend. And he was in dire need of rescue. Emma’s brawny shoulder slamming into Witherington’s jaw at full tilt sent the viscount sprawling to the pavement. When she stepped between Witherington and Simon, the latter attempted to claw past her.

			“Let me by so I might break his nose!”

			Emma lifted Simon from his feet and set him against the lamppost. “Ladies do not break noses, Miss Watts.”

			Simon glared at her but remained in place. “Perhaps they should.”

			“Wouldn’t that be grand.” Emma turned to face Witherington as the man found his feet.

			The disheveled lord massaged his jaw and lifted a finger to point at Simon’s face. “This woman drew me outside with promises of a kiss but then proceeded to attack me without provocation.” Flecks of spittle flew from his twisting lips as he spoke with manufactured umbrage. “I was merely defending myself. You saw her hit me, did you not?”

			Emma wanted to disagree. She wanted to wring the man’s neck. However, she also considered the truth. She had, in fact, witnessed Simon’s punch and not much before that. She knew Simon would have done so with good reason, but she had not been privy to the conversation leading up to the violence.

			“I did,” she said, “but I wholly doubt that the action was unprovoked as you claim.”

			Witherington lifted his chin and ramped up his outrage. “I am a peer of the realm, and she is a fallen woman. Her word means nothing against mine. And there are certainly no witnesses to support her claim.”

			“On the contrary,” said a gravelly voice behind them. “There was one witness.”

			Emma spun to find a looming figure at the edge of the lamplight, his face lost in shadow beneath the brim of his hat.

			The Clock Man!

			She shrank away, certain he had come to call in her debt. When Witherington emitted a stifled shriek, she found him staring at the new arrival, clearly more alarmed than she was.

			“From my vantage,” the Clock Man continued, “I saw you badger the lady, offer to make her your whore, and then lay your hands on her without consent. If she had not dropped you to your knees, I surely would have.”

			“That, well…you saw?”

			“I did. And you may recall, Witherington, that you owe me a tidy sum to be paid by the opening of the banks this very morning. Or did you forget? You might imagine my surprise to hear you’d visited an all-night ball rather than attend to business so pertinent to your continued health and welfare.”

			Witherington, well, withered. His voice rose to a near sob. “I have the money! Just not with me!”

			“You have four hours to find it, then. Tick tock.”

			The viscount disappeared into the night at a fast pace, apparently leaving behind his coach. Emma yanked her eyes from the tall stranger to find Simon staring at the man through narrowed eyes. “It seems I owe you a debt, sir.”

			“Indeed,” said the shadow. “Though we’ve already established that, haven’t we?”

			Emma suppressed a tremble. Had he come to collect? What if Simon learned of her dealings with such a shady character? Why did she care? Regardless, she responded on Simon’s behalf. “Yes, she has.”

			“Good. Now, I suggest that you return to the ball separately. You wouldn’t want a scandal, would you?”

			With that, he touched the brim of his hat and melted into the night. Emma blinked at his disappearing form for a few seconds before facing Simon. He had turned his suspicious scrutiny on her.

			“Do you know him?” asked Simon.

			“Do you?”

			“No.”

			Wanting nothing more than to end Simon’s line of questioning, she motioned toward the house. “The final dance will begin soon. You should return now. I will wait a minute before following.”

			Simon pursed his Emma lips and briefly regarded her in silence. “Very well. Don’t dawdle. The night seems filled with seedy characters.”

			Emma watched him go, spent a minute or two bundling her frayed nerves, and returned. The final dance—the Boulanger—commenced just as Emma joined the line. Simon seemed to avoid her attention as he danced grim-faced. When the dance concluded, he quickly gathered his Red Lion companions and departed, even though the countess had announced the serving of breakfast.

			The rest proved a muddle. Emma went through the motions of playing the host during breakfast and seeing the guests out afterward. However, her mind buzzed with a series of befuddling visions. How her body had looked, worn by Simon. How men of standing had shown the false Miss Watts such diligent attention—interest she’d rarely been given before. The startling dance with Simon, the threats of the countess, Witherington’s unwelcome advances, and the arrival of the Clock Man. It was all too much. Her confidence had evaporated, and she had become unstrung. By the time she arrived back at House Blackburn and crashed into bed for a few hours of sleep before meeting Armistead, her thoughts had become hollow, her brain a formless puddle.

			She did not dream.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			During the first mile of their journey by coach, Emma barely looked Simon’s way. He understood completely. After the perplexing embrace on the terrace the previous evening and the bizarre encounter with Witherington and a menacing stranger, he had effectively run from the ball without a word of farewell to Emma. The confused ache was still evident on her face. Mere hours later, the urgent appointment with Walker Armistead had thrown them together again. Mrs. Seville had joined them for propriety’s sake, but she said nothing, choosing instead to wear her inscrutable half smile. Simon finally buckled beneath the tension.

			“I heard what the dragon said to you on the terrace.”

			His admission drew Emma’s eyes. “Oh?”

			“Yes. I left quickly to spare you from her.”

			She frowned slightly. “Is that the only reason?”

			“Of course.” Minor umbrage stretched Simon’s spine. “Do you not trust me?”

			Emma’s eyes grew watery, and her lower lip trembled. “I…I don’t know.”

			The admission stabbed Simon’s gut, but again he understood. “I see. Well, after this meeting, I hope to change your opinion on that point.”

			They held each other’s gaze for several heartbeats before she turned her attention to the window. “Tell me of Mr. Armistead. I only know him by reputation. You’ve met him, I assume?”

			“I have. Conversing with him is like pinning down water. He runs in a thousand directions all at once while treating people as temporary obstacles to be overcome and dismissed.”

			“He’s brilliant, though?”

			“I assume so. I rarely understand a word he says, though it always sounds terribly important. He is fortunate to have inherited the riches of Croesus, for I’m not sure he’d eat if his servants didn’t force him to.”

			Emma smiled wistfully. “I think he sounds interesting. And I’ve heard he is handsome.”

			A pang of jealousy struck Simon, much to his annoyance. “In a wild goat sort of way, yes.”

			“Ba-a-a-a,” she responded.

			He couldn’t help but smile too.

			 

			Simon had expected Armistead’s laboratory near Clapham Commons to be drab and unkempt like the man himself. What met his eyes was an elegant early Georgian mansion surrounded by well-manicured hedges and gardens. He exited the coach before remembering that he should have allowed Emma to hand him down—for appearance’s sake. Too late, though. Mrs. Seville waved from inside, seemingly content to wait with the coachman. The door of the great house opened before they reached it, and a well-appointed man with silver hair met them. He bowed deeply.

			“Mr. Giddings, Armistead’s steward and general keeper. At your service.”

			Simon remembered to curtsy, and his execution had grown nearly graceful. “Miss Emma Watts.”

			“Lord Blackburn,” said Emma with a fluid bow.

			“Well met,” said Giddings. “Please follow me inside where we may discuss the rules prior to your meeting.”

			Emma squinted at Simon and whispered, “Rules?”

			“Just follow the man.”

			Giddings led them through the immaculate and finely decorated house and down a long hallway. Simon shook his head. “Given Armistead’s reputation, I hadn’t expected such a fashionable residence.”

			“That is my doing,” said Giddings. “Mr. Armistead rarely leaves his work space.”

			The steward halted at the end of the hallway, which culminated in a thick oaken door inlaid with ornate carvings of serpent-tailed lions and spear-wielding rabbits murdering one another. Giddings faced the visitors.

			“Rule number one, touch nothing. Rule number two, ask a question only once. If the master does not answer the first time, it’s because he chooses not to. Rule number three, when he turns his back on you, leave immediately, for the meeting has concluded. And rule number four, if anything catches fire, do not attempt to extinguish it, and refer to rule number three. Any questions?”

			“Just one,” said Emma. “Are there many fires?”

			“Only one this week.”

			“How comforting.”

			Giddings opened the door and ushered Simon and Emma inside. They skidded to a halt just past the threshold to stare. The open space, perhaps the size of a comfortable ballroom, was overrun by mysterious mechanisms, instruments, and apparatus with barely organized piles of metal, wood, and cloth occupying the spaces between. Giddings reached between them to point.

			“Follow that path between the water spindles and the metal press, turn left and then right, and you should find him in that general area.”

			“What if we don’t find him?” said Simon.

			“Rule number three.”

			“Right.” He held a hand out to Emma. “Shall we?”

			“Ladies first.”

			Simon followed the narrow path between piles, clutching his skirt to avoid snag hazards, while Emma trailed behind. He turned left, then right, and then…a blank wall. “This is no good. Where is he?”

			“You there,” said a voice in his ear. Simon spun to find Armistead staring at him. He was relatively handsome, although his shaggy dark hair and generally disheveled appearance overwhelmed his boyish features.

			“Yes?”

			The scientist held up a jar and sloshed the contents. “Would you say this liquid is navy blue or obsidian?”

			“It is clearly forest green.”

			“Damn it all. I was afraid of that.” Armistead downed the contents. He wiped his lips, though some drops appeared to stain his shirt. “Are you the mysterious visitors I am to host? Or should I have you shot for trespassing?”

			Emma slipped past Simon to extend a hand to the scientist. “Lord Blackburn and benefactor of the Science Society. You may shoot us if you like, but give us a five-second head start, if you please.”

			Armistead grew a lopsided grin and shook Emma’s hand. He wagged a finger at her. “I expected a simpleton, given that you are of the nobility. But alas, I cannot tell.”

			The man turned away again and began fiddling with a set of hoses connected to more jars, one with an alarming fire burning beneath it. Simon tapped his foot impatiently but Armistead seemed not to notice. He was considering throttling the strange man when Emma leaned over the table where their host was working.

			“I see you’re capturing condensation. May I ask what element you are isolating?”

			Armistead looked at her and blinked. “Arsenic.”

			“To kill someone?”

			“Only if necessary. However, it has other uses.”

			Emma nodded. “Such as glass production? Wood preservation?”

			Armistead raised his eyebrows. “And medicinal use, I am certain. Haven’t determined the right dose thus far. Poor rats.”

			Emma crossed herself. “God rest their rodent souls.”

			Simon observed with fascination as Emma quizzed the scientist about the contents of his laboratory. Armistead grew more engaged as he explained, and even seemed to find pleasure in Emma’s understanding of how things worked. Simon couldn’t help but smile as he watched her bring the scattered man into focus through kindness, enthusiasm, and curiosity. Was this a ploy? Or was this just Emma being Emma? Either way, he was deeply impressed. The urge to embrace her again overcame him and drove him one step in her direction before he regained control.

			Don’t be foolish, Simon. Focus on the mission.

			He touched Emma’s sleeve and she turned to regard him. Had she forgotten he was there? “Perhaps we should ask our question and leave Mr. Armistead to his clearly important efforts.”

			“Oh, yes. Of course.” She smiled at Armistead, and he didn’t run away. “May we pose a hypothetical question that you might find intriguing?”

			“I enjoy hypotheticals,” said the man. “Every great notion starts as one.”

			“I read your treatise on electricity last year and found it fascinating.”

			Armistead nodded. “I have decided that you are not a simpleton. Proceed.”

			“Yes.” Simon could tell Emma was struggling to suppress a smile. “Is it possible for a sufficient quantity of electricity, such as a lightning strike, to send one creature’s essence into another’s body and vice versa?”

			When the scientist narrowed his eyes, Simon was certain he’d laugh them from his house. When spoken aloud, the question sounded ridiculous.

			“I’ve never run such an experiment,” Armistead said, seeming to take the question seriously. “However, the power of electricity has yet to be understood. I have seen lifeless creatures animated by electrical current. If it can animate the dead, then a separation and reassignment of essence is not improbable.”

			Simon blinked with surprise and relief. Perhaps he and Emma weren’t mad after all. He elbowed into the conversation. “If such a separation and reassignment of essence occurred, could it be reversed?”

			Armistead stroked his chin. “Electricity flows like a bidirectional river, back and forth in its channel. So, yes. I believe what is done can be reversed by repeating the original experiment. But you would need to repeat it exactly. No fudging.”

			“How?” said Emma. “Lightning is so fickle. It might never strike the same place twice.”

			“Aha!” said Armistead. “You are wrong.”

			When he hurried away, they completely ignored rule number three and followed him. He waded into a pile of debris and came away with a long metal pole. And a length of metal chain. And another shorter pole. He shoved them all into Emma’s chest, piling them chin-high in her—his—arms.

			“What’s this?”

			Armistead clapped his hands. “Guess!”

			Emma screwed her mouth to one side. “Two rods and a chain. A lightning conductor?”

			“See!” he said happily. “Not a simpleton. This is, in fact, a lightning conductor of the pointed type invented by that round American, Franklin. Affix the long rod to the top of a tall object, plant the short rod in the earth, and connect them with the chain, but ensure that the links are taut to snugly contact one to the other. Lightning will find it eventually. Understand?”

			“I think so.”

			“Wonderful. Good day.”

			Armistead turned away to begin working on something else entirely. After half a minute, Simon and Emma locked gazes.

			“Rule number three,” they said in unison.

			As Simon followed Emma toward the laboratory door, she halted, her attention pinned on a strange device tucked into a corner and clear of other debris.

			“Have you ever seen one of those?”

			Simon studied the machine, which consisted of concentric loops of copper coils, arrays of glass balls, and intricate metal work etched with mosaics of repeating geometric patterns. Oddest, though, was the fact that it glowed faintly blue. He shook his head. “I’ve no idea what it is.”

			“Me either.” She shrugged and continued to the door. It opened to reveal Giddings as they approached, as if he’d expected them at that very instant.

			They left the laboratory together, returned through the house, and reached the coach. The driver helped Emma pile the menagerie of metal onto the roof and secure it. Simon tried to assist, but his blasted skirt kept getting in the way. When they’d settled inside the cab, Simon found Emma watching him with her head cocked.

			“So, what do you think?”

			“I think we had the right notion from the beginning—to repeat the experiment. Even if it kills us or renders us earthworms.”

			She looked away to stare out the window. “Do you smell rain?”

			“Oh, God. I hope so.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Two days after meeting Armistead, Emma arrived at Red Lion Square with the lightning conductor, a pair of hired steeplejacks, and a dangerously tall ladder. And a fascinated audience. It seemed the entire square had heard of the planned operation and was streaming from all corners toward the obelisk to watch. Emma only cared about one of them, though, and he strode toward her wearing a light blue dress and a straw bonnet while Emma’s mother, sister, and Aunt Gertie hurried to keep up. Dodie tugged at Emma’s sleeve until she leaned down.

			“Here comes Uncle Simon,” she whispered before giggling.

			Emma grinned with complicity and put a finger to her lips. “Our little secret, remember?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Simon reached the pair and sidled up close. “I see you found the men I recommended. They made excellent repairs on House Blackburn’s roof a few years ago.”

			“Yes,” said Emma. “They were grateful that you remembered them. Well, that I remembered them.”

			“Competency should be rewarded, regardless of its nature.”

			“Even if the competency is thievery or murder?”

			“Yes. Although the reward would likely include a brief prison stay and the end of a fresh rope.”

			“Not much of a reward, then.”

			He rolled his eyes. “You did bring the money to pay the gentlemen for their efforts?”

			Emma patted her waistcoat, producing a jingle. “As promised.”

			Dodie grabbed Simon’s skirt and grinned up at him. “Uncle Simon, I have a question.”

			He lowered his brow. “Then, as your tutor, Miss Watts, I am happy to answer on his behalf.”

			“Oh, yes.” Dodie giggled and whispered, “I forgot.”

			He glanced at Elise, who lingered near with a contemplative expression. Had she heard his niece’s slip? Surely not. “And your question, Dodie?”

			The little girl pointed to the steeplejacks, who had their long ladder propped against the stone and were already rigging rope to hold the rod in place. “How does it work?”

			Simon nodded to Emma. “Perhaps you should ask your uncle. He knows the details better than I do.”

			His deference to her fanned a warm breeze through Emma’s soul. Most men wouldn’t admit to not knowing and would blather through a half-invented answer rather than letting a woman seem more knowledgeable on any subject. Had Simon always been deferential? Or was it a new behavior related to his, uh, gender condition?

			“I’ll gladly explain,” she said. Emma was halfway through the details when an advancing army descended on Simon. Her friends! The three young ladies shot Emma curious glances before surrounding the person they thought to be Emma. Elise edged closer to them, standing at the periphery of the huddle.

			“You must,” said Jess, “explain immediately the nature of this endeavor.” She cupped a hand to her mouth that failed to cover her voice and shot a glance at Emma. “And why it involves his hulking lordship there.”

			Simon shrugged. “Simply an experiment suggested to us by Mr. Armistead. An attempt to draw lightning.”

			“Ooh! Sounds exciting!” said Kit with a double clap.

			“And horribly dangerous,” said Diana with a gleam in her eye.

			Emma continued explaining to Dodie the workings of the lightning conductor while half listening to the conversation between Simon and her Order of the Red Lion friends. The overheard exchange veered quickly into breathless conversation about the men they’d danced with at the ball. Soon, the foursome was laughing with glee, Simon not the least among them, and even Elise appeared to join the fun. For a moment, Emma felt dreadfully neglected. Shut out. Forgotten. When the conversation settled into whispering while the women darted glances in Emma’s direction, she nearly became unmoored—and a little jealous. Of whom, she couldn’t quite say. She spent a few seconds inhabiting her misery before remembering that, though she was now a man, she still possessed a woman’s spine. With a tilt of her chin, she sauntered over to the group. Jess, Kit, and Diana curtsied and offered a chorus of “my lords” while Emma dipped her forehead.

			“Ladies. A pleasure to see you again. But might I have a word with Miss Watts in private?”

			They curtsied again and shot Simon conspiratorial glances. “As you wish,” said Jess before backing away with the others. Emma’s mother and Aunt Gertie, however, took the opportunity to wander nearer and eavesdrop without appearing to do so, joining Emma’s sister perhaps a dozen feet away. Elise’s brow had knotted, but Emma dismissed it, overcome instead by the incongruous presence of Lord Blackburn inhabiting her body while intensely staring up at her.

			“I am all ears, my lord.”

			Emma chuckled. “The steeplejacks will finish soon, and the day is lovely. I wonder, would you join me for a picnic afterward?”

			Simon narrowed his eyes. “Picnic?”

			“Given what you said about picnics when we strolled in Hyde Park.”

			Simon pursed his lips and nodded. “Why not? But where?”

			“Here.” She swept her hands around the park in the center of the square.

			Aunt Gertie seized Emma’s mother with one hand and Elise with the other. “We will fetch food for you immediately, my lord.”

			Elise slipped the grasp, though, and stared at Simon and Emma with puzzled alarm. She slowly lifted an index finger to point at them. “It is almost as if…but how could you possibly…”

			Aunt Gertie recaptured Elise’s hand and dragged her away with Emma’s mother. A tremor shot through Emma, causing her scalp to crawl. What had Elise tried to say? When Simon expelled a defeated breath, Emma tipped her head toward him.

			“You know something,” she said.

			Simon nodded with a deepening frown. “Your sister suspects the truth, impossibly, and has since the day of the ball. I don’t know how.”

			Emma squeezed the bridge of her manly nose in response and considered what Simon had just said. “I believe I do.”

			“Oh?”

			“My sister,” said Emma, “is perhaps the most straightforward person I know. She sees what is before her and states the obvious, sometimes to my embarrassment. Something about the two of us together has opened her eyes to the impossible.”

			Simon folded his arms and tapped a foot while staring at the grass. “Very well. I will concoct an explanation to allay her suspicions. I should have attended to the matter earlier.”

			“What will you tell her?”

			He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know, but I will think of something. Unless you think of something first. In the meantime, we must make every effort to impersonate each other and behave as if nothing whatsoever is amiss.”

			“I agree,” said Emma. “Starting with the picnic. It must proceed perfectly.”

			“Yes,” he replied. “Perfectly, which should not prove difficult. After all, it is simply a picnic.”

			… 

			Simon thought the impromptu picnic beside the obelisk went perfectly—until it didn’t. After depositing a blanket on the grass and supervising the setting out of food, Aunt Gertie had winked at Simon and shooed everyone away but Dodie. Simon, Emma, and Dodie had shared the meal, content to let the girl’s fertile imagination guide the conversation along meandering pathways. When Dodie eventually leaped from the blanket to chase butterflies, Simon smoothed his skirt and leaned near to Emma, noticing the moisture on her lips.

			“We never spoke of what happened on the terrace.”

			She flinched but covered it with a smile. “Which seems prudent.”

			“I disagree. You nearly kissed me, and I wish to know why.”

			Emma smirked. “I believe it was you who nearly kissed me. Like you did in the bookshop. I’ve meant to ask. Do you make a habit of kissing complete strangers?”

			He harrumphed. “I might ask the same of you, for you kissed me first as I lay sprawled on the pavement. Helpless. Vulnerable. If I didn’t know better, I might believe that you knew I was an earl and had set your sights on me.”

			He meant it as a joke. Mostly. However, Emma clearly heard a vastly different tone. “Well, if I didn’t know better, you expected me to be a whore.”

			The dart struck true—but it also raised his ire. “Is that what you think of me? That I chase strumpets through the streets of London as if I can’t have any woman of my choosing?”

			She edged away from him and tightened her cravat. “At this point, my lord, your options are limited to women who prefer ladies.”

			“That is beside the point. You know very well my meaning.”

			“Oh,” she said dramatically. “I do. You are free to pursue whatever path you choose while I am relegated to certain spinsterhood because you and your friends corrupted my father.”

			“Not true,” he said angrily. “I tried to stop his self-destruction, but he would have none of it. He betrayed his family by ruining himself. And your insistence on blaming others for his failings does a disservice to them and you, and helps your family not one iota. You should aim your ambitions in a more productive direction.”

			She rose to her feet with fists clenched. “You dare to lecture me? The world is your oyster and you choose to do nothing but play cards and smoke cigars once a week as the sum total of your ambition. How dare you.”

			Simon sprang upright—no easy feat in a dress—and squared on Emma. “No. How dare you. You have so extensively embraced your bitterness that you’d rather strive for vengeance against a perceived wrong and die alone than consider even the possibility that someone could love you.”

			Her angry countenance melted slightly into confusion. “Love me?”

			What had he just said? In a flash of understanding, Simon realized his heart had spoken for him.

			I love Emma Watts. No matter her form.

			“I stand by every word.”

			Emma peered at Simon, her eyes blinking with disbelief, and called out to his niece. “Come, Dodie. It is time we went home.”

			Dodie ran up, breathless and apparently unaware of the mounting frost between the adults. “Why?”

			“Miss Watts needs to be alone.”

			Dodie waved to Simon sadly as she left the park. He watched them climb into his coach and ride away from the square. Only then did he unclench his fists and expel a defeated breath. However vaguely, he had just offered Emma a piece of his heart, an acre of his soul, and she had turned away. Against his better judgment, he had violated his principal rule by allowing Emma to weave her way into his affections, and she had returned him nothing but a curt departure. He should’ve known better than to cede such sacred ground to one so opposed to everything he stood for. But his regret failed to change how he felt about her, and the prospect of such one-sided affection seemed to hold nothing but heartache for him. He needed some time away from her, he decided, to find his way again. At the moment, he just felt lost in the wilderness. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			When Emma had told Dodie that “Miss Watts needs to be alone,” she had been referring to herself. Simon’s statement—a veiled indication that he might love her—had rattled Emma’s righteous indignation. Self-doubt had immediately seized her, though, and she’d run. A fitful night of parsing his words left her no closer to understanding how a man like Simon could possess any ardor for her, knowing who she truly was. And just what had he meant when claiming he had tried to stop her father’s self-destruction? To underscore Emma’s eroding confidence, Simon sent the coach back empty the following morning with a brief apology but no explanation. Overcome by angst, Emma strode to Red Lion Square to announce Lord Blackburn’s presence at Number Thirty-Seven, but Elise had informed Emma that her sister was out visiting and would not return for some time.

			The deep ache due to what Simon had said still dogged her on the walk back to Mayfair—mainly because what he’d claimed was true. Somewhere along the way, she had pronounced herself unlovable and had instead poured her efforts into vengeance.

			A dragon in the making.

			A woman unworthy of anyone’s affections, let alone Simon’s.

			Emma sat alone in the quiet of the library with hands empty, wondering. How had she allowed her father’s failures to become her own? When had she buried her youthful hopes in an unmarked grave and left them to rot? Though she wasn’t certain, one fact had become clear. Her friendship with Simon had given her the opportunity to choose a different path before it was too late. But could she?

			“A visitor, my lord.”

			Hinton’s announcement interrupted Emma’s meandering self-reflection. She straightened in her chair, her heart palpitating. Is it Simon? “Very well.”

			Seconds later, Middleton sauntered in while spinning his hat in one hand. “Simon, good fellow. I wondered if you still breathed. We missed you at the club today.”

			“I was indisposed.” Emma liked Simon’s best friend, much to her surprise, but the prospect of entertaining him through a tedious facade wearied her.

			Middleton plopped into the chair adjacent to Emma’s. “Are you well, my friend?”

			“Well enough.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“Your prerogative.”

			Middleton sat silently for at least half a minute, cocking his head at Emma with lips pursed and brow drawn low. When Emma shifted uncomfortably in her chair, Simon’s friend wagged an index finger three times. “Do you recall the first time we met?”

			The hairs on the back of Emma’s neck stood like soldiers at attention. This was exactly the sort of conversation she’d hoped to avoid—one of potential exposure.

			“Yes, I do.” Of course, she did not. Simon had never mentioned the details.

			“Then you will remember how when we first pummeled each other, it was over a girl. The headmaster’s daughter.” He snapped his fingers while staring into the middle distance. “What was her name?”

			With that question, Emma knew the truth. Middleton had laid a trap. He knew something was terribly wrong, that his longtime friend was not the same man he was before. Did he know that his friend was now a woman? Oh, Lord, please no.

			Emma straightened and glanced away from Middleton as if deep in thought. In reality, she was quelling rising panic. Any guess of the girl’s name would certainly prove incorrect and only confirm Middleton’s suspicions. If she claimed not to remember, he would likely take it as evidence that his friend was lying. Caught between the closing teeth of the trap, Emma inhaled a deep breath to think. Thinking was what she did best.

			“Take your time,” said Middleton. “I’ll wait.”

			She disregarded the mild taunt to envision Simon and Middleton as youths. Within seconds, an answer came to her. For very different reasons, the two men did not seem the type to throw fists over a girl. The viscount seemed too respectful of women for such an ostentatious display of aggression where a girl was simply a prize to be won. Despite Simon’s initial attraction to Emma, he appeared determined to avoid the sort of romantic entanglement that would lead him into a bloody fistfight. Though deeply disappointed by that last thought, Emma knew what to say. She faced Middleton and adopted a cool expression of unconcern.

			“As you well know, my old friend, we did not fight over a girl. We simply saw each other as someone in need of a good pummeling.”

			Middleton’s frown relaxed into a wry grin. “Of course. Perhaps I misremember the event.”

			“Yes. And perhaps it is you who is muddled.”

			“Let us hope so.” Middleton waved a hand as if to dismiss the thought, and the frown returned. “Anyway, I did not come to badger you over ancient history. However, I do have something to tell you regarding Miss Watts that won’t improve your mood.”

			Emma leaned forward with dread. Had he learned the truth after all? Is this just a game?

			Middleton inclined his head toward her. “It has come to the attention of Lord Velator that Dodie’s tutor is, in fact, the very woman seeking to undermine the Prometheans. He suspects that she has burrowed her way into your employ as a means of seeking your ruin. I know you like the woman. I like her as well. I am sorry to tell you this.”

			Though Emma was relieved to have slipped Middleton’s trap, her heart dropped at the news. She should have seen the development coming but had been so consumed with undoing the body switch that she’d nearly forgotten that the planted maid in Hyde Park could identify her. Foolish!

			“I can see your dismay,” said Middleton. “And it may get worse. Velator intends to bring Miss Watts into account.”

			Emma lowered her brow. “How? She hasn’t broken any laws.”

			“As you well know, high-ranking lords do not worry themselves over inconveniences such as laws. Truthfully, though, I don’t know his intentions.”

			Anger began rising within her. She was pulling together an ardent defense—of Miss Watts—when the words froze in her throat. A growing sound, deep and sonorous, rumbled from a distance to vibrate through the house. Her eyes flew wide.

			Thunder!

			And thunder meant lightning!

			Emma leaped to her feet. “Excuse me, but I must run now.”

			She burst from the house onto the pavement and began sprinting toward Red Lion Square at full tilt. No time to call for a coach or a horse from the stables. Just run! After four blocks, her lungs were already heaving. When a coach clattered up beside her, she looked over to find Middleton leaning out the window.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Red Lion…” She inhaled a breath. “Square.”

			Middleton opened the door even as the coach continued to move. “You’ll arrive faster this way.”

			Emma balked, considered the merits of the plan, and then dove through the open door. Middleton slammed it shut, leaned out the window again, and slapped the side of the coach. “Red Lion Square, Jenson! Quick as you can!”

			Emma crawled onto the bench to catch her breath and ponder the fact that Middleton had offered to help his mate, no questions asked. Yes indeed. Simon had good friends. Suspicious, but good nonetheless.

			 

			As the coach entered Red Lion Square, Emma bolted from the moving vehicle with a warning to Middleton. “Remain far away from the obelisk! And keep everyone else back.”

			“What do you intend to do?” he shouted.

			“Fix everything!”

			Emma ran to the obelisk where Simon was already waiting. He hadn’t even taken the time to grab a bonnet or parasol to block the spattering rain. When she halted before him, her power of speech failed spectacularly. Their previous conversation had been laced with accusation and implication, and the tension of it clearly lay heavy on Simon. He stared at her with hooded eyes while his jaw shifted back and forth. Finally, he found words.

			“Look here, Emma. What I said before was callous and cruel. I hope we might put aside wounded feelings while we tend to the present.”

			Emma nearly opened her mouth to disagree. What he’d said before was accurate, and she would much rather press him about his possible feelings for her. But this was not the right moment. “I can do that.”

			“Thank you.” He shot her a tight smile before patting the stone obelisk. “According to Armistead, we must repeat the incident exactly. What do you recall of that day? I know it was raining, just like now.”

			“It was.” She closed her eyes and collected the stark memory. He had leaned over her, sodden and streaming water, all smolder and innuendo. She shuddered from the sensual memory. “My back was against the monument, and you were looming over me.”

			“Ah, yes. I remember now. Like this.” Simon planted his back against the stone beneath the inscription. Emma gingerly approached, placed palms against the surface above Simon’s head, and leaned the way she recalled he had. They held that position for several seconds.

			“There was something else,” said Simon. “I was holding the back of your right hand with my left. Pushing it against the obelisk. You should do that to me if we are to recreate the details.”

			Emma glanced over a shoulder to find Middleton watching from a distance while Jess, Diana, and Kit gathered behind him. They all seemed befuddled and intrigued. She gulped and reached tentatively for Simon’s hand. It was soft against hers. He ran a thumb over the base of her hand and smiled.

			“Just like that. Now, press my palm against the stone.”

			As she did so, a spark nibbled at her memory. They had said something. Together. She glanced sharply at him to find a similar epiphany lighting his face.

			“The inscription!” they said in unison.

			Before Emma and Simon could coordinate a recital, the air began to sizzle. Light flashed, and a cacophony of sound burrowed through the fibers of her being. She stumbled back from the obelisk and fell, with her ears ringing like the bells of Notre Dame. Mottled darkness marred her vision in the aftermath of the blinding flash. She blinked to find Simon crouched against the stone, holding his hands to his temples.

			And still wearing Emma’s body.

			Hands lifted Emma to her feet. Middleton.

			“Simon! Are you injured?”

			“I don’t think so.” I am stuck in a man’s body forever, that’s all.

			Jess, Diana, and Kit were similarly administering to Simon.

			“Emma!” cried Kit. “Lightning knocked you down! Are you hurt?”

			Simon’s blinking gaze found Emma. A wave of devastation passed through his green eyes as the truth apparently overcame him. He seemed to deflate. “Physically, no.”

			Despite her own emotional distress, compassion welled up in Emma. She knew acutely the indignity of living as a woman in a society ruled by men, knowledge made clearer by the extraordinary freedoms granted her while masquerading as a man. Simon had been raised to be an earl but had now become an afterthought. The desolation of his expression spoke the truth of his future. He was suffocating, gasping for air. She stepped to Simon and helped him to his feet as his attendants moved discreetly aside. Her long fingers interlocked with his daintier ones.

			“I am terribly sorry,” she said, keenly aware of those eavesdropping. “Our experiment has not produced the preferred results.”

			He appeared to blink back tears. “It seems not.”

			“Shall we try again?”

			His eyes fell to gaze blankly at Emma’s feet. “I fear the result. To subject ourselves to the effects of lightning repeatedly.” He paused and gulped a breath. “Death would be a poor alternative to our present condition.”

			His logic made sense but surprised her. “Are you…are you suggesting that our present condition is…is not insufferable?”

			He raised his eyes. Though it was Emma’s face, she saw only Lord Blackburn fighting through disappointment toward determination, clawing for courage. He whispered, “Perhaps not. And you?”

			“This is not my preference. But…”

			He leaned closer until his face was inches from hers. “But what?”

			Emma released Simon’s hands, placed her palms on his cheeks, and kissed him. He failed to react at first, but then pressed upward into her borrowed lips. His arms found her waist. Flesh pressed tightly to flesh.

			The air began to sizzle. There was no blinding flash of light, no deafening crack of thunder. But a buzz of electricity reverberated through Emma’s hands, through her lips—and she was flying, floating, falling. Then still. True darkness again descended to bury her fading thoughts, leaving her with a joyous final notion.

			I love Simon Pike. No matter his form.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Simon awoke to the unfortunate sensation of someone slapping his cheek. A little too hard. His eyes flew open and he stabbed out a hand to catch the offending wrist. Middleton knelt over Simon’s prone body, his eyes brimming with alarm.

			“Cease slapping me, sir,” said Simon in a shockingly deep voice.

			Relief rolled across Middleton’s features. “Simon, old boy. I’m pleased you aren’t dead.”

			The words fell into Simon’s brain and rattled around with urgency while he dissected them. He flinched. Middleton had called him by his name. My real name! Simon lurched to a sitting position and began patting his chest, his legs, his face.

			I am back!

			In my own form!

			Oh, the joy!

			“I have returned to my body!” he cried.

			A wicked smile crawled across Middleton’s face. “Welcome back, you old dog.”

			Realizing his slip, Simon lunged to cover it. “What I meant to say is that I have regained my senses.”

			Middleton held a palm to him. “No explanations required. I’m certain I don’t want to know. Not ever.”

			Simon gave his friend an I-understand-and-we-will-never-speak-of-it-again nod, then reached up to rub his throbbing temple. “Did lightning strike us again?”

			“No.” Middleton infused the word with intrigue. “You kissed Miss Watts rather passionately and then you collapsed together.”

			When Middleton pointed, Simon rolled to his knees and faced the obelisk. Emma’s body lay unmoving near the monument while Jess, Diana, and Kit hovered over her, deep in the throes of anxiety.

			“Does she still breathe?” said Kit while wringing her hands. Diana leaned an ear to Emma’s mouth before sliding her head to the center of her friend’s chest.

			“I detect breath and a beating heart.”

			“Give her space, then,” said Jess. Diana moved aside while Jess began massaging Emma’s cheeks. “Wake up, Emma. Come back to us.”

			Simon climbed to unsteady feet and stood over Jess and Emma, watching. Helpless. Distraught. Had the kiss done this? Had she returned to her body, or should he begin searching for nearby earthworms? Would she ever awaken? And what had Middleton said?

			You kissed Miss Watts rather passionately.

			Oh, no.

			They’d kissed in the presence of at least four witnesses, and any others who might be watching from windows or doorways. Emma was a ruined woman.

			Unless he offered for her hand. Immediately.

			The notion of marrying Emma, regardless of circumstances, abruptly launched his heart into flight. Staggering realization crashed into him. He had fallen madly in love with Emma Watts, inside and out. He could not live without her. A shadow fell over Emma and drew Simon’s attention to Middleton standing by his side. The viscount cocked his head and pursed his lips in seeming consideration.

			“My old friend,” he said. “Regardless of the, umm, particulars, you kissed an unmarried woman publicly. Will you do right by Miss Watts now?”

			“I will,” he said firmly. “The moment she awakens.”

			“What of the countess, then? She clearly disapproves.”

			The countess! Oh, no! Middleton was right. His mother had already marked Emma for destruction, and Simon’s offer of marriage would send her into a fit of enraged vengeance. His fingers curled until his hands had balled into tight fists.

			The dragon be damned!

			The surging thought broke through a barrier in his brain, revealing the blinding light of epiphany. Through his oath to his father, he had been acting on behalf of the dead at the expense of the living. Pledge or no, he needed to let his father go and turn his attention to those he loved who still walked the earth.

			As a starting point, he would protect Emma from his mother, no matter the cost.

			Middleton tapped his arm. “Did you hear me, Blackburn? What will you do about her?”

			Simon smiled fiercely at his friend. “She is of no consequence to me now. I will uphold my duty to her, but nothing further.”

			Middleton lowered his brow. “Merely your duty? Despite your history? What will Dodie think?”

			“She will rejoice, I assure you. Dodie holds no fondness for the woman. Nor do I.”

			The admission proved liberating. With the single utterance, he began wriggling free from the dead weight of an impossible promise. His reinvention, however, was cut short by moans of revival from Emma. He stood over his love, joyous, waiting for her remarkable eyes to open.

			… 

			Emma stirred from what seemed a deep sleep. Muted voices echoed through her recovering hearing. A hand was rubbing her cheek. With heroic effort, she cracked one eyelid to find—Jess. And behind her, two men. Though bleary of vision, she recognized one intimately.

			The Earl of Blackburn.

			And he was standing over her. Which meant…

			She closed her eyelid and remained still while concentrating on the sound of his voice. What was he saying?

			“She is of no consequence to me now. I will uphold my duty to her, but nothing further.”

			“Dodie holds no fondness for the woman. Nor do I.”

			Emma squirmed in the wake of the crushing confession, drawing a gasp from Jess. “She is stirring!”

			Emma rose to her elbows, and with help from Jess, reached a sitting position. One downward glance told her that she’d returned to her natural body. However, Simon’s callous words robbed her of what should have been pure euphoria. She lifted her gaze to find him smiling down at her as if he’d just offered her praise instead of humiliation.

			The duplicitous scoundrel!

			Simon knelt before Emma and grasped her hand. His smile grew wider. “Miss Watts. In light of our very public kiss, I must offer for your hand. It is only right that I do so.”

			She blinked rapidly, recalling his words.

			“I will uphold my duty to her, but nothing further.”

			She yanked her hand free as rage carved a channel through her soul. She pushed him away and rolled to her feet with the aid of Jess. When Simon approached, she planted a palm to his chest.

			“Not another step, my lord.” The channel spilled over into restrained but quivering words. “I refuse to live as the object of duty. Of obligation. Of pity.”

			“But—”

			“I am not finished!” When the seemingly shocked Simon clamped his mouth shut, she claimed a small measure of victory. Let him be silent. Let him hear me. “I would rather die a spinster in a crumbling townhouse than become the subject of another’s misguided and apathetic sense of responsibility. You are just what I thought you were, Lord Blackburn. A callous and uncaring man at ease with the manipulation of others. No different from your mother.”

			He leaned away from her then, his eyes wide with incomprehension. “See here, Emma.”

			“I am Miss Watts to you, my lord.” She swept past him, nearly stumbling from vertigo. When he caught her elbow, she yanked it free and strode away. “Do not follow me. Ever.”

			Pain welled up inside Emma as she walked, and none of it physical. In her mounting grief, she barely remembered to aim for Number Thirty-Seven rather than stalk all the way to Mayfair. His coldhearted proclamation revolved through her mind, echoing louder with each turn.

			She is of no consequence to me now.

			He had betrayed her completely! The accidental collision in the street? The chance encounter in Finegold’s bookshop? She groaned with anguish. She had been right all along. He had manipulated her like a pawn on a chessboard, all part of his grand plan to expose her. His kind words these past weeks had been but a ruse meant to control her long enough to regain his body. And she had fallen for it, foolish girl that she was! Only the unfortunate public kiss had muddied his plan, inconveniently forcing an offer of marriage. How it must gall him!

			She shouldered open the door and pushed her way into Aunt Gertie’s house. The deathly silence spoke of its yawning emptiness. With the floodgates opening, she hurried upstairs to her chambers, threw herself on the unmade bed, and began to weep.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			The next morning, Simon paced back and forth in front of Number Thirty-Seven Red Lion Square while chasing wildly careening thoughts. Now returned to his original body, he found pacing easier, due to the longer stride and lack of a skirt, though he did miss the comfort of going without pants. With the sun at high noon, he certainly could have used a bonnet instead of his nearly useless beaver hat. Who had decided that wearing a phallic symbol on one’s head was somehow the height of fashion, and why hadn’t that person been publicly flogged? He shoved aside the wayward musing to again examine Emma’s reaction the previous day when she’d awakened from the truly earth-shaking kiss. He had offered his hand, and she’d slapped it away, just like when they’d first met. What had she been thinking? Had she just been using him? He needed to know or otherwise lose his mind.

			Simon paced back and forth twice more before inhaling a deep breath and mounting the steps to the door. He raised the knocker and let it fall. Hopefully, Emma was at home. Hopefully, she wasn’t. He couldn’t decide. The door creaked open and Elise peered out. A smile of delight began to form on her face before she must have remembered to take offense. She dropped a minor curtsy.

			“My lord. How might I be of service?”

			“I have come to call on Miss Watts.”

			“She is not taking callers just now. Perhaps you might try again next year.”

			Simon stifled a smile at Elise’s admirable defense on behalf of her sister. The smile became a memory as he realized the underlying meaning of her words. Emma did not want to see him.

			At all.

			He nearly bowed and took his leave, but caught himself. He was the Earl of Blackburn! He would not be dismissed by a fifteen-year-old girl still wearing bows. When he instead loomed over Elise, she lost the mission and smiled admiringly at him. He cleared his throat.

			“Miss Elise, please inform Miss Watts that Lord Blackburn wishes a conversation with her and will not leave until she makes an appearance.”

			There. He said it. That should do.

			“Very well,” she said. When he began to step through the door, she slammed it against his foot and raised a palm. “But you must wait here, my lord.”

			He blinked with surprise and did as he was told, though he glanced up to check for a cauldron of boiling oil. At least they hadn’t gone that far to keep him away. Surely a positive sign, no? He spun his hat in his hands and waited. And waited. And waited longer. He was huffing like a horse by the time the door opened again.

			And there stood Emma, looking just as fine as he remembered, all curves and raven hair and flashing green eyes. She wore the same black dress she’d worn when he had knocked her to the pavement. And fallen in love with her at first sight, he only just realized. She let the door drift fully open but remained six feet behind it.

			“Lord Blackburn. Do you wish me to hail you a cab?”

			“No.” He kept his tone civil at great expense to his pride. “I wish to have a word with you.”

			“Consider it had.” She began closing the door but he stopped it halfway with the slap of his palm.

			“We need to talk, Emma.”

			“You may call me Miss Watts.” The flare of her nostrils told Simon that her reaction was more than simple disregard. She seemed to now hate him again. He clenched his jaw, feeling like a cigar butt tossed into the gutter after serving its purpose. However, there was something more to this. But what?

			“You are angry. That much is clear.”

			“Bravo, my lord. You can read facial expressions nearly as well as any toddler.”

			His civility began to slip and he took a theatrical step backward. “Pardon me while I retreat to avoid the spray of your acid tongue.”

			“You have not yet seen my fire.”

			“Perhaps you should temper your passion, then.”

			He’d hoped his reply would call her into challenge, to draw her into frank conversation. However, he watched with dismay as the fight bled from her eyes and she dropped them to regard the floor.

			“You would never say that to a man,” she said sadly. “What earns a man leadership renders a woman a witch.”

			The pain of her accusation pricked him, and he reached forward with one hand. “I did not mean to insinuate…”

			She held a palm to him and looked away. “No, my lord. I could never trust a man who would toy with my emotions and then consider me of no consequence. I cannot respect a man who has spent weeks as a woman and yet learned nothing. Your dragging of my father to the horse races pales in comparison to your destruction of me. You should go now.”

			She closed the door slowly, and this time, he stayed his hand until the latch clicked. He closed his eyes and envisioned her final expression. Hurt. He had wounded Emma, but he wasn’t sure how. Of no consequence to him? Dragging her father to the races? How could she believe such things?

			With creeping insight, the possible truth came to him. Though he had encouraged and supported her, he had never spoken to Emma the words of a lover. Since the day he’d learned who she was, he had never revealed his passion to her because he couldn’t forget that she wore his face. He hadn’t been able to grasp her by the lapels and smother her with kisses until she knew in the deepest recesses of her soul that he loved her fiercely and forever would.

			Simon glanced up again, hoping for boiling oil. Still none. He punitively jammed his hat on his head, descended the steps, and began wandering toward no destination in particular.

			… 

			After closing the door, Emma made it as far as the staircase before losing her barely maintained resolve. She plopped onto the bottom step, buried her face in her hands, and wondered how.

			How could I fall for a man who used me?

			How could I have believed that an attractive and titled man could fall for me?

			And why isn’t he as decent as his best friend?

			She had almost forgiven the Prometheans for Simon’s sake. Instead, he had turned out to be the worst of the lot. And yet she loved him—despite what he’d done to her family. Hatred would have proven far superior to love, for animosity would not ache so deeply and permanently. She recalled the stolen kisses, the tender touches, the bewildering improbability of wearing his body and falling for him even as he wore hers. That improbability had led her inexorably toward a deeper hope—that she could be loved by him, no matter what.

			She had been wrong.

			And she would forever regret her mistake.

			Emma sat for a time on the step, waving away the concern of Elise, her mother, and Aunt Gertie. Eventually, the older women gave up and left Emma to her grief. Elise lingered, though. She took a seat on the step and hugged Emma ferociously.

			“I’m glad you’ve returned,” she whispered.

			Emma blinked with surprise. “What do you mean by that?”

			“I’m not sure.” Elise stood and began climbing the steps. “But I mean it nonetheless.”

			“Thank you,” Emma said to Elise’s back. The girl waved a hand and disappeared into the drawing room at the top of the stairs. Finally left alone, Emma returned to the noxious stew of her sad revelations and dismal regrets, content to spend the rest of her life perched on the bottom tread of Number Thirty-Seven. However, the world conspired to intrude. After an indeterminate period, the clack of the knocker roused her. She lifted her head, waited, and the knocker thumped again.

			Was Simon back? So soon? She quashed rising hope and instead gathered anger to envelope her like a poison fog. Rising from the step, Emma crossed the small foyer and yanked open the door, ready to fling her grief at the one who’d caused it. The stranger at the door stalled vengeance in its tracks. He was older, finely dressed and clutching a walking stick, and backed by an ornate coach with two drivers and a pair of footmen. She recognized the seal on the coach’s door.

			The infamous Lord Velator!

			She curtsied deeply, understanding how he valued obeisance, particularly from women. “How may I help you, my lord?”

			One side of his upper lip quivered as he assessed her briefly. “So, it appears you know who I am.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			“And you are Miss Watts?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then you are the one who would ruin my little club and, in doing so, tarnish your father’s memory?”

			A shiver rattled through Emma. Was this Simon’s revenge? To send the chief Promethean to her very doorstep? To do…what? Instead of wilting before Velator, as most would, Emma stretched her spine and blocked the threshold. She would not make him welcome regardless of his lofty status. She was getting very practiced at that skill.

			“Why have you come, Lord Velator?” She was pleased with the chill of her words. He lifted an eyebrow and his features pinched—a harbinger of a coming set-down. However, he managed to force a smile, oily though it was.

			“As you seem in the mood for frankness, I shall not stoop to pleasantries.”

			He lifted his walking stick to grasp it with both hands. Emma leaned away and blinked, preparing for a blow to the head. Instead, he simply spun the stick before returning its point to the ground. “Lord Blackburn has convinced me to hear your grievance against the Prometheans. Do you accept?”

			Emma balked. Was Simon trying to make amends? If so, she shouldn’t allow it. However, her treasonous heart leaped in her chest at the mere possibility of it, and before she could decline, her heart spoke.

			“I accept.”

			“Very well,” said Velator curtly. “Do you know the direction of our club?”

			“I do.”

			“Good. Present yourself there today, four o’clock sharp.”

			He tapped the brim of his hat with the stick, spun about, and returned to his coach. Emma stared in disbelief as the vehicle departed Red Lion Square. Would she have her day in court? She closed the door, infused with hope. If she couldn’t ruin them, then at least she might revel in recounting their crimes in the very center of their precious citadel. Her rising smile melted as memories of Simon’s friends rambled through her thoughts. Middleton, Sir Peter, and Sir Christopher. And a few others who seemed decent. Many others, actually.

			“Pull yourself together,” she whispered. “This is no time to wither.”

			She marched upstairs to freshen up and to prepare her speech. Simon wanted her to temper her passion? To submit? She’d show him the opposite. She’d show them all.

			 

			Two hours later, Emma descended the stairs to leave. At the sound of footsteps behind her, she turned to find her mother following with a pinched brow. She caught Emma at the door threshold.

			“You appear to be leaving the house.” The statement held a hint of incredulity and a heap of concern.

			“Yes, Mother,” Emma replied. “I have business to attend to.”

			“With Lord Blackburn?”

			“In a manner of speaking.”

			Her mother touched Emma’s hair lightly. “You look well. Are you?”

			Emma hugged her neck. “I will be. Don’t worry.”

			She pulled away and touched the door handle before pausing to cast a final glance at her mother. “If you had known what was to become of Father, would you have married him still?”

			The older woman tilted her head and sighed. “Of course. Without regret.”

			“Why?”

			“Because, my dear, no person is without fault. When we marry another, we pledge to cherish their best, forgive their worst, and learn to love everything in the vast middle. Your father’s worst was dismaying, but it does not erase the rest of who he was. If we judge one another solely by our worst moments, then we are all condemned.”

			Emma blotted moisture from both eyes with the back of her hand. “Thank you.”

			She slipped outside without another word. No sooner had she reached the pavement than Mr. Birkenhead strode up beside her, hat in hand. She put her head down as if he was no more than an apparition, but he blocked her path. She impaled him with an icy glare. She had no time for his advances. “May I help you, Mr. Birkenhead?”

			He smiled and shook his head. “No, Miss Watts. It is I who may help you. Despite the taint of yesterday’s scandal in the square, I have decided to continue courting you.”

			Emma’s ire began to rise. “I do not require your charity and you were never courting me.”

			“See here,” he said while shaking a finger. “You will regret speaking to me in such a cold manner when we are married.”

			The dam of Emma’s restraint burst with the force of the Thames in flood. She slapped away his finger to plant hers directly in the center of his chest. “Regret? Regret? Hah! What a lark. I have survived a lightning strike. Twice! I have overcome the death of my father and the loss of my home, stood before the beau monde unintimidated, and stared down a dragon without blinking. I will certainly survive the likes of you.”

			“But, but—”

			“I am not finished.” She removed her finger from his chest. “I am a lady still. You, Mr. Birkenhead, are a worm with no hope of leaving the dirt. If you dare speak to me again—even a word of greeting—I will rain fire upon you. I will bury you so deep that Cromwell’s headless ghost will be jealous.”

			Emma stepped around the odious man and left him gasping in her wake. Her footfalls, which had felt so heavy before, barely touched the pavement. With one adversary set down, she was ready to face the rest. She walked briskly along Broad Street before turning left onto Compton as she angled toward Bond Street. Coaches, carriages, and horses clattered past her, settling into the background of her notice. Emma’s attention shifted when a coach halted after passing her and its door opened. Simon? Overcome by curiosity, she continued forward to peek inside. A familiar figure watched her from within, tall and wearing dark clothing.

			The Clock Man!

			He beckoned with a long finger. “Step inside, Miss Watts.”

			No! Not now! She considered fleeing. However, if she had learned anything these past weeks as herself and as Lord Blackburn, avoiding problems only compounded them. She gathered her resolve and stepped to the coach door. The occupant offered a hand to lift her inside, which she declined as she climbed up. In the dim light of the interior, she saw a woman sitting beside the Clock Man. He motioned for Emma to sit on the opposite bench, which she did.

			“Miss Watts.” He tilted his head toward the unknown woman. “Miss Gray. Miss Gray, Miss Watts.”

			Emma dipped her chin toward the woman, who nodded in return. She was young, slim, as austere as the man by her side, and armed with a notebook and pencil. Emma met the Clock Man’s eyes. “Have you come to collect your debt? Your favor?”

			The shadowy man folded his hands and tapped his thumbs together, a wisp of a smile on his face. “I have. Does the prospect disturb you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good.”

			Emma’s nerves flared further. “Can we delay this for now? I have an important appointment to keep.”

			“I know,” he said. He leaned out the window. “Bond Street, Gustaf.”

			The coach jerked into motion. Emma blinked at the man across from her. “How did you know?”

			“It is my business to know such things. As for the favor, I need but a few minutes to obtain the information I seek. Miss Gray will record the details.”

			Given the absurdity of what had happened to her and Simon, she feared the worst. Did he know? She steeled herself for the obvious question as he began to speak.

			“You visited Walker Armistead’s laboratory with Lord Blackburn recently, yes?”

			She tried to hide her surprise. “I did.”

			“Very good. While inside his space, did you notice a peculiar machine?”

			“I saw a great many machines.”

			“One that glowed faintly blue, perhaps?”

			Emma blinked as the recollection of the strange construction came back to her. Suspicion gripped her abruptly. “Do you mean to steal it?”

			Miss Gray inhaled a breath as the tall man grew taller still on his seat. “I am not a thief.”

			“Do you mean to harm Mr. Armistead, then?”

			“Only if circumstances change for the worse, which I do not expect.”

			Emma tapped a finger on her knee in deep consideration. “If I answer your question, will my debt be clear?”

			“Completely.”

			She sighed and listened to her instincts, hoping they wouldn’t render her an accomplice to criminal enterprise. “I did see such a device.”

			“Describe it for me, if you would.”

			As Emma described the machine, Miss Gray sketched the device and annotated the diagram with deft fingers and incomprehensible speed. When she held up the finished sketch, Emma nodded. “Just like that.”

			“Very well,” said the Clock Man as he opened the coach door. “Consider your debt cleared. I believe you will find the Prometheans’ Club one block onward.”

			Emma stepped out, again ignoring the offered hand. He leaned toward the still open door. “One more thing, Miss Watts.”

			“Yes?”

			“Per my stated business, I know everyone in London who is up to no good, deep in debt, wallowing in trouble, or mounting a scheme. As for Lord Blackburn? I have no dealings with him whatsoever nor any reasonable prospect for future dealings. Consider that before you judge him fully.”

			He closed the door and the coach pulled away. Emma began walking slowly up the pavement toward her destination with the Clock Man’s parting words ringing in her head. She wanted to believe that Simon was the paragon of virtue, as the man suggested, and beyond reproach. But he had all but dismissed her as she lay senseless at the obelisk. All the wishful thinking in the world could not render truth from a lie.

			… 

			In his mental fog after leaving Red Lion Square, Simon gravitated slowly toward the Thames, drawn by the stench. Why, he couldn’t say. Perhaps it matched the putrid odor of his soul. While wandering, he revisited the events of the past weeks. Of literally running into Emma Watts. Of his immediate and unstoppable attraction to her. Of the baffling body switch and his immersion into her world. Of falling past lust into love though she wore his body instead of hers. Most of all, he couldn’t let go of how it had all ended. He had approached the walls of her fortress with white flag waving, only to be repulsed with cannon fire.

			Why had he suggested she temper her passion when that very trait was what he admired most about her? What he needed most from her? It was that same passion that had ignited her quest to bring down the Prometheans, to be sure, but the sheer audacity of her plan excited him. To be so bold, so determined, so driven as to risk everything to undo a perceived injustice. To stand against the unbeatable and find the means to triumph, like she had in the boxing ring.

			In other words, she was everything he was not. What had she said about him at the ill-fated picnic? “The world is your oyster and you choose to do nothing but play cards and smoke cigars once a week as the sum total of your ambition.” Her claim had offended him at the time—because it was true. He simply hadn’t wished to admit it. Handed power, privilege, and wealth, he’d done nothing with it. He had been content to enjoy the fruits of his enormous good fortune without regard for his potential.

			What had Emma seen in him? He was deeply beneath her touch. How had he fallen to such a mediocre point?

			As he followed the bank of the Thames, rubbing shoulders with the great unwashed of London, he gravely considered that last question. He traversed his memory on a journey toward the past, seeking the point in time where he’d become so opinionated and self-congratulatory regarding romantic relationships. Was it when he’d joined the Prometheans? No. After his father’s death, perhaps? Not then either. He followed the path backward through his years at Eton, his friends, his attitudes, his desires. To his dismay, Simon found that he’d been more or less in his present form even then. And central to his superiority was a belief that women couldn’t be trusted. Or admired. Or loved.

			And yet he would freely give all those things—trust, admiration, and love—to Emma Watts, despite what had happened. How strange!

			He cast further into the past while turning from the river toward Mayfair. One by one, he remembered each and every time his mother had eviscerated his father, had enacted vengeance on a perceived enemy for a fictional slight, had ruined a rival merely because she was good at it. His recollection came to a halting rest on a particular memory—his seventh birthday.

			“I bought you a pony, Simon.” His mother gazed down at him, pleased with herself. “As your father barely rides, I have instructed the groom to teach you how.”

			“I do not ride,” said his father, “because of the bullet in my hip from the war, before my elder brother died and left me the title.”

			“Always that excuse,” she said. “It makes you barely a man. I will mold Simon of sterner stuff.”

			Simon’s father glowered and left the room. The dragon faced Simon and smiled, her features lit by triumph. Why? “Well, my son. Are you not going to thank me?”

			Simon swallowed hard and moved to embrace her. She stopped him with a palm to his forehead. “You are seven now, and too old to be hugging your mother. Just do as I say and all will go well for you. Now, run along. I have calls to make.”

			He did as he was told, understanding none of it.

			Wracked by the memory, Simon hung his head and kept it low until entering House Blackburn. He’d learned early that his mother’s affection was a scarce commodity to be earned in small measures through acts of obedience. When Dodie had become his ward, he’d vowed never to push her away like that. Never to dismiss her affection. Never to tell her to simply run along. He strode up the stairs, two by two, and found Dodie in her room having tea with a doll and a cotton-stuffed bunny. When she glanced up, her face beamed.

			“Uncle Simon! You’re home.”

			The moment he’d seen her after returning to his body the day before, she had known it was him. He had no notion how she knew, but she did nevertheless. “I have returned. And I need your advice.”

			“My advice?”

			“Yes.”

			She motioned toward a tiny empty chair. “I was just about to serve tea. Will you join us?”

			“As it turns out,” he said, “I am rather thirsty and quite in need of tea.”

			He squatted onto the chair until his knees trended toward his chin, taking care not to break the tiny furniture. She poured “tea”—water with lemon—and served a pair of biscuits she had managed to pilfer from the kitchen. She put on the air of a great lady and peered up at him.

			“Now, about that advice.”

			“Where to start?”

			“The beginning is good.”

			He chuckled. “Of course.”

			And so he told Dodie everything. Well, nearly everything. A nine-year-old need not know the steamier details. But he was frank about how he felt about Emma, about the plans they’d concocted, about the conversations they’d had. Including the final conflict.

			Dodie frowned. “What did Miss Watts mean about you dragging her father to the horse races?”

			“I’m sure I don’t…” A cog clicked in Simon’s brain, and he flinched. In a flash, he knew. Emma had misread reality, no thanks to him. He smiled at Dodie. “I think I understand now. But I might never get the chance to explain after what I said to Emma at her doorstep.”

			“About tempering her passion?”

			“Yes. Now, I am dreadfully sorry for it. I am not much of a man and don’t deserve her.”

			Dodie set her cup down sharply on her saucer. “Don’t say that.”

			“Say what?”

			“That you aren’t much of a man. That you don’t deserve Miss Watts.”

			He shook his head sadly. “But you see how I am in public. How I am with my mother.”

			Dodie blinked as tears filled her eyes. “But that’s not you, Uncle Simon. I know the real you.”

			He cocked his head. “The real me? Who is the real me?”

			She rose from her chair and buried her head in his chest. “The Uncle Simon who took me in when nobody else would. Who loves me and protects me from dragons and would bring down the moon for me, if only I asked.”

			The description nearly drove Simon to the floor. She saw him that way? Was that really him? He recalled his happiest moments with Emma. His desire to be with her. To protect her. To love her. And even bring down the moon for her. Was it possible that Emma might have seen him the same way? He squeezed Dodie tightly, hopefully.

			“Thank you,” he whispered. “You are wise beyond your years. I am sorry for not seeing what you see, but maybe I do now, a little.”

			“Good,” she sniffled.

			“Well.” The purr of the dragon echoed into the room, raising the hair on Simon’s arms. “Isn’t this a tender moment?”

			He carefully pushed Dodie away and stood from his chair. “Mother.”

			Dodie peered out from behind him, clutching his coattails. “Countess.”

			His mother pursed her lips. “Compassion will be your undoing, Simon. And yours, Dorothy. Empathy won’t get you anything but a knife between your shoulder blades when you turn away.”

			Simon deflected a fleeting sense of obligation, a whisper of guilt, and buried them both. He faced the dragon, free from restraint for the first time in his life. “I could not disagree more, Mother. You are entirely wrong about that.”

			Her eyes widened with seeming shock before narrowing again. “You dare to disagree with me?”

			“I do. Now, if you would kindly leave us to our tea party, the door is just behind you.”

			She flashed her dragon smile and shook her head. “Oh, my deluded son. That Watts woman has done this to you. She has warped your sensibilities.”

			“So, what if she has?”

			The countess turned to leave but peered coolly back over a shoulder. “It matters not. Her just reward is at hand.”

			A chill ran up Simon’s spine and he gritted his teeth. He knew very well the threat of his mother’s tone and the power of her awful vengeance. “What have you done?”

			“Nothing much, really. I simply revealed her to Lord Velator as his mysterious provocateur.”

			“How did you know?”

			“Servants talk, Simon. That is the power of fear.”

			As she exited the room, he strode forward and gripped her arm. “What does Velator intend to do?”

			The countess stared at Simon’s hand as if willing it away from her person. Failing that, she smiled in a way that reveled in the promise of pain. “He has invited her to stand before the Prometheans on the pretense of hearing her grievance, but will instead denounce her before all the members, and ruin her name for all time with the Upper Ten Thousand.”

			He shook his head violently. “Emma would never fall for such a ruse.”

			“Emma?” Her voice dripped disdain. “Oh, she would, if she believed the invitation was your doing.”

			“Surely you didn’t do such a thing.”

			“Oh, but I did.” She waved her lorgnette. “And I also purchased the deed to Number Thirty-Seven Red Lion Square from the mortgager who owned it. After today, she will have no refuge anywhere.”

			Simon’s blood began to boil. “You would cast a woman and her family into the street for the sin of loving me?”

			“Love? If so, then I was right to do it.”

			Simon tightened his clench on her arm. “I would remind you, Countess, that I own the deeds to all your residences. You will sign Number Thirty-Seven over to me or consider it your final resting place.”

			The dragon’s eyes flashed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			“As God is my witness, I would. Now, do as I say and remove yourself from my house this instant, and do not return.”

			Her eyes flew wide again. “Surely you don’t mean—”

			“With every fiber of my being, I mean it. Now, go.”

			Dodie began applauding behind his back. The countess shot the girl a poisonous glare, pulled her arm from Simon’s hand, and sniffed. “As you wish.”

			He watched her reach the bottom of the stairs and approach the door. “And know this, Mother. I will undo what you have done.”

			As the countess stood in the open doorway, she smiled again, one last time. “No, you won’t. You are too late. The event is happening even as we speak.”

			Simon’s heart crashed into the pit of his stomach. He turned to Dodie. “I will return. Lock the door after I leave.”

			“Run fast, Uncle.”

			“I will,” he said while bounding down the stairs.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Emma waited in the alcove of the Prometheans’ Club just outside the closed double doors of the main hall. No chair had been provided, as if she were simply delivering cheese or turnips. Check that. If she’d been a delivery person, at least she might have received a kind word and a cup of water. Instead, she waited, swaying with anticipation before the doorway. When one side creaked open, she fell still and lifted her chin. A familiar face greeted her.

			“Miss Watts,” said Lord Middleton.

			A smile began to form and she nearly greeted him warmly before she froze the actions. She knew him well only through Simon’s body, and only from the ball as Emma Watts. Instead, she curtsied. “My lord.”

			He gave her the smile she’d almost given him. “The gentlemen will see you now. Are you ready?”

			“I believe so. May I first ask a question?”

			“Of course.”

			“Is Lord Blackburn present?”

			Middleton frowned. “No. Which is unlike him. He is normally quite reliable.”

			For whatever reason, Simon’s absence concerned her. She shouldn’t care, but she did. She forced her drawn cheeks to relax. “Did not the earl arrange this meeting?”

			“Hmm. Not to my knowledge.”

			Despite her best efforts, Emma’s expression must have communicated her angst. Middleton closed the door most of the way and stepped nearer to her. “May I offer a word of advice?”

			“That would not be unwelcome.”

			“When you state your grievance, do so plainly, accurately, and bluntly. Do not allow the titles in the room to cause you to dither. They will respect forthrightness. I know I do.”

			She dipped her forehead. “Thank you, my lord.”

			He glanced at the floor before returning her puzzled gaze with a sheepish expression. “Before we proceed, I must apologize.”

			“Apologize? For what?”

			“For your father.”

			Was he about to confess? “I’m listening.”

			“Well, you see,” he said while rubbing the back of his neck, “we all saw his rising obsession with wagering money. Small sums became large sums. Many of us tried to counsel him, but he refused to listen. However, we should have taken bolder steps and banned him from the tables altogether. Blackburn went so far as to follow your father to the horse races many times to restrain him from betting everything, but he failed.” He sighed. “We all failed, and for that, I am terribly sorry.”

			His story was not what she’d expected but had come to suspect. Simon had tried to help, not to hurt. She’d been terribly wrong about him—at least in that regard. She began to waver before reclaiming resolve. This was not the time to entertain second thoughts. “Thank you for apologizing.”

			He waited briefly, perhaps for unoffered forgiveness, before opening the door and motioning her through. “Shall we?”

			She inhaled deeply and let the air escape slowly. “We shall.”

			Emma strode through the door, ready to unleash hell, only to falter. Before her sat three dozen of the most influential men in Britain, literally lords of their domains. The general expressions ranged from cool disregard to tempered animosity. Again, she was offered no chair. When Middleton sat down, Lord Velator rose and approached her.

			“Thank you for attending,” he said.

			She only then remembered to curtsy to the room on quivering knees. “The honor is mine, my lords.”

			Velator circled Emma while pinning her in place beneath his regal gaze. When he faced his peers, Emma expected him to offer her the floor. She drew a breath, ready to speak.

			“Without further ado, I shall begin laying out the case against Miss Watts and recount her reprehensible actions with respect to the members of this club.”

			Emma’s eyelids fluttered. The case against me? What?

			“That is not what you told me, Lord Velator.” A woman daring to interrupt a marquess was a deep violation of protocol, but she couldn’t help herself. And didn’t much care. Rather than shouting her into silence, Velator shot her his familiar oily smile.

			“Imagine that,” he said to the room. “Apparently, I have spoken untruthfully to the person who wishes to rain destruction on our heads. Do you forgive me?”

			“Hear, hear,” rumbled a few voices.

			“Thank you, my friends.”

			Middleton rose from his chair, his cheeks reddening. “This is bad form, Velator. Gentlemen do not lie to ladies.”

			Velator waved a dismissive hand. “Sit down, Middleton. Gentlemen lie to ladies every day. When you are married, you will understand.”

			A few men chuckled and Middleton settled back into his chair, but his brow remained low over his eyes. When Velator faced Emma again, his features had turned to frost. “Is it not true, Miss Watts, that you willfully sought to bring disgrace to the members of this organization?”

			She nodded once. “I did.”

			“And is it not true that you paid coin to hounded servants in exchange for gossip that you hoped would blacken our names?”

			“Yes.”

			“And is it also true that you wormed your way into the employ of Lord Blackburn for the purpose of ruining his good name?”

			“No.”

			“You will address me as ‘my lord.’”

			“No, my lord,” she said through gritted teeth. “That is not true.”

			“And did you not threaten bodily harm against servants who refused to give you dirt?”

			Her anger rose with a hiss. “That is most definitely not true…my lord.”

			“No?” Velator circled again before her, never taking his steely eyes from her quivering chin. She barely held the rage in check. And the deep feelings of betrayal. Why had Simon done this to her? Why had he called her here, knowing she was to be torn limb from limb?

			“Well,” her inquisitor said finally. “Then are we to accept the word of a woman cast out from Society over those who have served our families faithfully for years?”

			Emma knew then what had happened. When confronted with dishing gossip, those so-called faithful servants had lied outrageously to save their jobs. What better reason to give than fear for one’s safety?

			“I expect you to believe the word of a lady,” she said.

			“Are you still a lady, then? Your actions—creeping about to commit blackmail—speak otherwise. No lady I know would behave such. What have you to say about that?”

			Part of Emma wished to melt into the floor. Her spine, though, refused to allow it. She remembered what it was like to be an earl for a time. The automatic respect. The ability to command any room. The privilege to say whatever she liked without fear of reprisal. She mustered every ounce of that experience and stood as tall as she could stretch.

			“I have this to say. How dare you.”

			Velator flinched and his eyebrows shot up. “What? How dare I?”

			“How dare you all.” She swept her eyes across the strangely silent assembly. “Your ancestors were granted titles by kings and queens because of their service to the Crown. With those titles came one responsibility. One job. To protect the people of the kingdom against threats—invaders, storms, fires, plagues. They were to stand as a wall to repel such threats in order to preserve the common man and woman from death and destruction. Is that not true?”

			The room remained so silent that the tick of a mantle clock alone filled the void. A few lifted their chins, but most maintained a steady gaze. She nodded three times.

			“So, I have a question for the members of this club.” She paused. “When did you relinquish that responsibility?”

			“See, here,” said Velator, “that is quite enough from you.”

			“Let the lady speak.”

			Emma flicked her eyes toward the commanding voice. The Duke of Windhorst, ranking member of the club. She curtsied to him and he grunted affirmation. Velator huffed but held his tongue.

			“I simply mean this, my lords,” she continued. “We are a land of millions, and yet a select few are born to noble titles. A handful are born to become lords of the domain. To protect. To preserve. To care for all the rest who are not so privileged. My father was one of those men, as are you. He was handed everything, and yet respected his good fortune so little that he squandered it away. Now, his family is destitute as a result. And yet not one of you, those called to protect others, those who called him brother, lifted a finger to preserve us. I ask again—when did you relinquish the one responsibility that comes with your title?”

			The silence shattered with a rising murmur of discontent. Some scoffed openly, clearly affronted by Emma’s speech. Others stared at the floor. Velator appeared ready to clap her in irons, his nostrils flaring with hostility. The slamming of the door drew all eyes over Emma’s shoulder. She jerked her head around to find the object of their sudden interest.

			Lord Blackburn—Simon.

			He stood just inside the hall breathing hard but his face was a mask of calm. A wave of disappointment swept over Emma. He hadn’t stayed away. Now that he had finished with her, he’d come to participate in her vicious set-down. He’d come to cast her aside from Society—and far away from himself. Her steely spine wilted as she prepared for him to crush her heart.

			… 

			Simon barreled into the small alcove of the Prometheans’ Club on Bond Street after having run a half mile. Where were the cabs when he really needed one? For the entire distance, one thought dominated his brain.

			Lord Velator intends to publicly set down Emma.

			Unless I intervene.

			He paused by the doors to the hall to catch his breath, his grip resting on one of the handles. That’s when he heard Emma’s voice say, “How dare you.” Her words were cast in iron, unbending and unafraid. He eased the door open to hear Emma better, reluctant to interrupt her. As he listened, she spoke of the sacred duty of lordship, and how they’d abandoned that responsibility to the masses in favor of privilege for its own sake. The frown that had etched deeply on his face surrendered itself to a growing smile.

			He had come to rescue Emma—to save her from Velator and the Prometheans. But here she was saving herself by standing against a roomful of lords, each of whom held the power to silence her with a word. His chest swelled with pride. This woman is magnificent! A true goddess in every way, as he had always suspected. Emma did not need rescue. What she needed was an ally. A partner. A lover. As her final question filled the room, Simon called up dogged determination and pushed through the doorway into the rising murmur. His presence brought the erupting conversations to a halt and drew Emma around to stare at him. What he saw in her eyes nearly crushed him. She did not see a friend but an adversary. But why? Did she expect him to decry her? To set her down?

			Maybe. And that is my fault.

			“Ah! Blackburn,” said Lord Velator. “You have arrived just in time. Before we denounce Miss Watts, we should hear from you. After all, it was you whom she targeted most aggressively. What say you about her reprehensible actions?”

			Simon closed the door behind him and walked to her side while she looked away from him. “I heard every word Miss Watts just said. And the lady is absolutely right.”

			Emma whipped her head around to stare at him again. Deep disappointment had given way to wide and fluttering eyes. He smiled at her with all the warmth of a man in love and finally admitting that fact to the entire world. Her nostrils flared with what seemed some combination of troubled alarm and grasping hope. He faced his peers and surveyed their expressions, ranging from puzzled to resistant, with a few in seeming agreement.

			“As I ran inside,” he said, “I couldn’t help but notice the name of our club stenciled beside the doors to the hall. The Prometheans. That is what we call ourselves. But tell me, do you remember who Prometheus was?”

			A few nodded. They knew, of course, but needed reminding.

			“Prometheus was the Greek god of fire. According to myth, it was he who lifted humanity up from the clay. It was he who gifted us with fire so that we might not only survive, but thrive. This act angered the other gods, for they feared what we could do when we banded together. So, for his compassionate actions, Prometheus was condemned by his peers to suffer eternal torment.”

			To their collective credit, his club mates listened. Intently. And most with expressions of introspection. He glanced at Emma to find her features warming as she focused solely on him.

			“Don’t you see?” he continued. “Prometheus was a god, far above lowly mankind, and yet he sacrificed himself for those whom he should have seen as mere worms. And by adopting his name as our own, we make the bold claim that we are cut from the same cloth. That we would willingly sacrifice ourselves for those whom Society deems beneath our stations. Yet what have we done here instead? Smoke cigars? Drink wine? Entertain ourselves with games of chance?” He raised a finger and shook it. “I tell you the truth, my lords. We have sacrificed nothing and saved no one. In doing so, we have become not like Prometheus, but like those capricious gods who condemned him to torment. So, the lady is right. How dare we?”

			Lord Velator shook his head vehemently and waved his hands. “Just what are you saying, Blackburn?”

			“Only this. You have heard me say that I would never risk the good opinion of a brother for the sake of a woman. Well, I was wrong. Desperately and terribly wrong. I do not denounce Miss Watts. Rather, I denounce a society that would tolerate and reward us for failing our responsibilities and punish those who dare hold us into account. In short, I denounce the Prometheans. I denounce us.”

			A ruckus arose as lord turned against lord to argue Simon’s points. He faced Emma to find her stunning green eyes shining and a spectacular smile lighting her astonishing face. He impulsively captured her hands in his and leaned nearer to speak over the erupting din.

			“Emma, I beg your forgiveness.”

			She cocked her head. “For what, exactly?”

			“Everything. My thoughtlessness. My idleness. My superiority. My selfishness. For those and more, I plead for your pardon.”

			“For saying that I was of no consequence to you when we stood at the monument?”

			He tilted his head to the side before realization struck. “You thought I was talking about you?”

			“Yes.”

			He belted a laugh. “No, Emma, no. I was speaking of the countess. You, on the other hand, are of eternal consequence to me.”

			She blinked with surprise. “I am?”

			Her question exuded vulnerability and doubt, so alien to the Emma that had railed against an assembly of lords. The din faded into the background until he swore he could hear her soft, anxious breaths. One. Two. Three. A lock of raven hair strayed away from her cheek to catch the light streaming through the windows, glimmering in a hundred shades of black, brown, and red. The warmth of her hands ignited his soul, threatening to set it aflame.

			“Yes, Emma,” he said. “Eternal, starting now. But only if you can forgive me.”

			She tipped her forehead to touch his chest. “I forgive you. How can I not?”

			A shudder of relief and welling passion shot through him. He gently lifted her chin with a finger. “What say you, my love. Shall we quit this madhouse?”

			“That would please me.”

			He swept her away from the hall, never looking back.

			… 

			With Simon’s clarification, the ice forming around Emma’s heart burst in the brilliant rays of his glistening sun to melt and flow to the sea. The world faded around her, leaving her engulfed by his presence. The soft scent of leather and wool. The sway of his frame as it leaned toward her, solid and earnest. The enveloping of her hands in his with the promise of permanence and passion. She loved him with the very essence of her soul. When he led her away from the fray, she followed the pull of his hand as they exited the Prometheans’ Club and stepped onto the pavement outside. 

			Bond Street bustled with activity. Carriages and horses flowed by while shoppers packed the pavement beside the street, unaware of the drama that had just unfolded among a pack of lords whose intentions had been thwarted by a cast-down woman and a rogue earl. Before she could collect her thoughts, Simon stopped to face her. She gazed up at him with curiosity and…devotion.

			“I must apologize, Simon,” she said. “I was wrong about you ruining my father. I thought…”

			He pressed a gentle finger to her lips. “I know. I understand. But now I must say something to you, Emma.” His face was grave but not grim. “Something I should have said long before.”

			Her heart began to race, and she squeezed his hand. “I am listening.”

			“I love you, Emma Watts. That moment when we first met, I might have considered my feelings love. But I knew nothing of the emotion. I found you deeply attractive, to be sure, but it was not love. Only later did I begin to understand what I’ve felt for no one but my little niece. A deep desire to do anything, to risk everything, to reveal the secret corners of my heart, for the one I love. And you, Emma, are the one I love.”

			Tears began leaking from her eyes, annoyingly so. She wanted to see him clearly when she spoke her next words. He retrieved a handkerchief and dabbed her cheeks with it. “Did I offend you that much?”

			The raw emotion pent up in her chest burst forth as a giggle. “No, silly man. How can I be offended by the man I love?”

			His grin flew wide. “Surely even loved ones may cause offense.”

			“True. But not at this moment.”

			“So, you love me, then?”

			“I do.”

			The words still echoed from her mouth when he fell toward her like a smoldering comet blazing from the sky. His lips pressed against hers as one hand cupped her cheek. The other found the far side of her waist and lifted her to him until only her toes found purchase on the shifting pavement. Her arms threaded over his shoulders to meet beyond his neck. She tasted the sweet honey of his kiss, returning it passion for passion, caressing his probing tongue with hers.

			“Hoy, there! Take that to the bedroom!”

			Emma reluctantly tore her lips from Simon’s to find a gruff-looking gentleman passing by as he hurled prudent but unwelcome advice. She looked at Simon to find him peering intently at her. Her cheeks heated, likely turning red.

			“We have insulted propriety, I’m afraid,” she said. “What the passersby must think of us!”

			“Emma.” He uttered her name, low and sultry. “I find that I no longer much care what others think when it comes to us. Especially my mother.”

			“The dragon? Are you sure?”

			“I banished her from my house not a quarter of an hour ago, and she is not welcome until she has shed her scales.”

			“Is that even possible?”

			“I doubt it. But as we well know, much stranger transformations have happened.”

			She laughed while clinging to his neck. “Still, we are making quite the spectacle here.”

			“Again, I don’t care. In fact, I hope everyone sees us and falls dead with envy.”

			“You don’t mean that.”

			“No?” A wicked grin captured his face. He bent to a knee on the pavement beside Bond Street in full view of a hundred strangers. “Miss Watts. You would bestow upon me the greatest honor and pleasure of my life by agreeing to become my wife. To be my countess, now and for all time.”

			A tremor bolted through Emma from her toes to the top of her unbonneted head. Only her hand in his grasp kept her from falling, or perhaps running headlong down Bond Street. Another giggle escaped her throat. “How can I refuse?”

			“Is that a yes?”

			“Yes. Oh, heavens, yes.”

			Simon sprang to his feet. “Then I must speak to your family immediately.”

			“Now?”

			“Can’t wait another minute.” He raised a hand to hail a cab and shifted from foot to foot impatiently before one appeared and deigned to stop. He opened the door and trundled her inside before lifting his hat to the driver. “Red Lion Square, frank speed.”

			“Righto, sir.”

			Simon leaped in after Emma, settled on the opposite bench, and pulled her toward him. “Come here, Miss Watts. I want to get a good look at you.”

			“You can see me much better from over there.”

			He ignored the suggestion and lifted her onto his lap. She thought to raise a mild protest, but he snuffed it by circling her waist and covering her mouth with his. She wasted not a single second before returning his affections, but with a lot more tongue. After all, she had been a lord for a while. Was it not her responsibility to give fully of herself to others?

			Well, to Simon, anyway. She would start with him. The rest could wait.

		


		
			Epilogue

			Five months after arriving in desperation to reside at Thirty-Seven Red Lion Square, Emma returned as Lady Blackburn with her husband by her side. Very close by her side. Even after a three-month honeymoon at one of his country estates, Simon didn’t seem content unless he maintained some form of contact with her—a handhold, a hip pressed against hers, his fingers raking the hair behind her neck. As they stood waiting before the door, he was doing all three—not that she minded. She needed his touch like she needed sunlight on her face.

			He released his triple hold when the door opened to reveal a wide-eyed Dodie. She shrieked and jumped into Simon’s arms.

			“Uncle! You’ve come back! And you brought Aunt Emma!”

			He clenched her tightly to his chest. “As I said we would. Always, my girl. Always.”

			Dodie wriggled free of his embrace, clutched his hand, and dragged him into the house. “Come! We were just having tea.”

			Emma followed, curious about the babble of voices inside. Her eyes lit upon finding the Order of the Red Lion sitting with her mother, Elise, and Aunt Gertie. The assembled party rose as one and rushed her like a pack of barely restrained hounds to hug her neck and smother her with kisses. Lady Heathkirk pressed forward to squeeze Emma.

			“I missed you so,” said her mother with damp eyes.

			“And I you.”

			The crush began anew, with further hugs, kisses, and proclamations of love and delight. After a minute, Simon waded into the fray.

			“Ho, there,” he said. “That’s my job now.”

			“You must share, m’lord,” Aunt Gertie replied. “My house, my rules.”

			A wide grin split his face. “Heard and understood, General.”

			Emma disentangled herself from the mob and gave a bewildered smile to her Red Lion friends. “Why are you all here?”

			Kit clapped her hands happily. “Discussing strategy, of course.”

			“Strategy? Do tell.”

			Every eye turned toward Jess. She rolled her eyes and frowned as if weary of explaining.

			“Very well. It seems my younger sister, Sophie, has unexpectedly inherited a fortune from a miserable but wealthy great aunt to be used as a dowry. The wolves of Society have already begun to descend, so we are making plans to drive them off. Are you with us?”

			Though Emma wondered about Jess’s exclusion from the inheritance, she folded her arms with mock umbrage. “Well, of course. Am I not a member of the Order of the Red Lion? Have I not pledged my sword to our mutual defense?”

			Jess smiled. “That is just what I wished to hear.”

			Emma felt Simon looming behind her, and his breath tickled her ear when he spoke. “What about the gentlemen. Can we also join this sacred order?”

			Kit and Diana exchanged a sharp glance before replying in unison. “No.”

			“No?”

			“No,” Diana said. “However, if you prove yourself worthy, we might allow you to become a lackey to be used in service of the order.”

			Emma suppressed a chuckle as Simon stood tall and gripped a lapel. “Very well. How does one prove oneself worthy to become a lackey?”

			Jess tapped a long finger against the center of his chest. “By loving our friend as she deserves.”

			Simon rubbed the back of his neck and frowned. “Now, that’s a problem.”

			Emma spun on him. “A problem? How am I now a problem?”

			He leaned his forehead to hers and placed large hands on her cheeks. “Because you deserve more than I can possibly give. All I can offer is my undying devotion and a steady supply of grand gestures.”

			Emma grinned up at him. “Grand gestures? That phrase intrigues me. What do you have in mind?”

			He rocked his head side to side and rolled his eyes upward in consideration. “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps something like this.”

			He dropped his hands to Emma’s waist and swept her up into an overpowering embrace until her feet dangled. As she threw her arms around his neck, his lips found hers and proceeded to demonstrate just what he meant, in front of the Lord God and everybody. Emma didn’t pay the audience much mind, though, for she was flying.

			After having fallen to the depths of the pit, Emma’s meteoric rise was only just beginning. And rising was proving much better than falling in every possible way.

			[image: ] 
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